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Do not use driftwood to nmake a fire because it may have been cast on the
waters by a chindi, who will then track you by its light.
-Navaj o taboo

In the forests of the night,

At the edge of the world,

The trees run on forever

-lvy Haemon. Col |l ected Poens, 2114

W are in a sense still gathered around our canpfires, telling each other
stories, wondering what’s out there in the dark. And we still do not know. We
still cannot see beyond the pale cast of the flickering |light.

--Spenser Abbott. Bending the Symmetries, 2201

Li ve from Babyl on and Ur,

From At hens and Al exandria and Rome, The voices of a thousand generations,
Press us,

Urge us on-.

--Tia Kosanna, The Long View, 2044

Acknow edgnent s

|"mindebted to David L. Dawson, M D., NASA Johnson Space Center, and to
Walter Cuirle, for technical assistance; to Holly McClure, for the chindi; to
Chri stopher Schelling for his staying power with titles; to Ral ph Vicinanza
for always being there when needed. To Sara and Bob Schwager for their work
with the manuscript. To Susan Allison and G njer Buchanan, who kept a candle
burning in the wi ndow. And as always to Maureen

Dedi cati on

For Susan and Harl an

Pr ol ogue
June 2220

| do not know what | may appear to the world; but to nyself | seemto have
been only like a boy playing on the seashore, and diverting nyself in now and
then finding a snoother pebble or a prettier shell than ordinary, whilst the
great ocean of truth lay all undiscovered before ne.

-—+ SAAC NEWION, C. 1725

THE BENJAM N L. Martin, the Benny to its captain and passengers, was at the
extreme limt of its survey territory, orbiting a neutron star, catal og nunber
V651107, when it cruised into the history books.

Its captain was M chael Langley, married six tinmes, father of three, reforned
drug addict, onetinme theol ogy student, amateur actor, anmateur rmnusician

di sbarred | awyer. Langley seened to have led at | east a half dozen separate
lives, but it was of course not too difficult to do that when vitality into a
second century, and even sonetinmes into a third, was not unconmon.

The onboard survey team consi sted of el even specialists of one kind and



anot her, physicists, geologists, planetol ogists, climtol ogists, and nmasters
of a few nore arcane fields. Like all the Acadeny people, they treated their
work very seriously, neasuring, poking, and taking the tenperature of every
avail able world, satellite, star, and dust cloud. And of course they |oved
anomal i es, when they could find one. It was a fool’s gane, Langley knew, and
if any of them had spent as nmuch tine on the frontier as he had, she' d be
aware that everything they thought to be odd, remarkable, or “worth noting,”
was repeated a thousand times within a few dozen light-years. The universe was
endl essly repetitive. There were no anomalies.

Take for exanple this neutron star. It resenbled a gray billiard ball, or
woul d have if they' d been able to light it up. It was only a few kiloneters
across, barely the size of Manhattan, but it was several times nore massive
than the sun. An enornous deadwei ght, so dense that it was twisting time and
space, diverting light fromsurrounding stars into a halo. Playing havoc with
the Benny’s cl ocks and systens, even occasionally running them backward. Its
surface gravity was so high that Langley, could he have reached the ground,
woul d have wei ghed eight billion tons.

“Wth or without ny shoes?” he' d asked the astrophysicist who' d presented him
with the cal cul ation.

Despite the outrageous characteristics of the object, there were at least a
hal f dozen in the inmedi ate nei ghborhood. The reality was that there were
simply a lot of dead stars floating about. Nobody noticed them because they
didn’t nake any noise and they were all but invisible.

“What makes it interesting,” Ava explained to him “is that it’s going to bunp
into that star over there.” She tapped her finger on the display, but Langley
wasn't sure which star she neant. “It has fourteen planets, it’s nine billion
years old, but this nmonster is going to scatter everything. And probably

di srupt the sun.”

Langl ey had heard that, a few days before. But he knew it woul dn’t happen
during his lifetime.

Ava Eckart was one of the few on board who seened to have a |life outside her
specialty. She was a black worman, attractive, nethodical, congenial. O ganized
t he shipboard parties. Liked to dance. Enjoyed talking about her work, but had
the rare ability to put it in layman’s terns.

“When?” Langl ey asked. “Wen’s all this going to happen?”

“I'n about seventeen thousand years.”

Well, there you go. You just need a little patience. “And you can’t wait.”

Her dark eyes sparkled. “You got it,” she said. And then her internal l|ights
faded. “That’'s the problemw th being out here. Everything interesting happens
on an inconvenient time scale.” She picked up a couple of coffee nmugs. Did he
want one?

“No,” he said. “Thanks, but it keeps me awake all day.”

She sm | ed, poured herself one, and eased into a chair. “But yes,” she said,
“I"d love to be here when it happens. To be able to see sonething like that.”

“Sevent een thousand years? Better eat right.”

“l guess.” She remai ned pensive. “Even if you lived | ong enough to make it,



you' d need a few thousand nore years to watch the process. At |east.”
“That’ s why we have simul ations.”

“Not the sanme,” she said. “It’s not |like being there.” She shook her head.
“Even when you are, you're pretty nuch | ocked out. Take the star, for
exanpl e.” She nmeant 1107, the neutron star they were orbiting. “W’re out
here, but we can’'t get close enough to see it.”

Langl ey pointed to its image on the displays.

“I mean really see it,” she continued. “Cruise over its surface. Bounce sone

lights off it.”

“Co for awalk onit.”

“Yes!” Ava’'s enthusiasm bubbled to the surface. She was wearing green shorts
and a white pullover that read University of Chio. “W’ ve got antigravity. Al
we need's a better generator.”

“Alot better.”

The Ahab image customarily used by the ship’s artificial intelligence appeared
on-screen. Like all Al’s in Acadeny vessels, he answered to Bill

The grim steely eyes and the muttonchop whi skers and the wi ndbl own bl ack
corduroy pullover were too famliar to elicit notice fromLangley. But his
passengers always went to alert when he appeared. Had Bill been a self-aware
entity, which his creators clained he was not, Langley would have t hought he
was enjoying hinmself at their expense.

“Captain,” he said. “We are encountering a curious phenonenon.”

That was an unusual comment. Usually Bill just dunped information w thout
editorializing. “What is it, Bill?

“I't’s gone now. But there was an artificial radio transm ssion.”
“A transm ssion?”

“Yes. At 8.4 gigahertz.”

“What did it say? Wo's it fron®”

The sea-swept eyes drew together. “lI can’'t answer either question, Captain.
It’s not any | anguage or systemwith which | amfamliar.”

Langl ey and Ava exchanged gl ances. They were a | ong way from home. Nobody el se
was out here.

“The signal was directed,” Bill added.

“Not br oadcast ?”

“No. We passed through it several nonments ago.”
“Were you able to nake out anything at all, Bill?”

“No. The pattern is clearly artificial. Any assertion beyond that is
specul ation.”



Ava had been peering at the starfield inmages on the screens as if sonething
m ght show itself. “What’'s your |evel of confidence, Bill?” she asked.

“Ni nety-nine eight, at a conservative estimate.” Lines of characters began
rolling down one of the status screens. “This is what it |ooks like. I’'ve
substituted synbols for pulse patterns.”

The captain did not see a pattern, but he accepted Bill’'s judgment w thout
guestion. “You' re saying there's another ship out here, Bill?”

“I"’msaying only that there’'s a signal.”

“Where'd it conme fronP” asked Ava. “Which way?”

“I can’t be sure. But it seened to originate in the general direction of 1107.
The neutron star. Sonething in orbit, |I assune. W passed through the signa

too quickly to get a lock onit.”

Langl ey frowned at the synmbols scrolling down the display. He watched unti
t hey st opped.

“That’s it,” said Bill. “Do you want ne to repeat the record?”

He | ooked at Ava. She shook her head no.

Langl ey glanced up at the Al's inmage. The face was thin and worn. The gray
em nence persona, which Bill usually adopted when things were happeni ng.

“Bill, can we find it again?”

The Al hesitated. “A directed signal? If we assune it's comng froma tighter
orbit than ours, we would have to wait until it caught up with us again.”

“How | ong woul d t hat take?”

“Insufficient data.”

“Quess.”

“Probably several nonths.”

Langley sinply didn't believe it had happened. Not out here. It was nore
likely to be a glitch sonewhere. “Can you make any kind of estimate on the
| ocation of the source, Bill?"

“No, Captain. | would need to find it a second time to do that.”

He gazed at Ava. “It’s just a screwup sonewhere. Stuff |ike this happens
sometines. It's a glitch in the system”

“Maybe,” she said.

“Bill, run a diagnostic. See if you can find any kind of internal problemthat
m ght account for the intercept.”

“I"ve already done that, Captain. Everything seens to be in order.”
Ava’'s lids had gone to half-staff. She was peering inside somewhere. “Let’s

run it by Pete.” That was Pete Danon, the project director. Pete was the
best - known physicist in the world, |argely because of his tenure as host of



Uni verse, an extraordinarily popul ar science series that had done nuch to win
public support for organizations |like the Acadeny, but which had al so spurred
the jeal ousy of many of his coll eagues.

Langl ey coul d hear voices in back, where his passengers were conducting
tenmporal experiments. Al though 1107 was only two hundred mllion years old, it
had actually been here well over two billion years. Wen Ava had tried to

expl ain how that happened, how tinme noved at a far slower rate at the bottom
of the object’s gravity well than it did out here in a | ess constrai ned part
of the universe, his mnd had refused to close around the idea. He knew it was
correct, of course, but it gave hima headache to think about it.

Ava brought Pete up on one of the auxiliary screens and conducted a hurried
conversation. Pete frowned and shook his head and | ooked at his own displ ays.
“Can’t be,” he said.

“You want to ignore it?" asked Ava.

More gl ances at displays. Whispered conversations with shadow figures off to
one side. Fingertips tapping on a console. “No,” he said. “I’"mon ny way up.”

Hat ches opened and cl osed. Langl ey heard footsteps and excited voices. “Sounds
as if you stirred up the natives, Ava,” he said.

She | ooked happy. “1’m not surprised.”

Several of themspilled out onto the bridge. Pete. R ck Stockard, the
Canadi an. Hal Packwood, who was on his first long flight and who drove
everybody el se crazy tal ki ng endl essly about the wonder of it all. Mriam
Kapp, who was running the chrono experiments. And two or three nmore. Everybody
was breat hing hard

“Where'd it come fron?” The question cane fromevery side. “Did we really hear
sormet hi ng?”

“Are we still picking it up?”

“For CGod' s sake, Mke,” said Tora Cavalla, an astrophysicist with a
substantial appetite for sex, “are we scanning for the source? You realize
somebody mi ght be out there?”

“W are,” said Langley. He didn't care for Tora very much. Her behavi or

di srupted the ship, and she seened to think everyone around her was an idiot.
It was an attitude that m ght have passed unnoticed at, say, Cal Tech. But in
the intimte environnment of a superlum nal, where people had to live together
for nmonths at a time, she created cl austrophobia and jeal ousy. “Of course

we’' re | ooking. But don’t expect nuch. W’ ve no idea where the source m ght
have been. And any kind of scan near that pile of iron is suspect. The gravity
wel | distorts everything.”

“Keep | ooking,” said Packwood, speaking as if he were in charge.

“I's there any other likely explanation?’” Tora asked. Her wi de white brow was
furrowed. She was really intrigued by the event.

“There’s always the possibility of an equi prent mal function. But Bill says
no.”

She gl anced over at Pete, her gray eyes pleading for himto turn the m ssion
into a hunt for the signal



“This isn’t something,” Pete said, “that we want to wite off until we have an
i dea what caused the transm ssion.” He was tall, |ong-legged, solem. Hi s eyes
were furtive, always suggesting he was hiding sonething. Langley thought he

| ooked |i ke a pickpocket who' d made good. But he kept his word. You could
bel i eve what he said. “What have you actually got, M ke?” he asked.

“I't was a one-shot intercept. But Bill can’t give us any nore than that.”

“Can we hear it?” asked Packwood.

“Bill,” Langley said, “run the record. Audio this tinme.”

It was about two seconds |ong, a series of high-pitched blips and squiggl es.
“We can’t read any of it?” asked Pete.

“No,” said Langley. “Zero.”

The team nenbers | ooked at one another solemly. A couple nmore pushed in. “It
has to nean there’s another ship here sonewhere,” Pete said. “Or an orbiter.”

“Not hi ng of ours out here,” said a quiet, very young, female technician who
had just come in. Her nane was Wanda. “l doubl e-checked.”

Pet e nodded.

“What woul d anybody be doi ng here?” asked Tora.

“W’re here,” said Langl ey.

Tora shook her head. “Sensors aren’t picking up anything?”

Langl ey had al ready checked the stat board. But he | ooked again. It was stil
qui et .

“I'f there were sonething out there,” said Stockard, “1’d think we’d be able to
see it.” He was gruff, aggressive. A man who, in another age, would have been
career mlitary.

“Well,” said Packwood, “conditions tend to be strange in a place like this.
Space fol ded over on itself, tine warps blinking in and out. Still-—=

“Why don’t we turn around and go back?” said Pete. “Search the sanme area?”

“Can’t. We can’t spare the fuel for a U-turn. If you want to get back to the
same spot, you'll have to wait until we go around again.”

“How | ong?”
“Several nonths.”

They all |ooked at him but there wasn’t anything he could do. Langley didn't
t hi nk anyt hi ng out of the ordinary was happeni ng anyhow. He' d been carrying
Acadeny teans into deep space for alnmpst forty years, and he knew if there was
one thing about neutron stars a man could be sure of, it was that nobody el se
was hangi ng ar ound.

In all the tinme since the superlumnals had left Earth, they' d found only one
other living civilization, if you could call it that. The inhabitants of Nok
went back about fourteen thousand years, but they were just now comi ng out of



their industrial revolution. They were strong believers in various causes, and
they were constantly at war wi th one anot her

There’ d been ruins in a few other places. But that was it. Langley had
personal |y seen upward of a thousand terrestrial worlds, and there weren't
thirty that supported any kind of |ife whatever. And two-thirds of those were
singl e-cel | ed.

No. Whatever Bill had intercepted, or thought he’d intercepted, the
expl anati on woul d not include a vessel crewed by somnething from another world.
But it was easy enough to understand the excitenment of his passengers.

“What do you suggest, Captain?” asked Pete after a long hesitation. “Can you
run a diagnostic to determ ne whether the intercept is valid?”

“W’ ve done that. Bill doesn’t see a problem anywhere.” But of course if Bil
hi nsel f were the probl em—

“All right. What el se can we try?”

“We could reconfigure the satellites and | aunch themto | ook for it. Then we
go back to our routine mssion. And when it’'s over we go hone.”

Pete didn't | ook very happy with the strategy. “What about the satellites?”
“I'f they find something, they' Il forward the results.”

“You still think it'lIl take that |ong?”
“I"'msorry, Pete. But there’'s really no easy way to do it.”

“How many satellites?” There were only seven left. He was going to have to
sacrifice parts of the program

“The nmore we put out there, the better the chance.”

“Do it,” said Pete. “Put themall out. Wll, naybe save one or two.”

** Chapter 1
June 2224

People tend to believe that good fortune consists of equal parts talent, hard
wor k, and sheer luck. It’s hard to deny the roles of the latter two. As to
talent, | would only say it consists primarily in finding the right noment to
step in.

—HAROUN AL MONI DES, REFLECTI ONS, 2116

PRI SCI LLA HUTCHI NS WAS not a worman to be swept easily off her feet, but she
cane very close to developing a term nal passion for Preacher Braw ey during
the Proteus fiasco. Not because of his good | ooks, though God knew he was a
charner. And not because of his congeniality. She’'d always liked him for both
t hose reasons. |If pressed, though, she would probably have told you it had to
do with his timng

He wasn’'t really a preacher, of course, but was, according to | egend,
descended froma long line of Baptist fire breathers. Hutch knew himas an
occasi onal di nner conpani on, a person she saw occasionally comng in or going
out of the Acadeny. And perhaps nost significantly, as a voice fromthe void
on those intermnable flights to Serenity and G ory Point and Faraway. He was



one of those rare individuals with whom one could be silent, and still feel in
good comnpany.

The inmportant thing was that he had been there when she desperately needed
him Not to save her life, mnd you. She was never in real danger herself. But
he took a terrible decision out of her hands.

The way it happened was this: Hutch was aboard the Acadeny ship WIdside en
route to Renai ssance Station, which orbited Proteus, a vast hydrogen cloud
that had been contracting for mllions of years and woul d eventual ly becone a
star. Its core was burning furiously under the pressures generated by that
contraction, but nuclear ignition had not yet taken place.

That was why the station was there. To watch, as Lawence Dinenna liked to
say, the process. But there were those who felt Renai ssance was vul nerabl e,
that the process was unpredictable, and who'd attenpted to close it down and
withdraw its personnel. It was not a place Hutch was anxious to visit.

The wind blew all the tinme inside the cloud. She was about a day away,
listening to it how and claw at her ship. She was trying to concentrate on a
[ight breakfast of toast and fruit when she saw the first sign of what was to
cone. “It’s throwm off a big flare,” said Bill. “Ggantic,” he added. “Of the
scale.”

Unlike his sibling Al on the Benjamin Martin, Hutch's Bill adopted a wi de
range of appearances, using whatever he felt nost likely to pl ease, annoy, or
intimdate, as the nmobod struck him Theoretically, he was progranmed to do so,
to provide the captain with a true conpanion on long flights. She was

ot herwi se al one on the ship.

At the nmoment, he |ooked Iike the uncle that everybody |ikes but who has a
tendency to drink a bit too much and who has an all-too-obvious eye for wonen.

“You think we’'re actually going to have to do an evacuati on?” she asked.

“I don’t have sufficient data to make a decent estimate,” he said. “But 1'd
think not. | mean, the place has been here a long tine. Surely it won't bl ow
up just as we arrive.”

It was an epitaph if she’'d ever heard one.

They couldn’t see the eruption w thout sensors, of course. Couldn't see
anyt hi ng wi thout sensors. The glow ng mist through which the WI dsi de noved
prevented any visuals much beyond thirty kil ometers.

It was hydrogen, illumnated by the fire at the core. On her screens, Proteus
was not easily distinguishable froma true star, save for the twin jets that
rose out of its poles.

Hut ch | ooked at the display imges, at the vast bursts of flame roiling

t hrough the clouds, at the inferno rendered sonehow nore disquieting than that
of a true star, perhaps because it had not even the illusion of a definable
edge, but rather seenmed to fill the universe.

When seen fromoutside the cloud, the jets forned an el egant vision that would
have been worthy of a Sorbanne, beanms conposed of charged particles, not
entirely stable, flashed froma cosmic |ighthouse that occasionally changed
its position on the rocks. Renai ssance Station had been placed in an
equatorial orbit to |l essen the possibility that a stray blast woul d take out
its electronics.



“When do they expect the nuclear engine to cut in?” she asked.
“Probably not for another thousand years,” said Bill
“These peopl e nmust be crazy, sitting out here in this soup.”

“Apparently conditions have worsened considerably during the past forty-eight
hours.” Bill gazed down at her in his smugly superior nmode and produced a

not eboard. “It says here they have a confortabl e arrangenent. Pools, tennis
courts, parks. Even a seaside retreat.”

Had Proteus been at the heart of the solar system the thin haze of its outer
extremties would have engul fed Venus. Well, maybe engulfed wasn't quite the
right word. Enshrouded, nmaybe. Eventually, when the pressure reached critica
mass, nuclear ignition would occur, the outer veil of hydrogen woul d be bl own
away, and Proteus woul d becone a class-G possibly a bit nore massive than the
sun.

“Doesn’t really matter how many parks they have if that thing has gone
unstabl e.”

The Al let her see that he disapproved. “There is no known case of a class-G
protostar going unstable. It is subject to occasional storms, and that is what

we are seeing now. | think you are unduly worried.”

“Maybe. But if this is normal weather, | wouldn’t want to be here when things
get rough.”

“Nor would |I. But if a problem develops while we're there, we should be able

to outrun it easily enough.”
Let’ s hope.

It was unlikely, the dispatching officer had assured her, that an Event woul d
occur. (He had clearly capitalized the word.) Proteus was just going through a
hi ccup period. Happens all the time. No reason to worry, Hutchins. You're
there sinply as a safety factor.

She’ d been at Serenity, getting refitted, when the call had come. Law ence

Di renna, the director of Renaissance Station, the same Dinmenna who’d insisted
just two nonths ago that Proteus was perfectly safe, as dependable as the sun
who’' d argued to keep the place goi ng agai nst the advice of sone of the top
peopl e at the Acadeny, was now asking for insurance. So let’'s send old

Hut chins over to sit on the vol cano.

And here she was. Wth instructions to stand by and hold D nenna’s hand and if
there’s a problem see that everyone gets off. But there shouldn't be a
problem | mean, they're the experts on protostars and they say everything' s
fine. Just taking a precaution.

She’ d checked the roster. There were thirty-three crew, staff, and working
researchers, including three graduate students.

Accommodations on the Wl dside would be a bit tight if they had to run. The
ship was designed for thirty-one plus the pilot, but they could double up in a
coupl e of the conpartnments and there were extra couches around that could be
pressed into service during acceleration and junp phases.

It was a tenporary assignnment, until the Acadeny could get the Lochran out



fromEarth. The Lochran was bei ng—arnored, really—+to better wthstand
conditions here and woul d repl ace her as the permanent escape vessel within a
f ew weeks.

“Hutch,” said Bill. “W have incom ng. From Renai ssance.”

She was on the bridge, which was where she spent nost of her tine when riding
an otherw se enpty ship. “Patch themthrough,” she said. “About tine we got
acquai nted.”

It was a pleasant surprise. She found herself |ooking at a gorgeous young
technician with chestnut hair, |um nous eyes, and a smile that it up when
there’d been time for the signal to pass back and forth and he got a | ook at
her. He wore a white formfitting shirt and Hutch had to snother a sigh. Damm.
She’ d been al one too | ong.

“Hell o, WIldside,” he said, “welcome to Proteus.”
“Hel | o, Renai ssance.” She restrained a snmile. The exchange of signals required
slightly nore than a minute.

“Dr. Harper wants to talk to you.” He gave way to a tall, dark woman who

| ooked accustomed to giving people directions. Hutch recogni zed Mary Har per
fromthe nedia reports. She owned a clipped voice and | ooked at Hutch the way
Hut ch might have glanced at a kid bringing the lunch in |late. Harper had stood
shoul der to shoulder with Dinenna during the long battle to prevent the
closing of the station.

“Captain Hutchins? We're glad you're here. I1t’lIl make everyone feel a bit nore
secure to know there’'s a ship standing by. Just in case.”

“Aad to be of service,” Hutch said.

She softened a bit. “I understand you were headed hone before this cane up
and | just wanted you to know that we appreciate your com ng out here on short
noti ce. There’'s probably no need, but we thought it best to be cautious.”

“Cf course.”

Harper started to say sonething el se but the transm ssion was bl own away by
the storm Bill tried a few alternate channels and found one that worked.
“When can we expect you?” she asked.

“Tormorrow norni ng at about six | ooks good.”

Harper was worried, but she tried to hide it behind that cool smile while she
waited for Hutch’'s response to reach her. Wen it did she nodded, and Hutch
got the distinct inpression that back behind her eyes the wonman was counti ng.
“CGood,” she said with bureaucratic cheerfulness. “W’Ill see you then.”

W don’t get many visitors out this way, Hutch thought.

THE STATI ON MADE periodic reports to Serenity, recording tenperature readings
at various levels of the atnosphere, gravity fluctuations, contraction rate
estimates, cloud density, and a nyriad other details.

The Wl dside had drifted into the hyperconm data stream between Renai ssance
and Serenity and was consequently able, for a few m nutes, to pick up the
transm ssions. Hutch watched the nunbers rippling across a half dozen screens,
m xed with occasional analysis by the Renai ssance Al. None of it was



intelligible to her. Core tenperatures and wind velocities were just weat her
reports. But there were occasional images of the protostar, enbedded at the
heart of the cloud.

“How sure are they,” she asked Bill, “that ignition won’t happen for a
t housand years?”

“They’'re not giving opinions at the nonment,” he said. “But as | understand it,
there’s a possibility the nucl ear engine could already have started. In fact,
it could have started as much as two hundred years ago.”

“And they wouldn’t know it?”

“ ’\b. ”

“I"d assunmed when that happened the protostar would nore or |ess explode.”
“What woul d happen is that over a period of several centuries after its birth,

the star would shrink, its color would change to yellow or white, and it would
get considerably smaller. It’s not a process that just goes boom”

“Well, that’s good to know. So these people aren't really sitting on top of a
powder keg.”
Bill's uncle image snmiled. He was wearing a yellow shirt, open at the neck

navy bl ue slacks, and slippers. “Not that kind of powder keg, anyhow. ”
They passed out of the data stream and the signal vani shed.

Hutch was bored. It had been six days since she'd left Serenity, and she ached
for human conpany. She rarely rode wi thout passengers, didn't like it, and
found herself reassuring Bill, who always knew when she was getting like this,
that he shouldn't take it personally. “It’s not that you aren’t an adequate
conpani on,” she said.

H s i mge blinked off, to be replaced by the WIldside | ogo, an eagle soaring
past a full moon. “I know.” He sounded hurt. “l understand.”

It was an act, neant to help. But she sighed and | ooked out into the mst. She
heard the gentle click by which he routinely signaled his departure. Usually
it was sinply a concession to her privacy. This tine it was something el se.

She tried reading for an hour, watched an old comedy (listening to the
recorded audi ence | aughter and appl ause echo t hrough the ship), nmade herself a
drink, went back to the gym worked out, showered, and returned to the bridge.

She asked Bill to cone back, and they played a couple of games of chess.

“Do you know anyone at Renai ssance?” he asked.
“Not that I'’maware of.” A few of the names on the roster were vaguely

fam liar, probably passengers on other flights. They were astrophysicists, for
the npbst part. A few mathematicians. A couple of data technicians. Somne

mai nt enance people. A chef. She wondered which was the young man with the

| um nous eyes.

They live pretty well, she thought.

A chef. A physician.



A teacher.

A—

She stopped. A teacher?

“Bill, what possible use would they have for a teacher?”

“I don’t know, Hutch. It does seem strange.”

A chill worked its way down her spine. “Get Renai ssance on the circuit.”

A minute later, the technician with the eyes reappeared. He turned the charm
on again, but this tinme she wasn’'t having any. “You have a Mnte D Grazio at
the station. He's listed as a teacher. Wuld you tell nme what he teaches?”

He was gazing wistfully at her while he waited for her transmission to arrive.

“What are you thinking?” asked Bill. He was seated in a |l eather arnthair in a
book-lined study. In the background she could hear a fire crackling.

She started to answer but let it trail off.

The technician heard her question and | ooked puzzled. “He teaches math and
sci ence. Wy do you care?”

Hut ch grumbl ed at her stupidity. Ask the question right, dumry. “Do you have
dependents on board? How many people are there altogether?”

“I think you may be right,” said Bill, cautiously.
She fol ded her arns and squeezed down as if to nake herself a snaller target.

The technician was | ooking at her with crinkled eyebrows. “Yes. W have
twenty-three dependents. Fifty-six people in all. Mnte has fifteen students.”

“Thank you,” said Hutch. “WIdside out.”

Bill's innocuously content features hardened. “So if an evacuati on does becone
necessary—=-

“W’'d have to | eave al nbst half of them behind.” Hutch shook her head. “That’'s
good pl anni ng.”

“Hut ch, what do we do?”
Damed if she knew. “Bill, get me a channel to Serenity.”

THE ERUPTI ONS COM NG from Proteus were growi ng nore intense. Hutch watched one
that appeared to stretch millions of kiloneters, boiling out beyond the edge
of the star cloud before running out of steam

“All set to Serenity,” said Bill.

She checked the operations roster and saw that Sara Snmith would be on duty
when the transnmission arrived, in tw and a half hours. Sara was an
aggressive, ambitious type, on her way up to managenent. Not easy to get along
wi th, but Sara would understand the problem and take it seriously. It was
Sara’s boss, Cay Barber, who' d assigned Hutch to the mssion and instructed
her to take the suddenly inadequate W/ dsi de.



She comnposed hersel f. Bl owi ng up woul d be unprof essi onal

The green | anp over the console inmager blinked on. “Sara,” she said, gazing
steadily into the |l ens but keeping her voice level, “1I’m supposed to be able
to evacuate Renaissance if there’'s a problem But apparently sonmebody forgot
t hey have dependents. W/ dsi de doesn’t have space for everybody. Not close.

“Pl ease advise Clay. We need a bigger ship here tout de suite. |I don’t know
whet her this place is going to blow or not, but if it does, as things now
stand, we are going to have to | eave twenty or so people.”

“That was good, Hutch,” said Bill. “I thought you struck exactly the right
note.”

SHE SKI PPED DI NNER. She felt washed out, worried, tired, unconfortable.
Frightened. What was she supposed to say to Harper and D nenna when she
arrived at Renai ssance? Hope there’'s no problem folks. Wiomdid you want to
save?

It did nothing for her somber nobod when a warning |anmp began to flash. A
coupl e of the stations went down, several screens switched off. The lights
went dim the fans died, and for a few nonents the bridge was very quiet. Then
everyt hing canme back. “It’s under control,” said Bill

“ O(ay. ”

“Conditions |like these, we can expect that occasionally.” Ship' s systens
occasional ly shut down to protect thenselves from external power surges.

“l1 know.”

“And we have a response from Serenity.”

“On-screen.”

It was Barber. Overweight, balding, lowirritability level, didn't |ike being
di sturbed when things went wong. In a rare expansive nmood he’'d once told her

that he’' d becone a starship pilot to inpress a wonan. That it hadn’t mattered
and that she’d wal ked out anyhow. Hutch understood why.

He was in his office. “Hutch,” he said, “I’"msorry about the problem The
W dside was the biggest ship we had avail able. They’'ve been sitting out there
for years. Surely they’'Il be all right for a few nore weeks. | understand the

Lochran is ahead of schedule. W’ ve got a couple people here who' ve spent tine
at Renai ssance, and they tell me the place always | ooks scary to peopl e going
out there for the first tine. It’'s because you' re running through all those
gases. Can't see very far

“What |'d like you to do is just try to play things by ear when you get to
Renai ssance. Don’t nention that the Wldside is under capacity. They won’'t
know if you don’t bring it up. I'd send a second ship, but that seens a bit
like overkill. Just tough it out.

“I"I'l check on the Lochran situation, alert themthat we're unconfortable with
t he present arrangenment. Maybe | can hurry themalong.” He ran a hand through
his thinning hair and | ooked squarely out of the screen at her. “Meantinme |
need you to just get us through. Ckay? | know you can handle it.”

Serenity Station's ring of stars replaced the sol enn features.



“That’s it?” she said. “That’s all he's got to say?”
“His attitude mght be different if he were here | ooking out the w ndow.”

“You goddam know it woul d be.”

He paused and frowned, distracted by something. “Mre incomng,” he said

“From Renai ssance.”
Hutch felt her stomach |urch

This time it was the station director hinself. Lawence D nenna, A F.D.,
GB.Y., tw-time winner of the Brantstatler Award. He was handsone in an
austere and distant sort of way. Like many acconplished centenarians, he

| ooked relatively young, yet his eyes radiated the inflexibility and certainty
that comes with age. She detected no amiability in the man. H's hair was

bl ond, his jaw set, and he was not happy. Neverthel ess he nanaged a snile.
“Captain Hutchins, 1'’mglad you got here pronptly.”

He was seated at a desk. Several plaques were arranged on the bul khead behi nd
him positioned to reveal they were there. She wasn’t cl ose enough to nmake out
details unless she increased magnification, an action that woul d have been
perceived as |l ess than polite. But one carried the United Kingdom coat of
arnms. Kni ght of the Realm perhaps?

He gathered hinsel f, studied the broad expanse of his desk, then brought his
eyes up to look into hers. He | ooked frightened. “W’ve had an eruption,” he
said. He used the sort of nonotone that suggests the speaker is keeping his
head ami d serious trouble. “Proteus has thrown off a major flare.”

Her heart picked up

“I told themthis could happen. There should have been a ship on-station and
ready to go.”

My God. WAs he sayi ng what she thought he was sayi ng?

“I"ve given the order to evacuate. Wen you get here tonorrow, we'll have a
coupl e of technicians standing by to refuel you—" He paused. “l assune
that' Il be necessary.”

“Certainly advisable,” she said, speaking out of a haze. “If we have tine.”
“Ckay, we'll take care of it. | don't suppose you can do anything to speed
t hi ngs up?”

“You mean get there nore quickly? No. W' re |ocked into our present flight
pl an.”

“I understand. Well, it's all right. We don't expect the flare to arrive unti
about 0930.”

She let a few seconds pass. “Are we talking total loss of the station?”

The return transm ssion took several mnutes. “Yes,” he said, stunbling a bit.
He was having trouble maintaining his conposure. “W see little possibility

t hat Renai ssance can survive. Wll, let me be honest. This time tonorrow, the
station will have been blown away.” His head sank forward, and he seened to be
| ooki ng up at her. “Thank God you' re here, Captain. At least we’'ll get our



people out. If you arrive on schedule, we think we can have your ship fueled
and be on our way three hours before it arrives. Should be plenty of tine.

“W’ || have everyone ready to go. If you need anything else, let the ops
of ficer know, or nyself, and we’'ll see that you get it.” He got up, and the
i mger followed himas he came around the desk. “Thanks, Captain. | don’t know

what we’ d have done if you hadn’'t gotten here when you did.”
The reply lanp flashed. He was finished. Did she have anything to say?

The engines were silent, and the only sound in the ship was the electronic
burble of the instruments on the bridge and the steady hum of the air ducts.
She wanted to tell him to blurt out the truth, let himknow there wasn’t room
for everybody. Get it over wth.

But she didn't. She needed time to think. “Thank you, Professor,” she said.

“I"I'l see you in the norning.”
Then he was gone and she was |left staring desolately at the blank screen
“What are you going to do, Hutch?” Bill asked.

She had to struggle to keep the rage out of her voice. “I don't know, " she
sai d.

“Possi bly we should start by notifying Barber. Hutch, this isn't your fault.
Nobody can bl ane you.”

“Maybe you haven't noticed, Bill, but I’'mthe front woman out here. |I'mthe
person who gets to tell Dinenna that the flare's a bigger problemthan he
realizes.” God, when | get back I"'mgoing to throttle Barber. “W need hel p.
Who el se is in the nei ghborhood?”

“The Kobi is headed to Serenity for refitting.” The Kobi was a contact vessel
funded by the Alien Research Council. It was out |ooking for sonebody to talk
to. In nmore than forty years, it had found nobody. But it did performa
service, training ship captains and other interested persons in how to behave
if they actually happened to stunble across aliens. Hutch had been through the
course: Make no threatening noves. Blink lights “in an inviting manner.”
Record everything. Transmit alert to nearest station. Don't give away
strategic information, like the location of the home world. If fired on

depart hastily. The Kobi's skipper was Chappel Reese, finicky, nervous, easily
startled. The last person in the world you' d want out saying hello to the
civilization down the road. But he was a fanatic on the subject, and he had
relatives in high places.

“What’' s the Kobi’'s capacity?”

“It’s a yacht. Maximumis eight. Ten in an energency.” Bill shook his head.
“He’s got a full load on this flight.”

“Who el se?”

“The Condor is not far.”

Preacher Braw ey’s ship. That brought a surge of hope. “Where is he?”

Brawl ey was already a near-legendary figure. He'd saved a science m ssion that

had m scalculated its orbit and was getting sucked down into a neutron star
he’ d brought back the di sease-ridden survivors of the Antares Il effort



wi thout regard to his own safety, and he’d rescued a crew nmenber on Beta Pac
by using a wench to club one of that world s voracious reptiles to death.

Bill |ooked pleased. “Wthin range. If he’'s on schedule, the Condor could be
here tonight. If he makes a good junp, he could be in by early norning.”

“He has roonf”

“Only a handful of passengers. Plenty of space. But we should contact him
wi t hout delay. There is no one el se cl ose enough to help.”

Star travel was as much art as science. Ships did not return to sublight space
with precision. One could materialize quite far froma projected destination
and the degree of uncertainty tended to increase with the range of the junp.
The risk normally lay in the possibility of materializing inside a target

body. In this case, even materializing inside the cloud constituted a mgjor
hazard. Thin as it was, it neverthel ess possessed enough density to expl ode an
arriving ship. That neant Preach would have to foll ow her own procedure, make
his jump well outside the envel ope, then make a run for the station. On the
way back out, he’'d be racing the flare until he got enough acceleration to
junp back into hyperspace.

He had reckless red hair and blue eyes that seenmed |it fromw thin. He was not
extraordi narily handsonme, in the classic sense, but there was an easygoi ng
sails-to-the-wind attitude about the man and a willingness to | augh at hinself
that utterly charned her. A year or so earlier, when they' d found thensel ves
toget her at Serenity, he’d made her feel that she was the center of the world.
Hutch wasn’t inclined to give herself to men on short acquai ntance, but she’d
have been willing to nake an exception for Braw ey. Sonmehow, though, the
eveni ng had gotten diverted, and she’d thought better of casting a lure. Next
time, she’ d deci ded.

There had been no next tine.

Bill was still tal king about the Condor. The ship was engaged in biol ogi ca
research. Brawl ey has been collecting sanpl es on Gol dwood, and was returning
themto Bioscan’s central |aboratory at Serenity. Gol dwood was one of the
worl ds on which life had not progressed past the single-cell stage.

“Let’s talk to them” she said.

Lanmps blinked on. “Channel is open, Hutch. If the Condor is running on
schedul e, transm ssion tine one way i s one hour seventeen minutes. | will also
relay through Serenity in the event he's off-course.” Because if he was, the
di rected hypercomm signal would not find him

Despite the seriousness of her situation, Hutch felt flustered. School girl
flustered. Dunb. Mentally she hitched up her socks, steadied her voice, and
peered at the round black |l ens of the imger. “Preach,” she said, “l’ve got—=
The lights blinked again and went out. This time they did not come back. When
Bill tried to talk to her his voice sounded |ike a recording at reduced power.
The pictures dropped off the displays, and the fan shut down, stuttered, and
started up again.

Bill tried unsuccessfully to deliver an epithet.

The energency |ights cane on

“What was that?” she asked. “Wat happened?”



He needed about a minute to gather his voice, nade several false starts, and
tried again. “It was an EMP,” he said. An el ectronagnetic pul se.

“How much damage?”
“I't fused everything on the hull.”
Sensors. Transmitters and di shes. Hypercomm Optics.

“Are you sure? Bill, we need to contact the Condor. Tell themwhat’s
happeni ng.”

“I't’s all down, Hutch.”

She gazed out at the stream ng mst.

“Don’t even think about it,” said Bill

“What alternative do we have?”

“You' |l get cooked.” Radiation |evels were, um astronom cal

Unl ess she went outside and replaced the transnmitter, there was no hope of
al erting Preach.

“Too much wind out there at this velocity, even if you want to get yourself
wel | -done, Hutch. Keep in mnd, something happens to you, nobody gets
rescued.”

“You could manage it.”

“At the monment, I'mblind. |I couldn’t even find the station. Renaissance will
notify Serenity what’s happening and Barber can figure the rest out for

hi msel f.”

“They’ || be down, too. The sane EMP—=

“They’' re equi pped for this environnent. They’ ve got heavy-duty suits. They can
send sonmebody out without killing him?”

“Yeah.” She wasn't thinking clearly. Good. She didn't want to go anyway.

“After we get to the station you can nake all the repairs you want. |If you
still have a mind.”

“I't’ll be too late by then to round up Preach.”

Bill's fireplace went silent. “I know ”

THEY WERE NAVI GATI NG on dead reckoni ng. Course and speed had been laid in
hours ago, predicated on exact know edge. Al that was required was to avoid
gliding past the station without seeing it. But visibility was getting worse,
and woul d probably be down to a couple of klicks by norning, when they
arrived. It should be enough, but God help themif they missed the target.
“Bill, what happens if we put themall in the WIdside?”

“Everybody? Fifty-six people? Fifty-seven counting you. How many adul ts? How
many children? How ol d are they?”



“Say forty adults. Wat happens?”

H s i mage appeared to have grown older. “W’d be okay for the first few hours.
Then it'd start to get a little close. W’ d be aware of a growi ng sense of
stale air. After about thirteen hours, conditions would begin to deteriorate
seriously.”

“How | ong before people started sustaini ng danage?”
“l don’t have enough information.”

“Quess.”

“I don't like to guess. Not on sonething like this.”
“Do it anyway.”

“At about fifteen hours. Once it begins, things will go downhill quickly.” H's
eyes found hers. “You can do it, pick up the extra people, if D nmenna was
smart enough to let Serenity know what’'s happening here, and if Serenity
contacted the Condor, and if the Condor could find us soon enough to take the
extra people off.”

THE LI GHTS CAME back, along with full power.

During the course of the evening she wandered restlessly through the ship,
read, watched sinms, and carried on a |long, ranbling conversation with Bill
The Al pointed out that she’d eaten nothing since |lunch. But she had no
appetite.

Later that evening, he appeared on the bridge in a VR node, seated on her
right hand. He was wearing an el aborate purple junpsuit with green trim A

W dsi de patch adorned his breast pocket. Bill prided hinmself on the range and
ingenuity inmplicit in the design of his unifornms. The patches always bore his
nane but otherw se changed with each appearance. This one carried a silhouette

of the ship crossing a galactic swirl. “Are you going to try to take
ever ybody?”
She’ d been putting off the decision. Wait till she got to Renai ssance. Then

explain it to D nenna.
Not enough air for everybody, Professor
Not my fault. | didn't know

She sat entertaining nmurderous thoughts about Barber. Bill suggested she take
a trank, but she had to be sure she was fully functional in the norning. “I
don’t know yet, Bill,” she said.

The interior lights dimred as it grew | ate. The observation panels al so

dar kened, creating the illusion that night had arrived outside. Gadually the
m st faded until she could see only an occasional reflection of the cabin

i ghts outside.

Usual |y she was quite confortable in the WIdside, but tonight the vessel felt
enpty, gloony, silent. There were echoes in the ship, and she listened to air
currents and the murnmur of the electronics. She sat down in front of her

di splay every few mi nutes and checked the W/ dside's position.



Meanti nme, Preacher was getting farther away.

She coul d send a hypercomm after himas soon as she reached Renai ssance. But
by then it would be far too I ate.

She deci ded she woul d | eave nobody. Put themall on board, and run for it. But
the Wl dside didn't have the raw power to clinb directly out of the gravity
wel . She’'d have to arc into orbit and then Iift out. That would put the flare
virtually on top of her before she could make the junp. But it was okay. That
wasn't the problem The air was the problem

Her only hope to save everyone was to rendezvous with the Condor. She coul dn't
do it in deep space; they’'d have nothing to key on, so they wouldn’'t be able
to find each other. Not in so short a time. She had to pick a nearby star
something within a few hours, inform Preach, go there, and hope for the best.
The obvi ous candi date was an unnaned cl ass-M five |ight-years away.

Approxi mately eight hours’ travel time. Add that to the couple of hours it
woul d take her to get away fromthe flare, and she woul d have people
succunbi ng to oxygen deprivation at about the tinme she arrived. Even assum ng
t he Condor showed up pronptly, it was unlikely Preach would be able to find
her inside another three or four hours. It was possible. He could even junp
out alongside her. But it wasn't very likely.

“I't’s not your fault,” Bill said again.
“Bill,” she snapped, “go away.”
He retired and left her to the clicks, burps, and whispers of the enpty ship.

SHE STAYED ON t he bridge past mdnight. The engines runbled into |life at about
one and began the I ong process of slowing the WIdside down for its
rendezvous.

She | ooked through the archives and found an old UNN program duri ng which

D menna and Mary Harper and soneone el se she didn’'t know, Marvin Child, argued
for the life of Renaissance Station before an Acadeny committee. “Do you

t hi nk,” demanded Harper, “we’d ask our coll eagues to go out there, that we'd
go out there ourselves, if we weren't sure it was safe?” Child was thin, gray,
tired. But he exhibited a fair degree of contenpt for anyone who di sagreed

with him Just listen to nme, he suggested, and everything will be okay.
D menna wasn’t much better. “Of course there’'s a hazard,” he conceded at the
conclusion of the hearing. “But we're willing to accept the risk.”

What had he said to her? I told themthis would happen. She listened to him
and his partners assuring the world very enphatically that it would not. Hell
they’ d brought their dependents out here.

When the chai rman thanked them for coming, Child nodded slightly, the way one
does when the last person in the pot folds his cards. He knew they had won.
Too much noney had al ready been spent on Renai ssance, and sone hi gh- powered
reputations were involved.

Right, they were willing to accept the risk. And now that the crunch had
arrived, they were |l ooking for old Hutch to come in and pick up their chips.
Cone on, babe. Get your rear end over here. Let’s nove.

Alittle before five she clinbed out of her chair, trudged back to her
quarters, showered, brushed her teeth, and put on a fresh uniform

SHE CHECKED THE i ndi vi dual compartnents to ensure they were ready. She’ d need



addi ti onal bedding to protect her extra passengers. That would cone fromthe
station. She directed Bill to be ready to adjust |ife support to nmaximum

When that was done she went back to the bridge. Her failure to tell Dinenna
the truth about their situation hung over her and sonehow, in her own m nd
laid the guilt for the calamty at her door. She knew that was crazy, but she
couldn’t push it away.

“W are where we are supposed to be,” said Bill, interrupting her struggle.
“Twenty-seven mnutes to rendezvous.” He was wearing a gray blazer and

mat chi ng sl acks. “It would have been prudent to shut the place down a couple
of years ago.”

“Alot of people have their careers tied into Renaissance,” she said. “No one
yet understands all the details of star formation. It’s an inportant project.
But they sent the wong people out, they got unlucky, and it’s probably
inevitable that they' d stay until the roof fell in.”

THE M ST WAS becomi ng brighter

Hutch was watching it flicker across a half dozen screens when Bill broke in.
“l have a channel open to Renai ssance.”

Thank God. “Get Dinenna for ne, Bill.”

The conm screen flipped through a series of distorted i mages. “Wl cone to
Renai ssance,” said a strange voice, before breaking up. The signal was weak.
They’' d had transmitter problens of their own. The picture cleared and went out
a couple of times. Wien Bill finally locked it in, she was |ooking at D nmenna.

“Good norning, Professor,” said Hutch.

He | ooked at her sonberly. “We were worried about you. I’mglad to see that
you survived. And that you' re here.”

Hut ch nodded. “We have a problem” she said. “Are we on a private channel ?”

The nmuscles in his jaw nmoved. “No. But it doesn’'t matter. Say what you have to
say.”

“There was a conmuni cati on breakdown sonmewhere. The Wldside has |imted
space. | wasn't aware you had dependents.”

“What ? For God’ s sake, Worman, how coul d that happen?”

Maybe because nobody thought you’d be dunb enough to bring dependents out
here. But she let it go. “Ship’s designed to carry thirty-one passengers.
\M_.H

“What's that?” Hi s face reddened, and she thought he was going to scream at
her. “Wat are we supposed to do with the rest of our people?” He w ped the
back of his hand against his nouth and | ooked to one side and then the other.
He was listening to soneone. Then: “Is another ship com ng?”

“Maybe,” she said.

“ mybe. ”

She | ooked at him “Let me ask you a question. W got hit by an EMP.”



“I't was a spillover fromthe jet. Happens once in a while. It wasn't an EMP
Not strictly speaking.” He relaxed a bit, as if speaking about sonething el se
hel ped divert himfromthe choices he woul d have to make.

“I't had the same effect. Fried everything on the hull.”

“Yes. A stream of high-energy particles will do that. It knocked us out, too.
What ' s your question?”

“Did you get back up? Have you been in contact with Serenity?”

“No. It’s too hot out there. W set up a transmitter inside so we could talk
to you. It’s all we have.”

She swal | owed and struggled to control her voice. “Then they don’t know the
situation.”

“They certainly know we’'ve gone dead. W were talking to themwhen it
happened. ”

“Do they know you need to evacuate?”
“W were advising them of that fact.”

It was like pulling teeth. “And did you make your point before you got bl own
off the circuit?”

He struggled to keep his tenper. “Yes.”

kay. They know he needs to get out. And they know the Wldside is too small.
That shoul d nean, has to nean, the Condor is on its way.

“Anyt hi ng el se, Captain Hutchins?”
There was. “Send us everything you have on the flare.”

It was still coming. It was big and it was hot and it was going to turn

Renai ssance into a nenory. Its range had closed to 6.6 mllion klicks, and it
was approaching at thirty-seven thousand kil onmeters per mnute. She’d need an
hour running in orbit before she could gain enough nonentumto lift away.

She’d be able to get clear, but she was going to get her feet toasted.

She thanked himand signed off. Monents |ater, she saw a flash of silver in
the mist. The station

RENAI SSANCE STATI ON WAS conposed of three ancient superlumnals: the Belize, a
former Acadeny survey vessel; the Nakaguma, a ship that had once haul ed
supplies and people out to the terrafornmers at Quraqua; and the storied
Har bi nger, which had di scovered the Noks, the only known |iving
extraterrestrial civilization. There’'d been a long fight to have the Harbi nger
decl ared a gl obal nonunment. But the effort had failed, and the | egendary ship
woul d end its days out here in this inferno.

Their drives had been renoved, hulls heavily reinforced, cooling systemns
beefed up. Thick connecting tubes joined them and a vast array of sensors,
antennas, particle detectors, transducers, and assorted other hardware covered
the hulls.

The proud | egend ACADEMY OF SCI ENCE AND TECHNOLOGY was emnbl azoned across the



Nakaguma’s hull. And the after section of the Harbinger bore the Acadeny seal
a scroll and lanp fram ng the blue Earth of the Wrld Council.

O dinarily she would have turned the ship over to Bill, who |liked to dock, or
clainmed he did. But with the sensors down, she swi tched to manual

They’ d hol |l owed out a substantial section of the Nakaguma, which was by far
the largest of the three vessels, to create a service bay for incomnming ships.
She matched orbit and attitude and glided toward it. Several rows of utility
lights blinked on to guide her, and a controller assisted. Wth systens down,
it becane fairly primtive. “A couple of degrees to port.” “Ease off a bit.”
“That’ s good. Keep comi ng.”

“You're doing quite well,” said Bill

Al’s weren't supposed to display sarcasm but there it was. “Thank you, Bill,”
she said quietly.

She got snmoothly through the doors into the interior of the Nakaguna, and
eased into the dock

“Switch to mai ntenance, Bill,” she said.

The Al acknow edged. Engi nes shut down, and power went to mninum An access
tube spiraled out of the dock and connected with her airlock. She checked to
make sure her uniform | ooked good, opened the hatch, and strode through into
Renai ssance Station. Dinmenna was waiting. He | ooked past her as if she didn't
exi st. “You don’t have nuch tinme,” he said.

She needed to replace the burned-out gear on the hull

Her passengers were already arriving. Mstly wonmen and children. They were
carrying luggage. A few of the younger kids had toys, nodel starships, balls,
dol | s.

Qutside, two technicians in e-suits hurried along the docking skirt and
inserted fuel Iines.

Hut ch stood back to |l et her passengers board. O hers, husbands, friends,
fathers probably, a few other wonmen, filed out into the observation gallery.
One of the women pushed her child forward, a sandy-haired boy about six. Tears
were stream ng down her eyes. She inplored Hutch to take care of the child and
turned to Dinenna. “I won’'t |eave him” she said, referring to soneone not
present. “Put sonebody el se on in ny place.”

“Mandy,” said the director.

“Hi s nane’s Jay,” Mandy told Hutch. She hugged the boy, the scene grew nore
tearful, and then she was gone, pushing back through those trying to get on
boar d.

“We decided not to crowd the ship,” said Dinmenna. “Some of us are staying.”
“That’s not the way—

He held up a hand. It was decided. “Her husband is a departnent head.”

In that noment Hutch conceived a hatred for Barber that was stronger than any
enotion she had felt in her life. She wanted hi m dead.



“I"1l get soneone to replace her,” Dinenna said coldly. “How exactly do we
handl e this? Twenty-five of us have volunteered to stay. |Is that the way we do
it? Does that provide a reasonable nunber? O can you take a couple nore

wi t hout conprom sing safety?”

It was the nost terrible nmonent of her life.
“We don’t have to do it this way. W can | oad everybody up and—=-
“This is the way we have chosen.”

He was right, of course. If everyone boarded the W/ dside, they becane extra
mass, slowed accel eration, used up air, put the others at risk, and
eventual ly, barring a mracle, wuld have to go out through the airlock. If
they stayed, they were at least in a place where a rescuing vessel would know
to come. Small enough chance, but maybe the best one there was.

“Hutch,” said Bill, “there are things you need to attend to if we’'re to get
goi ng.”

The worl d swam around her, and she | ooked from Di nenna to the people
staggering through the airlock, to children asking why their fathers were not
conmng, to the desperate faces gathered inside the gallery.

“Hutch.” Bill was getting louder. “lIt’s essential that we conplete repairs on
the hull. There is very little tinme.”

She scarcely heard him D nenna stood before her like a judge.

And that was the nmonent Preacher Brawl ey chose to ride to the rescue. The
signal fromthe Condor m ght have been picked up earlier had any of the
technicians at the station been at their posts. But Bill caught it, recognized
it imediately for what it was.

“Hutch,” he told her, “lI have good news.”

** Chapter 2
Sept enber 2224

There are nanes witten in her imortal scroll at which fame bl ushes.
—WLLI AM HAZLI TT, CHARACTERI STICS, XXl |, 1823

VWHEN THE ACADEMY announced that C ay Barber woul d receive the Conmm ssioner’s
Speci al Recognition Medal for his actions during the Renai ssance Station
incident, Hutch realized it was tine to go. She had put in nore than twenty
years hauling people and cargo back and forth between Earth and its various
outstations. The flights were long and dull. She spent weeks at a tine inside
her ship, usually with no crew, with a code that required her to mnimze
social relations with her passengers, with no clear skies or enpty beaches or
rainstorns or German restaurants. And w thout even recognition for services
performed. For people’s rear ends bailed out.

O her worren her age had fanilies, had careers, at l|east had | overs. Unless
somet hi ng radi cal changed, Hutch had no prospect for marriage, no |ikelihood
of advancenent, and no serious chance for anything other than an occasi ona
ri cochet romance. She was never in one place | ong enough

Mor eover, the Acadeny had now hung her out to dry twi ce during the |ast year,
once at Deepsix, and now at Renai ssance Station. It was enough. Tinme to wal k



away. Find a nice quiet job somewhere as a lifeguard or a forest ranger. Her
retirement nmoney woul d keep a roof over her head, so she could afford to do
what ever she |iked.

She returned to Serenity for refueling and mai ntenance, then carried sone of
t he Renai ssance Station personnel back to Earth. It was a five-week flight,
and she spent nost of it on the bridge making pl ans.

Her passengers grunbl ed extensively about managenent and how their |ives had
been needl essly jeopardi zed. And they formed a community bond on the way hone,
a bond that m ght have been stronger than whatever had held them together at
Renai ssance, because they’d now conme through a terrifying experience together

They pl ayed bridge and hung out in the conmon room and organi zed picnics on a
virtual beach. Al though Hutch was not excluded, and was in fact quite popul ar
with them especially sone of the younger males, she was neverthel ess al ways

an outsider, the woman who, in their view, was never at risk.

Two weeks out, she received an invitation to the O ay Barber cerenony, which
woul d be conducted at the Academy’s Brinmson Hall in Arlington on Founder’s
Day, Septenber 29. She would pass on that, thank you very nuch. But then she
noti ced Preacher’s nane on the guest list.

Wll, that put a different light on the occasion. Not that she was going to
chase him around or anything, but what the hell.

Meanti me she conposed her request for retirement. She had thirty days’ |eave
com ng up, and she’'d take her option to get paid for the time and just walk
out the door when she got hone.

“Are you really not comi ng back?” asked Bill. H s i mage had becone young,
virile, handsone. He flashed a sly smle, filled with pronise.

“You don’t have enough software, Bill, to nake it work.”
He | aughed. But there was a solem ring to the sound. “I will mss you,
Hut ch.”

“I"I'l mss you too, partner.”

THE SCI ENTI FI C COVWUNI TY was heavily represented at the banquet. In addition
several major and a nunber of mnor politicians attended and got their

pi ctures taken, and nmenbers of several philanthropic groups who had actively
supported the Acadeny since its inception sat with the conm ssioner at the
head table. Estel Triplett, who had played G nny Hazeltine in the previous
year’'s megahit, FTL, opened the festivities with a soulful rendering of “Lost
in the Stars.”

They served chicken and rice with green beans and an array of fruit and
desserts. As banquets usually went, the food wasn't bad.

Sylvia Virgil, the Academy’s Director of Operations, enteed the program

i ntroduced the guests, and gave special recognition to Matthew Braw ey, who,
alerted by Barber, had “arrived at the critical nmonent” to rescue Dr. D nenna
his team and their dependents. Preach cane forward, received a plaque, and
got a round of applause. He |ooked like a hero. He was only a bit over average
hei ght, but he wal ked |ike a nman who would not hesitate to tangle with a
tiger. Sonehow, he al so managed a sel f-deprecating aw shucks smile that
suggested we are all heroes, that he just happened to be in the right place.



Hut ch wat ched hi m and became consci ous of her heartbeat. Well, why not? She
was entitled.

Virgil next asked all the persons to stand who had been at Renai ssance Station
when the catastrophe devel oped. They were seated nore or |ess together in the
front of the banquet hall on the left. They got up and smiled back at the

audi ence while imagers honed in and appl ause rolled through the room One of
the smaller children | ooked around, bew I dered.

The director next summoned Senator Allen Nazarian to present the award to
Bar ber .

Nazarian sat on the Science and Research Conmittee, where he functioned as a
chanpi on of Acadeny funding. He was one of the wi dest human bei ngs Hut ch had
ever seen, but despite his girth, he rose with grace, acknow edged the

appl ause, strode to the lectern, and | ooked out across the tables. “Ladies and
gentlemen,” he said in his Boston Brahmin tones, “it’s an honor to be with you
toni ght on this auspicious occasion.”

He went on in a high-flown nanner for several mnutes, talking about the
dangers and rigors of doing research in the hostile environment beyond Earth.
“Qur people constantly put their lives at risk. And one has only to strol

t hrough these buildings to see plaques conmenorating those who have nade the
ultimate sacrifice

“Fortunately, tonight, there’ll be no nmenorial. No nonunent. And we owe that
happy fact to the judgnment and swift response of one man. Everyone here knows
the story, how Barber correctly interpreted the danger when comuni cati ons
were | ost al nost sinultaneously with both Renai ssance Station and with the

W dsi de.”

Hutch’s emoti ons must have been showi ng: A young man on her right asked if she
wer e okay.

“Cl ay recognized the fingerprint of an EMP event,” Nazarian continued. “And he
realized that the disruption neant conditions at Proteus had worsened. It was
possi bl e that both Renai ssance Station and the ship were in danger. He could
not know for certain what was happening, and there was only one vessel, the
Condor, that could be sent to the rescue. But the distance between the Condor
and the people at Proteus was increasing every mnute he del ayed.

“In the best traditions of the Acadeny, he assuned the worst and diverted the
Condor, and to that happy judgnment, we owe the lives of the men, wonen, and
children who had been living and working at Proteus.” He turned and | ooked to
his left. “Dr. Barber.”

Bar ber, who’d been seated at a front table, rose with all due nodesty. Smled
at the audience. Started forward.

Nazari an bent down behind the lectern, retrieved an object wapped in green
cloth. It was a nmedallion. “It gives ne great pleasure..

Bar ber beaned.
Nazarian read fromthe inscription. “.for exercising judgnent and initiative,
resulting in the rescue of the fifty-six persons at Renai ssance Station. G ven

in recognition by the conm ssioner, Septenber 29, 2224.~

D menna, seated a table away from Hutch, glanced over his shoul der at her
then | eaned toward her. “Bet you re glad he was there to pull your chestnuts



out of the fire, Hutchins.”

Bar ber held the award high for everyone to see, shook Nazarian’s hand, and
turned to the audi ence. He confessed he had done nothing that any other
operations chief under the circunstances woul dn’t have done. The inference to
be drawn fromthe evidence had been cl ear enough. He thanked Sara Smith, a
wat ch officer who'd called his attention to the anonmaly. And Preacher—Bar ber
dropped the Matthew and used the name by which the man was really
known—Braw ey who, when alerted to the danger, had not hesitated to go to the
rescue. At his insistence, Matt stood for a second round of cheers. OCh, and
Priscilla Hutchins, who hel ped get sone of the staff out on the WIdside, was
here al so. Hutch rose to scattered appl ause.

VWHEN | T WAS over, she noticed that Preach began to head her way. She idled out
t hrough a rear door, giving himtime. She was talking to a couple of the
Acadeny’ s admini strative peopl e when he caught up, beaned a smile at her, bent
down, and ki ssed her chastely on one cheek. “Good to see you again, Hutch,” he
sai d.

There’ d been no chance to talk during the rescue. She'd had to repl ace her

damaged el ectronics while the Condor waited to dock. And while she scranbl ed
across the hull, locking in the new gear, Preach had fidgeted. “I don’t want
to rush you, babe,” he’d said. And, “It’s not getting any earlier out here.”

She’ d wapped the job in seventeen minutes flat, and three minutes |ater
wi shed himluck and cl eared the area.

She was wel | ahead of the flare and knew the W/ dsi de woul d have no probl em
The Condor, though, was going to need a quick getaway and | ots of

acceleration. It would be a bumpy ride, acconpanied by a serious scare. But

t he Preacher brought themthrough and delivered everyone several days later to
Serenity Station. By then Hutch was gone, on her way hone.

“l didn't know you were going to be here,” he said. “They told ne you were on
assi gnment . ”

Hut ch nodded. “1’m not surprised. They think everybody’s always on
assi gnment . ”

“Does the Acadeny really give awards when people are smart enough to overcone
a screwup that shouldn’t have happened in the first place?”

She | aughed and waved the question away. “l was never so glad to see anybody
inm life, Preach.” She’'d told himfromthe WIdside how grateful she was for
his timely appearance, and he’'d smled and shrugged and all owed as how he was
glad to have been in a position to help.

“I"I'l say this for himthough,” said Preach. “I have to |ike anybody who gives
me the chance to win the gratitude of a beautiful woman.” He | ooked around the
banquet hall. “How about joining nme,” he said, “for a drink at the Skyway?”
“I'f you'll show nme your plaque.”

He nodded and unw apped it for her. It carried an i mage of the Condor, and the
| egend, Sal vation Express. It was nmade of burni shed oak, and she felt mildly

j eal ous.

“Sal vati on Express?” she said.

He | et his amusenent show “Better than The Preacher Rides Again, which they



tell me was their first choice.”

They were starting for the door when Virgil spotted them signaled that they
should wait, and cane over. “Well,” she said, glancing fromone to the other
“i magi ne finding you two together.”

Hutch introduced the director. “W're indebted to you both,” she said, shaking
Preach’ s hand. She noved them off to one side. “That coul d have been a

di saster out there. If you two hadn’'t gotten everybody out, we'd have been

| ooking at a public relations debacle that night have shut us down

al t oget her.”

And peopl e woul d have been dead, too. But never m nd

She had good reason to be grateful: The director had had a role in approving
t he decision to keep Renai ssance open

“You were lucky,” runbled Preach, |ooking solemly at her. He was

extraordi narily handsome, Hutch decided, in evening clothes. Blue jacket,
white shirt, blue cravat. An eagle ring on the fourth finger of his left hand.
It was silver and had been awarded to himby the Wrld Humanitarian Conm ssion
for taking energency nedical supplies to Quragqua at his own expense. Al in
all, he was quite dashing.

He caught her in the act of appraising him Sonething changed subtly in his
expression, softening it, and his gaze swept briefly across her bare
shoul ders.

Yes, indeed, she thought.

If Virgil caught any of the counterplay, she kept it to herself. She had a
reputation for ruthl essness, and the runmor was that she had paid her way

t hrough school by performing as a stripper. Any neans to an end. She woul d
have been a beautiful woman, save that everything about her had a hard edge.
She al ways spoke with the voice of command, her eyes were too penetrating, her
manner a bit too confident. She had been married three times. Nobody had
renewed.

“Hutch,” she said, “my | speak with you a nonment about your transnission?”
The retirement. “Certainly, Sylvia.” But | w sh you wouldn't.

“I wanted you to know I’ mdistressed to see that you’re thinking about |eaving
us.”

“It's tine,” Hutch said.

“Well, | can’t argue with you about your feelings.” She | ooked at Preach
“W’re losing a superb officer, Preacher.”

Preach duly nodded, as if he knew as well as anybody.

“Hutch, 1’ve a favor to ask. 1'd like to persuade you to undertake one nore
m ssion for us. It’s inmportant. You ve been specifically requested.”

“Real | y? By whon®”
“Moreover,” she said, as if Hutch hadn’t spoken, “we’d like very much to keep
you with the Acadeny. | believe that I'lIl be able to offer you a chall enging
position groundside. In a few weeks. And |1’'d be grateful if you kept that to



yoursel f, because technically we have to post the job.” Pretend that al
applicants woul d receive serious consideration. “W d keep you here in
Arlington,” she added.

Hutch hadn’t been prepared for this. She’d expected to be processed out, no
glitches, thank you very much, have a good life, wite when you get work.
“What’ s the mission?” she asked.

Virgil had taken over the Acadeny |l ess than a year earlier, and had wasted no
time in clearing out, as the phrase went, the dead wood. That invol ved nost of
the adm nistrative force. It sounded as if sonmeone el se had lost favor. *“I
wonder,” she said, “if we could go by ny office for the rest of this?”

Hutch hesitated. She didn't want to wal k away from Preach

“Both of you” Virgil added, smling pleasantly at his surprise. Watever else
you coul d say about her, Hutch thought, the wonman is no dummy.

Hutch got her wrap, the Preacher shrugged into a coat, and Virgil led the way
out into the park. They crossed the bridge over the noon pool. The night was
cl oudy, brisk, threatening rain. The lights fromthe District of Colunbia
created a glare in the northern sky. Afewtaxis drifted dowm to pick up
departing guests.

“Lovely event,” said Hutch

“Yes, it was an enotional evening.” Virgil slipped a pill froman engraved box
and swal lowed it. There was tal k of nedical problens. “Wen everything has run
its course, |I'Il be encouraging himto resign.”

Hutch had to run the comment through a second tine before she realized she was
t al ki ng about Bar ber.

They stopped in the niddle of the bridge. “I"mtelling you this, Hutch
because | want you to understand | appreciate your discretion. | know you
coul d have blown the whistle on us all.”

Hutch did not reply.

“You were smart enough to realize it would have done no good, and it could
have caused a great deal of harm The Acadeny has political enem es who woul d
love to use an incident like this to argue that we’'re not very conpetent. To
put us out of business, if they can.”

Sonet hi ng spl ashed in the pool
Preach inserted hinmself into Virgil’s line of vision. “How inconmpetent is the

Acadeny? Barber could have gotten a | ot of people killed out there. For that
matter—=

“—So could Dimenna.” Virgil |ooked cold. It had been warm at the begi nning of
t he evening, and she wore only a |light jacket over her gown. “I know.”
“I's this why you wanted to talk to me?” asked Preach, still obviously

wonderi ng why he was present.

“No. | wanted to commend you on your good sense. And | wanted to assure you
I"mtaking care of the problem He won't be going back to Serenity.” She
shivered. “And | have an offer to make to you, too. Let’s go where it’s warm”



M nutes later they hurried inside the adm nistration building and up to the
second floor. Lights blinked on for them doors swung open, and they entered
the director’s office. Virgil took a sweater froma closet and pulled it
around her shoul ders. WAs Hutch col d? No? Very good. “Can | get you something
to drink?” She rattled off what was avail able and gestured to a coupl e of
padded chairs.

It was spacious, luxurious in a governnent-issue sort of way. Fake | eather

Dar k-stained walls. Lots of plaques. Montrose Award for Achievenent in the
Field of Linear Mathenatics. Commi ssioner’s Medal for Advancenent of Science.
State of Maryland’s G tizen of the Year. Canadi an Mother of the Year. Pictures
of a former husband and twi n daughters on the desk. There were photos of the
director with Cberright, with Sinpson and Dawes, with sim star Dashi el Banner
with the president. On the whole, a substantial anmpbunt of intimdation hung on
those wall s.

Preach asked for a glass of Bordeaux. Hutch opted for an alnond |iqueur. The
director filled a third glass with brandy and sat down behi nd an enornous
wal nut desk.

She sipped her drink and | ooked fromone to the other, evidently enjoying
their confusion. “l assume,” she said, “you’ ve heard about the Benjanmin Martin
m ssi on?”

Hut ch knew of it, of course. But Preach shook his head. No, he had no idea
what the director was referring to. “It was a research operation out to a
neutron star,” Hutch said. “Several years ago. There was a runor they heard
somet hing. A radio transm ssion of sonme sort. Eleven-oh-seven, wasn’t it? But
they were never able to confirm anything.”

“I't wasn’t a runor,”
to be artificial.”

said Virgil. “They picked up a radio signal that appeared

“Who el se was out there?” asked Preach

“Well, that’s the point, isn't it? There was nobody even renotely close.” She
put the glass down. “Langley stayed out there for six months. The captain.
They never heard it again. Not a whisper.”

Preach shrugged. “That’'s not a unique story. People hear things all the tinme.”

“Preacher, they used a satellite array during the search. Wen they canme back
they left the satellites in place.”

“And one of them” guessed Hutch, “picked it up again.”

Virgil swung around and gazed out through her wi ndow at the quad. “That's
right. There's been a second intercept. W got the report three weeks ago.”

" AndJ.”
“The source is in orbit around the neutron star.”

“Probably a | ocal anomaly,” said Preach. “Anything’ s possible close to that
ki nd of beast. Has anybody been able to read it yet?”

“No. W& haven’t had any success at translation.”

Preach didn't | ook satisfied. “How nuch of an intercept?”



“Not much. Like the first. Just over a second. The wave’'s narrow, the
satellite just passed through it. It’s a directed beam”

“Directed where?”

She threw up her hands. “The direction is conpatible with the first intercept.
But we’'re not aware of a target.”

“That’s not very hel pful.”

She shrugged. “The beam doesn’t seemto be ained at anything. There's no
pl anetary system of course. And we didn’'t see any anomal ous objects drifting
around.”

“Whi ch neans not hing,” said Preach

Virgil's eyes |l ocked on him But they were strictly business. “W just don't
know for certain what's happeni ng. Probably nothing. Some of our people think
it might even be a tenporal reflection, a signal froma future m ssion
Sonet hi ng bounced out of a tine warp.”

Hut ch understood that tine warps only operated over a few seconds. Even under
the nost extrene conditions. But she didn't comment. She could, however, see
where this was headed. And it seemed sinple enough. They’'d ask her to take

some investigators out, hang around while they |istened, and bring them back

Preach studied his Bordeaux in the light of a table | anp. “You want soneone to
go out and take a | ook.”

“Not exactly.” Virgil finished her drink, put down the glass, and inspected
Hut ch. Humans had been wandering around their |ocal environs now for nore than
a half century. They’'d found a handful of living worlds, a few sets of ruins,
and the Noks. “Hutch, are you famliar with the Contact Society?”

“Sure. They're a group of whackos who want to find extraterrestrial
civilizations.”

“Not quite,” she said. “And I'’mnot sure they’'re, uh, whackos. They naintain
that we aren’t doing enough to school ourselves for an encounter w th another
intelligence. They say it’'s just a matter of time, and we're behaving as if we
have the gal axy to ourselves. I’mnot entirely sure |'d be prepared to argue
with that.”

“What's it matter? W' ve been out there a long tine, and the place does | ook
pretty enpty.”

“Well,” said Virgil, “that’s really neither here nor there. The point is that
t hey’ ve rai sed an enornous anount of noney for the Acadeny. It’s true they
believe that insufficient effort is being made to see who else is in the

nei ghborhood. That’s their holy grail, and they think of it as the prine
purpose for the Acadeny’s existence. And that’s fine. W have no reason to

di sabuse them of that notion.”

“And,” said Preacher, “they’'re interested in the intercept at 1107.”

“Yes, they are. They’ ve been pressuring us to look into it for a long tine.
Wth this |latest piece of information stirring things up, it wouldn't be
prudent to just wait for it to go away.” She sat back in her chair, tapped her
fingertips on the desktop. “I don't think there’'s anything to it. | nean, how
could there be? Even had the Benny actually intercepted an ET conmuni cati on



why would they still be hangi ng around out there four years | ater? Ckay? You
understand what |’ m saying? | don’'t know what the explanation is, but | know
it’s not Martians.” Virgil was looking directly at her. “Hutch, do you know
who George Hockel mann is?”

She had no i dea.

“He’s the CEO for Mranda's Restaurants.”

“Ch. The guy with the secret recipe for tortillas.”

“Something like that. He's also a major supporter of Acadeny initiatives. In
fact, at the end of the year, he'll be contributing a ship.”

“A superl um nal ?”

“Yes. The City of Menphis. It’'s just been | aunched.”
“It’s named for his hometown,” said Hutch

“That’s correct. W get it after the end of the year.”
“Why the del ay?”

“I't has sonething to do with taxes. But that’s not the point.” She was
hesitating. Something she doesn’t want to tell us. “The Menphis is going out
to take a | ook at 1107.~

“Next year.”
“Next week.”
“But you sai d—=
“It’s on loan.”
“ (](ay. ”

“I"d l'ike you to run the m ssion, Hutch.”

“Why nme?” she asked.

“Hockel mann wants you.” She beaned at Hutch. “lIt’s the fallout fromthe
Deepsi x business. He thinks you re the best we have.” She caught herself. “Not
that you aren’t. W'll pay well for this one. And when you get back, 1'll see

that there’'s sonething waiting for you.”
El even-oh-seven was a long way out. “That’'s a haul .”

“Hutch. We want very much to keep this guy happy. 1'd take it as a persona
favor.”

“Who’ d be | eading the science tean®”

“Well, that’s where it gets a little unusual. There won't be a science team”
She stood, rotated her pal ns agai nst one another, and tried to look as if
everything were in perfect order. “Hutch, this would be basically a PR

m ssion. You' |l be carrying some menbers of the Contact Society. Including
Hockel mann. Show t hem what they want to see. Which will be a very heavy dead
star that just sits there. Cruise around listening for radio transni ssions



until they get bored, then cone hone.” She canted her head. “WII| you do it?”
It sounded harnl ess enough. “Which Acadeny job is coning open?”

“Personnel director.”

“Godwi n?”

“Yes.” She smiled. “He's going to resign.”

But he probably doesn’t know it yet. She didn’t think she’d want the job. But
Brawl ey’ s presence was having an effect. She felt unconfortable turning down a
request like this with himstanding there. Not that his opinion really

mat t er ed.

“1'11 think it over,” she said.

“Hutch, we only have a few days. I'mafraid | have to know toni ght.” She got
up, came around the desk, and | eaned against it. “I'd really like to have you
do this.”

Brawl ey was | ooking carefully off in another direction
“Ckay,” Hutch said

“CGood.” She picked up a pen and scribbled sonething on a notepad. “If you can
arrange to stop by the ops desk tonorrow, they' |l have all the details for
you.” She refilled Hutch’s glass and turned her attention to the Preacher
“I"d like to offer you a comm ssion, Captain Brawl ey.”

Preach’s eyebrows went up. “You want me to go al ong?”
“ ’\b. ”
Pity, thought Hutch.

Virgil touched the desk and the lights went out. A starfield appeared in the
center of the room “Syrian Custer,” she said. “The neutron star is here.”
She noved a pointer to indicate the spot. “And the transm ssion.” A cursor

bl i nked on and becanme a line. The |line noved anong the stars until it touched
one, which turned a bright blue. “The Society had suggested the target m ght
be | ocated beyond the i medi ate area of 1107. That the signal is in fact
interstellar.” She shrugged. “l think it’s crazy, but who am| to comment on
t hese things?” She pointed at the blue star and began | ooki ng through papers
on her desk. “The catal og nunmber is here somewhere.”

Preach watched with rapt attention.

“You'll note that the neutron star, the entire length of the transm ssion
line, and Point B, the target star, are all well outside the bubble.” Beyond
the 120-1ight-year sphere of explored space that centered, nore or |less, on
Arlington. “The Benjamin Martin m ssion was our first penetration into that

ar ea.

“The Society wants to send a second mssion to Point B. They're willing to pay
for it, but they want us to set it up.”

“Why me?” Preach asked. “Why not use one of your own ships?”

“These people like confort. The Condor is a bit nore |uxurious than anything



we have.” She glanced at Hutch. “You'll notice that the Menphis is sonmewhat
nore than you' re accustoned to, as well.” She held a contract out to Preach
“W’'d like to | ease you and your ship. For approximately four nonths.”

He | ooked at the docunent. “Let ne understand this. You want me to take these
people out to Point B to do what?”

“See what’s there.”
“How far is it? Fromthe neutron star?”
She flicked on a |lanp and gazed at her notes. “Sixteen light-years.”

He | ooked down at the contract. “l have to check on other commtnents,” he
said. “I'"ll let you know in the nmorning.”

“WHAT DI D YQU t hi nk of the chicken?” Preach asked as they recrossed the
bri dge.

“I't was okay,” she said.

The sky had cl ouded over, and there was a sprinkle of rain on the wind. He
| ooked down at her with those |arge blue eyes. “How about a sandwi ch before we
call it a night? Sonme real food.”

They took a taxi across the Potomac to the Crystal Tower. Pricey, she thought,
but if Brawl ey wanted to show off a bit, she was willing to cooperate.

They came down on the rooftop, descended one floor to Maxie's, and settled
into a booth with a view of the Lincoln Menorial and the Wite House Museum
respl endent behind its dikes. Constitution Island was a smear of lights in the
rain, which was growing nore intense. The fireplace was crackling happily, and
whi spery music drifted out of the sound system Hutch slipped out of her wrap.

“What do you think?” Preach asked. “Should | go?” He | ooked gorgeous in the
shifting light.

She smled. “Wiy would you ask ne? Did you nmean what you sai d? Are you
booked?”

“l can subcontract the other assignhments.”

“So you are going to do it.”

“Yes. | think so. The noney’' ||l be decent.”

A robot appeared, lit the candles, and took their orders, cheese and bacon for
Hut ch, beef stew for Preach. And two cold beers. “You have any experience wth

t hese peopl e? The Wat zi s Soci ety?”

“Contact. |1’ve net a couple of them They' re okay. As long as you don't get
them started on aliens.”

The beers canme. They touched gl asses. “To the |oveliest woman in the room” he
said, affecting to gaze about and confirmhis judgnment. “Yes,” he said, “no
guestion about it.”

“You're a sweetheart, Preach.” She put sonme brandy into her voice. And then
“Who knows? Maybe you'll strike gold out there.”



He | ooked at her over the rimof his glass. “And what would the gold be?”

“The neighbors. At last. After all these years, and all the ruins, and the
hints, we actually find them Preach Braw ey finds them And suddenly we have
somebody to talk to.”

“Here’s to the neighbors,” he said.

Their neals cane. Wile the robot set them down, Hutch gl anced about her
scanned the several dozen couples in the room and deci ded Preach was right:
She was the nost attractive woman in the place.

He tried his stew, gave it his approval, and inquired about her sandw ch.

“I't is,” she said, “delicious.” Not unlike the conpany.

The whi spery nusic faded and virtual entertainers appeared. They were dressed
in flowng caftans and armed with a variety of stringed instruments and horns.
Their | eader, |anky, seductive, dark of eye and men, signaled, and they
rolled into their first nunber:

O ny baby has a ticket

On the Babyl on Express.

She’ || be riding through the Chal dees,

She’ || be gliding past the sphinx,

" Cause she loves me, loves ne truly,

On the Babyl on Express.

“Anot her express,” said Hutch

Preach frowned. “Wo are these guys?”

She shoul dn’t have been surprised. Even if he knew who they were, she
suspected he’d have pl eaded ignorance. Preach didn't strike her as someone
who'd admt to a taste for pop culture. So she put on a tolerant face. “That's
Hamurabi Smith and his Hangi ng Gardeners,” she said. “‘'The Babyl on Express’
is their signature nunmber.”

“lI can see why it would be.”

She reduced the volune, and they made snall talk for a few m nutes, whether it
mght rain all night, where she was from how Preach had gotten started as a
superlum nal contractor. Mdway through the neal, he laid his fork down,

| eaned forward, and |l owered his voice. “Do you think there m ght really be

somet hi ng out there?”

“Somewhere,” she said. “Sure. But hanging around a neutron star? | don’t think
so.”

They finished up and strolled onto the Overl ook. Mre coffee was avail abl e,
and the rmusic fromMaxie's was piped in. But they' d been there only a few
m nut es when soneone shut it off, and a conmotion devel oped in a far corner

“Not now, David,” said a woman, in tones that suggested now would be a very
good monent. Her eyes glittered, her lush black hair fell to her waist, and



she appeared to have had a little too nuch to drink. She wore red and bl ack
and was exposed to the navel. She and David were standing on a small stage.
Prof essi onal s, she realized.

Davi d was an i nmense young nal e, probably a head taller than the Preacher. H s
hair was gold, and it fell into his eyes. “Beth,” he said, “I’"msure the fol ks
woul d enjoy it.” Several people appl auded.

She gave up, and David opened a cabinet, pulled out a tocket, and turned it
on. Its strings hummed with energy.

Bet h | ooked resigned, said okay if you nmust, and noved to the edge of the
stage. David rippled lightly through a few chords. The crowd expanded. “What
woul d you folks like to hear?” Beth asked.

“How about ‘Randy Andy’ ?” said a femal e voice.

David tried a few chords, producing a burst of light and sound, and then he
cut it off. “Too loud. |I feel noody tonight.”

“*The Macon City Bar,’” suggested a baritone.

Bet h | aughed. “This is a desperate bunch, David,” she said. They cheered.
..She stood her ground at the Macon City Bar

Took ny heart, and | never been the sane,

Never been the sane,

Si nce she stood her ground at the Macon City Bar...

Pretty soon everybody was singing and dancing. Hutch and Preach joined in. He
sang off-key a lot, but he knew it, may have exaggerated it for effect, and
gri nned when she | aughed. “l get better after |I’ve had a few,” he said. She
uxuriated in his presence and in his enbrace. It had been a long tinme since
she’ d been close to sonebody who could generate this kind of electricity.

Bet h played and the crowd roared. They sang “Rocky Muntain Lollipop” and
“Hi ghbal l er,” a rousing nunber about the glide trains. And “Deep Down in the
Culver City Mne” and “Last Man Qut” and “Cinbing on the Ark.”

Beth was sitting atop a dais by then, doing requests, sonetines perform ng one
of her own choices. In the middl e of the “Peacenaker Hymm” she spotted Preach
and signaled himto join her. He glanced down at Hutch, | ooking for her
reaction. “Co,” she said, faking nonchal ance. Maybe Hutch wasn’'t the |oveliest
woman in the room

They perfornmed “Providence Jack,” who was “faithful as long as | could see
him” Wen they finished she’d let himgo. But she ended the evening with
“Azteca,” looking at himthe whole tinme and | eavi ng no doubt about her

i nclinations.

During an interm ssion they broke away. He escorted Hutch back out to the taxi
pad, and | ooked innocent when she suggested he’d made a conquest.

It was raining heavily. They rose through the storm and he seemed pensive.
“Hutch,” he said finally, “are you by any chance free tonorrow?”

“I’"m headed for Princeton, Preach,” she said, “to see ny nom”



“ O,]. ”
“Why did you ask?”

“l was going to suggest dinner.” He shrugged the whole thing off. Bad idea.
Shoul d have known you’ d be busy.

“She’s expecting nme, Preach. Hasn't seen me in a year. | can’t really beg
off.” Her instincts were telling her just as well. Don’t rush things. Not if
she was seriously interested in him “Tell you what, though. 1’'Il be back

Friday. How about we get together then?”
“Ckay,” he said. “Call ne when you get in.”

The taxi | anded on the rooftop of her hotel. He told it to wait, got out, and
went with her to her apartment door. She opened up and turned back toward him
debati ng whether to invite himinside. She'd been drinking a bit too nuch, as
had he. “Thanks, Preach,” she said. “It was a | ovely evening.”

“Me too.” He | eaned toward her, planted a chaste kiss on her forehead, opening
his lips and letting themlinger just |ong enough to stoke her fire a bit.
Knows what he’s doing, this lad. Then he took all decisions out of her hands
by backi ng away. “You're one of a kind, Hutch,” he said. And he wheel ed and
strode off.

She wat ched hi m di sappear into the lift and had to fight off the sense that
she was being an idiot. She closed the door softly and went to the w ndow.

Morments | ater she saw a taxi rise into the night and arc off in the genera
direction of the Crystal Tower.

** Chapter 3

Decadence has been given a bad name throughout history. The truth is, there is
never a better era in which to be alive than a decadent one. The food is good,
the Iiquor flows, wonen are usually willing, and sonebody el se is fighting the
wars. It’s invariably the next generation that has to pick up the bill
—GREGORY MACALLI STER, STROLLI NG THROUGH GOMORRAH, 2214

HUTCH CHECKED I N at the operations desk at m dnorning and got her

instructions. She was told to expect between six and ei ght passengers. Details
weren’t finalized. There’d be a briefing at the Acadeny conference room on the
Wheel on the sixth, and departure woul d be Cctober 7.

She was al so given a virtual tour of the Gty of Menphis. It was snaller by
hal f than nost of the Acadeny carriers. But her size was largely a function of
reductions in space given over to propul sion systens, made possible by

t echnol ogi cal advances in both the Hazeltines and the fusion engi nes, whose
specs indicated a |l evel of efficiency beyond anything she’d seen before.
Sensor arrays and conmuni cations systens were state-of-the-art, as were
command and control functions.

The interior was reasonably spacious and em nently |uxurious. The netal and
plastic to which she was accustoned had been replaced with soft
pseudo-| eat her, stained paneling, and lushly carpeted decks. Curtains and

wai nscoting were everywhere. The conmmon roomwas attractively fitted out with
the kind of furniture one might (alnmost) find at an expensive club. It also
possessed an operations center with all the push buttons and displays one

m ght wish to survey a new world. It would be rather like living in one of



those grand twenty-first-century homes at the tip of Provincetown. The bridge
had soft lighting and a series of scents that could be piped in, |enbon and
cedar and a dozen other fragrances. Gve ne a little tine and | believe | can
get used to this.

What about Bill?

The operations officer said that an Al package was available with the ship.
Si nce Menphis was not an Acadeny vessel, the house intelligence had not been
installed. What was her preference?

She opted for Bill.

She’ d hoped Preach might turn up, but a discreet inquiry produced the
information that he’d cone in at nine, right after they d opened, got his
information, and left.

She felt deflated and thought about rescheduling her flight home into the late
afternoon. That would allow her to call himand suggest they neet for |unch
Shoul d have arranged that [ast night when the opportunity had been there. But
she shrugged the idea away as ill-advised. Let’s not | ook anxious.

She treated herself to sone new cl othes, went back to her apartnent, packed,
and took a taxi out to National

She was at her nother’s by seven

HUTCH S MOTHER, TERESA Margaret Hutchins, lived in Farleyville, a northern
suburb of Princeton. She was waiting outside the house at the foot of the pad
with a half dozen friends when the taxi descended. There were some ribbons in
the trees, and a few of the nei ghborhood children had shown up to see what the
fuss was about. The occasion | acked only the high school band.

Everyone was anxious to neet Teresa's cel ebrated daughter. It was a ritual she
went through every tinme she cane back. My daughter the star-pilot.

Hutch’s taxi descended onto the |anding pad. She paid up, clinmbed out, hugged
her mot her, hugged and shook hands with everybody el se. And Mom start ed.
“Priscilla was with the peopl e who di scovered the onmega cl ouds,” she told a
nm ddl e-aged woman whose nane seened to be Wepy.

And they responded as people always did at these honecomni ngs:

“You must tell us how it was on Deepsix |ast year, dear.”

“Do you know my cousin Jam e? He works on the space station out at Quraqua.”
“I't nmust be beautiful out there, traveling anong the stars.”

In fact, it was inpossibly dull. Now that she’'d faced the reality, she was
willing to admt to herself that she’d been living a kind of virtual life.
Most of the beaches she’'d visited in her lifetime had been electronic, as had
the majority of her evenings |ooking out from nmountaintops, strolling through
idyllic forests, or wandering al ong the wal kways of the world s great cities.
It occurred to her that the sane was true of al nost everyone's life, but she
di sm ssed the notion

Hut ch understood her nother’'s pride in her daughter, but it made her
unconfortabl e. Hutch herself wasn’t good at pretending humlity when she knew
dammed wel | she’d racked up some maj or acconplishments.



Still, there it was, so she bowed her head and tried to cone up with the
correct reactions as they trooped back to the house. She allowed as how it
wasn't very much, she’d been fortunate and had a ot of help. Certainly that
was so.

Teresa broke out an assortment of goodies and soft drinks, and Hutch answered,
as best she could, questions about why she had pursued so unusual a career

and did she plan to settle down anytinme soon (she didn't nention her
retirement plans), and was it true that people usually got sick when the ships
made that transition into the other kind of space, what did you call it?

Junp- space?

“Hyper space,” she said.

One of the visitors was a teacher, and he asked whether Hutch could come by
t he school while she was honme and talk to an assenbly. “W have a | ot of
students,” he said, “who would | ove to hear sone of your experiences.”

She agreed, and a date and tine were set.

Two single males, a history professor fromPrinceton, and a freel ance
financial advisor, made efforts to get close to her. Both were handsonme, in a
superficial, ground-based sort of way. Cl ean-cut features, clear skin, hair
brushed back, good teeth. Stand back, she told herself. This is Mom at work.

The professor seened overwhel med by her celebrity, and conpensated by sniling
too much. He was at a |l oss to nmanage his end of the conversation. He'd |ike
very much to get to know her better. WAs lunch a possibility? He was so
nervous she felt sorry for him

“Love to, Harry,” she said, “but I"'monly here for a few days.”

The financial advisor’s name was Rick or Mck. She never did get it quite
straight. He was an inpossible straight arrow, given to the notion that the
North American Uni on was nearing noral collapse, apparently signified by the
i ncreasi ng nunber of people opting out of marriages at their first
opportunity. He was fond of rem nding everyone of Rone during her final days,
and he inplied that he hinmself would be a durable and highly rewarding
partner.

He invited her to supply her number, but again she found she woul d be
off-world quite extensively. Wuld that it were otherw se. Perhaps another
time woul d work better

Hut ch wondered what Preach was doi ng, and the evening dragged on. Wen it
finally ended, and she discovered it was barely nine o’ clock, her nother asked
hopefully how it had gone, whether she’d enjoyed herself, what did she think
of the two nal es.

Hutch was an only child, and her nmother’s sol e chance for grandchildren. It
all laid a dark sense of guilt on her shoul ders. But what was she supposed to
do? “Yes, Mom " she said, “they were nice guys. Both of them?”

Teresa caught the tone and the past tense and sighed. “1 guess | should just
| eave it alone,” she said.

Hutch had intended to tell her nother that this would be the last flight. But
somet hing hel d her back. Instead, she said only that she didn't plan to go on
piloting indefinitely. “Hang in there, Mom” she added.



THERE WERE OBLI GATORY appearances by rel atives over the next few days. Between
visits, Hutch and Teresa toured the area, ate in restaurants that Hutch hadn’t
been into in years, stopped by the Hudson Church Repertory Theater for a
performance of Downhill All the Way, did plenty of shopping, and attended a
sunrise concert. As was her custom Hutch didn't wear a |ink when she was
attendi ng purely social events.

On her last full day she went to the Margaret |Ingersoll School, naned for the
first president of the North Anerican Union, and tal ked to an auditorium ful
of teenagers about star flight. They were an enthusiastic audi ence. Hutch
described how it felt to go into close orbit around a gas giant, or to step
onto a world, an entire world, bigger than the Earth, on whi ch nothing had
ever lived. She flashed i mages of rings and noons and nebul as and |i stened
delightedly to their reactions. And she saved the black hole for |ast.

“The long string of lights,” she explained, “the dianmond necklace effect, is a
star that’'s been torn up and is going down the gullet.”

They | ooked at the |umi nous hal o that surrounded the hole, at the black
center, at the star-fragnments. “Wuere does it go?” asked a girl in the rear of
the auditorium

“We don’t know whether it goes anywhere,” she said. “But some peopl e think
it’s a doorway to anot her universe.”

“What do you think?” asked a boy.

“Don’t know,” she said. “Maybe it lets out sonmewhere,” and she | owered her
voice, “into a world where teens spend their spare tinme doing geonetry.”

Afterward, on her way out, an eighteen-year-old boy asked whether she m ght be
free that evening.

As it happened, she had planned a double date wi th her nother

TERESA' S ESCORT WAS one of the actors fromthe show, polished and good-I ooki ng
and charming. He'd played the role of Maritain, the bunbling politica
fanati c.

Her own date was a close friend, the celebrated G egory MacAl lister, with whom
she’d shared the traumatic experience on Deepsix. MacAllister had been
guest-lecturing at Princeton when she contacted himto say hello. One thing
had I ed to another, and he’d conme up for the evening.

They got back after midnight. Teresa was delighted with Mac, and seened to

t hi nk Hutch had been hiding sonething fromher. “Believe ne, Mom” Hutch said,
“he’s an interesting guy, but you wouldn’t want hi munderfoot. He was on his
best behavi or tonight.”

The remark | eft her puzzled but did not dash her hopes.

Whil e they hung up their jackets, Hutch noticed that the comlink was
bl i nki ng. “What have you got, Janet?” she asked the system

“Matthew Brawl ey called, Priscilla. Twice.”

She caught her breath. And when Teresa asked whinsically who Matthew Braw ey
was, she knew that her mother had seen the reaction



“Just a friend,” she said.

Teresa nodded and al nbst restrained a smle. “I’'Il nake coffee,” she said, and
| eft.

Hut ch wonder ed whet her she wanted to take the nessage in her bedroom but
deci ded agai nst an action that would only rouse her nmother’'s curiosity and
invite further inquiry. “Wat have you got, Janet?” she asked.

“The first call was at 7:15. He left a nunber and asked that you call back.”
“And the second?”

“I"I'l put it on-screen.”

The opposite wall faded to black, and Preach materialized. He wore floppy

bl ack gym pants and a bilious green pullover shirt open at the neck. He was

| eani ng agai nst sonething, a tabletop maybe, but the object hadn’t been
scanned, and so he stood in front of her at an inpossible angle, defying

gravity. “Hi, Hutch,” he said. “lI was |ooking forward to our night out, but
Virgil’'s anxious to get the programup and running. |'m headed to Atl anta
tonight, and up to the Weel tonorrow. By Friday we' |l be on our way.

“l guess that puts us off until spring. But |I have you on ny cal endar and |I'm
hol ding you to it.

“Have a good flight out to 3011, or whatever it is. I'll be nearby. Say hello
when you get tine.”

He smiled, and blinked off.
She stood | ooking at the screen

Dam.

** Chapter 4

Time draweth winkles in a fair face, but addeth fresh colors to a fast
friend, which neither heat, nor cold, nor msery, nor place, nor destiny, can
alter or dimnnish.

—JOHN LYLY, ENDYM ON, |11, 1591

GEORGE HOCKELMANN GOT of f to an unpromising start in life. He was the son of
unanbi ti ous Menphi s suburbanites who were content to |ounge their way through
the years, sipping cold beer and watching thensel ves performng heroically or
romantically in sinulated adventures in distant places and nore rousing tinmes.
CGeorge had been a clumsy kid, both physically and socially. He didn't engage
in athletics, didn’t nake friends easily, and in later life, he came to
suspect he' d spent the better part of his first fifteen years sitting in his
room bui | di ng nmodel s of starshi ps.

H s classes didn’t go well either. He nust have had a vacuous stare or
somet hi ng because his teachers didn't expect much fromhim and consequently
he didn’t produce nuch. That was probably just as well, because he was al ready
an inviting target for bullies.

But he survived, often with the help of Herman Culp, a tough little kid from
Hur st Avenue. Although nost of his grades remained indifferent, he discovered
a talent for math that translated itself, by the time he was twenty-three,



into a sheer genius for predicting financial trends. At twenty-four, he

| aunched The Main Street CObserver, an investment newsletter that becane so
successful that he was twi ce investigated by the SXC on suspicion of
mani pul ati on.

By twenty-six, he’ d joined Nussbaum s Gol den Hundred, the richest
entrepreneurs in the North Anerican Union. Six years |later, he concluded he'd
earned all the noney he could possibly spend, he had no real interest in

wi el di ng i nfluence, and so he began to | ook for something else to do with his
life.

He bought the Menphis Rebels of the United League and set out to bring a world
chanpi onship to his hometown. It never quite happened, and now, nore than two
decades later, he regarded it as his single serious failure.

He' d remai ned close to Herman. They went hunting each year in the fall

usual ly in Manitoba. But there’d been a year when Hernman had been offered the
use of a cousin’s lodge. It was north of Montreal along the St. Maurice River,
pi cturesque country, |oaded with noose and deer. The | odge was situated near
Dol beau, a | egendary spot where a UFO was supposed to have set down al nbst a
hal f century earlier. They'd wandered around town, visited its nmuseum talked
to the inhabitants, gone out to the place where everybody said it actually

| anded. They’' d | ooked at broken trees and scorched rock, the graves of three
unfortunate hunters who had, with their dogs, apparently stumnmbled onto the
visitors. (Little had been found of the hunters other than charred snears,
sai d the townspeople. So George had wondered what was buried, but he didn't
pursue the issue.)

Had it really happened?
The locals swore it had.

Pi eces of evidence had been found at the scene, but the arny had arrived,
col l ected everything, and then denied everything.

Ceorge understood that it was to the benefit of the citizens of Dol beau to
keep the story alive. The town had beconme a major tourist center. There were
five notels, a museum a theater dedicated to endl ess restagi ngs of the event,
souvenir shops, and a collection of restaurants serving sandwi ches with names
like the ET, the Coverup, the FTL, the Anti-Gav. Al appeared to be
prosperi ng.

CGeorge was a skeptic both by training and by inclination. Yet there was
somet hi ng about the Dol beau phenonenon that left himwanting to believe it had
happened. He woul d renenmber for the rest of his |life standing on the ridge
over |l ooki ng the sacred spot, listening to the wind noving anong the trees, and
t hi nking, yes, it might have cone in fromover there, big and iron gray with
lights blinking, and it would have set down there, mashing those trees. It was
di sk-shaped. You could still see the bow fornmed in the vegetation, maybe
thirty neters across.

And he believed. Fromthat noment, his |life changed. Not a small change, I|ike
t he day you di scover you |ike asparagus after all, or when you stop wearing
white socks. This was life-altering stuff. This was casting off the religious
beliefs of a lifetinme and signing on for sonething new. Not that the UFO
itself took himover, but in later years he’'d realize it was the first time he
had ever | ooked at the stars. Really | ooked at them and seen the sky as a
four-di mensi onal nmarvel rather than sinply a canopy over his head.

There m ght not have been Visitors along the St. Murice, he knew, but there



shoul d have been. There shoul d be sonebody out there that humans could talk
to, could conpare notes with. Could go hunting wth.

He' d hired people to look into the Dol beau story. There was no evi dence t hat
t he government had actually found anything at the site. And George knew quite
wel | that the Canadi an bureaucracy could not possibly have kept a secret of
that magnitude for fifty years.

Wtnesses could still be found who swore they had seen the vessel. Yet even
contenporary media reports were self-contradictory and skeptical. Nobody had
any pictures of the UFQO

Yet three people had died. Hunters from I ndi ana, who had been staying at
Albert’s Motel. If they weren't in the graves, they’d gone m ssing. And no one
had ever heard fromthem agai n.

A dozen or nore townspeopl e had recorded statenents, show ng the caneras
pi eces of burnt nmetal said to be fromthe intruder. Wthin the first
twenty-four hours, the arny had come and nade off with the evidence. And
according to townspeople, the ship itself.

And that was it.
FOR GEORGE, | T becane a quest.

Speci alists at the Acadeny of Science and Technol ogy in Arlington assured him
not hi ng had happened at Dol beau. The Indiana hunters were a fable, they said.
When Acadeny investigators |looked into it and reported that there was no
record they' d even existed, they in turn were accused of a cover-up. W' re out
i n the nei ghborhood now, they'd told him neaning that they had actually set
foot in hundreds of local star systens. And there was nothing renptely
resenbling intelligent beings.

But ten years later they’'d found ruins on Quraqua. And | ess than six nonths
after that, they'd found the Noks.

The Noks weren’t going to go visiting anybody soon. They were in an early

i ndustrialization phase, but they d been up and down several times and had al
but exhausted their natural resources. Furthernore, they did not seemto be
bri ght enough to sort out their internal problens. They came in several sizes
and shapes, they held strong political and religious opinions, and they seened
to have no talent for conprom se

Nevert hel ess, he was hooked by the Great Unknown. Ceorge Hockel mann becane a
famliar visitor at the Academy. He organi zed the Friends of the Acadeny and
set themto supplementing the neager funds provided by the governnent and by
private contributors.

It becanme his overriding ambition to find an intelligent alien, to establish
conmuni cation, to create a common | anguage, to nake it possible one day to sit
down with him or her, perhaps beside a blazing fire, and tal k about God, the
uni verse, and how it had all come to be.

He' d heard the runors about 1107 before Pete Danmon got back, the nysterious
signals in a remote place and the fruitless effort to hunt them down. When
he’d inquired at the Acadeny, Sylvia Virgil had pointed out that there was no
concei vabl e reason to believe anyone woul d have placed a transmitter out at
the neutron star. It sinply nade no sense, she had insisted. A second m ssion
woul d be expensive, would al nost certainly produce no result, and would | ead
to charges that the Acadeny was squandering its noney on wild-eyed projects.



But who knew what m ght nmake sense to a different kind of intelligence?
What had Pete thought?

Pete had declined to speak freely over the link, but had insisted on com ng
instead to see CGeorge personally. George had wondered if he feared being
nmoni t ored by someone.

CGeorge had himover to his Bracken Valley retreat, and they went outside onto
t he upper deck to drink lime coolers and watch the sun set. “Nobody really
cares about it,” Pete conpl ai ned.

And CGeorge understood why he' d stayed off the Iink. It was too inportant to
trust to | ong-di stance conmuni cations. Pete had wanted to make his point in
person, to force CGeorge to feel the intensity of the situation

It was a | ate-sunmer evening, with a storm approaching and the w nd begi nni ng
to pick up.

“Sylvia doesn’t think it’'s anything other than an anomaly. A glitch in the
conputers,” said CGeorge. “Nearly as | can nake out, neither does anybody
el se.”

“They weren’'t there.”

“They’ ve seen the evidence.”

“Ceorge, they don’t want to accept the inplications. They re too worried about
their reputations.”

Ceorge took a long pull fromhis drink. “You really think they d hide
somet hing like this?”

“No. They’re not hiding anything. They' ve convinced thenselves there’s nothing
to it because it entails risks if they don't. They know if they put together

an expedition, a lot of people will laugh. There's a good chance they won’'t
find anything, and then the [aughter will get |ouder, the politicians wll
start asking questions, and the board will start |ooking for a new

conmi ssioner. That would nmean the end of Sylvia too.”
“So what really do you think? |Is there anything out there?”

He | eaned forward, his eyebrows drawi ng together. “George, she’'s right: It
nm ght have been a glitch. We can’t deny that. But it’s not the point. There
m ght really be sonething there. That's the possibility we should be

consi dering.”

“Somebody to talk to?”

“ mybe. ”

Two nights later, George nade a deal with Virgil. The Contact Society would
fund a mssion to investigate the anonmaly, and it would even supply the ship.
In fact, it would supply the investigators. Al that would be asked was the

Acadeny’s bl essing, and a pilot.

FOR PETE DAMON, the evening with George had marked the cul mination of a weary
struggl e.



There was no longer a future in scientific research, for the sinple reason
there was nothing much left to research. W knew in general how stars were
born and how they died. W knew how bl ack hol es fornmed and what their

nei ghbor hoods were |Iike. W knew the details of galactic formation, we
understood the structure of space, and we had finally figured out, just a few
years before, the nature of gravity. Quantum effects were no longer quite so
uncertain, and dark matter had | ong since been brought into the |ight.

Newt on and Ei nstein and MEl roy had been fortunate: They'd lived in eras when
much about the nature of things remained nysterious. But in Pete Danbn’s age,
no true nysteries remained. her than creation itself, and the anthropic
principle. What had started the universe? And why were all the nyriad
settings, gravity and the strong force and the tendency of water to freeze
fromthe top down, why was all that tuned precisely in such a way to make
possi bl e the devel opment of life-forms? Those two great questions had not been
answer ed, but the consensus was that they would remain forever beyond the
reach of science.

Pet e agreed. Consequently, for an anbitious young researcher determned to
make a contri bution, what remained?

He' d net George Hockel mann at an Acadeny di nner years before he went out to
1107. It had been given to cel ebrate the success of an archeol ogi cal teamthat
had uncovered a vast storehouse of data on Beta Pac IIl, home of a race that
had conquered the stars, left evidence of their presence throughout the Oion
Arm and then effectively vani shed, |eaving only a few near-savage descendants
with no nenory of their glory days. George, big and garrul ous and enthusiastic
and maybe a bit naive, had bought hima drink, and had argued that “they” were
still out there somewhere, the Mnunent-Mkers, somewhere anong the stars.
There was in fact evidence to support that notion, that there had been an
exodus. Maybe it was true. Nobody knew.

Pet e had denurred when George suggested he join the Contact Society. The
group’s menbers were treated by the adnministration with the utnost respect,
because they were a major source of funds. But behind their backs, they were
spoken of openly as kooks, |oonies, and nutcases. People with too nuch noney
and not enough to do. Having one’s name appear on the Society's rolls was to
ensure not being taken seriously by the scientific community as anything nore
than a cheerl eader.

So it happened that, over glasses of brandy, Pete and George Hockel mann

di scovered they were kindred souls. It was natural then that, during the
voyage back, when operations people at the Acadeny were already sniling
politely and inform ng himthere was surely a | ogi cal explanation for the
transm ssion, let’'s not go off half-cocked, how did the experinents turn out,
he made up his mind to talk to George. And it was maybe even nore natura
that, before he arrived, George was already sending inquiries about the find.

The day after he’d gone to CGeorge’s Bracken Valley estate, he’'d attended a
party thrown by nmenbers of the Benny' s research team That had been in
Manhattan at Ceo’s. Myst were going back to their normal work assignments.
Ava was returning to the Indiana Center, Hal was headed for Berlin, diff
Stockard for the University of Toronto. M ke Langley, their captain, was near
the end of his two weeks’ |eave, and would be getting his new assignnent in a
coupl e of days. He didn't know where yet. And he didn't care, thought Pete.

M ke was bright enough, but he really had no interest in what lay over the
hori zon. He was strictly transport. Carry people to Qutpost or Serenity, pick
up a load of artifacts or sanples, and bring everything back. It struck Pete
that a mllion-year-old artifact would be perfectly safe in Mke's hands. It
woul d never occur to himto break into the package to see what it |ooked I|ike.



When, during the course of the evening, he brought up the subject of the
anomaly, he was greeted with blank stares. The anomal y? What anomaly was that?
Only Langl ey, who didn’t give a danm what anybody thought, was prepared to
tal k seriously about it.

That was the night diff had introduced himto Mranda Kohler. Mranda was
director of Phoenix Labs. She was all angles and sharp edges, a wonan nade
fromcrystal, conpletely out of place in her clinging black off-the-shoul der
gown.

“Pete,” she’d told himwhen they' d contrived to get off to a corner where they
could be alone, “I came tonight because | knew you'd be here.”

He’ d not hi dden his surprise.

“I"mmoving on,” she continued. “Qutward bound on the Tasman Shuttle.”
Interstellar |ab. Doing work on gal axy formation. Her voice and her eyes
suggested it was inportant stuff, but Pete knew better. It was all details
now. Neverthel ess he nodded appreciatively and congratul ated her

“The reason | wanted to see you,” she said, “is that we’'re | ooking for a

repl acenment. At Phoeni x.” She tossed off her drink. There was no reserve about
this one. She liked her rum “W’ ve done a |ot of good work there over the

| ast few years. Mostly on quantum energy devel opnent. | want to be sure it
doesn’t get put on a back burner. Doesn’t get pushed aside by sonmebody el se’'s
priorities.”

“You wanted ne to recomend sonebody?” said Pete.

She | eaned toward him and her eyes were |ike daggers. “I wanted you, Pete.
You' re just the guy they need out there.”

Vll, it wasn’'t as if Pete hadn’'t been able to see where Mranda was goi ng.
But he was still surprised when she actually made the offer. After all, they'd
never even met.

“Your record speaks for itself,” she said. “The nmoney’s good. They’l
guarantee you half again as nuch as you make at Canbridge. The work’s
chal l enging. And there’s a substantial range of benefits.”

Pete | ooked past her, at Ava and M ke deep in conversation, at Mriam cruising
past the goodies and trying not to eat too nmuch, at Tora Cavalla, who'd got
hone to an assi gnment on Qut post and woul d be going right back out.

Director at Phoeni x. Responsible for personnel. For allocation of funds. For
dealing with the board of directors. He'd be buried. Still, it was
advancenent. It was what he was supposed to be doing. “Can | call you?” he
asked.

She nodded. “Sure. Take sone tine to think about it.” She smiled, suggesting
she understood he didn’t want to seemtoo anxious.

By the time he arrived honme, he had decided. He'd take the offer. How could he
not do so? Tonorrow he'd call her, nail it down, and then he'd subnit a
resignation at Canbridge. Sorry to be leaving, but 1’ve received an offer too
good to refuse. That would irritate Cardwell, the department chairnman, who

t hought that Pete was overrated, that his assignnments, |ike the one at 1107,
were a result of political connections. And Universe.



And yet ...

He hated to think he was going to spend the rest of his life ordering
priorities, choosing anmong nedi cal and insurance plans for the help, and
overseeing hiring practices. He wished, not for the first tine, that he' d been
alive during the twenty-first century. Wen there were still discoveries to be
made.

When he got hone, he found a nmessage waiting from George. “Want to go back to
1107?"

ALYX BALLI NGER HAD | oved the theater as far back as she could renmenber. Her
father had been a high school theater coach and when they needed a little girl
to play in Borneo Station, she’d gotten the assignnment. Just wal k on, deliver
one line, “Are we in Exeter yet, Daddy?”, and wal k off.

It wasn’t rmuch, but it had been a beginning and it lit a fire that had burned

brightly ever since. She’'d gone to G|l espie fromhigh school, done well, and
had won a small role in Red River Blues on her first try at the big tine. Les
Covington, already cel ebrated although it was still early in his career, had
encour aged her, assured her she had a brilliant future, and rem nded her, when

she made an unfortunate remark, that there was no such thing as a small role.

She'd starred in Heat, Lost in Paradise, and a dozen other sins, but was best
known for her Cassel -wi nning performance as the nurderous Stephanie in Affair
of the Heart. It was during the publicity run-up to Affair that she' d arranged
to neet her husband-du-jour, Edward Prescott, at the \Weel

Sandy (as he was known to his inner circle) was then at the height of his
career. He’'d becone fanmous portraying the archeol ogi st-adventurer, Jack
Hancock. And he had succunbed to the tiresome notion that he was Jack Hancock
So he’'d gone out to Pinnacle and gotten his picture taken standing around with
the real archeol ogists. And when he’d conme home, the studio had thought it
woul d be a good idea if Alyx, with her newest epic about to open around the
worl d, showed up to greet him

She’ d done all that could reasonably be expected, [ooking tearfully ecstatic
as the Linda Callista slipped into dock, throwi ng her arms around hi m when he
energed fromthe exit tube, and standing admiringly by his side as he

bl at hered on about the Tenple of Kalu or whatever it had been. Her passion for
Sandy had gone a long way toward coll apse by then, but on that occasion she
replaced it with another |ove affair, one that had never cool ed.

The Cal li sta.
The super| um nal

It lay there, tethered fore and aft, drawn against the dock, straining to get
free and head back out anong the stars. It was as if the silly season had
arrived, as if she was six years old again. But she'd never really gotten
beyond the Earth before. A ways she’d been hal f-absorbed in the glare of her
own celebrity. She'd stood there that day, her stomach queasy because she only
wei ghed about thirty pounds and had not yet gotten used to it. The imagers had
been taking their pictures, and Sandy w apped one arm protectively around her
and squared his shoul ders and flashed that boyish smile, and she’d obligingly
ki ssed his cheek, keeping her eye the whole time on the Callista, which lay
beckoni ng just beyond the observation port that stretched the entire | ength of
the wall until it curved out of sight in both directions.

It was an awkward, drab gray vessel, with all kinds of antennas and di shes



sticking out of it. It was divided into segnments so that it |ooked like a
pregnant beetle. Linda Callista was drawn in dark blue script on the bow, and
a row of soft lights spilled out of the bridge.

Later, she’'d cornered the captain. “Were does it go?”

He' d been a short, slightly overweight man. Not particul arly good-I| ooking. Not
at all the romantic type she’d visualized piloting a starship. She'd seen

enough sinms to know what they were supposed to look like. Hell, she’d nmade
one, several years earlier, in which Carm chael Conn had played the captain.
Wl |, Conn hadn’t been much of a romantic, either, now that she thought about

it. But he | ooked the part. This one—his nane was Captain Crook, so even that
didn’t work—struck her as having all the drive of an insurance statistician

“I't goes out to Pinnacle, nostly,” Captain Crook had explained. “And to the
stations. And sonetines to Quraqua and Beta Pac.”

“Does it ever go anywhere nobody’s been before?” She’'d felt like a child,
especi ally when he snmiled paternally at her

“No,” he said. “The Callista has a routine schedule, Ms. Ballinger. It doesn’'t
go anywhere that doesn’'t already have a hotel and restaurant on hand.”

He' d thought that was just inpossibly funny, and his face broke up into a grin
that made her think of a bulldog with a feather up its rear

SHE' D GONE DOMN in the shuttle with a horde of other people, but there was no
help for it because the dammed thing only ran once an hour or sonething |ike

that. But it had a bar and the studi o people had nmanaged to cl ear an area for
her and Sandy.

Sandy gabbled all the way to the bottom If she'd ever retained any of what

he’d said, it was |ong gone. She knew only that she wanted to go back up and
get on board the Callisto and ride it out to the stars. But not to Harvey’'s

Steak house and the Lynn-Watt. No, ma’am G ve nme the wi de open, get ne out
of the trolley lanes, and let’s go where it’'s dark and strange and anyt hi ng

can happen.

She nentioned it to Sandy, w th whom she sel domtal ked about anything that was
i mportant. He'd patted her on the head in that infuriating

you' re-ny-little-puppy way of his and told her sure, we can do that, we'll get
to it as soon as our schedule permts. Wich neant, of course, that they would
never do it.

But it didn't matter because Sandy came up for renewal |ess than a year |ater
and she jettisoned him

NEVERTHELESS, SHE DIDN' T go. Life has a way of getting busy and keepi ng peopl e
on the run. Her career branched out. She starting directing, and when that
went well she formed a production company. The production company rmade sone

hi ghly successful nusical sims. She negotiated an invitation to take a unit on
tour for live shows. They'd gone to London and New York, Berlin and Toronto
And in a sense they never went hone.

But Al yx never quite got the Callisto out of her head. Sonetimes it showed up
at night as her last conscious thought, and sonetines it arrived with the
nmorni ng al arm when she began to reassenbl e what needed to be done that day.
It becanme a kind of |ost |over

But there was a problemwith the Callisto. It was chained, |ocked into a



schedul e nuch like the airbus that flew between Churchill and the London
theater district. Back and forth. Wen she conjured up the great ship she
understood that it wasn’'t intended to run back and forth between faniliar

pl aces. It was designed to go out into the night. To see what was there. And
to bring stuff back.

What kind of stuff?
Sonet hi ng.
News of cloud cities. O electrical intelligences. O incorporeal beings.

Sone of these ideas even found their way into her shows. She did two
interstellar fantasies, Here for the Wekend and Starstruck, and both had been
successful. She’d even done a canmeo in the latter, as a ship’s doctor trying
to deal with a plague that kills inhibitions.

She net George during the cast party to celebrate the opening of Here for the
Weekend. They were in New York, and her lighting director, Freddy Chubb, knew
Ceorge, had been aware he’d be in the audience, and had invited himup to the
bash. The party was being held in a suite rented for the purpose in the

Sol onon Loft, just a couple of blocks fromthe Enpress, where the show was

r unni ng.

CGeorge was a bit rough around the edges, but she’'d liked him and it didn't
take much tinme for themto uncover nmutual interests. Starships. Mysterious

pl aces beyond the circle of exploration. Voices that called fromthe vast dark
wi | derness. The trouble with Callisto.

“What they need,” Alyx told him “is a playwight or a choreographer, or
somebody like her, to go out with the survey teanms. Sonebody who’ d take tine,
when the ships drifted through the ring systems of worlds never seen before,
to consider what was being acconplished. To neasure the significance of it
all. And to find a way to get it onstage.”

CGeorge had nodded knowi ngly, in conplete agreenment. “Sonething el se we need,”
he said, “is to build a fleet of Callistos. Did you know we’re doi ng very
little survey work?” George was big, in the sense that he had presence. He
sinmply wal ked into a room and people canme to attention. He was al ready
drawi ng i nterested gl ances. “The Acadeny’s resources,” he said, “are
concentrated now on terraform ng, and on exam ning the ruins at a handful of
worl ds. And on doi ng sonme astrophysical research. But the survey vessels are
down to fewer than a dozen.”

They were standi ng near a wi ndow, | ooking out at an overcast sky. Al yx was, of
course, aware of the effect she had on nmen, of the effect she had on
everybody. Since reaching adul thood, she could not recall ever failing to get
her way. She knew that, and she liked to believe it hadn't spoiled her. That
under the gl anpbur and the power she was just the girl next door. Except naybe
a bit prettier and a lot smarter. “lI wish there were sonething | could do,”
she said.

It was how Al yx became the public face of the Contact Society. And why, five
years later, Ceorge invited her along on the Menphis m ssion

HERVMAN CULP, WHO had defended t he young George Hockel mann at the Ri chard Dover
El enentary School and | ater at Sout hwest High, graduated into a decent
government job, not nuch chall enge, and not nuch noney, but the pay cane
regularly, and it was enough to afford a confortable existence. He had a
probl em pi cki ng wi ves though, and went through three of themby the tinme he



reached thirty. Each filed for divorce within a year of the wedding.

Emma was different. She |oved him and she didn't expect himto be anything

ot her than what he was. And Hernman knew he wasn’t the quickest horse in the
barn. But she worked hard and added her inconme to his, so they got by. She
tolerated his Saturdays with his old gang, even when he |inped hone after a
day of tag football. She didn't even mnd his heading off with George on their
annual hunting trips to Canada. “Have a good tine,” she’d tell them as they
pul l ed away in the hauler. “Don’t shoot one another.”

He knew that she genuinely worried about the guns, that she didn’t entirely
trust them and he wished there were a way to reassure her, to convince her
that they knew what they were doing, that they were safer in the woods in each
other’s conpany than she was at hone.

When CGeorge founded the Contact Society, it was nore or |ess natural that

Her man woul d beconme a charter nenber. Actually, Herman | acked the inmagination
or the naiveté, to take aliens seriously, and he woul d never have gotten

i nvol ved on his own. He sawit, in fact, as not nuch different from one of

t hose ghost-hunter groups that ran around using sensors in haunted houses. But
t hey needed soneone to do the adm nistrative work, and George depended on him

When the invitation had come to go out to 1107, Herman had thought of it as a
ki nd of extended hunting trip. “Sure,” he said, confident that Enma woul dn’t
obj ect .

And she didn't. But after he began to understand where they were going, and
what they were | ooking for, he al nbst wi shed she had.

** Chapter 5

Cruise by Oion, swing north at Sagittarius, lay over a bit at Rigel
Starflight has always sounded inpossibly romantic. The reality is sonewhat
different. One sits sealed in a narrow container for weeks at a tinme anmd
strangers who prattle on, and at the end of the voyage arrives at a place
where the air’s not so good and the crocodiles are fierce.

—MELI NDA TAM LI FE AMONG THE SAVAGES, 2221

HUTCH CAUGHT THE after-di nner commuter flight out of Atlanta and arrived on
the Wheel a bit after 1:00 AM, GMI, the standard used on all off-Earth ships
and stations. For her, it was still early evening.

She checked into her room showered, and changed. She eased into one of the
outfits she’d picked up in D.C., gold slacks, white blouse, gold |apels,

cl asp, and neckerchief. Open collar, revealing a hint of curved flesh. She had
to be a bit careful there, because she didn’t really have a lot nore than a
hint, but she’d been around | ong enough to know that it was mystery rather
than flesh that really counted.

This was the ensenbl e she’d planned for Preach. Well, another day. She checked
herself out in the mirror. Smiled. Preened.

Pretty good, actually. She was, at the very |l east, conpetitive. Ten ninutes
| ater she entered the dining roomat Margo’s, on the A Level.

Because the Wieel served flights arriving fromand departing to points al
over the globe, it never really slept. Its service facilities never closed,
and a substantial portion of its staff stood always ready to assist. O to
sell souvenirs or overpriced jewelry.



Margo’s was never quiet. It was divided into a breakfast kitchen, a dining
room and a “penthouse” bar that featured live and virtual entertainment. The
theory was that people who were having breakfast didn't want to have it next
to a group begi nning an all-night binge.

She was trailing behind the host when she heard her name. “Captain Hutchins?”

A casually dressed nman with a crooked snile rose froma nearby table, where
he’ d been eating alone. “Hello,” he said. “I’m Herman Cul p. One of your
passengers.”

Hutch offered her hand. “Pleased to nmeet you, M. Culp. How d you recogni ze
ne?”

“You're pretty well known,” he said. “That business on Deepsix |ast year. You
must get asked for autographs everywhere you go.”

He was unfailingly polite, and yet there was sonething rough-hewn in his
manner. He was aware of the inpression he made, she thought, and he worked a
bit too hard at maintaining his dignity. Consequently he came off as stilted
and flat. Everything sounded rehearsed, but not clearly renenbered. “I’ma
friend of George’s,” he said.

Hutch hadn’t yet | ooked at her passenger manifest. “A nenber of the Contact
Society, M. Cul p?” She tried to say it wthout inplying the goofiness she
assigned to the group

But he caught her. The man was nore perceptive than he | ooked. “lI’'mthe
general secretary,” he said. “And please call nme Herman.”

“Ah,” she said. “That nust keep you busy, Hernan.”

He nodded and | ooked at one of the enpty seats. “Can | persuade you to join
me, Captain?”

Hutch smiled. “Thanks,” she said. She disliked eating al one, but Herman | ooked
like fairly dull company. Neverthel ess, she settled into a chair. It was
al ready beginning to ook like a |long m ssion

“I"ve been trying to find George,” Herman said.

“l haven't nmet him” said Hutch

That seemed to throw himoff pace somewhat. “So.” He floundered a bit, | ooking
for a subject of nutual interest, “WIIl we be |eaving on schedul e?”

“Far as | know, Hernan.”
and a nelted cheese.

The waiter canme and took her order. A blue giraffe

“l saw the Menphis today,” he said. “It’s a beautiful ship.”

She caught a touch of reluctance in his eyes. This wasn't a guy, she decided,
who really wanted to go along. “Yes, it is. Top of the line, they tell ne.”

He | ooked at her suddenly. “Do we really expect to find sonething out there?”
“l suspect you’ d know nore about that than | do, Herman. What do you t hink?”

“Maybe, ” he said.



Ah. Strong feelings here.

He pressed his pal ms together. Another rehearsed nove. “May | ask a question?
How safe is this kind of ship?”

“Perfectly,” she said.

“l understand people get ill sonetinmes when they do the junp.”
“Sometinmes. Not usually.” She smled reassuringly. “lI doubt you'll have any
probl ens.”

“I"'mrelieved to hear it,” he said.

Her order cane.

“I don’t like heights,” he added.

SHE ENCOUNTERED A second passenger at pool side an hour |ater.

“Peter Danon,” he said, bowing slightly. “I was on the Benny.”

She knew hi mi medi ately, of course. The onetinme host of Universe. “Stand on a
hilltop and | ook at the night sky and you're really |ooking back at the

di stant past, at the world the way it was when Athens ruled the inland sea.”
Oh yes, she’ d recogni ze those dark, amused eyes and that nellifluous voice
anywhere. He wore a blue hotel robe and was sipping a lime drink. “You re our

pilot, | understand.”

“You're going out with us?” She knew he’d been on the original mssion, but
had not for a monent expected himto show up for this one.

“Yes,” he said. “Is that okay with you?” He said it lightly, gently. The man
oozed charm

“Sure. | just thought—= Damm. She should take a | ook at the passenger manifest
bef ore she did anything el se.

“—that 1'd have nore inportant things to do than chase shadows?” Before she
could answer, he continued. “This is what |’ve been after ny whole life. If
anything’s waiting out there, Priscilla, | want to be there when we find it.”

Priscilla. Well, he'd done his homework nore thoroughly than she had. “My
friends call me Hutch.”

“l know. Hutch.”

She felt as if this guy was swall owing her alive. My God, she needed
desperately to get out and around a bit nore.

“dad to neet you, Peter.” She extended a hand and eased into a chair beside
hi m

“The Acadeny treats these people too lightly,” he said. “They’'re hung up on
the Fourth Floor.” Where the admnistrative offices were. “I really hope
somet hi ng cones of this mssion.”

“You actually think there's sonmething to all this?”



“Probably not,” he said. “But 1'd |ove to see sonebody |ike George get credit
for the biggest discovery in the history of the species, while the horses’
asses get left behind.” H's eyes radiated pleasure. “If there’s a God,” he
said, “this is His chance to show He has a sense of hunor.”

The pool was enpty save for a nuscul ar young man tirel essly doing | aps. Hutch
wat ched himfor several seconds. “l hope you get your w sh,” she said.

He finished off his drink and put the glass down on a side table. “You're
skeptical .”

“ YES. ”

“CGood. One shoul d al ways be skeptical. That’'s al ways been our problem W have
too many believers.”

“Believers in what?”
“I'n everything.”

The swimrer hit the end of the pool, turned under, and started back. He was
snoot h. An attendant canme by and took a drink order. A young coupl e wandered
in, glanced around, and apparently recogni zed Pete. They cane over, | ooked
hard, and came still closer. “Aren’t you Peter Danon?” the wonan asked. The
man stood back a bit, |ooking enbarrassed.

“Yes,” said Pete.

She smled, bit her lip, told himshe w shed she had sonething for himto
sign. Wen they were gone, Hutch asked whether that sort of thing happened
regul arly.

“Fairly often,” he said. “Balmfor the ego.”

“l guess.” And then: “There's something to be said for faith.”
“I'n yourself, Hutch. But you already know that.”

“What makes you think so?”

“l know about you. |I’mthe one who asked for you.”

SHE WAS UP | ate next norning, had a quick breakfast, and reported to the
operations officer. She knew by then that she’d be picking up two passengers,
an artist and a funeral director (of all things), en route. And she’d have
anot her celebrity on board, Alyx Ballinger, who' d begun as a star of nusicals
and | ater went downhill (Hutch thought) to playing beautiful wonen in danger
Nobody, it had been said, could screamlike Alyx. It was said to be a riveting
sound that froze the blood and noved every male to want to leap to her

def ense.

Departure was schedul ed for 1930 hours. She was given her flight plan and
general instructions, and was in the act of signing for them when word cane
that Director Virgil wanted to speak with her. The ops officer, a fenale
Native Anerican, was obviously inpressed. She led Hutch into an adjoi ni ng
suite, invited her to sit, informed her that the director woul d be on the
circuit monentarily, and left, closing the door behind her

Morments | ater, the wallscreen brightened, and Virgil appeared. She beaned a
good morni ng. “Before you go,” she said, “there’s sonmething you should know.



The Oxnard has been out near 1107 doi ng survey work. It has pretty good
scanning gear. So we sent her over to take a | ook.”

“ And_”

“She heard something. It took several days, and |’ve got an irritated skipper
on ny hands.” She smiled. You know how easily these people get upset. “There
does seemto be sonething there.”

“I's it the sane signal ?”

“I't’s of the sane type. But it’s not identical. It had the same transm ssion
and textual characteristics. But they picked it up 140 degrees around the
star. Fromthe other two. And this one was incom ng.”

“Toward 1107°?”

“ Yes. ”

“A hundred-forty degrees. Not one-eighty?”

“No. It’s not a case of a signal nerely passing through close to the star.”

“You're sure? Could the neutron star be bending the signal? They do that, you
know.’

“Not forty degrees, Hutch.”

“So there’'s a relay station.”

“That’ s what we think.”

She | aughed. “And the source is way the hell off somewhere else.”
“Apparently.”

“Can you tell where?”

“No. W& don’t have an angle. It’s what we'd like you to get.”

“So this is turning into a serious operation. Wiy don’'t you send out a regular
m ssi on?”

“Politically, | don't dare. Priscilla, you' re our mssion. See what’s going
on. Report back as soon as you figure it out.”

“ (](ay. ”
“You have Pete out there, so it’s not as if you're alone.”
“W'll do what we can.”

“Good. 1'lIl send the specifics to Bill. On another subject, | understand
you' Il be nmeeting M. Hockel mann and his group this afternoon.”

“That's correct.”

“CGood. George is a little strange. Doesn’t |ike UFO jokes. You understand what
I"'mtelling you?”



A mul e could understand. “Yes, Sylvia.”

“I"d be grateful if.” She stopped and | ooked unconfortable. “I just want to
rem nd you there’'s a diplomatic side to this operation.”

Hutch hadn’t been aware until a few monents ago there’ d been any other side.

“He doesn’t know yet about the new transm ssion. | suggest you enlighten him
G ve himthe data packet. There's nothing in it, really. Characteristics of
the signal, as much as we have. But give it to him He' Il be appreciative.”
Sonet hing for the head of nmission to play with. “Ckay. OGoviously we still have

nothing in the way of transl ation?”

“No. Qur people say they don’t have enough text. That's sonething else I'd
like you to concentrate on out there. Get nore on the record.”

“1"1l do what | can.”

“I know you will. By the way, | don’'t know what sort of experience you have
around neutron stars. There is very strict guidance on how close in you can

go.”

“l1 know.”

“Bill will bring you up to date.”
“Ckay.”

“W’ ve given you a lander, just in case. Cbviously you won't have any use for
it at 1107.”

“So why do | have it?”

“My original thought was that it would be unlikely anything untoward woul d
happen while you were at 1107. Eventually, you’'ll probably join the Condor
Captain Braw ey has instructions to take his people groundside if he can
determine it’'s safe and they find anything to attract their interest. Anything
at all.”

“ O(ay. ”

“I didn’t want George and the others feeling cheated. So don’t hesitate to go
over and join the party. You'll only be a few hours away.”

“Sylvia, who' s in charge?”
She squirmed. “You're the ship’'s captain.”
“That’s not what | asked. | nean, |’'ve got the owner on board.”

“That’s true. Technically, the contract describes you as operator and advi sor
But I'’m sure George and his people will do as you suggest.”

Ch, that’'s good. But on the other hand, how nuch trouble could they possibly
get into? The m ssion seened cl ean enough. Go out to 1107, listen for signals,
record them scan for a relay system maybe join Preach | ooking at a couple of
nmoonscapes. Sinple enough. “Okay,” she said.

“Excellent.” Virgil appraised her and | ooked | ess than confident. Ah, well,



we' Il hope for the best. “Good luck, Hutch,” she said. “I'Il see you when you
get back.”

SHE SPENT MOST of the afternoon in the operational tank, taking the Menphis

t hrough a series of virtual nmaneuvers, getting a feel for her characteristics
and responses and, nost significantly, for her sensor and enhancemnent
capabilities. The Acadeny had prepared a series of high-gravity scenarios and
problems for her. She failed a few, and tw ce got caught in the grip of the
dead star. On those occasions her controls went into null node while warning
| anps flashed and Bill’'s voice told her quietly that she was being pulled
apart and distributed around the area.

Hut ch had her doubts that Al's were really nothing nore than pure simnulation
They were programmed to react differently to different pilots, depending on
the pilot’s psychol ogical profile. Bill never really did anything that
couldn’t be expl ai ned as progranm ng. But of course one could say the sane

t hi ng about human bei ngs.

She felt a genuine presence in the Academy Al. She knew t he system was
designed to inspire precisely that reaction, since it was occasionally the
only conpany a pilot mght have on a long flight. But still it was inpossible
to avoid the sense that there was sonebody back behind the console.

In any case the first thing she did when she cane aboard the Menphis was to

say hello to him “I’mglad you changed your mi nd about |eaving, Hutch,” he
replied. “I mssed you.”
“I't’s only tenporary, Bill,” she said.

He stayed with her while she toured the ship.
“Nice curtains,” he said. “And the carpets are extraordinary. Do you know what
it remnds nme of?”

“l have no idea.”

“The Los Angel es Regency.” A luxury hotel

“That’s a good spot,” she said. “But how woul d you know?”

“l have unpl unbed depths.”

Food stores, water, and fuel were still being | oaded, but operations assured
her everything would be in place an hour before departure.

She checked ot her supplies and di scovered they |l acked a fewtoiletries,
primarily toothpaste and shanpoo. The | atest sims had not been upl oaded. That
could be done under way, but it tied up the circuits. Mreover, reproduction
of transmitted sims was never quite as effective.

At 1530 she wandered down to the Acadeny spaces for the get-acquainted neeting
with the Contact Society team Herman and Peter were waiting when she wal ked
in, talking with Alyx Ballinger. Fresh fromthe London stage, where she was
directing and performing in Gin and Bare It.

Alyx was tall, long-1egged, regal, with golden hair and sparkling brown eyes.
Hutch cane up to her shoulder. Herman, smiling like an idiot, did the
i ntroducti on.

“CGood to neet you, Captain,” said Alyx, offering her hand.



Hutch returned the greeting, and suggested they all get on first-nane terns.
“I't’s a long flight,” she added. “W’re going well outside the bubble.”

“Qut past the frontier,” said Herman, trying not to stare at Al yx.
“Tell me, Hutch,” said Alyx, “what do you think about all this? Are we going
to find anything?”

“Hard to say. There are signals. So there’'ll be a transmtter of sone sort, |
guess.”

Pete’'s smle radiated pure pleasure. “Don’t worry about the details,” he told
Alyx. “Just being on the flight will be an experience we’'ll not forget.”

The door opened and they were joined by a tall, rnuscular nan who | ooked like a
natural -born CEQ. “Ah,” he said, spotting Hutch, “Captain, it’s good to neet
you finally. |I'm George Hockel mann.”

And so you are. Baritone voice. Stands straight as an oak. Sonething about him
i nspired confidence inmedi ately. She | ooked around at Al yx, not only beautiful
but al so apparently intelligent. At Pete, who had sold the general popul ation
on the wonders of the cosnmps and persuaded | arge nunbers of themto kick in
nmoney to the Acadeny. At Ceorge. Even at Herman, who was as nmundane as anyone
wi th whom she’ d ever shipped. Were were the fanatics she’ d been expecting?

“W’re not all here yet,” said Hernman.
Hockel mann nodded. “Ni ck and Tor,” he said. “W pick themup en route.” He
turned expectantly toward Hutch

Showt i ne.

She allowed a frown to creep into her eyes. “Alyx, gentlenen,” she said,
“we’ |l be leaving in just under two hours. You' ve all been assigned quarters.
| think you'll find, thanks to George, the accommopdati ons on the Cty of
Menmphi s nore than adequate.”

A nod, followed by a few pats on the shoul der.

“W have good food, a well-stocked |iquor cabinet, an extensive library,
recreational facilities, and a gym | suspect if you haven’'t travel ed outside
t he atnosphere before, you'll find everything a bit nore snug than you're
accustoned to.

“As you're undoubtedly aware, when we’'re in hyperspace, we'll be covering
approximately fifteen light-years per day. Eleven-oh-seven is al nbst seven
hundred |ight-years out, and naturally we have to detour a bit to pick up the
rest of our team So we're |ooking at a seven-week flight, one way.

“A few fol ks—hAot many—have probl ens nmaking the transition into hyperspace. |f
you are ampong them or suspect you nmay be, which neans if your stomach is
easily upset, if you're prone to dizzy spells or fainting, we have mnedication

But it needs to be taken in two doses well in advance of the junmp.” She held
up a small container of Lyaphine. “If you' re concerned, see nme when we're
finished here and we'll get you started.”

She laid out the safety regul ati ons, explaining that before any maneuvering or
accel eration occurred, she would | et them know. Couches and restraints were
| ocated t hroughout the ship, which they would be required to use. Failure to



do so woul d not be tolerated, she said. Survivors would be debarked.
“Wher e?” asked Hernman, grinning broadly.
“I"1'l find a place,” she said.

Wien she’ d finished she turned the floor over to Hockel mann, who wel coned
everybody and advi sed them not to expect too much fromthe m ssion. The

i ntercepts m ght have been glitches. O sone sort of |ocal phenonenon. Et
cetera. But the Oxnard—=Do | have that right, Hutch?”

He did.

“The Oxnard was just in the area, near 1107, and they overheard anot her
transmi ssion. It sounds as if there’s sonmething there. But we still can’'t be
sure it isn’t some sort of natural phenonmenon. So what 1'd like you to do is
not get too excited. Ckay? Let’'s just be patient.” It was like telling a dog
to disregard a piece of New York strip.

THE LUGGAGE WAS delivered by cart. Ten ninutes |ater Hockel mann and his team
filed down the boarding tube, passed through the airlock and into the main
passageway. Hutch was waiting.

She took themto the conmon room which would al so serve as the main dining
area. They strolled by the rec room the gym the hol otank, and the |ab, which
George duly announced woul d thenceforth be known as m ssion control. She
showed themthe couches and restraints scattered throughout the ship,
denonstrated how to use them explained why it was inmportant they be belted
down during maneuvering or transdi nensional junps.

“Do we really need thenP” asked George. “l never feel much acceleration.”
“W’ || be in a protected environment,” Hutch expl ai ned. “The sane systemt hat
provides the artificial gravity cancels nost of the effects of acceleration
But not all. People who haven't been harnessed have been hurt.”

“Ch,” he said. “Just wondering.”

She took themforward to the bridge, told themthey were wel conme anytinme they
wanted to pop by and say hello, that if she wasn’t there Bill would be happy
to hold up his end of any conversation. At that point, on schedule, Bill said
hel | o.

Then she delivered themto their living quarters. “Normally,” she said, “we
have to be a bit careful about things |ike water usage, assigning different
times for showers and so on. But there are so few of us on this flight we need
have no concerns along those lines.” She finished by asking for questions.

“One,” said Alyx. She | ooked unconfortable. “I"msure you're in good physica
condition, but what if—

“—Sonet hi ng happens to ne?”

“Yes. | mean, |'’msure nothing will but just in case, how would we get back?”
“Bill is perfectly capable of bringing you honme,” she said. “All you’d have to
do is tell himl’'ve gone to a better world, and ask himto bring you back
here.” She smiled and | ooked around. “Anything else? If not, | suggest we all

settle in and get noving.”



** Chapter 6

Al'l expectation hath something of a tornent.
—BENJAM N W NCOVB, MORAL AND RELI G QUS APHORI SM5, 1753

SURPRI SINGY, | T WAS the qui etest, nost unobtrusive group Hutch had ever
transported anywhere. George spent nost of his tine in the common room poring
over securities and financial reports. “Tracking trends,” he explained to
Hutch, warming quickly to his subject. “lIt’'s where the noney is.”

Alyx was | aying out plans for a new production, which she said would be

| aunched next fall. The tentative title was Take O f Your C othes And Run.
Hut ch coul dn’t deci de whet her she was serious. She and Hutch took turns
providing a fourth with Herman, Pete, and Bill in an ongoi ng ganme of bridge.

Cccasionally they partied. Bill provided nmusic, and they did sing-al ongs,
al t hough Hutch felt a bit inadequate matching her voice with Alyx's |ovely
contralto. “You sound fine, Hutch,” Alyx said. “l believe you could go
professional if you wanted.”

Hut ch knew better.

“I"'mserious. All you d need is a little training. And, of course, you d have
to let go of your inhibitions.”

“What i nhibitions?”
That brought a mld gasp. “Ch, ny dear, you have a cartload of them”

Al yx and Herman adhered to a strenuous wor kout program Hutch was al ways
careful to spend tinme in the gymduring a flight, but she was far nore casua
about it.

They watched a ot of sims. Their tastes varied, but they set up each evening
and everybody piled into the tank for the night’s thriller, or romance, or
what ever. They took turns playing |leads and bit parts. Herman enjoyed bei ng Al
Trent, Jason Cordnan’s cel ebrated detective; George showed up one nenorabl e
evening as Julius Caesar; and Hutch accepted a challenge and al | owed herself
to portray the masked twenty-first-century superhero Vengada. Even Al yx
entered the fray with good hunor, plugging herself in as Cleopatra to George’s
Caesar, and later as Delilah to Herman’s Samson. (They' d both been unlikely
candi dates for the roles, Herman because he just couldn’t nount the

i nt ensi ty—nobody believed he coul d be persuaded to pull a tenple down on

hi nsel f; and Al yx because she coul dn’'t submerge her good hunor.)

Her man, of course, never lost his infatuation with Alyx. He tried to hide it,
but his voice always rose an octave or two when she wal ked into the room One
of the problems with the conpact communities formed by interstellar travel is
t hat not hing can be hidden. People are too close, and their enotions too
transparent.

Hutch got a |l ot of reading done. And she spent an increasing anount of tine
with George. He had all sorts of documentary evidence to support the notion
that there had been a series of alien forays through terrestrial history. He
produced pictures of carvings and ancient literary references and sightings
that were hard to dispute. Yet lifelong opinions are hard to overcone. The
notion that there’'d been visitors, even though she knew of at |east two races
that had, in ancient tinmes, achieved interstellar travel, still seened absurd.
But she listened, caught up in the warnth of his enthusiasm



They were in fact all believers, even Pete, and she began to root for them to
hope the mission woul d produce success.

The Menphis was about six weeks out when it stopped at Qutpost to collect the
final two passengers.

NI CK CARMENTI NE HAD started his UFO career as a rabid fan of occult tales. He
| oved ranpagi ng nunmi es, vanpires, denons, spectral creatures that floated

t hrough not-quite-enpty houses, and di senbodi ed voi ces carried by the night

wi nd. He started with Poe and Lovecraft and read through to Massengal e and
DiLillo. He was thoroughly chilled by the dark of the noon, the unquiet grave,
the terrible secret in the attic. That was where he lived, and although in

| ater years his interests noved well beyond the genre, he never really left it
behi nd.

He tried to. It was a dangerous passion for a funeral director. Had his

bl oodt hirsty tastes gotten generally about, his clients would have deserted
him And that’s why he swi tched over to UFGs, which al so enbodi ed a healthy
sense of the nysterious, without all the trappings that could destroy his
reputation.

In time, the hunt for night visitors fromother worlds overtook the vanpires,
and eventually he joined the Contact Society.

H s father had been a funeral director, had done well, and had retired early,
| eaving the business to Nick. Nick was an entrepreneur at heart, and quite
soon the Sunrise Funeral Hone in downtown Hartford had becone Sunrise
Enterprises, Inc. Wiile his chain of establishnents continued to conduct

ordi nary services, they specialized in the custom funeral. |If someone wanted
his ashes put in orbit, or distributed around second base at sone |onely
country bal |l park, or deposited in a renote |lagoon in Mcronesia, Sunrise was
the organization to do the job. They arranged transportation for nourners,
provi ded refreshments, counselors, support. They could arrange for clergy or
when the nonreligi ous were passing (no one ever “died”), recomend appropriate
cl osing remarks and cerenoni es.

H's only child Lyra shared his taste for the exotic, although she tended to
di scount the notion of anmbassadors fromother civilizations. Neverthel ess, she
had won her father’s heart by becom ng an exoar cheol ogi st .

Ni ck had never been off-world, which is to say, he' d never gotten beyond Earth
orbit, until Lyra was posted to Pinnacle, where she was poki ng anong the
mllion-year-old ruins of that ancient world. On a whim N ck had spent a
small fortune to go out and visit her. They' d strolled together anong the
upended col ums and col | apsed roofs of the ancient sites, and she’'d taken him
to see sone of the reconstructed public buildings. (“W had to do sone
guesswork here, Dad.”) They were beautifully rendered structures, every bit
the artistic equal of the Tenple of Athena.

They’' d watched a virtual alien religious service, and he’'d gotten a sense of
what it nust have been like on Pinnacle when the first humans were just
showi ng up around their canpfires.

He spent a nonth there. Lyra showed himpottery estimted at eight hundred
t housand standard years old. “daze it,” she explained, “and it lasts
forever.”

He | ooked at the progress they’'d made with transl ation, which was extensive
when one considered the few sanples they had to work with. And there’ d been



anci ent roadways and harbors, invisible now save to the instrunments. “Ri ght
here,” she’'d said, while they stood in the niddle of a desert that ran
absolutely flat in all directions clear to the horizon, “right here the
crossroads met between the two nost powerful enpires of the Third Komainic.”
There had been a wayfarer’'s station, and a river, and possibly a | andi ng pad.

“What were their names?” he’' d asked. “The enpires?”
She didn’t know. No one knew.

It was only a few hours later that the nmessage canme from Hockel mann. THERE S A
GOOD CHANCE THIS MAY BE IT, it concluded. MEET US AT THE OUTPCST.

Sure. Meet ne at Larry’s.

QUTPOST WAS A service and supply center on the edge of human expansion. It was
| ocated just beyond the rings at Salivar’s Hatch, which was about a billion
kiloneters out froma class-B blue-white star. Hutch wasn’t sure what she'd
been expecting in her funeral-director passenger, probably soneone sonber and
nmet hodi cal . Ni ck was about average size, |oose-linbed, with black hair,

am abl e gray eyes, and a guileless smle. Not the sort of nan she pictured
wanderi ng about the funeral hone reassuring friends and relatives. George had
hurried off the ship and hugged hi m when he appeared at the foot of the ranp.
He brought him back like a long-1ost cousin. “Hutch,” he said, “this is Nick
He will never let you down.” He chuckled at his joke, while Nick sighed.

They shook hands, made small talk, and then Hutch asked about Tor, the sixth
passenger.

“He’s out on 21,” said Nick, |ooking surprised. “They didn't tell you?”
“No,” she said. “Wat’'s 217"

“One of the noons. He was supposed to come in this week to be ready, but he's
in the mddl e of sonmething and, well”—ooking at George—you know how he is.”

Ceorge apparently knew, and he gl anced over at Hutch as if she shoul d have
foreseen sonething like this would happen. Everybody knows how Tor is.

Hut ch sighed. She’d known a Tor once. “Bill?” she said.

“I't’s coming in now,” said Bill. “Going out to 21, departure tine |ooks like a
little over seventeen hours.”

“Sevent een hours?” said Hutch. She turned toward George. “lI’mgoing to
strangle this guy.”

“He woul dn’t have known it would take so long,” said George. “If he' d known,
he woul d have been here. He's an artist.”

He said that as if it explained everything. It was funny though, her Tor had
been an artist, too. Not a good one. At |east not a successful one. But they
weren’'t the same guy. This was Tor Kirby. The one she’d known was Tor

Vi nderwahl . Not even cl ose.

“Ckay, folks,” she said. “W won't be leaving until about 3:00 AM This is a
good tine to tour the station.”

TOR Kl RBY’ S BACKGROUND was uncl ear. Hutch’s data package stipulated only that
he was an heir to the Happy Plunmber fortune. \What he m ght be doing at Qutpost



was |left unstated. Did they really bring in a plunber fromthe NAU to keep the
wat er fl owi ng?

The gas giant that was hone to Qutpost was the sole world in the system nmovi ng
within a relatively stable orbit. Everything el se had been scattered, planets
ej ected, nmoons hurled across vast distances. The station had begun as a

m ssion trying to | earn what had happened, why everything el se had gone south
while the big planet had retained its rings and a large famly of satellites.
Theory held that there’d been a close encounter with another star sone twenty
t housand years earlier. But finding the candidate had proved nore difficult
than expected. Nick arranged a sinulation of the event for George and his
team The experts thought they had it all down: what the alignment had | ooked
like at the time of passage, how |l ong the event had taken (three years), where
the intruder had been. Four of the worlds had been ejected altogether, but
they’ d been found, drifting through the interstellar void, exactly where they
wer e supposed to be. The others were rattling around the sun. The Hatch had
survived intact because it was on the far side of the sun during the height of
the action. Their inability to find the other body led to the suspicion that

it had actually been a neutron star or possibly even a bl ack hole.

Hut ch had seen the denonstration before, and was about to duck out when her
comm i nk vibrated. “Captain Hutchins?” A worman's voice. “Dr. Mganbo w shes
you to stop by his office if you ve a nonent.”

She was surprised to hear that Mganbo was at Qut post.

“He’s directing the geonetric group
under st ood what it neant.

the voice explained. Not that she

Hutch went up to the main deck and turned into the admin area. “Second door on
the right,” said the voice. Its owner was waiting for her when she entered.

A ive-skinned, dark-haired, wide liquid eyes. Arab bl ood dom nant, thought

Hut ch

“This way please.” She rose from her desk and opened an i nner door. Mganbo,
seated in a padded arncthair, signaled a wel come and switched off the wall
lights, leaving the roomlit only by a small desk |anp.

Mauri ce Mbganmbo was a two-time Nobel wi nner, both prizes stemring fromhis
wor k on space-tine architecture and vacuum energy. Hutch had been a virtua
private pilot for himat one point in her career

He was extraordinarily tall. Taller even than George. Hutch | ooked up at him
and said hello to his signature ribbon tie. He wore a cl ose-cropped beard,
unusual in a close-shaven age. His skin was bright ebony. He had an athlete’'s
body and a violinist’s long fingers. Hutch recalled the intense daily workouts
and his passion for chess.

The smile lasted while he indicated the chair she shoul d take. She eased
herself into it, waiting for himto switch the congeniality off. Mbganbo saw
the world as his own personal playing field. He was brilliant, and generous,
and coul d charm when he wanted to. But she had seen his ruthless side, had
seen himruin jobs and careers when people had failed to neet his
expectati ons. Does not tolerate fools, one of his coll eagues had once remarked
to her, meaning it as a conmplinent. But she had eventually concluded that he
defined fool as anyone | acking his own brilliance.

“I't’s good to see you again, Hutch.” He filled two gl asses, came around the
front of the desk, and passed one to her. It was nonal coholic, lenon and |ine
with a dash of ginger.



“And you, Professor. It's been a long time.” Alnpbst eight years. But she
hadn’t m ssed his conpany. “l didn’t know you were here.”

They exchanged pl easantries. He'd been on Qutpost for two nonths, he
expl ai ned. They were sending mssions into several areas dom nated by

ul tradense objects, where neasurements of tinme and space were being taken. "It
appears,” he said, “that the physical characteristics of space are not
uniform” He nade the remark with his eyes cl osed, speaking perhaps to
hinself. “It’s not at all what we'd expected.” The snile faded.

Hutch knew quite well that Mdganbo hadn’t invited her up to discuss physics.
But she played his ganme, asked a few questions about the research, pretended
she understood the answers, and expl ai ned that yes, the Deepsix venture had
been unnerving, that she’'d been scared half out of her mind for the entire ten
days, and that she’d never go near anything like that again.

Finally, he changed pace, refilled her glass, and remarked, a little too
of f handedl y, that he understood she was going out to 1107.

“Yes, that’s correct.”
“To determ ne whether there’s anything to the Benjamin Martin transmn ssions.”
“ Yes X ”

He pl aced his el bows on the desk, pressed his fingertips together, and | eaned
forward, not unlike a |arge hawk. “El even-oh-seven,” he said.

She wai t ed.
“What do you think, Hutch?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “If there was sonething out there when the Benny
passed through, | doubt it’s there now " She suspected he knew about the
recent reception, but he wouldn’t know whether she’d been informed or not. And
she had no intention of telling himanything she didn't have to.

He studied her for a long nmoment. “My thought exactly.” H s brow wrinkl ed. She
t hought he was going to say sonething el se, but he apparently thought better
of it and settled for toying with his gl ass.

Hut ch | ooked around the office. There was some cheap electronic art on the
wal I s, inmages of gardens and country roads. As the silence dragged out she

| eaned forward. “Are you thinking about going out there to take a | ook? W’'d
be happy to have you on board.” Actually, she wouldn’'t. And she knew he’ d not
accept. So it was safe to nake the offer

“Wth the Contact Society?” He grinned at her. You may have to travel wth
them but | have nore inportant things to do. “No. Actually, I'mquite busy.”
He showed her a row of strong white teeth. “It’s a fanatic's enterprise,

Hut ch. But not one without possibility.”

She knew exactly where he was headed, but she was not going to help. “One
never knows,” she said.

Sonet hing runbl ed deep in his throat. “I would like you to do me a favor.”

“I'f I"mable.”



“Let me know if you actually find anything out there. 1'Il be here for a
coupl e of weeks.”

It was obvious how that would play out. Yes, we've got an alien transmtter
Moganmbo woul d gall op onto the scene and grab all the credit. George would
never know what hit him “l’mnot sure | can do that, Professor.”

He | ooked hurt. “Hutch, why not?”

“The contract stipulates that M. Hockel mann controls the reporting.” That
wasn't strictly true, but it mght have been. “l can’'t do what you ask, as
much as I'd like to.”

“Hutch, this means a great deal to nme. Listen, the truthis, 1'd be there with
you if | could. But it’s just not possible. 1'’m|oaded up with work here.

can’t just go running off. You understand. What’s it take to get out there
fromhere? A week?”

“More or less.”

He gave her a pained expression. “l just can't manage it.” He touched a
control, and the lanp brightened. Its light filled the room “lI need this,
Hutch. 1'd consider it a personal favor, and |I'd appreciate it if you could
find a way.” She started to reply, but he held up a hand. “Do this for nme, and
"Il see that you' re rewarded. | have contacts. |'msure you don't want to

spend the rest of your life running back and forth between Sol and the
CQut post . ”

She rose quietly and put her glass, half-enpty, on the edge of his desk. “I’II
pass your request on, Professor. |I'’msure George will want to conply with your
wi shes.”

TOR KNEW SHE was comi ng.

He' d spent a few evenings with Hutch four years ago. A couple of shows, a
coupl e of dinners, drinks at Cassidy’'s one night overl ooking the Potomac and
the Mall. A walk along the river. A Saturday afternoon horseback ride through
Rock Creek Park. And then, on a Wednesday evening in | ate Novenber, she'd told
hi m she woul dn’t be seeing hi manynore, she was sorry, hoped it wasn't a
problem for him but she’d be on her way out again to soneplace he coul dn't
pronounce, that idiot world where the Noks were killing one another in |arge
nunbers, fighting a war that apparently went on forever. “I just don't get
back to Arlington very often, Tor,” she’d said, by way of explanation

He had known it was conming. Didn’t know how, something in her manner all al ong
had told himthat it was all tenporary, that the day would cone when he'd
revisit the same places alone. He didn't tell her any of that, of course,
didn’t know how, feared it would only push her farther away. So he’'d called
for the bill, paid up, told her he was sorry it had ended as it had, and

wal ked of f. Left her sitting there.

He was Tor Vinderwahl then, the nane he’d been born with, the name he'd
changed at the suggestion of the director of the Georgetown Art Exhibit.

Vi nderwahl sounds made up, he’'d said. And it’s hard to renenber. Not a good
idea if you want to go comrerci al

He hadn’t seen her since. But he hadn't forgotten her

He' d started any nunber of times to send her a nmessage. Hutch, I'’mstill here.
O, Hutch, when you get back, why don’'t we give it another try? O Hutch



Priscilla, | love you.” He recorded nmessage after nmessage but never hit the
transmt button. He’d gone up to the Wieel a few tinmes when he knew she was
due in. Twice he'd seen her, beautiful beyond reason, and his heart had begun
punpi ng and his throat clogged so he knew he woul dn’t be able to speak to her
but would just stand there Iooking silly, saying wasn’t it a big surprise
running into each other like this.

It was a ridiculous way for a grown man to behave. The adult thing to do would
have been to seek her out and talk to her, give her a chance to change her
mnd. Wonen did that all the tinme. Besides, he was successful, his work had
begun to sell, and that had to count for sonething.

Once, he'd seen her in a restaurant in Georgetown, had actually sat across the
room from her, while his date kept asking whether he was okay. Hutch had never
noticed him or if she had she'd pretended not to. Wen it was over, when she
and the man she’d been wi th—frunpy and dunb-1 ooki ng, he’d thought-had gotten
up and left, he’d sat churning, glued to his seat, barely able to breathe.

In the end, he never called, never sent a nessage, never |let her hear fromhim
again. He didn't want to becone a nui sance, thought the only chance he had to
wi n her over demanded that he keep his pride. O herw se—

H s career had turned around when he started doing off-world art. In the
begi nning, he sinply holed up in a holotank and sw tched on the view from
Charon, or of a yacht passing an ocean world bathed in noonlight.

Sone of those had sold. Not for big noney, but for sonething. Enough to
persuade himthat he could do art at a sufficiently high | evel that people
woul d pay to put it on their walls.

“Kirby’s work reflects talent,” one reviewer had cormented, “but it |acks
depth. It lacks feeling. Great art overwhel ns us, absorbs us into the

pai nting, nakes us experience the dance of the worlds. As good as Kirby is,
one never quite feels the illum nated sky rotating.”

What ever that neant. But it revealed a truth: Kirby had to get out into the

pl anetary systens he painted. To capture the rings of a gas giant on canvas,
he needed to get close to them to see themoverhead, to allow hinself to be
caught up in their majesty. So he began finding ways to visit his subjects. It
was intolerably expensive. But it had paid off.

He did not ascend to the top rank, of course. He’'d have to be dead thirty
years before he could acconplish that. But his work showed up in the elite
galleries, and it conmmanded substantial prices. For the first time in his
life, he had experienced serious professional success. And the noney that cane
withit.

He had by then given up on any chance of recovering Priscilla Hutchins. It was
in fact a bitter side effect of his situation that, because he had changed his
nane, she had no way of knowi ng that he and Tor Kirby were the sane.

He saw no easy way to correct the situation. Until he read an article about
Ceorge Hockel mann, the Contact Society, and its substantial contributions to
t he Acadeny. Hutch’s enpl oyer.

Tor had never nmaintained a steady interest in the world around him O the
Cont act Society’s questionable reputation anong the professionals who did the
field work, he was utterly innocent. He knew only that the names of their
maj or pl ayers showed up periodically on the Acadeny data streams available to
anyone who wanted to | ook



It was his chance. He contributed a painting of the Tenple of the Wnds at
Quraqua, an underwater archeol ogical site. It was his best work to date, the
temple illum nated by sunlight filtering down through the sea, a subnersible
descending gradually toward it—t was quite apparent the vehicle was goi ng
down—escorted by a pair of Quraquat kinbos, |long, flat, wedge-shaped fish, and
sonmet hing like a squid. The painting was auctioned off and brought so nmuch
nmoney that Tor regretted having nade the donation. H's picture and nane—both
nanes—ade the Acadeny news |inks. But even as he | ooked at the stories, and
t hought how generous and tal ented they nmade hi m appear, he understood they
woul d not be enough to convince her to call. She probably wouldn’t even see
t hem

A few days | ater he caught comercial transportation out to Koestler’'s Rock, a
dazzling world of cliffs and angry seas orbiting a gas giant. Tor was painting
the rings, depicting themrising out of a rough sea, when the nessage cane
from George. MAJOR DI SCOVERY PENDI NG He wasn't interested at first, until he
heard the comment, Acadeny pilot.

He replied, hardly daring to hope, asking questions about the duration of the
m ssion and the nature of the signals and several other issues in which he had
no interest, using themto disguise the one question he cared about. “By the
way, do you know the pilot’s nane?”

It was an agoni zing five-day wait for the reply. “Hutchings.”
Ceorge didn't quite have the nane right, but he knew he had hit the jackpot.

HE CAUGHT TRANSPORTATION to Qut post, got there early, and decided to work
while he waited. Decided, in fact, that his best bet with Hutch was to |et her
find himat work. Let her see what he was doi ng.

The gas giant at Qutpost was big, maybe six times Jupiter’s nass. It was
called Salivar’s Hatch, after a pilot who had disappeared into its cl ouds
twenty years before. There were nore than thirty noons, not counting the
shepherds located in its elegant ring system Some had atnospheres, severa
had geol ogic activity, two had oceans frozen beneath their icy surfaces, none
had life. Twenty-one was a small chunk of ice and rock, not quite half the
size of Luna.

Most of its surface was covered with needl e peaks, craters, and broken ridges.
But an enornous plain dom nated al nost a quarter of the | andscape, where | ava
had erupted eons ago, spilled out across the area, and frozen

AS HUTCH MADE her approach, Bill broke in. “You have a transm ssion fromthe
Wendy Jay, Hutch.”

That woul d be Kurt Eichner, the Acadeny’s senior captain, a nodel of Teutonic
efficiency. A place for everything and everything in its place. Kurt was the
only Acadeny ski pper she knew who coul d have torn down his ship and put it
back toget her.

He had a softer side, which passengers were not allowed to see. Even when he
was in the act of performng a signal service for them he did it with polite
yet brusque di spatch. The baby’s been delivered. Ma’am you may sit up now.

He |iked Hutch, but then he liked all the wonmen pilots, although, as far as
she knew, he scrupul ously kept hands off. She wasn't sure why that was. In his
younger years, he’'d had a reputation as sonething of a rake. But she had never
seen any indication of it, even though she'd occasionally encouraged him



Her favorite recollection of Kurt Ei chner was from Quraqua, where he’'d once
cooked for her, in a portable shelter, an unforgettabl e di nner of sauerbraten
red cabbage, and potato dunpling. Perhaps because of the desolate |ocation

per haps sinply because of Kurt's culinary abilities, it was the nbst nenorable
meal of her life. Wth the possible exception of some fruit and toast she'd
once had after three days with no food.

“Pipe it through, Bill,” she said.

Hutch switched it to her nain screen and settled back. Kurt blinked on. He was
in his seventies. Wth nost people it was possible to tell when they started
putting on serious mleage, because even though their bodies didn't age, their
eyes tended to harden, and the ani mati on went out of their personalities. Sone
argued this was because humans were intended to |live the biblical threescore
and ten, and nothing could really change that. O hers thought the condition
could be avoided by refusing to allowthe iron grip of habit to take hol d.
However that m ght be, Kurt had managed to stay youthful. H's smile made her
feel girlish, and she delighted in his approval

“Hell o, Hutch,” he said. “l just heard you were at CQutpost. How |l ong are you
pl anning to be there?”

“I"m al ready gone,” she said. “Leaving as soon as | make ny pickup.”

There was a del ay of several minutes, indicating he was at a substanti al

range. “Sorry to hear it. I'd have liked to get together.”
“When will you be in, Kurt?”
“Tormorrow norning. | understand you're on a private flight this tine.”

“More or less. It’s an Acadeny assignhment, but the ship’s not one of ours.”
“The Contact Society?” He couldn’t entirely snother a smile

“You know about it?”

“Sure. It’'s not exactly a secret.”

They prattled on until Bill interrupted. “On cl ose approach,” he said.

THE MEMPHI S VEENT into orbit, and Hutch took the |ander down. A small gray
pocket dome stood on the edge of the plain, its lights brave and cheerful in
the vast enptiness. They were on the inner side of the moon, with a
spectacul ar view of rings and satellites. The giant world itself was marked
with green and gol den bands. It was one of the lovelier places the starships
went .

“Message,” said Bill.

She nodded, and he put it through. Audio only. “1’m al nost ready,” a nale
voi ce said. It was, she thought, famliar

“Am | speaking to Tor Kirby?” she asked.
“Yes, you are.”

She was sure she knew him “Bill,” she said, “open the passenger packet. Let’s
see if we can find a picture of this guy.”



“Com ng up.”

An i mage blinked on. It was Vi nderwahl

She stared at it, puzzled. Wy the name change? “Tor, this is Hutch.”
“Who?”

“Hut ch.”

Pause. “Priscilla Hutchins? Is that really you?”

Still no visual. “Wo's Tor Kirby?”

“I am”

“What happened to your |ast name? What are you doi ng out here?” The last tinme
she’d seen him he’ d been working part-tine as a greeter in an el ectronics
depot. And trying to paint.

“l changed it.”
“Your name? Why?”

“Let’s talk about it when | get into the ship, okay? I"'ma little busy at the
nmonent . ”

“You need hel p?”
“l can nmanage.” She heard hi m novi ng around, heard the click of a notebook
snappi ng shut, heard the creak of fabric, presumably his pack. And finally she
heard the gentle hiss of a Flickinger field form ng as he activated his
e-suit. The lights went off in the dome, the door opened, and he cane out onto
the surface. He | ooked up at her and waved.

Vel |, who woul d’ ve thought? She’d said good-bye to himseveral years before
and he’' d shocked her by noddi ng, saying he was sorry she felt that way. And
he’d sinply withdrawn fromher life. Gves up too easily, that one.

It had hurt her pride at the time, but it was just as well. Now, of course,
here he was agai n.

She waved back. He was wearing a gray shirt with a dragon on the front, khak
shorts, and tennis shoes. He hadn’t changed.

Tor had been cautious around her to the degree she hadn’t been sure about his
feelings. Wien, one snowy night at the Carlyle Restaurant on the Potomac (odd
how she renenbered the detail), she’d concluded he was in love with her
realized it was so in spite of all his efforts to hide it, it had frightened
her away. Gotta go. Starhopping. Catching the next freight off the \Weel

Now here he was. Tor Vinderwahl. Her Tor
“Take us closer, Bill,” she said. “Put the cargo airlock on the ground.”
He was noving his equi prent and his air and water tanks out of the pocket done

when the | ander touched down. She activated her own suit and went outside with
m xed feelings.



He | ooked good. He smiled at her uncertainly, and it was |ike the years
col l apsed and the giant rings overhead were swept away and they were back

al ong the Potomac again. “It’s good to see you, Hutch,” he said. “Been a |ong
time.” H's eyes were blue, and his black hair tunmbled down over his forehead.
He wore it |onger than she remenbered.

“It’s nice to see you, too, Tor,” she said. “It’s a pleasant surprise.”
Actual Iy, something had changed, in his denmeanor, in his eyes, sonething. She
saw it in the way he approached her, hauling gear in both hands, his gaze
nmovi ng between her and the | ander.

She expected to be enbraced. Instead he gave her a quick squeeze and ki ssed
her cheek. The Flickinger field flashed when his lips touched it. “I didn't
expect to see you out here,” he said.

“Why t he name change, Tor?”

“Who’ d buy artwork from sonebody named Vi nderwahl ?”

“1 would,” she said.

He grinned. “That makes one.” She saw an easel anong the equi pnent.

He foll owed her eyes to it. “It’s why I'"mhere,” he said. He pulled out a | ong
tube, opened it, and extracted a canvas. Then he unrolled it and held it up
for her to see. He had caught the gas giant in its glory, suspended above the
nmoonscape. The sky was filled with rings, and a couple of satellites, both at
third quarter, floated in the night sky. Silhouetted agai nst the banded

pl anet, she saw a super! uni nal

“Lovely,” she said. He'd come a long way fromthe sterile | andscapes he’d
shown her back in Arlington.

“You like it?”

“Ch, yes, Tor. But how d you make it work?” She | ooked around at the airless
rock. “Did you do this frominside?”

“Ch, no,” he said. “I set up right over there.” He showed her. Near a boul der
that m ght have served as an arnrest, or even a place to sit.

“Doesn’t everything freeze up?”

“The canvas is high-rag content. The pastels are reformul ated. They use | ess
vol atile binders.” He smled at his work, obviously pleased with hinself, and
put it away. “It works quite well, really.”

“But why?”

“Are you serious?”

“Sure. It must cost a fortune to cone all the way out here. And to paint a
pi cture?”

“Money’ s no object, Hutch. Not anynore. Do you have any idea how nmuch this
will be worth when we get back?”

“ I\bne. ”

He nodded as if the amobunt were beyond calculation. “Hard to believe that we'd



meet in a place like this.” He sat down, wapped his arms around his knees,
and | ooked up at her. “You're lovely as ever, Hutch.”

“Thanks. And congratul ations, Tor. |I’'m happy for you.”

Tor | ooked quite dashing in the glow of the rings. He pulled a renpote froma
vest pocket, ainmed it at the dome, and keyed it. The dome sagged, coll apsed,
and dwi ndl ed to a pack. They picked it up, along with the air and water tanks,
and carried everything to the | ander.

Ceorge and the others were waiting. They all shook hands, poured drinks,

| aughed, exclai med how surprised they were that he and Hutch knew each ot her
said how glad they were to see himagain, and tal ked about how they were goi ng
after the biggest prize of all

They asked to see what he’d been doi ng and he showed them and they ooohed and
ahhhed. What was he going to call it, Alyx asked with excitenent.

It was a question Hutch should have put to him

“Ni ght Passage,” he said.
** Chapter 7
—Sonet hi ng of an extraordinary nature will turn up
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DURI NG THE FI NAL week of their voyage, Tor nade no attenpt to reestablish
their relationship onits old footing. There were no covert smiles, no oblique
references, no solitary visits to areas of the ship where she happened to be.

Nevert hel ess, havi ng what anounted to an old boyfriend on board changed the
chem stry and created a decidedly unconfortable situation

For the first couple of days after Tor boarded, Hutch spent less tine with her
passengers and all but confined herself to the bridge. But as Tor seened to be
maki ng every effort to avoid creating a problem she gradually returned to her
normal routines.

During the final days of their approach to 1107, she spent a fair anount of
time talking with Preach. Well, maybe tal king wasn’t quite the right
descriptive. They were a couple of hours apart, using hypercomm so the
conversations consisted of |ong nmonol ogues and a lot of waiting. It wasn't at
all like sitting in the sane roomw th someone, and even with years of
practice on both sides, the experience could be frustrating.

The process had taught Hutch a long tine back about the vagaries of human
conversation, the things that really mattered, which were not at all the
words, or even the tones, but rather the nonent-to-noment reactions people had
to one another, the sudden glitter of understanding in the eyes, the raised
hand t hat accomnpani ed a request for additional explanation, the signal of
approval or dismay or affection that a given phrase m ght induce. \Wat good

was it to say, for exanple, | would like to spend nore tine with you to a
still image and wait nore than an hour for a response that came as part of a
[ ong reply.

So she said nothing of that sort, nothing personal. Nothing that she coul dn't
put out there gradually, using his reactions to guide her. She liked Preach
i ked hi mnore than anyone she’d met in a long time. She enjoyed spending



hours trading small talk back and forth with him telling himwhat she was
readi ng, how excited everyone was now that they were drawing cl ose to 1107.

The exchanges had been infrequent at first, nmaybe twi ce a day, centering
primarily on details of the mssion, how Preach’s contact teamwas every bit
as excited as hers. The Condor group consisted of ten people, six nen, four
worren. Five were corporate executives, one was the chairman of the Wrld Food
Store; two were university presidents. Another was a prom nent Catholic bishop
who' d beconme fanous after he got into an argunment with the Vatican. And he

al so had on board the cel ebrated conmedi an Harry Brubaker. “Harry,” Preach
said, “clainms he’'s just along gathering material.”

The enphasis of his teamwas different. As opposed to |ooking for a piece of

har dwar e, they harbored an outside hope that the planetary systemat Point B
was honme to an advanced civilization. “Nobody’' Il really admt they think it’'s
likely, but they all |ight up when the subject surfaces.”

The presence of the bishop had surprised Hutch. “H s interest in the
possibility of contact has only recently devel oped,” Preach said. “But he

thi nks that eventually we’'re going to have an encounter that’'ll cal

everyt hing humans bel i eve about God into question. That we’'re going to have to
opt for a wider vision. He wants to be part of it when it happens.”

She coul d see that his own eyes brightened as he described the state of mind

of his passengers. “I know what you’'re thinking, Hutch,” he continued. “And
it’s true. | don't care nmuch about the scientific side of this thing, but
there’'ll be a lot of publicity if we really do find sonething, and that can’'t
hurt an independent contractor. I1'd love to see it happen

“By the way, sonething | neant to tell you.”” And he lurched into an account of
two of his passengers caught en flagrante in one of the storerooms. “They were
trying to avoid the possibility of being seen sneaking in and out of their
quarters, so..” One or the other had tripped the surveillance inagers and the
coupling had been relayed to every nonitor on the ship.

“But it turned out okay,” he added. “This is a fairly |aid-back group.”

Their conversations becanme | ess inpersonal with the passage of tine. There was
a quality to the vastness outside, the sense of their joint isolation in a
hostil e place, that tenpted her to say nore sonetines than mnight be prudent.
But she hel d back.

At ni ght, when she was occasionally awakened by footsteps in the corridor
sonmebody headed for a m dni ght snack, or naybe a furtive rendezvous, she
al l owed herself to imagine that it was Preach conming for her

GEORGE' S PECPLE TOX full advantage of the Menphis's simcapabilities. They
attended a Broadway production of South Pacific, circa 1947, in which Ceorge
showed up as Enmile, Alyx junped in happily to play Nellie, and Herman becane
Luther Billis. Hutch played Liat, the island beauty. They watched hot-air
bal | oons soar out of Al buquerque in the cel ebrated “checkerboard” race of
2019. They heard a concert by Marovitch, and another by the Trapdoors. (Pete
pl ayed sax, and Alyx did the vocals.) They were present, with Gable and Lei gh
at the Hol Il ywood opening of Gone Wth the Wnd in 1939.

They wat ched a ni neteent h-century soccer match between Spain and Britain, and
a Phillies-Cardinals gane fromthe 1920s. The latter was Hernman’'s suggestion
and he had to explain the rules to everybody. The | eadoff hitter for the
Phillies was Hutch, who thought she | ooked pretty good in the uniform She
started the gane with a line drive single to center



Later she asked Hernman why everybody swung three or four bats before comng to
the plate, and then discarded all but one.

“When you get up there,”
get it around quicker.”

he expl ained, “the single bat feels lighter. You can

Tor amused hinsel f by maki ng charcoal sketches of the various participants,
Pete with his sax, Alyx w apped around her m crophone, Herman as a World \War
Il sailor.

He mi ght have heard about Hutch’'s question, because he presented her with a
sketch depicting her in her Phillies uniformcrouched inside the on deck
circle, cradling four bats.

She was delighted with it, and nounted it on the bridge.

THEY WERE THREE days out from 1107 when Preacher reported that the Condor had
arrived at Point B, and was preparing to junp back into sublight space.

“Excitenent’s pretty thick,” he said. “These guys are really ready to go.
Hutch, | hope we find something.”

“l hope you do, too, Preach.”

In the norning he was back with the first report. “W’ ve arrived, but we’'re in

the mddl e of nowhere. Still trying to find the worlds in this system | doubt
nmy passengers understand how there coul d be sonmething as big as a planet out
there and we can’t find it. | try to explain that the neighborhood s pretty

big, too, but they don't see it.”

Her own passengers watched with m xed enotions. They wouldn’t admit it, but
they didn't really want their conmpatriots to succeed at Point B. If there was
to be a discovery, they wanted that it would happen at 1107. Point A

“How long will it be before they know what the system | ooks |ike?” asked
Ceor ge.

“They won’t get data on the entire system” she said. “The Condor isn't
designed for |arge-scale mapping and charting. They' |l concentrate on | ooking
for worlds in the biozone, and on trying to |l ocate the incom ng signal. That
may take a couple of days. Mre, if they’ re unlucky.”

But CGeorge’s concern suggested the degree to which |ife changed on the Menphis
once the other ship had actively begun its survey. The social cruise was over,
and everyone now took to waiting on news from Point B

Preach’s messages reflected a simlar nobod on the Condor. Not that he said
anything directly, but a solemn tone crept into his voice. “No sign of planets
yet,” he said. “d ass-G sun. They shoul d be here sonewhere.”

Sonme news cane during the evening of the second day of the search: “W found a
gas giant. Too cold out there, though. It’s not what we’'re | ooking for.”

Everyone was still up when Hutch went to bed that night. In the norning, there
was still nothing. And then, while several of them were having breakfast:
“Terrestrial world. douds. Cceans. But no el ectronic envel ope.”

An audi bl e sigh ran down the table.



“It’s quiet,” Preach said.

HUTCH LOVED THE bridge at night, when the passengers were asleep and the ship
was nore or less at rest. Qddly, it wasn’t at all the sane when she was
traveling al one. The know edge that the others were there was sonmehow
inmportant, as if a tribal instinct cut in, supplying reassurance fromthe fact
that her siblings all lay just beyond the gl ow of the instrunent panels.

In the dark, she smiled.

She had stocked the cooler with an anple supply of French chanpagne, to be
used for cel ebratory purposes when, and if, the Menphis succeeded in what she
was trying to do. In the event of failure the chanpagne could be pressed into
service to cel ebrate sone other event, perhaps a birthday, or the conpletion
of another of Tor’s sketches.

On that last night before they were to nake their junmp back to sublight, Tor
surprised her by showing up on the bridge. It was the first time she’d found
herself alone with himsince he’d come aboard. “It seems strange,” he said,
“seeing you as an authority figure.”

She tried to downplay the idea. “lIt’s just the job.”

He loitered by the hatch, reluctant to enter.

“I"ve done some art research,” she said. “You' re a professional.”

He nodded. “Thanks. Actually, yes. I'mable to support myself now.”

“You’ ve done better than that. You're living the life you ve dreaned about.
That doesn’t happen to very many of us.”

“I't happened to you.”

“Not really.”

“Didn’t you always want to pilot these things?”

“Yes. But it turned out differently fromwhat |1’'d expected.”
“I'n what way?”

“Tor, it isn't as glanorous as it |ooks.”

“I't does | ook glanmorous.” He glanced around, to be sure no one had cone in,
and | owered his voice. “May | tell you something?”

Unh-oh. “Sure.”

H s gaze touched her eyes. “I was sorry to |ose you.”

She | ooked down at the console, uncertain howto reply.

“I won't bring it up again,” he said. “And I won’t do anything to nmake you
unconfortable. | just wanted you to know.” He | ooked at her for a |ong noment.
“Good ni ght, Hutch.”

She watched himstart for the door. “Tor,” she said.

He turned, and she saw hope flicker. “I know this is hard on you.” She was



goi ng to add sonet hi ng about how she was a friend he could al ways count on,
but it seened dunb so she stopped. “l appreciate the attitude you ve taken.”

He nodded and was gone. And she realized that her last remark hadn’t been nuch
smarter than the one she’d choked off.

PREACH CAME BACK while they were getting ready to nmake their own junp. “Stil
no details. But it’s right in the mddle of the biozone. W can see bl ue
skies. Continents and oceans. The bi shop has suggested we nane it Safe Harbor
The bad news is there’'s still no indication of electronic activity, and the
scopes show no sign of light on the dark side. Maybe we're still too far away.
But it | ooks enpty.”

The picture on the screen changed to a starfield. The imager homed in on a
point of light. Two points of light. “That’s it,” he continued, “as seen from
the main scope. It has a big noon.”

“Well,” CGeorge said, “he’'s probably right. They're still too far away. O
maybe it’s not even the right world. Aren’'t there other places in that
syst en?”

Preach hadn’t said.

“I"1'l ask himwhen | get a chance, CGeorge,” said Hutch. “Meantine let’s have
everybody buckl e up and go see what we have.”

She retired to the bridge. By the tine she got there, six green lights had
appeared on the transition console. Her passengers were all safely cocooned in
thei r harnesses.

She brought themout into sublight, at long range from 1107. Alyx and N ck
both canme out of the junp somewhat the worse for wear. Alyx |lost her |unch and
Ni ck swayed under a vertigo attack. Those kinds of effects were common enough
Nei t her had endured a problemon the way out, but transition sickness tended
to be unpredictable, a hit-or-mss affair. Hutch herself still becane ill on
occasi on.

“Activate long-range sensors,” she told Bill

The screens blinked on and showed | ots of stars but nothing else. Wich was
pretty much what you expected to see in the neighborhood of a neutron star

“Looks dark out there,” said Herman, fromthe common room Hutch was rel aying
results fromthe tel escopes onto the big wallscreens. “How far out are we?” he
asked.

“I'n the boonies,” said Hutch. “Eighty A Us fromthe neutron star.”

Al yx asked how | ong she thought it would take to find the transm ssion

Hut ch put an image of the Menphis on-screen, with its outsize antennas. “It
woul d help if we got lucky. The transmi ssion’s narrow, and we can’t maneuver
wel | because it wouldn't take nuch to collapse the dishes. But we have a

pretty good idea where to look, and that’'Il help.”

“How can you figure out where you are? Everything here | ooks the sanme as
everything else.”

She brought up a picture of one of the satellites left by the Benny. “W use
these to establish our position.”



Al yx nodded but didn’'t |look as if she understood. “You didn’t tell ne how | ong
you thought it would take.”

“I'f we get lucky, nmaybe only a couple of days.”

“That’'s the estimate they were tossing around back at the Acadeny,” said Pete.
“When | was out here on the Benjamin Martin, the signal was damed near
i npossible to find. What if we don’t get |ucky?”

Four dish antennas unfolded fromtheir holding tubes and fl owered above the
hul | of the Menphis. Swivels turned slowy until all were fully expanded and
directed toward the neutron star. In Hutch’'s mnd, the Menphis canme to
resenbl e an old eighteenth century ship of the line under full sail

“Approachi ng search area,” said Bill

“There are no guarantees,” Hutch said. “There’'s just too much space out here.
W can’t cover everything. But George has done a pretty decent job with the
sensors and the comuni cati ons equi pnent. We al so have sone satellites to put
out. They'Il help us. | think, if it's here, we'll find it pretty quickly.”

Bill took themthrough the naneuvers required by the opening phases of the
search pattern with deliberation. Changing directions with the antennas
depl oyed was like trying to turn a flatbed vehicle | oaded with bowing balls.

Hut ch considered retracting the dishes at the end of each pass, but Bill ran a
simul ati on and they concluded it neant too nuch wear and tear. “This system”
the Al said when she was al one, “requires sone inprovenent.”

They had a couple of false alarnms. The neutron star threw off el ectromagnetic
transmi ssions in all directions. They were in the process of trying to match
several of themwi th the target signal when Bill announced a transm ssion from
t he Condor.

“W’ve found two nore worlds,” Preach said, answering CGeorge’s question. “But
neither is in the biozone. They' re both close, but off the noney. One will be
a desert; the other’s a chunk of ice and rock.

“By the way, did | tell you Safe Harbor’s noon is alnost a quarter the size of
the planet? W can nmake out an atnosphere. It looks thin, but it’s there.

“Wait a second, Hutch.” He turned away, |istened to someone standing off to
one side of the imager, and | ooked surprised. Hutch saw himsay, You re sure?

There was nore noddi ng, nore conversation. He | ooked out of the screen at her
“I"1'l be right back, Hutch,” he told her. Then she was | ooking at his enpty
chair.

He was gone a couple of mnutes. When he reclainmed his seat his blue eyes were
gl eami ng. “There's a lunar outpost of some sort. Hutch, | think we've struck
gold.”

Hut ch rel ayed the transm ssion throughout the ship, and a few nonents |ater
heard cheers. For his part, Preach was getting sl apped on the back, and
somebody thrust a drink into his hand. A coil of paper spiraled through the
air.

“I"1l get back to you,” he said, “when we have nore.”



WTH N A FEW i nutes the excitenment had given way to a sense of having been
left out. “That’s where we shoul d have gone,” N ck told Hutch. “W backed the
wrong dog.”

They wasted no tine settling whose fault it was. “l thought this was our best
bet,” CGeorge said. “W knew that whatever’'s here is currently active. | really
didn’t think they’'d find anything over there.” He | ooked stricken. “You're

right,” he told Herman. “1 blew this one.”

VWhile they were all feeling sinultaneously ecstatic and sorry for thensel ves,
one of the dishes tore loose fromits mount. Hutch took a go-pack and went
outside to do repairs, but she’d just begun to apply the patch when Bil
informed her there was another transm ssion fromthe Condor. “Allcom” she
said. That would nake it avail able to her passengers, as well.

Preach was visibly excited. “There’s vegetation on the planet,” he said. “And
we can see structures. Cities. Canals, maybe. No sign of anything in orbit
yet. The moon has water, | think. But it’s probably not a living world.”

She finished up, clinbed down, and went inside. They were all waiting for her
They | ooked as if they’ d deci ded enough was enough. “How | ong would it take us
to get there?” George asked.

“A few hours. |Is that what you want to do?”

“ Yes. ”

“You’' re sure?”

“Cf course we are.”

Herman | ooked as if he'd just lost heavily at an all-night card ganme, Alyx
gazed intently at Hutch as if she’d taken themto the wong place, Tor stared
into that m ddl e di stance he exanm ned whenever things went wong. Even Pete,
who maybe shoul d have known better, was wearing a frown. Only Nick seened
unfazed. But, she thought, dealing with bad tinmes was Nick’s specialty.

“Ckay,” she said. “We'l| get started.”

Bill's inmage appeared on an auxiliary screen directly in her line of sight.
That nmeant he was offering her a chance to talk to himprivately. But it was
getting late, and she was tired. “Yes, Bill,” she asked. “Wat is it?”

He was wearing a beret and smiling. Trying to cut through the general gl oom
maybe. “We’ve got a hit,” he said.

Ceorge raised a fist. Alyx fell into Herman's arms, and Hutch w tnessed a

maj or - | eague nood change. They shook hands and banged one another on the back
She got a hug from Tor. He wi nked at her afterward. “Thought 1'd take

advant age,” he sai d.

So they decided to stay because who knew where it mght |ead, and, anyway,
they could only be second-best at Safe Harbor and did anyone know who

captai ned the second mssion to the Americas? (Hutch thought it was Col unbus
agai n, but she wasn't sure enough to say anything.) She broke out the
chanpagne, and they raised a glass to Bill, who smiled shyly, took off his
beret, and said nodestly that he was only doing his job.

THE SI GNAL SEEMED to be coming directly out of 1107.



“How much did we get?” asked Hutch

“Only a couple of seconds. But | know where it is. W Il be locking on to it
again in less than an hour. Then we can followit to the source. If you want.”

“What's it |look |ike?” asked George. “The transm ssion?”

“Can’t read it. But there is a pattern. Sane as the original intercept.”
“WIl you be able to translate it if we get a |larger sanple?”

“There’s no way to know. Maybe. You' re assuming it has a mneaning.”

“How could it not?” asked Al yx.

“I't could be a test nessage,” said Hutch. She sent a nmessage to Preach
i nform ng hi mwhat had happened. At about the sane tine another transm ssion
cane in fromthe Condor

“Big news. W' ve picked up the 1107 signal. It’s aimed directly at Safe
Har bor . ”

He signed off, and Bill came back. “Captain, they transmtted a data package
on the reception.”

“ YeS ?u

“Configuration doesn’t match. And the signal is stronger on its arrival at
Point B than it should be.”

“There are other transmtters here,” said Hutch

“I hardly see that it can be otherw se. The nunmbers suggest they are bl ending
transm ssions fromthree sources. Presumably all are in orbit around the
neutron star.”

IT WAS A night for losing sleep. Bill rediscovered the signal and rotated the
tel escopes toward the source. “Nothing visible,” he said.

Hutch rotated the Menphis, and they moved closer to the dead star, homi ng on
the transm ssion. Twenty mnutes after they d started, Preach was back
Looki ng shaken

“We're in orbit around Safe Harbor,” he said. “And | have bad news. It | ooks
as if we couldn’t have picked a | ess appropriate name. The planet is hot. This
is a dead world. Radiation levels are high. Lots of craters. Ruins everywhere.
Looks as if they’ ve had a nuclear war down there.” H's imge blinked off, to
be replaced by a water-filled crater. Weckage ringed the perimeter. The |and
was gray and bl ack, sterile, rocky, blasted, broken only by occasional brown
pat ches of what m ght be vegetable growth.

“I't’s like this al nost everywhere.” Images flashed by. Rubble, nountains of
debris, great holes gouged in the earth. Dead cities. Here and there,
buil dings stood. Oten only walls or foundations. An occasi onal house.

“W haven’t seen any indication of |land aninmals other than a few | ong- necked
creatures—took like giraffes—and birds. Lots of birds. But that's it. W'l
keep | ooki ng, although no one here expects to find anything. It [ooks as if
they did a pretty thorough job of it.



“Tomwants to send down a | anding party, but we have no way to scrub the

| ander afterward so I'’mnot going to allowit. It's causing a little friction
The mission director has insisted on firing off a request to the Acadeny,
demandi ng they override nme. They won’t, of course. |If someone got killed, that
woul d make the brass at honme directly responsible.

“The moonbase | ooks dead, too. | guess it would have to be. At the noment we
have no idea what they | ooked |ike.”

There were nore pictures, and then the Preacher was back. “W were glad to
hear of your success,” he said. “Watever their transmtters are saying,
t hough, it doesn’t look as if anybody's listening anynore.”

They all sat quietly, stunned. Hutch felt the thrusters fire once, briefly,
adjusting their alignment. Then she opened her channel to the Condor: “Preach
do you have any sense how |l ong ago it happened?”

THE RESPONSE CAME in a bit nore than an hour |ater
“Not in the imedi ate past,” Preach said. “Some of the weckage is overgrown,
but it’s hard to tell w thout going down and taking sanples. You ask ne to
guess, 1'd say five, maybe six, hundred years. But it’s only a guess.

“There’s no indication that anybody survived. W’ ve been | ooking for signs,
but nothing’ s nmoving down there, no boats, no vehicles, nothing.

“Did | nention there are roads? H ghways, actually. They m ght have been paved
at one tinme. There are four continents, and sonme of the roads cross coast to
coast. Looks like an old-fashioned interstate system And nost of the harbors
were inproved. They're conplete with sunken ships.”

| mmges began to flash across the screen. The ships were eerily sinilar to the
ki nds of vessels that had roaned Earth’s seas until recently. O course, she
t hought, that only makes sense. How nany ways are there to build a ship?

And there, unm stakably, were the remains of an airport. The tower had been
bl own away, the runways were overgrown with shrubs, the hangars and terminals
had col |l apsed. But it was inpossible to nmiss. Of to one side they could even
make out the weckage of several aircraft. Propeller-driven.

“Here’s the noonbase,” said Preach. A half dozen dome-shaped structures stood
on a plain. Near a depression that m ght once have been a riverbed. “W'll| be
goi ng down | ater today, to the noon, to take a |ook.” Hi s expression changed.

He gl anced up, and Hutch knew his attention had been drawn by sonething on his
overhead screen. He blinked off nmonentarily, then cane back. “Wait one. W' ve
got an artificial satellite.”

He left his seat again and di sappeared. Soneone, Herman, she thought,
commented that they were getting nore questions than answers.

Tom | sako, the m ssion director on the Condor, stepped into the picture.
“W’re going to sign off for a few mnutes,” he said. “CGeorge, it looks as if
there are several satellites out there. They're there, but we can’t see them
They are apparently invisible.”

CGeorge was standing with his jaw slack. It was too much for him Al yx tapped
his shoulder to rem nd himhe should respond. “Ckay,” he said. “Keep us
i nforned.”

The screen broke away to the Condor’s | ogo.



Bill broke in: “Captain, that explains why we haven’t seen our target
transmitter.”

“Li ght benders?” asked Ni ck. “But what would be the point? |I mean, out here,
who’'s going to see them anyway? Why woul d anyone care?”
** Chapter 8

There is nothing that overwhel ns the senses quite |Iike an unwel cone silence.
—ALANA KASPI, REM NI SCENCES, 2201

“HUTCH, |’ VE LOCATED the transmitter.”
They were all in mssion control. “Were?” she asked.

Bill put 1107 on-screen, drew an orbit, and marked the position. “It appears
that Dr. |sako was correct.”

“Li ght bender ?”

“Yes. Or sonmething simlar. And it masks heat generation as well.”
“It’s still transmitting to the sane target? To Point B?”

“That seenms to be the case.”

There were nore enbraces and calls for nmore chanmpagne. The sedate group that
had quietly watched sinms and pl ayed bridge during the first few weeks becane
al nrost rowdy. Hutch conplied, wondering when she’d | ast seen peopl e change
nmoods so quickly. “To the Hockel mann Seven,” Nick said. And CGeorge drank “to
our neighbors, and let’s hope we can find them” Hernman, especially charm ng
because he nmeant it, suggested a toast “to our gorgeous captain.”

Hut ch bowed appreciatively. Then she directed Bill to trace the orbit and the
signal direction to Point B

The lights winked off, and a marker signifying the neutron star appeared at
one end of the room The transmitter, depicted as a tiny antenna, began noving
around it in a tight orbit. Across the room a yellow star blinked on. *Point
B,” said Bill.

The antenna brightened. It sprouted a |line that noved deliberately through the
chanmber and connected with the star. “The plane of the orbit,” said Bill, "“is
directly perpendicular to the transm ssion line.”

“I's that significant?” asked George.

“Sure. The satellites always have a clear view of the target. Bill, how many
transmitters do we expect to find?”

“Three,” he said. “Placed equidistantly in the sanme orbit.”

Ceorge wanted an expl anation of that too

“The transnission has to go a long way,” she said. “Sixteen |ight-years.
There’d be a | ot of degradation over that kind of distance. A single

satellite’ s not enough. W al ready know the incomng signal at Point Bis
consi derably stronger than they’'d get froma single unit.



“All three transmit. If you phase the signals properly, you get incredible
resolution with fairly | ow power. You' d have a dish antenna with an effective
di ameter equal to that of the orbit. Wat we’ve picked up, what the Acadeny’s
satellites picked up, is only a side |obe. A piece of the signal.”

THEY USED TWD days getting into position to intercept a second transm ssion
whi ch was found precisely where Bill had predicted. They’' d been expecting it,

so everyone was up and dressed. But they still couldn't get a visual on the
transmitter itself. “Send the results to the Condor, Bill,” Hutch said. “The
qguestion for us,” she told George and his team “is whether we want to go pick

up one of the transmitters. It takes us in a bit close to the nonster
actually closer than 1'd prefer. But we can do it.”

She had everyone's attention. Al yx put their concern into words. “Wy cl oser
than you' d prefer? Is there a danger?”

“No,” she said. “It’s just that, in close, it becones a pretty steep gravity
well. We'll use up a lot of fuel clinbing back out.”

“How | ong woul d it take?” asked Hernan.

Hut ch passed the question to Bill. “The entire operation,
require several weeks.”

he replied, “would

“Do you think we can take one on board?” asked Ceorge.
“Depends how big it is.”

“I say we do it,” said Nick. “And if we have to, we take the thing apart.

mean, it would be nice to go home with a transmtter built sonewhere el se. You
guys have any idea the kind of value that would have?”

They did, and the decision was taken

M nutes | ater the engi nes changed tone, and the Menphis slipped onto a new
headi ng.

“Why the |ightbender technol ogy?” asked Nick. “In a lonely place, why go to
the troubl e?”

Tor made a face that suggested it was a problemthat had been bothering him
too. “Maybe it’'s standardized equi pment,” he said. “Maybe it’s the basic
nodel .”

Her man stood up and | eaned agai nst a bul khead. “Why | eave anything here at
all ?” he asked. “I mean, why woul d anybody even be interested in this thing?”

“Why were we interested?” asked Pete. “It’s a neutron star. It has sone
fascinating characteristics.”

“But there are a lot of neutron stars. Why this one?”
“You have to pick one,” said Pete. “Maybe this happens to be it.”
“Or..?" asked George, inviting himto continue.

“I't does have a unique quality.” He turned toward Hutch. “Could we get a | ook
off to the port side, please?”



Hut ch arranged the picture until he had what he wanted.

“See the red star?” It was dimand quite ordinary. “I don’t recall its catal og
nunber, but it’'s a red giant, fourteen known pl anets. El even-oh-seven is
headed in its direction. Eventually, it’s going to scranble the system”

“When’ s that going to happen?” asked Hutch

“Sevent een thousand years.” Pete said it with a straight face. “Gve or take.”

“Well,” said Herman, “that’s going to be a long wait for sonmebody, isn't it?”
Bi Il announced another transm ssion fromthe Condor and put it up. “Ladies and
gentl ermen,” said Preach, |looking out at themwth a puzzled snile, “we’ ve
found a satellite. W are pulling alongside it as | speak, and will begin
taking it on board within the next few nmnutes. 1’'Il keep you infornmed.” A

pi cture of the object replaced the Preacher. It was floating just outside the
Condor’s cargo bay doors. It was dianond-shaped, with two di sh ant ennas
perhaps four tinmes the size of the core unit. The surface of both the core and
the dishes was cut in nyriad odd angles. And it had a set of thrusters.
Everything was protected by a mirrorlike coating that nade the object quite
hard to see. “You'll notice,” he said, “it’s stealth rather than |ightbender
technol ogy. Plus smart canouflage. The surface is conpletely covered with
sensors and display units. They're set up so that light falling on a sensor on
one side is reproduced in a display directly opposite. We don’t figure the
resol uti on woul d be very good, but up here, who's going to notice? The point
is that, unless you're right on top of it, you won't see it.”

Hut ch had never seen anything like it before.

“We experinmented with some of this stuff back in the twenty-first century,”
Preach said. “The photodetectors are only a centineter or so in dianeter, and
the light emitters are maybe ten times that size.”

Hut ch asked about the energy source. They had snacks while they waited for the
answer to cone back.

“W haven’t been able to figure that out, Hutch,” Preacher replied. “It
doesn’t seemto have one. But then, we don’t have experts on this kind of
t hi ng.”

THEY WATCHED WHI LE Preach went out with a go-pack, removed the di shes, and
brought theminside. That done, the satellite would fit through the cargo
doors. The Condor’s Al fine-tuned the ship’s alignnent, turned off the
artificial gravity, then fired the thrusters. Hutch and the Menphis team
wat ched the satellite drift slowmy into the cargo bay.

Now t hey were getting close-up pictures. Preacher stayed out of the way as the
contact team began renmoving the mirror coating, then started | aying bare the
bl ack boxes and turning shafts and fittings of the unit. There were severa
lines of unfamliar symbols along the stem

Hutch coul d see that her passengers were still torn, delighted that a
br eakt hrough had finally occurred, dejected that they had gotten on the w ong
flight.

The team nenbers took turns holding up parts for the i mager. Harry Brubaker
using the com c deadpan that had made hi m fanous, showed them a connecting

cable; Tom Isako had a bl ack box that did heaven knew what; J. J. Parker, a
board menber on several major retail corporations, showed thema long silver



r od.

The bi shop had a pair of sensors, and Janey Hoskin, the cosnetic queen
produced a basketball-sized sphere that housed three scopes. She was | aughi ng
and wearing a party hat. Atall, grinning nale whose nane Hutch did not know
was waiting his turn when the screen went dark

There was an inpatient rustling behind Hutch
“Interrupted at the source,” said Bill
“Wuul d happen now,” said Al yx.

Ceorge | aughed. “They’re drinking too rmuch. Sonebody probably wal ked into
t he—=

It canme back on, monentarily. But it was a scene of panic, people stunbling
about, lights flickering, someone screamn ng

The Menphis people murnured, grew still. G ew frightened.
Then it was gone again.

“Hut ch?” Pete’s voice, thick with empotion. “What’'s going on?”
“Don’t know.”

The screen stayed dark

“No signal,” said Bill.

“Plot a course,” she said.

** Chapter 9

There are not ten people in the world whose deaths would spoil ny di nner, but
there are one or two whose deaths woul d break ny heart.

—FHOMVAS BABI NGTON MACAULAY

LETTER TO HANNAH M NMACAULAY,

JULY 31, 1833

MASS DETECTORS WEREN' T entirely reliable, and while they m ght warn a ship
that it was about to materialize inside, say, a planet, there was no
guarantee. The junp back to sublight always included a degree of

br eat hl essness.

Consequently, superlumnals were nore likely, and indeed were required by I aw,
to materialize in deep space. Earthbound ships nmade their junps out beyond
Mars's orbit, and then spent the better part of several days coasting in.

Hutch could afford no such luxury if she were to arrive in the Condor’s
vicinity in a tinely manner. She drew a circle with a half-mllion-kiloneter
radi us around the double planet and directed Bill to aimfor the arc.

The odds agai nst catastrophe were so heavily in her favor that she didn't tel
her passengers what she was doing. She used the neutron star to gain

accel eration nmore quickly than she woul d ot herwi se have been able to do, and
the Menphis therefore nade the junp into hyperspace less than forty nminutes
after Preach’s call for help.



Thr oughout all this the Condor remained silent.

When she had sent off a nessage to Qutpost, and assured herself no one was
cl oser than the Menphis, she retired to her quarters. They were by then into
t he early-norning hours. She clinbed out of her jumpsuit, got into bed, and
killed the lights. But she |l ay awake staring into the dark, seeing Preach’s
face.

Accidents were rare anong the superluminals. There' d been a couple of

i nstances of runaway engi nes and mal functioning Al’s. That was thought to be
the cause of the loss of the Venture, which had vanished into the sack, into
hyper space, at the dawn of the interstellar age. The Hanover had been w ecked
when its warning systens had inexplicably failed to notice a rock in its path.
There’ d been a couple of others. But if one cal cul ated the nunber of flights
and di stances travel ed agai nst m shaps, the possibility became vani shingly
smal | .

What ever the Condor’s problem they had the | ander available. It would be a
bit crowded, but the |ander would sustain themall for the couple of days
she’d need to get to the scene.

They travel ed through the night and into the norning. At 0600, the interior
lights brightened, indicating the arrival of the new day. Everyone cane down
early for breakfast, each inquiring on entry if anything had been heard during
the night. Had Hutch ever seen anything |like this before?

She hadn’t. It was her experience that ships never vani shed, and only | ost
t hei r comuni cations when the equi pment broke down, or when they ran into a
storm of radiation.

“The satellite was booby-trapped,” N ck suggest ed.

Apparently everyone had been thinking the same thing. The possibility had
occurred to Hutch, of course, but she could see no sense in it. Wat would be
t he point?

“Sheer nal evol ence,” suggested George. “We tend to assune that anybody we neet
out here is going to be reasonable. That m ght be a m sgui ded notion.”

It had al ways been Hutch’s view that reason would be required to build a
star-drive. No barbarians of f-world. Savages need not apply. Maybe she was
wWr ong.

Still, the evidence so far supported that view The |ong-gone Mnunent- Makers
had tried to shield at least two primtive cultures fromthe worst effects of
the omega cl ouds. And a race of hawks had done what they could, a couple of

t housand years ago, to assist the undevel oped civilization on Maleiva Il from
a cl oud-induced ice age.

They’' d finished eating and were sitting around, worried, frightened, beginning
to wish they’'d not enbarked on the m ssion, when Bill announced that a nmessage
had come in from Qut post.

It was Jerry Hooper, who’'d been with operations out there as far back as Hutch
could remenber. He was exceedingly serious, never smiled, |ooked as if he'd
never had a good tinme. But he was conpetent. “Hutch,” he said, “we’ ve also

| ost contact with the Condor. They m ssed their schedul ed novenment report.

W' re putting together a rescue unit. Meantine we are forwarding their
approximate | ast position to Bill. Acadeny has been infornmed. Please stay in



contact and use caution until we determ ne what happened.”
“They didn’t hear anything either?” asked Al yx.
“Apparently nothing nore than we did.”

“Wouldn't the Al send out a distress call?”

“If it could,” said Hutch

She tried to reassure them Whatever the problemwas, their friends were with
the best captain in the business. They couldn’'t be in better hands. In fact,
they’'d all heard of Brawl ey. Even Al yx, who said she’d been thinking about
adapting several of his exploits for a show

Hut ch watched the corners of her eyes crinkle, and saw that she’ d thought of
somet hing el se that disturbed her. “If they were in the |lander,” she asked,
“woul dn’t they let us know?”

“The | ander doesn’t have hypercomm capability. Landers don’t generate that
ki nd of power.”

For the nonment, at |east, they all |ooked a bit relieved.

THEY STAYED TOGETHER in mission control, and the silence fromthe Condor
becarme the el ephant in the roomthat no one wanted to tal k about. “Maybe
they're still there,” Herman said finally.

“Who's still there?”

“Whoever built the noonbase. Whoever put up the satellites. Maybe they got
junped by the locals.”

“Do we have weapons?” asked Alyx. “Just in case.”
“No,” said Hutch.
“Nothing to fight with if we’'re attacked?” asked Ni ck. He | ooked incredul ous.

Ceorge cleared his throat. “Never occurred to nme that we m ght need weapons. |
don’t think anybody el se ever put weapons onto a starship.” He | ooked at Hutch
for vindication.

“There’ s never been anybody to fight with out here,” she said.

Herman was sipping froma glass of wine. He finished it, put the glass down,
| ooked at her. “Maybe until now,” he said.

No one was hungry, so they passed on dinner. At Ceorge’'s request Hutch put the
outside view on the main panel. It was a reluctant accessi on because the sack
was filled with floating m st. The ships thensel ves seenmed barely to nove, and
t he murki ness was inevitably om nous, gloony, sinister. But she conplied, and
they took to watching the haze part before themas though they were a sailing
vessel doing ten knots. Their npbod grew nore fatalistic through the evening.
By el even, when nost of the passengers usually started peeling off and headi ng
for bed, they were convinced all hope had fled.

”

Only Nick maintai ned an upbeat nood. “They'll be okay,” he said. “I’ve read

about this guy Brawl ey.”



Just before midnight Bill infornmed themthe ship was approaching junp. Hutch
told themto strap down and went up to the bridge. Tor cane in behind her, but
hesitated in the doorway. “lI thought you'd Iike sone conpany.” She smiled and
waved himto the copilot’s seat.

Bill started a six-mninute countdown.

“Crunch time,” she said.

Six green lights lined up on the console. Five passengers and the copilot were
buckl ed in.

“What do you think?” he asked, quietly, as if she were finally free to speak
her mi nd.

“I'f they got to the |ander,” she said, “they’ Il be okay.”

Pete’s voice canme over the commlink, “Please, Cod..

Al'l gauges on the junp-status indicator went to a bright amber.

“Three minutes,” said Bill.

Hut ch diverted additional power fromthe fusion plant. Systems |anps turned
green. The power |levels of the Hazeltines began to rise. The nmass indicator
showed zero

“I"'mnot optinmistic,” said Tor

She got a red light. Sonething rolling around | oose in m ssion control

“I't’s my notebook,” George said over the commink.

“Can you secure it?”

“Doing it now”

“One minute.”

They fl oated forward.

The red light went out. The console indicated all harnesses in place again.
Lanps di med.

The sublight navigational systems, which had been in a power-saving node, cane
alive. The fusion plant went to ready status. External sensors cane on-line.
Shi el ds powered up

Soneone in back said, “Good |uck.”

And they slid snmoothly out into the dark. Stars blinked on, and a shrunken sun
showed up off to port. Beside her, Tor took a deep breath.

“You okay?” she asked.
“Alittle dizzy.”

“Happens all the tinme. Cl ose your eyes and wait for things to settle.”



“ O(ay. ”

“Don’t nake any sudden noves.” She was al ready scanning the console for radio
signals. If Preach and his people were in the | ander, they' d be broadcasting.

“Hear anyt hi ng?” asked Tor.

“No.” Her spirits sagged. “Not a peep.” The Hazeltines cut off. “Ckay, folks,”
she said. “You can get up. Things should be quiet for the nonent.” She poured
coffee for herself and got a cup for Tor. “Bill,” she said, “where are we?”
“I"'mworking onit.”

“Are you readi ng anythi ng?”

“Negative. Sensors are clear.”

Not good. She stared at her coffee and put it down untasted.

Navi gation inside a new systemwas al ways a specul ative prospect com ng out of
a junp. At a sixteen-light-year range, variance between intended destination
and actual arrival point could run as much as 2 AU 's. Added to that was the
difficulty of spotting planets, which were usually the only bodies, other than
t he sun, close enough to help in establishing one’s position. For the nonent,

they were | ost.

“I"ve got one of the gas giants,” Bill said. “Matching it with data from
CQut post . ”

Hurry, Bill.

“Hutch, the range fromthe sun is about right. W're close to Safe Harbor’s
orbit.”

“CGood!” Tor raised his fists.

“Don’t get too excited,” Hutch said. “It could be on the other side of the
sun.”

“You don't really think that?”
“It’s possible.”

Questions began conming in fromher passengers. Had they sighted the Condor
yet? Why wasn’t sonet hi ng happeni ng?

“Let’s go back and talk to them” she said.

They turned frightened eyes toward her when she came into mssion control. “Do
we really,” asked CGeorge gently, “not know where we are?”

“I't takes a little while,” she said. “W’'re doing our best.”

Herman frowned. “Can’t we tell where we are fromthe stars?”

“They’'re too far away,” Hutch expl ained. “They |look pretty nmuch the sanme from
all over the system” They | ooked at her as if she’'d [ ost themon a dark

country road. “We don’t have a map of this system” she said. “The planets are
the road signs. But we need a little tine to find them”



Pete nodded. “That’s what | was trying to tell you,” he said. “W don’'t even
know where the planets are in relation to Safe Harbor. At |least, | assume we
don’t.” He | ooked at Hutch

“That’s correct, Pete,” she said. “W’re trying to get our bearings now. Be
patient.” She wanted to say Don’t worry, if they're still alive, we’'ll get to
them But she had a bleak sense it didn't matter anynore.

It was after 3:00 a.m when Bill announced that he’d nailed down their
position. “Nine hours out,” he said. Al sensors pointed at Safe Harbor, the
Menmphi s swung onto a new course and began to accel erate.

THEY SPENT THE night in the common room enduring periodic acceleration and
decel eration as Bill burned fuel to make the qui ckest possible approach. At
noon they arrived in the vicinity of Safe Harbor. They were weary, exhausted,
defl ated, discouraged. It was remptely possible the Condor teamwere adrift in
the Iander with an inoperative radi o, but nobody believed it.

Hutch sent off her latest report to Qutpost and retreated to the bridge to
wait for the bad news.

The Menphis was approaching fromthe dark side of the planet and its oversized
nmoon, so that the first thing they saw was sunlit crescents, and then

shi mreri ng at nospheres on both worlds. “Wde scan, Bill,” she said. She hadn’t
| ost sight of the possibility there mght be a hostile force nearby. A threat
of that nature was a conpletely new idea to her, one nobody had ever
confronted in the forty-plus years since FTL had become a reality. It seened
absurd. But if there were sonething, her only defense would be flight, and
she’d need al nost an hour to accelerate to junp node. “Watch for anything
non-orbital .”

“l beg your pardon.”
“Anything not nmoving in an orbit.”

“l understand what the words nean. But this is a planetary area. There's
al ways debris drifting in.”

“Dammt, Bill. If you see sonebody com ng after us, let me know.
HIY

m sorry, Hutch. | did not nmean to upset you.”

“I't’s okay. You didn’t. Just keep your eyes open. Al of them”

" Yes. ”

She sensed, rather than saw, Bill nmaterialize beside her. But he did not
speak.

“I'"'mall right,” she said. “I’"msorry.” Dunb. Apologizing to a stack of
sof twar e

“There is still a chance they are alive, Hutch.”

“I know. "

She watched the world and its nmoon grow until they filled the screens. “There
are several artificial satellites. Not Stealths. Prelimnary scan suggests
they're primtive.”



“That was Matt’'s concl usi on
Voi ce.

She had to pause between words to control her
The scans were all turning up negative. No Condor. No attackers. No | ander
filled with survivors

“I amsorry. | wish there were sonething | could do.”

“l know, Bill. Thanks.”

“Let it come,” he said.

She shook her head, tried to say she was all right. But the tears rolled down
her cheeks.

“You' Il get through it.”
A human m ght have said, It’Il be okay.

She heard sonebody at the door and got herself together as Tor came in.
“Not hi ng yet ?” he asked.

Not trusting her voice, she shook her head no.
“I"d ve thought they d be easy to find.”

“Only if they're intact.”

“Ch.” He stammered. “1 should have realized.”

“What about the stealth?” she asked Bill. “Do we know where it is? Find that,
and we m ght find the Condor.”

“I have no easy way of looking for it. Please keep in mind that it is quite
difficult to pick up.”

“How did Matt find it?” she persisted.
“l do not know.”

Tor fidgeted, unsure whether to stay or go. Hutch signaled himto sit. He
conplied and took to | ooking off into that m ddl e di stance agai n.

Ceorge cane in a mnute later. “Any sign of themyet?” he asked

“Still 1ooking.”

H s eyes went to one of the screens. It was filled with inages fromthe
ground, hard-scrabble countryside, swollen |ooking vegetation. As if his
presence were a harbinger, the tel escopes reached the coastline and ruins
appeared on three sides of a harbor

Then they were gone, and the view went out over open water

“Hutch—2 Bill’s voice dropped an octave. “Debris ahead.”

An odd cal mcanme over her. It was as if she’'d noved outside herself and was
observing events froma safe distance. “On-screen.”

It was froma starship. An air flow assenbly and an attached control box, not



much different fromthe type the Menphis had in her own overhead. About six
nmeters |l ong, broken off on both ends. It was scorched.

Ceorge asked what it was. She al nost answered the Condor, but she bit it down
and expl ained. Told himthere'd apparently been an expl osion

The others were coming in to watch, Alyx and Pete and Nick

“Here’s nmore.” Bill showed them a Hazeltine housing, a piece of the frane in
whi ch the junmp engines were mounted. It, too, showed signs of fire and bl ast.

“And nore.”

She | ooked at the pieces, and in a trenbling voice, sent a nmessage to CQutpost,
reporting that they were on the scene and finding weckage. “Details,” she
said solemmly, “to follow”

“I't blew up,” said Pete.

They were waiting for Hutch to say something. She was the expert. But she had
no hope to give. “Yes,” she said. “That’s what it |ooks like.”

Sonebody sniffled. Blew into a handkerchi ef.

“How coul d it have happened?” asked Ni ck. He | ooked around at the bridge.
“These things are supposed to be safe, aren’t they?”

“They’'re safe,” she said.
“Piece of the hull.”

It was froma forward section. The Hazeltines, on the other hand, had been
aft. Which pretty nuch settled it. The entire ship had gone up

Hut ch | ooked back at Nick. “To my know edge, this has never happened before.”
But it was possible. Either set of engines, the Hazeltines or the fusion
drive, could let go if someone was carel ess. O unlucky.

4

“Maybe it was a meteor,” said Alyx. “Or they collided with a satellite.”

“The wreckage suggests internal explosion,” said Bill

Hut ch agreed. “Launch a marker,” she said.

“Conmpl yi ng.”

“What’' s that about?” asked Al yx.

“We’ || put out a radio marker so whoever comes to investigate will be able to
find the spot.”

“CGot sonething else,” said Bill. “Organic, | believe.”

Hut ch heard the collective whinper. She kept her eyes on the consol e and
bl ocked everything el se out. “We'll be doing some maneuvering so you fol ks
better go back and | ock down. Bill, take us in close.” She got out of her
chair.

“Do you need hel p?” asked Nick



Right man for the job. “Yes. Please.”

THEY WAI TED BY the open airlock as Bill maneuvered the ship. The object

fl oated agai nst the star-streaked sky, spectral in the glow fromthis world' s
gauzy nmoon. The ship’s lights picked it up, and Hutch steeled herself. It was
alinb. Aleg. Severed nmidway between hip and knee. Scorched and broken. The
knee was slightly bent as if its owner had been caught while running.

Nei t her of them spoke. N ck took a deep breath, but she sensed he was wat chi ng
her. “You all right?” he asked.

Not really. She was beginning to tear up, and the e-suit put a hard shell over
the face to create roomto breathe, but it prevented her from w ping her eyes.

“Range thirty meters,” said Bill

Sufficient for retrieval. “Hold there.”

They placed a bl anket on the deck. She | ooked at the linb, |ooked at N ck, and
wonder ed whet her she’d hold up. Preach was gone. They were all gone, and she’'d
need to get her act together. Get the job done. Cy later

She pull ed on a go-pack

“Where do we put it?” asked N ck

“Refrigerator |ocker,” she said. “Back there.” She pointed toward the rear of
t he cargo bay, which al so housed their |ander

He started to say sonething, and stopped.
“What ?” she prodded.
“That’ s not where we keep the food, is it?”

“W’ | | nove everything out. There's space el sewhere.” She stepped into the
airlock. “Be back in a mnute.”

“Good luck.” He sounded as if he thought it was dangerous.

Hut ch stepped out of the ship and pushed herself toward the Iinb, using a
short burst fromthe thrusters to correct her course.

“Be careful,” said N ck
Saf e Harbor, wapped in white clouds and vast blue oceans, gl eaned beneath
her. Wthout the aid of tel escopes, she could see no sign of the carnage.

“It’s another Earth,” she told N ck

“Hutch, 1’'ve found the Condor’s lander. It is intact, but there is no heat
signature.”

“Ckay.” That wrapped it.

“It’s scorched. Burned. | don’'t see how anyone could be alive inside it.”
“l understand.” She pushed it away. Refused to think about The | eg was
rotating slowy, turning end over end. She used another burst fromthe

thrusters, reached out reluctantly and took it in her hands. Then she turned
over so that the go-pack pointed in the opposite direction, and fired the unit



again to get back to the airlock
The leg felt like a piece of ice.

The Menphis | ooked warm and secure, |like a house in the woods on a m dwi nter
ni ght. Light poured out of her viewports, and she saw Al yx novi ng around
i nsi de one of them

“Hutch,” said Bill, “nore body parts ahead.”

“Acknowl edge.” She | ooked at N ck, standing in the airlock. Talk to ne, N ck
Do what you’ve been doing for a lifetine. Tell me it’s okay.

But Nick only said that she was coming in a bit too fast. That she shoul d cone
alittle bit left. She peered into his eyes and deci ded he was every bit as
shaken as she was. But he held his voice |evel and reached for the linb as she
drifted back on board. She gave it to him

“Bill, you're still watching for unusual nmovenent around us?” She knew he was,
but it reassured her to ask

“I amwatching closely. There is nothing.”

They went inside and started for the |l ocker. “Do you think they were
attacked?” N ck asked.

“Hard to see where attackers could have cone from” she said.

“And Bill said the explosion came frominside.”
“That’s an analysis, not a fact.” They pulled the food out and noved it to an
adj acent | ocker. She stowed the Iinb and was glad to shut the door

IT WAS A nightmare. They cruised through the area, retrieving body parts. Only
one corpse was recovered reasonably intact, and that bel onged to Harry
Brubaker. Even in his case, identification had to be made by his patch. He' d
been reluctant to come, George explained. Hadn't wanted to be gone fromhis
famly for an extended period.

They were able to identify two others. One was the bishop. The other was Tom
| sako.

Hut ch found not hing of Preach

When it was finally over she showered and scrubbed but couldn’t wash off the
pall of the day’s work. Unable to stand being al one, she put on fresh clothes,
went back to the bridge, and sank into her chair. She becane gradually aware
of the thousand sounds of the ship in operation, air whispering through ducts,
a door cl osing somewhere, distant voices.

Preach’ s i mage, unbi dden, appeared on one of the screens. Bill was trying to
hel p.

He | ooked as he had in the final conmunication, puzzled, expectant. You'l
notice it’s stealth rather than |ightbender technol ogy.

“You think the satellite contained a bonb?” asked the Al.

“l don’t have any other explanation. Have you?”



“l do not. Yet the notion of soneone preparing a death trap for entities with
whom t hey are unfamliar seenms unreasonable.”

“Bill, these folks were at war with one another. Maybe Preach just got
unl ucky.”

THEY CONDUCTED A nenorial service in mssion control, presided over by George.
Everybody had at | east one close friend on the Condor. Tears flowed and voices
were strained, and afterward they retired to the common roomto lift a fina
round of glasses to victins, and to decide on their next nove.

“CGo hone,” said Al yx.

Pete nodded. “I agree.” He was on his feet, his gaze clouded with regret, his
hands pushed into the pockets of his junpsuit. “The mission’'s a failure. W' ve
found a starfaring race, and they're dead. Alyx is right. We should wap it up

and head back.”

Ceorge | ooked to his left, where Tor was sitting with his elbows on the table
and his head propped up on his palns. “Tor?”

He didn't nove. “We've lost a ot of our people. | think we have an obligation
to find out what killed them”

“Not when we can’t defend ourselves,” said Alyx.

CGeorge | ooked toward Her man.

He sat quietly, staring into his palnms. “W cane a long way,” he said after a
monent. “l’'mwth Tor. Let’s at least try to find out what happened.
O herwi se, we’'re going home with our tail between our |egs.”

“Ni ck?”

“I’”ve seen enough people die. |1'd just as soon clear out.”

Ceorge turned his eyes toward the ceiling with a Lord forgive themfor they
know not what they do expression. “The Condor blew up,” he said patiently.
“Acci dents happen.” He | ooked out one of the viewports at a peaceful sky. The
moon and a slice of the sun were visible. It was in fact achingly beautiful

“I vote we stay. Look around a bit.” He folded his arns. “So that nakes it a
tie.” He | ooked at Hutch. “Up to you,” he said.

“No.” She shook her head. “lIt’s not ny call. You folks'|I| have to decide this
one for yourselves.”

“Then stay,” said Pete.

“You're switching your vote?” asked Ceorge.
“Yeah.”

“\Nhy 2"

“Because if we go hone without at least trying, 1'Il regret it. | think we all
will.”

“Good.” Ceorge pushed back in his chair so he could see everyone. “Then that’s
settled. Hutch, when will the relief ship be here?”



“I'n a few days.”

“Ckay. Wiile we're waiting, let’'s take advantage of our situation.” Hi s eyes
brushed hers. “Can we go down for a | ook at the surface?”

“I't wouldn’t be a good idea.”
“Why not ?”

“There’s a ton of radiation. Acadeny regs prohibit our dropping into that kind
of environnent. As well as conmmon sense.”

“Why? | thought the e-suit was pretty good on radiation.”

“I't is. But we’ve no easy way to scrub down the I ander afterward. If you're
serious about going, you |l have to get authority fromthe Acadeny.”

“Hutch, | own the ship.”

“Doesn’t matter. |'’mpaid by them not you. That makes the regs applicable.”
“Then let’s ask themfor authority.”

“Do what you like.”

“I't’lIl take three or four days to get a reply,” said Pete. “That’s a | ot of
tine to waste.”

Ceorge pursed his lips. “You have an alternative to suggest?”

“There’s a base on the noon. Why don’t we go down and take a | ook at that? See
what it |ooks Iike. Then we can di scuss whether trying to get to the surface
is worthwhile.” Hi s expression suggested he thought it wasn't. But he didn't
push the issue.

Ceorge turned back to Hutch. “Wat do you think?”
“I't’s not a good idea.”
“Why not ?”

“Until we know what happened on the Condor, we’'d be prudent to keep everybody
on board.”

Ceorge sighed. “I didn't realize you were so cautious, Hutch.” A tinge of
frustration was working into his voice. “But this is sinply too good an
opportunity. If we wait until we're sure there’s no | ocal hazard, we may never
get down there.”

“Do what you think best,” Hutch said. “But be aware that you' re putting any
| anding party at risk.”

“Ch, cone on, Hutch,” said Herman. “It can’'t be that bad. A lot of people died
here. W owe it to themto at |east take a | ook.”

SHE RETREATED TO t he hol ot ank and spent several hours sitting on a crag

overl ooking a very terrestrial forest, bathed in noonlight. In the distance,
lightning crackled, and the sky grew heavy. But when the clouds rolled in, she
di ssi pated t hem



“I't’s not your fault,” said Bill

“l know that.”

“Why don’t you shut this place down and go out with the others?”
“He was there when we needed him Bill.”

“He had a chance to get to you. You had none to reach him”

“l know that, too.

“Then stop feeling sorry for yourself. And go spend time with your passengers.
This is a difficult time, and they need you.”

** Chapter 10

For they have found true isolation, in tine as well as in space.
—JACK MAXWELL, FEET ON THE GROUND, 2188

THE MOON WAS in its second phase. It was four hundred thousand kilonmeters from
Safe Harbor, and it was actually one of three natural satellites, the others
being negligible. It was barren, icy, nmostly flat. Its surface was far

snoot her than Earth’s noon, pronpting Pete to specul ate whether it was

consi derably younger, or whether it was geologically active. O whether.He
went on, creating other possibilities.

The di ameter at the equator was nore than four thousand kil oneters. A third
the size of Earth. It had clouds, and Bill reported snow falling in a couple
of pl aces.

Hut ch took the Menphis |l ow, and they passed above fields of unbroken ice,
occasional craters and rills, and then, unexpectedly, a chain of remarkably
hi gh nount ai ns. Ahead, Safe Harbor was rising.

The planet was silver and blue in the sunlight, shrouded with clouds. She
heard reactions fromm ssion control, where CGeorge and his people were
gat hered. Beautiful world, poisoned beyond use by anybody now.

The sun set and they glided into a spectral night, filled with unearthly
| andscapes illumnated by the planet. Bill’s inmage appeared. “We're over it
now, Hutch,” he said.

The screens depicted a line of plateaus and low hills rising out of the dark.
Bill put one of the plateaus on-screen, increased magnification, and rotated
it for her. At the top, she saw a cluster of buildings. Domes of varying
sizes, six of them gray and drab, nmuch the sane shade as the surroundi ng
rock. And there was a | anding pad, conplete with | aunch vehicl e!

But there was no sign of life.
EVERYBODY WANTED TO maeke the flight down. “Can’t do it that way,” said George.
“Sonmebody needs to stay. W have to establish an operations center here. On

the ship.”

“Why?” asked Al yx, who | ooked genuinely distraught. This after pleading a few
hours earlier to go hone.

“Because it’s the way these things are done,” George said.



Hutch broke in. “He's right. Look, there is a risk. Any deploynent outside the
ship always involves a risk. In this case, you're going into an alien
environnent. We don’t know what m ght be waiting. So we want at |east one
person to stay here, out of harmis way.” She was hoping to danpen the

ent husiasm In her view, no nore than two peopl e should have gone in unti

they knew for certain it was safe.

“l agree,” said Pete. “Best would be for George and me to go down, | ook the
pl ace over. Make sure everything s okay..

“Yes,” said Hutch.

Ni ck’s eyes narrowed. “Right,” he said. “And you guys be the first ones in.
How about if Alyx and | go?”

“Hey,” said Herman. “1I’mhere, too. W re going to be making history today.

O d Herman’s not going to sit up here.” H's features tightened, and Hutch saw
that he wasn’t joking.

Tor made it clear he wasn’t planning on staying behind either

Ceorge sighed. “Makes me proud,” he said.

“So what do we do?” asked Nick

Ceorge surveyed his people for a volunteer who'd be willing to stay. But he
got no encouragenent. “QGuess you're it, Hutch,” he said.

“Not a good idea. You'll want somebody along who's familiar with the e-suits.
In case there’s a problem”

“Tor's familiar with them” said Hernan.
She net his gaze and smiled politely. “Wuldn't hurt to have two of us.”

“Right,” said Herman. But he was m sjudgi ng her. She couldn’t have all her
passengers runni ng around outside the ship while she sat in safety.

Hutch sighed. “Let’s let Bill keep an eye on things.”

“We shoul d probably wait for sunrise,” said Al yx.

“That’ || be about three days,” observed Bill
Hut ch shook her head. “It is late,” she said. “Best would be for everybody to
get a good night's sleep. W’'ll |eave after breakfast.”

SHE TALKED W TH George for a few mnutes, cautioning himabout potentia
hazards in the noonbase, then went down to the |aunch bay and | ooked through
her checklist to make sure everything was ready to go. She’d have to run sone
of themthrough a famliarity programwth the e-suits. That woul d be anot her
pl easure.

She | oaded the harnesses, put in a couple of extra ones, checked the galley
and the water supply. She connected the fuel Iine and told Bill to fill the

| ander’ s tanks. Then she clinmbed inside, sat down in the pilot’s seat, turned
out the cabin and bay lights, and began calibrating the gauges. She was
suddenly aware she wasn’'t al one.



Tor stood just outside the open airlock. “H ,” she said. “Cone on in.”

He smiled at her, a guy with something to say and not sure howto say it.
“What’' s wrong?” she asked.

“Can | be honest?”

“Sure.”

“The Condor hit you pretty hard.”

“I't hit everybody.”

“W had each other. | mean, we're a big club. Been together for years, nore or
less.” His face was lost in shadow. “I understand you were a friend of, um
the captain?” He struggled nmomentarily to recall the nane. “Brawl ey?”

She felt her control beginning to go again. Damm. “Yes,” she said. “W were
friends.”

H s hand touched her forearm “l’msorry.”
She nodded. “W’'re all sorry.”
“How wel | did you know hin? If you don't mnd ny asking.”

Not as well as |I'd have preferred. “We'd been friends for a few years,” she
said. “How did you know? About us?”

“Ceorge told ne.”
“I"'msurprised. | didn't think anybody knew.”
H s eyes grew very soft. “They all knew.”

He | et her go, but she left the wist where it was, draped across the chair
arm She had a rule about involving herself with passengers. Even passengers
wi th whom she had a personal connection. But at that nmoment, she’d have |iked
to draw closer to him She' d descended into a dark place, and she needed

conpany.

He was still talking, standing just inside the lander’s airlock, but only part
of her was listening. He was sayi ng sonet hing about how confident he felt
havi ng her in command of the Menphis, and how gl ad he was to be there, despite
everything that had happened. She | ooked up at himand startled herself and
undoubt edly hi m by drawi ng hi m down onto the chair arm

H s hands went around her and held on to her and rocked her gently.

IN THE MORNI NG t hey gat hered outside the I ander and |istened while Hutch
expl ai ned and denmonstrated how the e-suits worked. They were flexible force
envel opes, she said, that nolded thenselves to the body, and which felt rather
like a loose-fitting set of cotton clothes. The exception was the hard shel

ef fect created over the face, allow ng space to breathe. They strapped on the
gear, activated the Flickinger fields, and nmade adniring sounds as they saw
how the fields gl owed when lanplight hit themin the right way.

Hut ch showed them how to shut the fields off, explained that it took
si mul t aneous actions by both hands so that it wouldn't happen accidentally.



She pointed out that the fields were no protection whatever if they fell from
an enbanknment, wal ked into a sharp object, or got in the way of a | aser beam

When she was satisfied, they checked their gear, which included spades,
wrenches, cutters, and a hundred neters of cable. Then they clinbed into the
| ander and | aunched.

They orbited the noon twi ce while Hutch exam ned the area for potenti al
danger, saw nothing, and finally (with increasingly enthusiastic passengers)
descended to the surface. She set down beside the silver-gray domes, near the
vehicle they' d seen the day before.

As expected, there was no reaction. No burst of radio traffic erupted from
their receivers. No lights came on, no hatches opened, no vehicles |urched out
onto the hard ground. The spacecraft on the | aunchpad remai ned dark. And a few
fl akes of snow dropped fromthe sky.

The dones were connected by rounded tubes, and bl anketed by sand and | oose
earth. Hutch saw radi o antennas, sensor units, and an array of sol ar-power
collectors. The pad was covered with bl own soil

“Centuries,” said Pete.

Al yx nodded. “I think so.”

Hutch was less sure. In her experience, any conpl ex | ooked ol d when there was
no sign of life and the wi nd was bl ow ng. She deconpressed and opened the

hat ch, expecting to lead the way, but there was a general rush toward the
airlock. “Easy,” she protested.

Tor grinned. “Everybody wants to be first foot.”
“First foot?”

“Sure. You know. This is a new world. ‘One small step...

Ceorge suggested that Herman shoul d have the honor. He readily accepted, and
| owered hinself to the ground. “It’s great to be here,” he said.

“It’s great to be here?” said Nick. “Is that the best you can do?”

The vehicle on the pad was a primtive rocket-driven lifter. She saw no sign
either of the magnetics that had assisted second-generation transports, or the
antigravity spi ke technol ogy that had come on-line only a few years ago.

The six domes ranged in size fromone that woul d have accomodat ed a hockey
rink and several thousand fans to the smallest, which wasn’t nuch bi gger than

a private hone.

They climbed down and joi ned Herman. Tor began i medi ately sizing up
perspectives while the others spread out to | ook for a door.

Hut ch, acconpani ed by Alyx, went over to the spacecraft and stared up at it.
It was rusted. Clay was piled high around its treads. “You' re right, Avyx,”
she said. “It’s been a while.”

“Centuries?”

“Probably.”



Tor cane up behind them *“This’Il be the focal point,” he said.

“For a sketch?”

He nodded. “Lost enpire,” he said. “Need to put it in a setting sun.”
Alyx tilted her head to see whether he was serious. “lsn’t that using a hamer
to make the point?” she asked.

“That coul d happen. But the thing cries out for |ong shadows.”

Herman, still leading the way, found a hatch. It was built into the side of
t he nearest done, three-quarters buried, so they had to dig it out to gain
access.

Hut ch watched placidly while he and George worked. In the middle of the
effort, Bill broke in: “Qutpost reports support mssion is on the way,” he
sai d.

“ O(ay. ”

“They’ ve di spatched sone medi cal people and a team of investigators to try to
figure out what happened. Until they arrive, we are advised to take no action
t hat woul d endanger the Menphis. Estimate TOA approxi mately one week.”

“Anyt hi ng el se?”

“They want us to record the positions and vectors of any nore weckage that we
find. And there’s a detailed set of instructions how such evidence is to be
handl ed and stored. | should add that, while no specific references to
liability were made, it looks as if they're scranbling to avoid any |ega
responsibility. By the way, we are also directed to attenpt no | anding on Safe
Har bor . ”

Hut ch | ooked up at Safe Harbor. Because the noon was in tidal |ock, Safe
Har bor permanently occupi ed the sanme position overhead.

The at nosphere was thin, and the night was still. Gavity was about a quarter
st andar d.

Inside their force envel opes, they were all dressed casually, in shorts or
junpsuits or the baggy casuals they generally wore in the common room “Hard
to get used to,” said N ck.

“What's that?” Hutch asked.

“Peopl e wearing light slacks and pullovers in an utterly hostile environment.
How cold is it out there?”

Hut ch was the exception: She was wearing a vest. “A hundred or so bel ow”

He grinned and | ooked at Alyx, resplendent in a khaki bl ouse and shorts.
“Brisk,” he said.

They uncovered the hatch, which was a netal alloy and about as wi de as Hutch
could extend her arnms. On the wall to the right there was a plate with

mar ki ngs, several lines of spidery synbols.

“Not much of an esthetic sense,” said Al yx.



“Here’s sonething.” Nick knelt to brush away dust and uncovered a curved
panel . “A doorknob?” he asked.

“Could be,” said Pete. “Try it.”

He funbled with it, opened it, and exposed a stud. He | ooked back at Ceorge.
“Co ahead,” he said.

Ni ck pushed the stud.

Not hi ng happened.

He jiggered it back and forth.

“No power,” said Hutch. “There should be a way to open it manually.”

“I don’t see anything,” said Pete.

Hutch pulled the cutter out of her vest. “If you folks will back off a bit,
"1l see if | can open it up.”

“l hate to do that,” said George, “but I don’t think we have nuch choice.”

There was a brief debate, which ended the way she knew it woul d. She powered
up the laser, ained it, and switched it on. Athin red beamlicked out and
touched the hatch. A wi sp of snoke appeared, and the metal began to bl acken
It curled and gave way. “Get farther back,” she said. “There might be air
pressure on the other side.” But there wasn’'t. She cut up and around unti
she’d conpleted a narrow circle. Wen she’d finished, she got a wench from
Her man, stood off to one side, and pushed the piece easily into the interior

Ceorge held his lanp to the opening. “Small room” he said.
“Airlock,” suggested Hutch. There was a second door a few neters away.

I dentical patterns of ironwork extended out of the walls on either side.
Handrails of some sort. Except there were several of them and they seened
decorative. But nobody decorates airl ocks.

Anot her odd thing: There were no benches.

Hut ch went back to work and cut out a larger section. Wen she'd finished,
Ceorge led the way into the airlock.

They repeated the procedure on the inner door, revealing a |long chanber. They
turned on their |lanps and peered in. Shadows flicked around the room There
were two tables, |ong enough to accommpdat e about a dozen peopl e each. But
they were high, about chest high for Hutch. Devices with cords and cabl es
sprouting fromthem were seated in various mounts along the walls and on the
t abl et ops.

There was nore ironwork. Some was bolted to the floor, sone attached to the
wall's. It rem nded her of the nonkey bars one occasionally finds in
school yards and parks.

The wal |l s and overhead were gray and water-stained. They appeared to be
constructed of a fibrous plastic. The floor was stone, and had apparently been
cut out of the surrounding rock



Two wall's were dedicated to operational stations, containing units that |ooked
i ke conputers. Everything was under a thick |ayer of dust. Wen she wiped it
away she saw keyboards and the nowfaniliar spidery characters. There were
nunerous dials, push buttons, gauges, screens. Even a headset. A small

headset, but it seenmed unlikely it could be anything else. And there were

ot her devi ces whose purposes she could not guess. \Watever the occupants m ght
have | ooked like, she decided, they were smaller than hunans. Despite the high
t abl es.

But they possessed fingers. And ears.

Pete had found a radio. Here was a speaker and there a channel selector and
over here an off-on switch. This was the m crophone.

Hutch tried to imagine the roomwhen it had been filled with activity. Wat
sort of creatures had been there? How had they sounded when they gave | anding
i nstructions over the circuit? Sets of nonkey bars stood in front of each
station.

She saw what was probably a radar unit. The screen was broken, and, of course,
she couldn’t read the | anguage. But she thought she could make out the power
switch, the scanner control, and the range selector. It even had transistors,
al t hough they were corroded.

There had been no benches in the airlock; there were no chairs here.

“Monkeys?” suggested Tor

“Serpents,” said Alyx, flashing her light into the room s dark corners. She
sounded a bit unnerved.

Hut ch opened a private channel to the Al. “Bill, conmcheck. W are inside one
of the domes. Do you read ne?”

“Loud and cl ear, Hutch.”

“Nothing stirring up there?”

“Negative. Everything is quiet.”

Hutch had clipped an i nager to her vest and was relaying everything up to the
ship to provide a visual record. To her left, Hernman scooped up something from
one of the conmputer positions and slipped it inside his vest.

She switched to a private channel. “Hernman,” she said, “no souvenirs.”

He turned in her direction. “Who cares?” he asked, using the same channel
“Wio' Il ever know?”

“Herman,” she said quietly, “1’'d be grateful if you put it back. This stuff is
pricel ess.”

He nade a pained face. “Hutch,” he said, “what’s the difference?”
She held his eyes.
He sighed, hesitated, and returned it.

“I't sets the wong precedent,” she said. And then, to ease the tension, “What
was it?”



He directed his lanp toward the object. It was a ceramic figurine. A flower.
It looked like alily.

Toget her they examined it, commented on its workmanshi p, which was at best
pedestrian. But that of course was irrel evant.

Opposite the airlock, a passageway opened into the interior. Pete entered it
and di sappear ed.

The man was either foolish or fearless. Assuning there was a difference. She
went after himand brought himback. “It’s dangerous to wander off,” she said.

“I wasn’t wandering. | wanted to get a | ook at what was back there.”
It was |ike herding a group of school children

SHE HAD WATCHED ar cheol ogi sts at work in sinmlar sites before, and she was
reluctant to allow her group of tourists to blunder about. The problemwith
amat eurs, she’d once heard Richard Wald say, is that they don't know they're
amateurs. So even if they don't resort to outright theft, they nove things
around. They break things. They muddy the water, and they nake it that nuch
nmore difficult for those who follow to piece together what was really going on
at the site.

She knew eventually she’'d be criticized for letting George and his team wander
| oose there. You of all people, Hutchins..She could hear it now.

“Try not to handle this stuff too nuch,” she cautioned. “Look, but don't
touch.”

“Beautiful women,” said N ck, “have been telling me that ny whole life.”

“I don’t wonder,” said Alyx.

In the banter, Hutch detected a sense of pride. They' d cone extraordinarily
far. They'd persisted in a line of inquiry that others had dism ssed. And now
they' d actually found something. Not the living, intelligent aliens they' d
hoped for. But nonethel ess they' d unearthed a major discovery. And they
deserved at |least the privilege of getting a close | ook, of feeling what it’'s
like to be first into a site that was once a center of ET activity.

Hut ch took scrapings fromshelves and walls and instrunents, packing it al

i nto sanpl e bags, which she carefully |abel ed according to subject and

| ocati on.

There were two other chanbers in the done, and both contained variations of
the ironwork. In addition, one of the spaces provided plunbing. A basin and a
faucet.

“Washroom ” said Hernman

Al yx | ooked puzzled. “Were's the toilet?”

“Maybe they don’t produce waste,” said Nick.

Pete | aughed. “Nonsense,” he said. “All living systens produce waste.”

“I don't think plants do,” said George.



Tor thought about it for a nmoment. “Oxygen,” he said.

CGeorge shook his head. “You know what | nean.”

“I believe,” said Nick, glancing across the room “that’s the answer to Alyx’'s
guestion.” He was | ooking at a jar-shaped netal receptacle lying on the floor
It had apparently broken free of its housing, which was nounted on the wall at

about eye level. They inspected the housing and found a duct behind it.

“That seens |ike an odd way to do it,” said Alyx. “You d have to get hal fway
up the wall.”

“l guess,” said Hutch, “it settles the question of whether they were bipeds.”

They | aughed, and Tor commented he was begi nning to understand what the term
alien really neant.

BEYOND THE WASHROOM they faced a choi ce between tunnels. There was tal k of
splitting up, and again Hutch cautioned against it.

Nobody argued, and George led themoff to the right. Their footsteps had a
whi spery quality in the thin air. They passed cl osed doors and energed
eventually into a | arge single chanber.

Dimlight |eaked through the overhead. That woul d be the gl ow from Safe
Harbor. They filed out onto a concrete apron that circled a section of bare
earth.

“Greenhouse,” said Pete. A few stal ks protruded out of the frozen ground.
They noved on into anot her dome and saw cages.

The chamber was crowded with them divided into a range of sizes, none bigger
than one would need to contain a beagle. They were stacked on shel ves and
mount ed on tables and sonetimes built into the walls. There were maybe a

hundred of them

“Bones over here,” said Alyx, in a small voice. She was | ooki ng down at one of
t he encl osures.

They were gray, desiccated, not very big, and there were still scraps of what
m ght once have been fl esh hanging on them Hutch got detailed pictures.

Ceorge found nmore. Hi s expression suggested he was being subjected to
i nproprieties and bad taste.

“What is this place?” asked Herman.
“Probably experimental aninals,” said George
Pete shook his head. “I don’t think so.”
“What then?”

“Di ni ng room”

Ceorge flinched. “Ridiculous,” he said.

Al yx squeal ed and backed out into the corridor



It was Hutch’s conclusion, too. “Looks as if these critters liked their
dinners alive.”

“That’s ugly,” said Hernman.

Their | amps were noving around the room throwi ng the silhouettes of the cages
across the ceiling and walls. “I don’t know,” Pete said. “I’mnot sure it’s
much different fromwhat we do.”

“I't’s a lot different fromwhat we do,” insisted Herman
“Maybe we’'re just a little nmore squeam sh,” said Pete.

They wandered through the room peering into the cages until Herman suggested
maybe they’ d seen enough and m ght consider going back. The sense of a Sunday
aft ernoon outing had vani shed.

“It’s the problemw th | ooking at civilizations that are conpletely
different.” Pete went into | ecture node. He was back on the nock-up starship
bridge he’ d used during the Universe shows. “W tend to have idealistic

noti ons of what they' Il be like. W assune they' || have abolished war, that
they' Il be smart..!

He went on in that vein for another minute or so. Hutch turned the vol une down
but not off while she tried to control her own inagination. The place was
creepy. She’'d visited a few alien sites over the years, inevitably wondering
what the occupants had really been like. For the first tinme she was gl ad she
didn’t have details.

They pressed on, and descended into an underground area that housed storage
tanks, engines, supply bins (filled with decayed garnents whose shapes were no
| onger discernible), and control consoles. Nick stunbled over a pair of

tracks, but there was no sign of a vehicle.

Then they clinbed a ranp and energed in a | arge chanber that m ght have been
an auditorium One wall was conpletely dedicated to display systens. Another
was lined with shelves, each of which was packed with plastic rings, about the
size of dinner dishes. Al were | abel ed.

“Comput er storage?” wondered Pete, who was first to enter

Ni ck shrugged. “It won't matter nuch. If this place is as old as it |ooks,
what ever was on themis |ong gone.”

The rooms and corridors throughout the conplex were filled with the ubiquitous
ironwork. Al had high ceilings. But there was sonething vaguely unsettling
about the dinensions and the architecture, as if the proportions weren't

ri ght.

“More rings in here,” said Pete, from somewhere down the corridor. “And nore
here.”

CGeorge and the others were hangi ng back, perhaps intinidated in sone way
nobody understood. But Pete just plunged ahead. “And still nore.” He stopped.
“No, I"'mwong. This one is enpty.”

“No rings?” Ceorge asked.

“No nothing,” said Pete. “No tables. No cabinets. Not even any iron.”



That sent everybody tracking in to take a | ook, but they stayed together. The
herd instinct had taken over.

The room was bare.

“Qdd,” said Pete. He knelt and exanmined the floor. “It |ooks as if the nonkey
bars were here. You can still see the fittings.”

One wall was discolored in places suggesting the presence of shelves at one
time. “Well,” said George, “nmaybe they were getting ready to renodel when the
war shut them down.”

THEY FOUND A room full of munm fied things, creatures with segnented abdonens
and nultiple Iinbs and | ong, sloping skulls. They were hanging in the

i ronwork, nost of them seated in | oops and nmounts. Several had fallen to the
fl oor.

“That’ s enough for ne,”
passageway.

said Al yx, who took one | ook and returned to the

The creatures would have been, on average, about the size of cheetahs. But
they had large jaws, lots of teeth, two sets of appendages ending in curled
claws, a third set in manipulative digits. Their skulls m ght have approached
human crani al capacity. There was, Hutch thought with a shudder, sonething
spi dery about the creatures. Like their al phabet.

There were goblets and plates on the table, and bones in the plates.

Only one of the goblets was still standing upright.

“What do you think happened here?” asked Herman.

Ni ck came up beside Hutch. “You m nd company?” he said.

She smiled. “I think we’re all a bit rattled.”

“Looks |ike nine of them” said Pete.

“Wul dn't want to neet one of these critters in a dark alley.”

“Didn’t all get out after all, did they?”

“Bones in the plates aren’t theirs.”

“They were having a celebration.”

“l don’t think so. Looks more like a last neal.”

“Yes. Had to be.”

They spread out around the room gazing down at the corpses. Alyx lingered in
the entrance, pointedly |ooking off in a neutral direction

“l thought the place was going to turn out to be pretty old,” said Herman.
“What makes you think it isn’t?” asked Hutch

He gazed quietly at the bodies. “They' re not as deconposed as |’'d have
expected if this had happened forty or fifty years ago.”



“This is probably a sterile world,” said Hutch. “No organisnms to digest the
remai ns. They coul d have been here for centuries.”

Pete stepped carefully past the remains to study the | one standing goblet.
“They l ook like clinbers,” he said, bestowi ng on themthe nanme they would
retain forever.

“You think the goblets were the method?” asked Al yx, of the roomat |arge.

“I"d think so,” said Nick. “Afinal neal, a last slug of wine, and exit. They
were probably trapped here when the war broke out.” He shrugged. “Pity.”

Ceorge shook his head. “Bear with nme, Nick,” he said, “but I’"'mnot sure | can
feel much synpathy for sonething like this.”

PETE CONTI NUED TO prowl ahead of the rest. They were in the | argest of the
dones, on the far side fromwhere they' d entered the conpl ex, when his voice
sounded in Hutch's conmmiink. “How about that?”

He was standing in front of an airlock. Both hatches had been cut open
Beyond, the ground was white and flat in the gl ow of Safe Harbor.
“That’ s the damedest thing, George,” he continued. It |ooked as if someone
had used a | aser on the hatches. From the outside.

“Why woul d they do that?” asked George

Hutch | ooked at the mutilated lock a long time, shook her head, and took sone
scrapi ngs. CGeorge caught her eye, al nbst demanding a rational explanation

“l have no idea,” she said.

** Chapter 11

He is blessed over all nortals who | oses no nonent of the passing life in
remenbering the past.
—HENRY THOREAU, EXCURSI ONS, 1863

HUTCH HAD COLLECTED sone soil sanples, which she added to her scrapings. She
al so had air sanples, taken from Safe Harbor by probe. She scanned everyt hing,
and sent the results to Qutpost.

The research vessel Jessica Brandeis duly arrived, optimstically carrying a
nmedi cal staff as well as a team of engineering specialists. By then, the
Memphi s had recovered nore body parts and pinpointed the vectors of npst of
the I arger pieces of w eckage.

She was delighted to turn the sal vage operation over to Edward C. Park, the
captai n of the Brandeis.

They’' d been able to identify seven of the el even persons on board, including
Preach. In his case there had only been a bl ackened arm but the fourth finger
had worn the eagle ring. She renoved it while her stomach churned. She had
swal | owed her grief as best she could, said good-bye to him giving up al

hope that he'd pull off one nore mracle. Then she’d set the ring for delivery
to next of Kin.

When it was over, after Park officially took charge, she pointedly avoi ded the



tenptation to retreat to her quarters, but stayed instead in mission contro
or in the comon room where there was al ways soneone el se.

The Menphis transferred the remains of the Condor personnel and the recovered
wreckage to the Brandeis. When that painful operation had been conpl eted, Park
went | ooking for nore debris.

Meanwhi | e, the noonbase scan results came back from Qutpost.

They specified the chem cal conposition of the various hatches, instrunents,
shel ves, and whatnot. She saw nothing out of the ordinary. But the age of the
base was estinmated at fourteen hundred standard years.

That w dened everyone’'s eyes. My God, it went back to the tinme of Charl emagne.

But the nunmbers fit with the estimates fromthe air sanpl es defining when the
nucl ear expl osi ons had taken pl ace.

There was another surprise in the report: Woever had taken a laser to the
cargo door had done it roughly twelve centuries ago. Two hundred years | ater

So apparently soneone had survived.

PARK CALLED TO inform her he’d found the stealth satellite that Preach had
been taking on board at the time of the incident. “Or, nore accurately,” he
corrected hinself, “some of the pieces.”

“Be careful.”

“W will.” She saw that he shared her suspicion that the stealth had been
i nvol ved in the destruction of the Condor.

“Are you scanning it?”
“W intend to.”

“CGood. When you send the results to Qutpost, ask themto check on the energy
source. And we'd also like to know how old it is.”

GEORGE RARELY CAME by the bridge, unless sonething was happeni ng. She sensed
that he liked being in charge, and that the bridge put himat a disadvantage.
But neverthel ess there he was, standing uncertainly at the door. “l’ve been

t hi nki ng about this place,” he said. “And | don’t understand what’'s been
happeni ng here.”

“You mean what happened to the Condor?”

“That, too. Mstly | don't understand who got to the nmoon two hundred years
after the war. They nust have all died during the war, right? | nean, who
coul d have survived?”

“I don’t know. Sonebody did.”

“That’s right. Sonebody cut their way into the nobonbase.” He | eaned back
agai nst a console. “Wo?"

“I"ve no idea, George. Nor have | any suggestion howto find out.”

“I mght.” He broke away fromthe console, crossed the bridge, and sat down in
the right-hand chair. The navigational screens, show ng i nages fromthe ground



at differing magnifications, caught his eye. “l think there’s a connection
with the stealth satellites,” he said. “They're the other piece of the puzzle
that doesn’'t fit. | mean, | can understand they m ght have been using themto
spy on each other. But why put sone of themout at 1107?”

Hutch didn’t have an answer for that either

He took a deep breath and exhaled slowy. “I wonder how old the satellites
are.”
“We’ || find out when the next report cones in from Qutpost. But | assune

they' re fourteen hundred years old. They have to date from about the tine of
the war.”

“Maybe,” he said. “Fourteen hundred years is a long tine.”

That was true. The stealth at 1107 was still transmtting. That was pretty
good for a piece of hardware fourteen centuries old.

“Have we | ooked to see whether there are other stealths in orbit around Safe
Har bor ?”

Hut ch had considered the possibility, concluded there probably were, but
didn’t see what could be gained by finding one. In fact, if there were any,
she didn't think she’d want to go near them Dammed things were dangerous.

Ceorge read her concern. “W can be careful,’
| ook. Poke it with a stick if we have to.”

" he said. “But we ought to take a

“Why do we care?”

”

“Maybe it doesn’t end here,” he said.
“Maybe what doesn’'t end?”
“Have you considered the possibility the locals didn't put up the stealths?”

It was a thought. But if they hadn’t, who had? “You think sonebody el se was
here?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

THEY ASSUMED THAT the stealths would be lined up for ideal reception, which
put themin an orbit whose plane was perpendi cular to 1107.

“If that's so,” said Bill, “it’lIl look like this.” He drew a circle around
Saf e Harbor that varied thirty-seven degrees above and bel ow t he equat or

At the neutron star, there’d been a signal to track. Here, they were | ooking
at the receiving end of the system That nmeant they had to go in close and try
visually to find the satellites. In this, they had the advantage that the
stealth met hodol ogy was far less effective than a |ightbender woul d have been

The problemwas to guess the altitude of the orbit. Were had the stealth been
when the Condor intercepted it?

They needed al nost two days, with everyone watching the screens, before Al yx
saw what appeared to be, as she described it, “sone reflections.”

Hut ch | ooked carefully at it and saw a small patch of sky that seened a trifle



darker than its surrounding area. Furthernore, two stars appeared to be
duplicated. They noved cl oser and ained the Menphis's lights at the anonaly.
The beans seened to tw st.

“What do we do now?” asked Tor. “If it’s booby-trapped, we don't want to go
near it.”

“Let’s whack it and see what it does. Bill—=
“Yes, Hutch?” Innocently.
“Send somet hing over to give it a shove.”

The Al’'s features snapped onto her comm screen. “Probe away,” he said.

The probe was a communi cati on-and-sensor package of the type usually dropped
into hostile atnospheres. She watched it go, powered by its thrusters, steered
by the Al.

“Looks good,” she said.

Bill appeared beside her. “One mnute.”

Ceorge’s people were maki ng bets on the result. She wondered what it said
about the human race that the odds were six to one for an expl osion. She
expect ed one hersel f.

The package cl osed on the disturbance.

The Brandeis watched froma safe distance.

At Bill’s command, the package angled left and ran directly into the stealth.
It struck the vehicle dead center, in the nmddle of the dianond, and wobbl ed
of f.

Not hi ng happened.

Bill brought the unit around, hit the satellite a couple nore tinmes, and then
sent the package into one of the dishes. It had by then becone less than fully
responsive and it hit too hard. The dish broke off, popped into visibility,
and drifted away, trailing cable. At about twenty neters, the cable drew taut
and the dish began to drag behind.

“Satisfied?” Bill asked.

“Yeah. That's enough.”

“What are you going to do now?” asked Park.

“Have a cl oser | ook,” she said. “lI’'mgoing over in the |ander.”

“ W]y?”

Why? She wasn’t sure. She wanted to find out what had killed Preach. She owed
hi mthat rmuch. And she felt she could do it in relative safety. Forewarned
she was sure she could take a | ook without setting the dammed thing off. “To

find out whether it’s a bonb,” she said.

“That’s not a good idea, Hutch.”



“1 know. I'Il be careful.”

When she got down to the | ander, Tor was waiting. “lI'Il go along,” he said
“if you don’t object.”

She hesitated. “Provided you do what | tell you.”

“Sure.”

“No debates.”

“No debates.”

“Ckay. CGet in.”

Park was still trying to talk her out of it. “The fact that the expl osion
happened while they were exam ning the dammed thing can’t be a coinci dence,”
he insisted. It didn't take a genius. “Let the bonmb people cone out and | ook
at it.”

“That’ || take forever.”

So the Brandeis stood by while she set off in the ander. The stealth fl oated
out there, not quite visible, but its presence was betrayed by a tw sting of
light, a sense of novenent, a place that was alternately bright and dark for

no apparent reason. It was like a ghostly presence in a dimy lit room

Tor | ooked down into the atnmosphere. They were crossing the | argest of Safe
Harbor’s continents, passing above a mountain range.

She still couldn’'t see the object itself, and was dependent on Bill for
navi gati onal assi stance.

Park kept giving her advice.

“You mght want to rethink this.”

“Heads up now.”

“Don’t get too close.”

“Ed,” she asked, “can’t you find something else to do for a few nmi nutes?”
She activated her e-suit, but when Tor started to follow her |ead, she shook
her head. “Stay here,” she said. “There’s no need for both of us to be out
there.”

He started to protest, but she | ooked at himand he denurred.

The satellite was a disturbance at twilight, a shifting of |ight tones not
quite seen. But it was imnpossible not to know sonethi ng was there.

She put on a go-pack and stepped into the airlock. “Tell me what to do,” he
sai d.

“Just stay put. If sonmething happens, you re the backup. Rescue ne. |If you
can’t, clear out. Tell Bill to take you back to the ship. Under no
ci rcunst ances nonkey with the satellite.”

SHE USED THE go-pack to circle the object. Even froma few neters, the thing



had no definition, but was rather a swirl of darkness and mrror inmages. She
didn’t touch it until she’d finished a conplete scan. The Al detected the
field device which coordinated the unit’'s stealth capabilities.

“I'f I shut it off,” she told Tor, “we’ll be able to see what we’re working
with.”
“I'f you shut it off,” said Tor, “it mght explode.”

“No. Can’t be.” The satellite that Preach had shown her had been shut down.
And it hadn’t bl own up.

“But maybe it starts a timer.”

He had a point. Well, she would find out. She maneuvered in close, found the
switch, hesitated for the briefest nonment, and noved it to its opposite
setting. Of.

Not hi ng happened.

She retreated to the | ander, clinbed inside, and they withdrew to a thousand
neters. And waited.

Still nothing.

They gave it two hours. When the tinme expired, and the satellite remai ned
qui etly whole, she returned to it.

She went over it with a scanner, assenbled a conplete schematic, collected
nore scrapings, and waved to Tor, who was watching anxiously fromthe pilot’s
seat. She was getting advice from everybody by then. Especially from Tor
Mostly it consisted of Don't touch anything and Look out now.

When she was finished she went back to the |l ander. They rendezvoused with the
Mermphi s and she forwarded the results to Qutpost.

THE SETUP WAS the sane as at 1107. Hutch used the position of the stealth to
calcul ate the locations of the other two satellites. They found one of them
The missing one, of course, would be the satellite that the Condor had

| ocat ed.

They were congratul ating thensel ves on their success when the results canme in
fromthe Brandeis transm ssion

It contained a surprise. The stealth that the Condor had been exani ning at the
time of the incident was less than a century old. Coser, the experts thought,
to eighty years.

It was brand-new

LATE THAT EVENI NG the Brandeis found sections of the engine room By norning

Park had concl uded that the fusion engines had expl oded. “We don’t know why,”

he told Hutch, “but at |east we can dismiss the idea there’s something spooky

runni ng around out here.”

“l guess I'mglad to hear it,” she said.

“Somet hing el se: The stealth you | ooked at.”

“What about it?”



“It’s active. The inmagers react to light. Change their focus. Look at
sunrises, sunsets. They even took a |l ook at us.”

“They wat ched you?”

“ Yes X ”
This kept getting stranger. “ls it still watching you?”
“No. W& nmoved off behind it. | don’t think it can see us anynore.”

PARK' S PEOPLE SPENT two days clinmbing around on the stealth. The unit was a
sophi sti cated package of sensors, telescopes, and antennas. It had conputers
and navi gation equi pnent and thrusters, to allow it to adjust position. It had
radio transmitters and receivers. And early analysis indicated it used vacuum
energy as its power source. But it had no expl osive device.

“Not bad,” said one of the technicians. “I’mnot sure we coul d have desi gned
something like this.”
“The pieces don't fit,” George said that night. “They’'re capable of going out
to 1107, but they don’'t have |ightbender technology. And the bus at their
nmoonbase | ooked pretty primtive.”

“We have different |levels of technology on display, too,” said Tor. “There are
still satellites in orbit that were put up by the Soviets.”

“What 1'd like to know,” said Pete, “is whether this is the sane ki nd of
device that's orbiting 1107.”

They were treating thenselves to pastries, wi ne, and cheese. The gl oom of the
first days followi ng the | oss of the Condor had been partially dissipated by

t he successful (that is, uneventful) exploration of the noonbase. They had a
maj or find. There were a few questions to be answered, but they were feeling
pretty good. A survey mission was being assenbled and would be there in a few
nmont hs. Park and some of his people joined them congratulated them and he
announced he’d finished everything he could do and was returning to Qutpost in
t he norni ng.

Pet e had been quiet nost of the evening. He was sitting, enjoying a jelly
donut. He’d gotten some of the powdered sugar on his nose but hadn’t seened to
notice. “l just don't believe it,” he said abruptly. H s eyes found Hutch

“The notion that the engi nes happened to expl ode just as they were starting to
| ook at the satellite isn’t credible.”

“What ot her explanation is there?” asked N ck, reasonably.
Nobody had an answer.

AFTER THE MEETING drifted to an uncertain close, and Park and his peopl e had
returned to the Brandeis, Hutch went back to the bridge.

One of the disadvantages of living for an extended time on any of the
Acadeny’ s superlum nals was that there were no places that guaranteed

i solation fromthe other passengers, save in a private conmpartnent. There was
no such thing as a renote restaurant or a rooftop or a park bench

Hut ch needed soneone. Captains were expected to nmaintain the tradition of not
m xi ng romance with their passengers. But she felt desolate. She’'d have |iked



to spend an eveni ng sonewhere with Tor. Not that she expected that particul ar
romance, long dead, to reignite. O even that she would have wanted it to
reignite. But increasingly, since Preach had gone down, she'd felt the need
for an intimte evening with somebody. She needed sonebody to talk with,
someone to |l ook at her with [onging, sonmeone with whom she could retreat into
t he di stance and pretend the past week had not happened.

She’ d been given only a few hours with Preacher Braw ey, and yet his | oss had
hit her hard. She found herself thinking about himat odd nmoments, during
conversations with Bill, during meetings like the one she’d just attended,
during workouts in the gym She renenbered how he had | ooked on that one rainy
night in Arlington.

Gregory MacAllister had witten sonewhere that life was a series of blown
opportunities. She renmenbered the Overl ook and Beth the Singer and the good

ni ght kiss and watching his taxi turn back in the direction fromwhich they'd
cone.

To Beth?

She shook it off and was grateful to hear soneone enter. She noticed the
lights were dimand brought themup to normal. It was Nick

msorry,” he said. “Am | disturbing you?” He was carrying a flask and two
gl asses.

“No,” she said. “Cone in.”
“l thought you could use a drink.”
She invited himto sit. “I think | already had too many.”

He filled the glasses with dark wine and held one out for her. She took it,
smled politely at it, and set it down on the console.

“You all right?” he asked.
“Sure. Wy do you ask?”

“I't’s quiet up here.” He sipped his drink. “The lights were down. | just
t hought you haven’t really been yourself lately. But | can understand it.”

“I"'mfine,” she said.
He nodded. “Maybe it’'s tine to start hone.”
“Is that the consensus?”’

“W’ ve been tal king about it. CGeorge’ll stay out here forever if he can. He's
got some puzzles to play with. And he wants to go down to the ground.”

“He can’t do that.”

“I know that. So does he. It drives himcrazy. He thinks the Acadeny
mssion’ Il be here in a few nonths, and they' |l take Safe Harbor away from
him This whole thing will beconme sonebody el se’s gane.”

The wi ne | ooked cool and inviting. “None of us really gets what we want,” she
said. “He's lucky. You all are. You cane out here and struck a nmother |ode. A
pl ace where there was actually a civilization. Were there are ruins. This



only happens every twenty years or so.” She lifted the glass and tasted the

wine. It slid down her throat and warmed her. “No, nobody’'ll take this away.
The books will renenber you and George and the Condor. The foll ow up
m ssi on” —she shrugged—they’ Il come out and do their work, but this place wll

al ways belong to the Contact Society.”

He was quiet for a time. She liked Nick. He was one of those rare peopl e whose
presence made her feel warm and confortable. “Tell nme how a funeral director,”
she said suddenly, “got interested in extraterrestrials.”

H s expression changed, |ightened. “Just |ike anybody el se. Wen | was a boy,
| had too rmuch inmagination. Sonething in the water, | guess.” He | ooked at the
wi ne, tasted it, decided it was good. “l never really got away fromit. But as

| got ol der my perspective changed.”
“I'n what way?”

“I think much the way Ceorge does. There are sone questions |'d |ike
answered.”

“For exanpl e?”

“‘1s there a creator?'”

“You expect to find an answer out here?”
“No. "

“Then | don’t understand.”

“‘1s there a purpose to being alive? ‘Is there a point to it all?” H's gray
eyes found hers.

Bill's lamp canme on. He had sonething for her. Not an emergency, though, or
he’ d sinply have broken in.

“My profession is peculiar. W render a service people can’'t do w thout. But
we' re never taken seriously, except by nourners. People think of us as
caricatures. Figures of fun.”

Hut ch recall ed her own anmusenment when she’'d first | earned of N ck’'s
pr of essi on.

“That’'s why I'mstill fascinated by ETs.” He | eaned forward, his voice
suddenly intense. “lI have a talent for talking with people in times of stress.
Everybody in ny business does. You don’t survive without it. Survivors have a
hard time at the end. 1'’m good at hel ping. At being there when a wi dow or a
parent really needs sonmebody.” His eyes softened. “1’'d love to be able to tel
people that it's really okay. That there’'s a caretaker.”

“They hear that anyway.”

“Not from ne
it's true.”

He finished the wine and put the cup down. “1’d like to think

She | ooked at him

“You're right. | won’t find the answer out here. But for whatever reason, the
guestion seens nore real. Life at hone is superficial. Here, we’'re down to
basics. If there’s an Alnmighty, this is where He hangs out. | can al nost fee



H s presence.”
“CGood luck,” she said.

“l know. Ceorge thinks we night eventually find an el der race. Sonmebody we can
put the question to. Somebody who's figured it out.”

“They won’t know either.”

“Probably not,’
cane.”

he said. “But there’'s a chance. And that chance is why we

She reached over, touching his wist with her fingertips. He smiled sadly.
They needed a distraction so she switched over to Bill. “Am | interrupting?”
“No, Bill.” She sighed. “What do you have?”

“Transm ssion from Qut post.”

“Let’s see it.”

It was Jerry Hooper again. “W’'ve |ooked at all three stealths,” he said.
“They’'re identical units.” He | ooked puzzled. “The first one you found is a
hundred years old. More or less.” H's eyebrows went up and the tip of his
tongue played at the corners of his lips. “The others, the third one and the
one Preach took on board, they go back nore than twenty centuries.”

“Before the war,” N ck said
It was as if the warm place they’d created on the bridge had turned official
again. They were over the night side, and Hutch could see nothing of the

ground bel ow save the gl owi ng haze of atnosphere along the rim of the world.

“I's that possible?” he asked.

** Chapter 12

So long as you believe in sone truth you do not believe in yourself. You are a
servant. A man of faith.

—MAX STINER, THE EGO AND H'S OMN, 1845

“HUTCH. ”

She roll ed over and | ooked at the clock. A quarter after three. “Captain Park
is onthe circuit. He says it’s inportant.”

“Put himon,” she said. Bill understood that it would be audio only out of her
bedr oom

Park | ooked sheepish. “I hate to bother you at this hour. W' re getting ready
to pull out.” She had known, and they' d already said their good-byes. *“But
somet hi ng happened. | don’t know whether it neans anything or not. But |

t hought you should know right away. Just in case.”

If he wasn't sure that it was inportant, it wasn’t inmportant. “Wat is it,
Ed?” she asked, letting her tone signal her irritation.

“The stealth you | ooked at.”



“Yes? What about it? Is it keeping an eye on you agai n?”
“No. But it's transmtting.”

“Transmitting?” There was sonething ineffably sad about that. After all these

years, the thing was still functioning. Signal to nowhere. “Thanks, Ed.”
He was shaking his head. “1’'ve fed everything we have to Bill. See you next
tine.”

She sank back into the pillow, briefly considered waki ng George, not because
she thought there was any rational need to do so, but sinply because soneone
had awakened her.

She posted a transcript of the conversation and left it for himto | ook at
over his breakfast.

THEY WERE I N the niddle of a heated conversati on when she wal ked into the
dining room “That’s not it at all,” Pete was saying. “The signal’s not being
sent to the ground.”

A snmile spread beatifically across George’'s features. “Wiat’'s the difference?
They're all dead, Peter.”

Pete touched a link, and Safe Harbor appeared. The orbit used by the stealths
bl i nked on. Then a series of vectors reached out fromthe orbit, formng a
second circle, which was al nost circunpolar. “The signal’s being directed
along this route. The receiver’s in orbit, too, along there somewhere, but we
don't know its altitude, so we can’t deternine precisely where it is.”

Tor | eaned over. “They're tal ki ng about the incom ng signal, Hutch. The one
from 1107.”

Pete took a bite out of a piece of toast and glanced up at her. “I asked Bill
to look for the receiver but he says he can’t see anything.”

“Anot her stealth?” suggested George.

Ni ck had finished a plate of bacon and eggs, and was sitting contentedly
drinking coffee. “What it suggests to ne,” he said, “is a relay.”

“Well, of course it’'s a relay,” said Herman. “So why do we care?”

“We aren’t talking about a relay to a local receiver,” said CGeorge. “W're
tal ki ng about anot her set of stealths, which in turn are relaying the signa
sonewhere el se.”

That caught Hutch's attention

Al yx was chewi ng on a croissant. She stopped and | ooked around at her
col | eagues. “So what we're saying is the locals didn’t put themup, right?
Sonebody dropped them of f and kept goi ng?”

Hut ch had suspected the dating results, putting the age of one unit at about a
century, had sinply been in error. Now she saw what shoul d have been obvi ous.
“Somebody had a front-row seat for the war,” she said.

THEY FOLLOWNED THE transm ssion and, within an hour, had | ocated a new stealth.
At Hutch’s suggestion, they searched along its orbit and found two nore,



pl aced equidi stantly. Another planet-sized dish antenna, just |ike the one at
1107.

And Bill reported alnost imediately that it was transmtting. “CQutbound,” he
added.

“Bill, is the direction of the signal perpendicular to the plane of the
orbit?”

“ Yes. ”

Alyx and Tor were with her on the bridge when that answer canme back. Al yx made
a fist and punped it up and down. It was another interstellar transm ssion

Below, in mssion control, they were congratul ati ng one anot her. Agai n.

They had junped to the wong concl usion, assuming that the dinbers had
initiated the stealths. Hutch sank back into her seat. Safe Harbor wasn't the
termnal for the data streamcoming in from 1107. Wen the signal arrived here
it was picked up by what anpbunted to a giant dish antenna. Then it was passed
to another antenna for relay. That was the signal the Brandeis had picked up

A virtual Ceorge blinked on. He was glowing. His fists were closed and he was
literally trenbling with joy. “Hutch,” he said, “you understand what this
nmeans? \What we’ve tapped into?”

“I think you’ ve hit the jackpot, Ceorge,” she said.

“Are we sure?” asked Alyx. “lI mean, it’s not being sent to their noonbase, is
it?”

Ceorge could scarcely contain hinmself. But the question induced a nonent of
doubt .

“No,” Hutch said. “It is nmost certainly not aimed at the noonbase.”
“Where, then?” asked Ceorge.

Bill's inmage appeared, on cue, on her overhead screen. H s white hair was
conbed back, and he was wearing a navy blue jacket with his initial, B

enbroi dered on the pocket. “C osest target,” he said, “along the transm ssion
line appears to be a class-K star, catal og KM 449397. Range is forty-three
light-years.”

“That’s pretty far out,” said George.

“So what we’re saying,” said Alyx, “is that whoever’s been planting all these
satellites lives out at this class-K?"

Tor shook his head. “That sounds |ike the sane assunption we made about Safe
Har bor . ”

Bill cleared his throat. He wasn’t fi ni shed.
“What el se, Bill?" said Hutch.

“There’s a possibility the signal just goes through the 97 system There's
another target directly beyond.”

Ceorge sighed. “Wich is what?”



“The Maritime Custer.”
“How far’s that?” asked Alyx.

“Twel ve thousand |ight-years,” said Hutch. Bill’'s eyebrows drew together
i ndicating that she was off by a thousand or two. But he said nothing.

Ni ck’ s voice canme over the comlink: “They have to be in the biozone, don't
they? Wuld this signal carry twelve thousand |ight-years?”

They | ooked at one another, a general confession that no one really knew Not
even Bill ventured a guess.

“Well,” said Hutch, “we sure as hell can't ride out to the Maritines.”
“How | ong woul d it take?” asked Alyx.

“Two, two-and-a-half years.”

“Take a good book,” said N ck

Hutch listened with misgivings while they began to talk up a pursuit to 97.
What's to | ose? Only a few days? Who knows what might be out there? If we
don’t find anything, we just turn around. No big deal

Wthin a few mnutes they' d cast aside all hesitation and were ready to go.

It was as if the I oss of the Condor had happened in another reality. The
probl em was that despite everything they were accustoned to a friendly, safe
environnent. The notion that they could be bitten was foreign to them They'd
been living quiet, safe lives while she’d been watchi ng peopl e make fat al

m st akes. Richard Wald delaying too long at Quraqua, George Hackett
underestimating the crabs on Beta Pac, Gregory MacAllister tal king his way
onto a | ander at Deepsix. She’'d made a few herself, and people had died. She
was nore cautious now, and she was no | onger sure she wanted to find out what
had happened to Preach. He was gone, and nothing would change that. “W have
enough fuel and stores to nake the flight,” she said. “But there' s risk

i nvol ved. ”

“What risk?” asked CGeorge in a condescendi ng tone.
“We still don't know what killed the Condor.”

Pete shrugged it off. “It looks as if it was a defective engine. | understand
t he Condor wasn’t an Acadeny vessel.”

“That’s true,” she said.

“Probably, it didn't have your maintenance standards. | ndependent
owner - operat or. What could you expect?”

“Brawl ey was an acconplished professional,” she said.
“Sorry,” said Pete. “I didn't nmean to offend you.”
“Well,” said George, “we have a decision to make. And | think if we turned

around now and headed home, we'd all regret it. For the rest of our lives.”

They nodded. Pete and Hutch shook hands, and Tor smiled brightly at her.



“Whatever it takes,” he said.

Hut ch wal ked down to mi ssion control and took George aside. “I’'Il be making a
log entry recommendi ng formally agai nst proceeding farther.”

He | ooked bermused. It was time for everyone to be an adult. “Hutch,” he said,
“you have to know what this nmeans.”

“l know what it means. |’ m concerned about safety. And liability. You need to
under stand we’re chasing an unknown. W’ve no idea what we’'re | ooking for, or
what its capabilities nmight be. Since we lost the other ship, we do have a
pretty good idea about its inclinations.”

“Hutch,” he said, “lI wish you could hear yourself. The engi ne room expl oded.
It wasn't gremins.”

“Whatever it mght or might not have been, before we continue with this
mssion, I'mgoing to draft a statenent that I’'lIl want each menber of your
teamto sign. It will stipulate that he or she understands the risk and w shes
to go on anyway. And that the Acadeny, and the captain, are to be held

bl anmel ess.”

Sone of the color drained fromhis face. “OF course,”
But you really don't have to do this.”

he said. “If you insist.

“W’ |l do it anyway. And | should add that if anybody refuses, or says he
doesn’t want to go on, we'll go no farther.”

“That won’t happen.”
Hut ch.”

He was annoyed and defensive. “You re overreacting,

THE MEMPH S COVPLETED a final orbit of Safe Harbor. They | ooked down on the
cl oud- shrouded worl d, and Herman wondered what nane its inhabitants had given
it.

“Earth,” said Al yx.
“How do you mean?”
“What ever the actual termwas,” she said, “it translates to Earth. Hone.”

THE MEMPHI S WOULD need roughly forty-five mnutes at an accel eration slightly
over 3g to get up to junp node. Although that woul d have been intolerable in
an unshi el ded vehicle, the sane technol ogy that provided artificial gravity

al so danpened accel eration forces to about 15 percent. Although that was well
within the tol erance range, and not even particularly unconfortable, it was
enough to require restraints. One did not want to toss off a beer and a
sandwi ch during the operation. Consequently, acceleration to junp was al ways
schedul ed between neal s, and was avoided, if at all possible, during sleeping
hours. And passengers were warned sufficiently in advance that they m ght want
to think about visiting the washroom

Wthin mnutes after Hutch had announced they were ready to begin their voyage
to 97, which nmeant accel eration was about to conmence, Alyx showed up on the
bri dge.

Since the I oss of the Condor, CGeorge and his people seened to have devel oped a
sense that she shouldn’t be left alone. So they took turns keeping her

conpany. Not conmi serating, not being reassuring, but sinmply engaging in snall
tal k and bei ng pl easantly congeni al .



Hut ch, who was sonething of a |oner, would have preferred to be talking with
Bill rather than with sonmeone who felt he had to nmake conversation. But she
appreci ated the effort and conceal ed her feelings.

Al yx was expl aining how this was her first time traveling away from Earth.
“I't’s been a scary experience,” she admtted.

“You've hidden it well,” Hutch said. That wasn’'t exactly true, but it seened
like the right thing to say.

“Thanks. But the truth is, |1’ve been petrified since we left hone. | don't
really like anything where | can’t put ny |leg out the door and touch the
ground.”

When Hut ch | aughed politely, she insisted she was serious. “I want to die in
bed,” she said with a mi schievous snmle. “On ny back.” Like nost wonen, Hutch
was never entirely confortable in the presence of a beautiful rival. Her
reaction to Alyx, however, was colored by the woman’s intelligence and warnth
and maybe her vulnerability. It was hard not to |ike her

“How di d you get involved with the Contact Society?” Hutch asked. *Sonehow you
don't seemthe type.”

“Ch?” Her lips held the sound for a long nmoment. “Are we a type?”

Hut ch grinned, and while she tried to cone up with an inoffensive answer, Alyx
said, “Heads up, shrink loose on the bridge.” Her eyes drifted shut. “Well, |
guess we are a fairly strange bunch, aren’'t we?”

“Vell, um=

“Chasing little green nen is a bit far out.”

“Alittle.”

“l know. But | ook what you’ve been doing for a living.”

“How do you nean?” said Hutch. “l just carry people and supplies back and
forth fromresearch stations.”

“Where they spend nost of their tine digging up ruins.”
“And..?”

“Why do they do that? So they can | earn sonething about the cultures that once
existed there, right?”

“Right. But that’'s what archeol ogists do.”

“And that tends to be the way we think about aliens, isn't it? They' re gone.
Dead and buried.”

“Except for the Noks.”

“Right. Except for the idiots. The ones that are gone, we'd |like to know what
t hey thought about art, whether they had organi zed games, what their fanly
life was |like, whether they had famlies. W' d |like to know how t hey gover ned
t hensel ves, whether they believed in the supernatural, what they nade of
creation. Wether they had nmusic. Do the Noks have mnusic?”



“No,” she said.

“Not even druns?”

“No. No music. No drunms. No dancing.”
“No wonder they’'re always at war.”

They shared a | augh. And Alyx crossed one |l eg over the other. “You think I'ma
fanatic, don’t you?”

“No, | think you re unusual, though.”

“You don't have to hide it, Hutch. | have becone sonmething of a nut. | know
that.”

“I"d never suggest,” said Hutch, “that trying to make contact with a bona fide
intelligence wouldn’t be worthwhile. Probably it would be the all-tinme suprene
event. But the odds are so long. Al the places we’'ve |ooked for so many
years, and all we have are a few Noks and sone ruins.”

“So the only way to exchange views with an alien intelligence is to dig up the
pi eces afterward.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You're inplying it.”

“No,” said Hutch. “What |'’msaying is that the chance of finding themalive is
extremely renote. It’s close to betting on a lottery.” She took a deep breath.
“Civilizations seemto be rare. At |least part of the reason m ght be that

they' re short-lived.”

She nodded. “I know. But we have found evi dence of others |ike ourselves. The
Monument - Makers. And the Hawks. They’'re out there sonmewhere.”

“Maybe. The Mnunent - Makers are now nothing nore than a few savages wanderi ng
around the forests of Beta Pac trying to hunt nmeals. And the Hawks, we just
don’t know.” Evidence for their existence had been found on and around
Deepsi x. But they remmined a nystery. “It just seems to ne that you could
spend the rest of your life |ooking and not find very much.”

“But the pleasure, Hutch, is in the hunt.”

“l suppose.”

“And if we don’t |ook, we'll never find them”

Hutch wasn’t so sure. When we encounter our first real aliens, she thought,

it’s going to be pure accident. I1t’Il happen one day when we turn a corner and
they' Il be there and we’ll shake hands or whatever, and a real first contact
will be nmade. But she didn’t think that any concerted effort would succeed.

What woul d happen is that people |ike George and Alyx would grow old and die
chasing a dream Although there were probably worse things to do with one’s
life.

“You don't agree,” said Alyx.

“I't’s not ny call. But you'll want to belt down. W' re ready to go.”



Al yx sat back, punched the button, and the harness settled around her
“l hope,” said Hutch, “you find what you' re |ooking for.”
TOR STILL LI KED her.

Hutch had realized fromthe first that Tor’s appearance on the mission she was
piloting had been no coi nci dence. But he’d behaved, had waited for her to send
hima signal that his attentions would be wel come, and had carefully refrained
from doi ng anything to put her on the spot. For that she was grateful

Yet maybe she wasn’'t. G ven different circunstances, given sone privacy, and a
chance to be apart as well as together, then she m ght have encouraged him

She’ d enjoyed their time together, and as she | ooked back on it, she wondered
whet her she hadn’t been a bit hasty wal ki ng away from him

He had been an unsuccessful artist with a |ot of ambition and, she had
thought, limted tal ent when they’'d known each other a few years back in
Arlington. It hadn't been much of a romance, really. A few dinners, a couple
of trips to the theater, and not rmuch el se. He was quiet, unassuning, not
nearly as aggressive as the people who had been wandering into and out of her
life over the last few years

At the time she was busy with her career, and involved with a couple of
heartier males. One she’'d lost interest in, one had died. And sonehow there
had been neither the tinme nor the passion for Tor. Now she wondered.

They’ d had a heart-to-heart one evening in which she'd pl eaded her usua
story. Terribly busy. Hectic schedule. Qut of town all the time. You know how
it is. He sent flowers afterward, with a card that she had kept. Love ya, it
said. The only tine he had used the word. And with the colloquial formof the
pronoun, nore or |ess negating the sentinent. Taking no chances.

She hadn’t seen himagain until he’'d boarded the ship at CQutpost.

Now, of course, he was maki ng another pitch, and doing it at the worst
possible time. He often lost his color in her presence, and his voice tended
to change register. But there was sonething ineffably attractive in his
shyness, and in the inpossibility, under ship conditions, of attenpting the
usual ploy of suggesting they go for a wal k together, or have dinner down at
the bistro. There was no way he could get her off to one side, and he mnust
have known that before he came. Myreover, she couldn’t help contrasting him
with Preach.

But he obviously hoped to find a way to spend sorme tinme with her al one,
preferably away fromthe bridge (where the atnosphere wasn’t right). H's
solution, when it cane, surprised her

“Is it possible,” he asked, “to go out onto the hull? | mean, does it violate
any regul ati ons?”

“On the hull?” They were lounging in the common room wth several others.
“No,” she said, drawing the word out, “it doesn’t violate anything. But why
woul d you want to go outside? There's nothing there.” She'd heard the question
bef ore from advent urous passengers, but never during hyperflight.

“I't’s something |I’'ve always wanted to do,” he said.



He was | ooking directly into her eyes, and she wondered what he saw there. *

don’t see why not,” she said. “If you really want to. But 1'll have to go out
with you.”
He nodded, as though he were willing to live with the encunbrance. “l hate to

i nconveni ence you, Hutch.”

She had to give himcredit. Nobody at the table seemed to recogni ze t hat
anyt hi ng out of the ordinary was happening. “Wen would you like to go?”

He delivered an oblique snmle. “I’mnot busy at the nonent. If it’'s
conveni ent.”

“Ckay,” she said.

Al yx asked whet her there was any danger, and she reassured her. Then they
strolled down to the cargo airl ock

He was wearing |loafers and shorts and a soft blue pullover shirt that draped
easily over shoul ders and breast. And he took a mnute to pick up his ease
and a pad.

“There’s not much out there,” she said.

He was adjusting his e-suit. “That’s what makes it interesting.”

She handed hima pair of grip shoes, and he slipped out of the |oafers. Wen
he was ready she opened up and they went out through the airlock onto the

hull. The m st rolled over them

The ship’s artificial gravity field vani shed, and she felt her organs begin to
rise.

“I's this the first time you ve been outside?” he asked, |ooking around at the
fog. “In this?”

It was. She had never before left a ship when it was in the sack. Didn't know
anybody who had. “We mght be making history,” she said.

He blinked and | ooked away, over her shoul der. “Sonething noved over there,”
he said, pointing. “In the cloud bank.”

“I't’s an illusion. It’'s the reason we don’t usually run the view panels during
transition. People see things. They get unnerved.”

“I wasn’t getting unnerved.” He started setting up his easel. There were
magneti c caps on the |egs.

She | ooked around at the fog, nmoving slowy across the hull, front to rear
“What can you possi bly nmake of this?”

He weaved a little, back and forth, a kind of half dance step, inspecting her
i nspecting the mst. “It just takes a little talent. Is it always like this?
Al ways this dense?”

“Yes,” she said. “Pretty much.”
He produced his trademark charcoal and sketched, in a single novenent, a

section of the ship’s hull. He studied Hutch for a few seconds, and drew her
eyes and a slice of jawine, the silhouette of her hair, and added sonme haze.



“It’s quite nice,” she said. He'd cone a long way since the old days in
Arlington

He smiled, yes, it is pretty good, isn't it? And he kept working. Filling in
details. The fog in the sketch grew danp, the ship solid, the eyes |um nous.
When he’ d finished, he signed his nane, Tor, and stepped back to see whether
anyt hi ng additional needed to be done. To give her a better view

She thought he was going to tear the sheet off and give it to her. But he
sinmply stood admring it, and then renoved a cover fromhis vest and pulled it
over the sketch

“Are we finished?” she asked.

“I think that about does it.” He pulled the easel free of the hull and | ooked
toward the airl ock.

Di sappoi nted, Hutch hesitated. In that noment, she wanted to enmbrace him But
he turned away, and the nonment was gone.

He dug into his vest with his free hand and produced a coin. A nickel-plated
dollar. He glanced at her and out into the mi st and she saw what he was goi ng
to do. “Make a wi sh,” she said.

He nodded. “1 already have.” He | obbed the coin into the fog.

She watched it di sappear, and felt a sense of |oss for which she couldn’'t
account. “You know, Tor,” she said, “we’ll be traveling a little bit faster
when we come out of our junp.”

He | ooked anused. She was ki ddi ng hi m

“No. Seriously.”

“Why’' s that?”

“You ever hear of the G eenwater Effect?”

“No. | can't say | have.”

“But you know who Jul es Greenwater was?”

“He had sonething to do with transdi mensional travel.”

“He was one of the pioneers. He established the principle that |inear nmonmentum
is always preserved during hyperflight. \Watever nmonentum you have going in,

you have comi ng out.”

He | ooked off in the direction the coin had gone. “I’mnot sure | follow what
you're saying.”

“The monentum of the coin is preserved. It gets transferred to the Menphis. So
the ship is traveling that nmuch faster when it makes the junp back into
sublight.”

“By a dollar.”

“ YES. ”



“How much does that cone to?”

“l doubt we’'d want to neasure it.”

** Chapter 13

Wio the hunter, then,
And who the prey?
—FLI A RASMJUSSEN, THE LONG PATRCOL, 2167

NEAR THE END of the third day, the Menphis slipped fromthe transdi nensi onal
m sts and coasted back out into sublight space. They were well away fromthe
| ocal sun, which was a snall yell ow orange nai n sequence star

Hutch duly reported their arrival to Qutpost. At about the sane time, she was
i nforned that the John R Sentenasio, a survey yacht, had been dispatched to
Point B. They would record everything they could about Safe Harbor, the
nmoonbase, and the satellites. Wen they had conpleted their mssion, they
woul d be available to follow the Menphis, if there was a reason for themto do
so.

She finished with her duties on the bridge and strolled down to m ssion
control, where Pete had been trying once again to explain to George and the
others that a planetary systemwas a big place, and that finding the

associ ated worlds could take tine. They'd apparently all agreed that this was
so, but they neverthel ess seemed to think that Hutch should be able to work
mracles. | mean, that's what all this super technology is for, right? But
even planets weren't easy to locate in those i mense reaches. So her
passengers becane increasingly inpatient when the first afternoon wore on into
night, and then into a second day, with no results.

They didn't even know what the system | ooked |ike. No one had ever been there

before. Bill estimated a bi ozone between 75 and 160 million kil onmeters out,
and that became their search area. The first object they identified, other
than the sun, was a conet, inbound, its tail trailing mllions of kiloneters
behind it.

Wil e they waited, they played chess and bridge and hunted through the Lost
Termpl e for the Crown of Mapuhr. And they grunbled at Bill, who took it al
very well. “At this point,” he told George cheerfully, “it’s hit or mss. W

just have to be patient.”

Ceorge conpl ai ned about the Al’s good humor and asked whet her Hutch coul dn’t
tune it down a bit. “Dammed thing chatters on, drives ne crazy,” he said.

Bill, who had to have overheard, did not respond. Later, when Hutch tried to
reassure him he comented that he understood about humans. He did not

el aborate, and she did not press him

“W have a target,” he reported near the end of the second night, neaning he
had found a world in the biozone. “It’s on the inner edge, eighty mllion
klicks out.”

They used another day and a half noving into position to intercept. Meanwhil e,
Bill located a second possibility. But it didn't matter: As they slipped onto
a line between the inner world and Point B, the speakers cane alive.

KM 449397-11 WAS a small world, not much bigger than Mars, but it had broad



bl ue oceans and the continents were green and the skies were filled with
cumul us.

A sumer world. Dianond bright in the sunlight. Hutch could hardly bring
herself to believe it. Al nost every planet she had ever seen was sterile. It

m ght have sunlight, and it mght have broad bl ue seas, but inevitably nothing
wal ked, or crawl ed, across its surface, or lived in its oceans. The
overwhel m ng majority of worlds were quiet and enpty.

Yet here, twice in the sane m ssion, they had come across life. Not that much
of it was left at Safe Harbor. Should have naned it Hardscrabble.

Ceorge was beam ng, watching the inages on screen, his hands cl asped behind
his back Iike Nelson at the N le.

Bill reported a stealth satellite. “1’Il scan for others,” he said. “l assune
there will be two nore.”

Mount ai n chai ns ranged everywhere. Vol canoes poured out snoke al ong the shore
of an inland sea. Great rivers divided the |and. There were stornms and ice
caps, and a blizzard worked its way down fromthe north. Two continents were
vi sible, bathed in sunlight.

“I't doesn’t look as if anybody lives there, though,” said Herman. “l don't see
any sign of cities.”

“W're still too far out,” said Pete.
An hour |ater Hutch eased theminto orbit and they approached the term nator
and passed onto the night side.

And there they were! Not the rivers of light they' d hoped for, not London or
Paris, but |ights nonethel ess. Scattered haphazardly across the face of the
pl anet. They flickered, they were dim and they were few in nunber.

Canpfires. O lanps, maybe. Torches. But certainly no noving spotlights. No
electrically illum nated rooftop restaurants.

Nonet hel ess, they were |ights.

They stayed in mssion control, doing nothing other than absorbing their good
fortune, enjoying the warnth of success. Hutch was finally able to throw off
the dark nood that had descended on her with the | oss of the Condor. She

wal ked anong them patting people on the back, trading toasts, exchanging
enbraces, and thoroughly enjoying herself. At one point she saw Tor | ooking at
her 1ongingly and she thought, Now s the monent, took the initiative, and

ki ssed him

The Menphis noved back out into daylight. Over the continents and severa
chains of islands.

Hutch trained the tel escopes on the ground and Bill put the results on-screen
Mostly, it was nountain and forest. Jungle near the equator. Broad plains in
the north of both continents. Herds of animals on the flatlands, and |one
beasts near the rivers.

“There,” said Al yx.

Structures! It was hard to make out the details. They seened to coexist with
prairies and forests, half-hidden by the | andscape, rather than rising over



it.
“Full mag, Bill,” Hutch said.

A harbor city appeared on-screen, unlike anything she had seen before. It
appeared fragile, a place of light and crystal, a cluster of chess pieces,
brilliant in the sunlight. Hutch noticed that no roads connected them And no
ships drifted in the harbor

There were no aircraft, no sign of ground transportation. This society,

what ever it was, did not seemto have access to power. And with that
realization, she understood they had done nothing nore than arrive at another
rel ay point.

LI KE THE STRUCTURES that rose fromthem the forests had a delicate
appearance. No counterpart of the great northern oak was going to be found
here, or of Nok’s ikalas, or of the iron-hard kornmors of Algol IIl. Rather
these seened to be the kind of woodl ands Japanese artists m ght have designed,
subtle, precise, fragile, suggestive of a spiritual dinmension

Here was a nmaple green palace straddling a ridge of hills, and there a pair of
enery-col ored buil dings shaped like turtle shells. The imagers picked out a
cliff dwelling, a group of bal conies and wi ndows carved in the living rock,

| ooki ng out of the face of a precipice. And a series of gleam ng glass

mushr oonms, |ining both banks of a river

They were curious structures. There seened to be no neans of ingress to the
cliff city unless you d brought your clinbing gear. And no bridges crossed the
river, connecting the buildings on either side.

They saw a tower rising out of the symmetry of vines and branches.

They weren't sure at first. It mght have been nerely an odd groupi ng of trees
or linmbs, a natural cage of sorts, but it would have been a very | arge cage

They studied it. Bill extracted it fromits surroundings, tried to strip the
forest away. But it was anchored in the vegetation and you could not renove it
any nore than you could renbve a cave fromthe side of a mountain. Bill turned

it about, displayed it fromevery angle.

Here was a roof, and there a set of supports. It alnost seened to be
constructed of branches and vines, wild in thensel ves, yet part of an overal
desi gn.

As Hutch watched, a large bird appeared in an al cove, spread enornous Ww ngs,
and | aunched itself like a great swan into the sky.

“Bill,” she said.
The Al knew what she wanted. He magnified the inage.

The swan wore clothing! A loose-fitting tunic was draped across near-hunman
shoul ders. It had linbs that m ght have been arnms and legs. And it had a face.
Its skin was light, and golden hair, or feathers, tunmbled down its back. The
wi ngs were patterned in white and gold, and as they watched the creature
soared to another |evel of another structure, alighted gracefully, and stepped
out of view

Alyx was first to make the obvious observation. “It | ooked |like an angel,” she
sai d.



A pair of the creatures appeared, and rose fromthe trees. They swirled
gracefully around each other in an aerial dance with a vaguely sexual flavor.

“We’'ve cone to Paradise,” said Herman.

They were all gawking at the i mages and somebody said how by God it was the
nost beautiful place he’'d ever seen and who woul d have believed it.

“How soon can we be ready to go down?” Ceorge asked.

Hut ch hadn't expected that such a nmoment would arrive, and she was caught off

guard. She hadn’t considered what night happen if they actually found a set of
aliens. It all seened so preposterous.

“Ceorge,” she said, “let’s go up on the bridge for a mnute.”

He frowned, and she knew he wanted no cautious advice, but he followed al ong.

The others turned to watch, and Hernman said, “Don’t be hard on him Hutch. He
nmeans wel | .”

They al | | aughed.

“I't’s not a good idea,” she said when they were al one.

“Why not ?”

“We don’t know anyt hi ng about these creatures. You don’t want to go barging in
down there.”

“Hutch.” Hi s voice suggested she needed to cal mdown. “This is why we cane.
El even people died to put us here. And you want me to, what, wave and go
home?”

“Ceorge,” she said, “for all you know they could be headhunters.”

“Hutch,” he said soothingly, “they’ re angels.”

“We don’t know what they are. That’s ny point.”

“And we never will know until we go down and say hello.”
“Ceorge—=
“Look, Hutch, | hate to put it this way, but you re one of the nore negative

people | know. Have a little faith in us.”
“You could get killed,” she said.

“W’re willing to take our chances.” They hadn’t made the bridge. They had in
fact come to a stop outside the holotank. But they were alone so it didn't
matter. “Hutch, listen. We’re all doing sonething we’ve dreanmed about for a
lifetime. If we sit around up here and |l ook at the pictures, and call sonebody
else in, it’'s going to be like—="

“—You backed off at the critical noment.”

“That’s right. That’'s exactly right.” He pressed his fingers against his
tenpl es, nmassaged them but never took his eyes fromher. “I’mglad you
under stand.”



“l hope you understand that anyone who goes down there is putting his life on
the line.”

He nodded. “Do you know what we’ve been doing all our |ives? Making noney. And
that’s about it. Alyx, she's been running glorified strip shows. N ck does
funerals. Pete, of course, did Universe. Herman’s not that well-off, but it’s
what his life is about. Every day he goes to a job he doesn’t |ike very much.
Just to pay the bills. Ask himwhat he’s nost afraid of. You know what he’l
tell you? You know what he told me once?”

Hut ch wai t ed

“That he’'d get to the end of his life and di scover he hadn’t been anywhere.”
H s eyes bored into her. “Tor’s the exception. He was born into noney. You
know why he was at Qutpost? Because he wants his work to be sonething nore
than wal |l hangings for rich people.”

Hut ch t hought she knew why Tor was out on that renote noon, and she didn't
believe it had nmuch to do with wall hangings. But she let it go. “Ceorge,” she
said, “you're taking a terrible chance if you go down there. Don't do it.”

“Captain,” he said, “I own the Menphis. | can order what | want. But | don't
want to do that. 1'd like it very much if you tried to understand what this
means to us. To all of us. Even if we were to | ose sonebody.” He shrugged.
“Tal k to anybody back there, and you’ll hear that this is why we came. And
it’s all we really care about.”

She took a | ong nonent, | ooked down the enpty passageway. “The others feel the
same way?”

“Yes.”

“Even Pete?”

“Especially Pete.”

She nodded. “Wat do you want from ne?”
“Your perm ssion.”

“You said it yourself. You don't need it.”
“I want it anyhow. ”

She took a |long deep breath. “Damm you, George,” she said, “I won’t give it.
The landing is too dangerous. Leave it to the professionals.”

He | ooked at her, disappointed. “I assume you' |l remain here.
“No,” she said. “You need sonebody riding shotgun.”

“Ckay,” he said.

“I wish we had a shotgun.”

THERE WAS NO legitimate way she could stop them If she refused to pilot the
| ander, they could have Bill take them down. She could direct Bill to refuse
i nstructions fromthem but CGeorge was the owner, and she really could not

legally do that. Hell, maybe they were right. Maybe she was being
overprotective. They were, after all, adults. If they wanted to be front and



center when history was made, who was she to stand in the way?

She sent off a report, explaining what the ship’s owner proposed to do and
recordi ng her reservations. Then she collected her laser cutter (which was the
cl osest thing the Menphis had to a weapon), and went down to the shuttle bay.

They were all there, ready to go. Tor, believe it or not, with his easel; Pete
and George in earnest conversation; N ck, wearing a coat and tie, as though
the occasion were formal; Herman, in black boots and carrying a connecting bar
fromshe thought—-his bed, presumably in case defense was needed; and Alyx, in
a junpsuit, |looking as good as the angels.

There was much of the atnosphere of a Sunday afternoon

Alyx and Herman appeared a trifle wary. Brighter than the rest, she deci ded.

She reviewed the e-suits with them There’'d be no air tanks this time. The
at nosphere, she expl ai ned, was oxygen-rich. “You' |l have a converter.”

“Could we live with the suit off?”

“For a while. But | don't recomend it.” She passed out the converters, showed
themhow to clip themto their vests. “They’'Il go on when the suit activates,”
she expl ained. “You don’t have to do anything.”

They sm |l ed back at her, a bit nervously, she thought. They’ re not sure about
this. Even George. But they’d commtted thensel ves so they were stuck and
nobody was going to back out. Hutch opened the | ander hatch, and they clinbed
in. After everybody was seated, she closed up and opened a channel to the Al.
“Bill,” she said.

“Yes, Hutch.”

“I'f we're not back in twenty-four hours, and you haven't heard anything to the
contrary fromme, take the ship hone.” She felt the nobod change around her
That was good. Just what she wanted.

“Yes, Hutch. May | ask how severe the danger is?”

“W've no idea.”

“I wish,” said George, who was beside her, “you wouldn't play these ganes.
W' re nervous enough.”

Yeah. “You have reason to be nervous, Ceorge,” she said.
He | ooked angrily at her, but he let it go.

Bill evacuated the air fromthe bay, and the |aunch doors opened. Her board
went green, and they eased out of the spacecraft.

“I hadn’t thought this through very well, | guess,” said George. “But do we
have a way to speak to then? So that they can hear us?”

“There’s a switch on the harness.” She showed him “It’ll turn on a speaker
for you.”

“Excellent.” He'd brought a pair of portable I anps and fabrics and a coupl e of
el ectronic devices. “To use as gifts,” he expl ai ned.



“Going to trade with the natives,” said Al yx, anused at the prospect.
“Listen,” said George, “nothing to | ose.”

“Hut ch.”

She put the Al’s voice on the cabin speaker. “Yes, Bill?”

“There is another stealth. One-twenty degrees around the orbit fromthe first
one. It seens to be the sane arrangenent as Safe Harbor.”

Pete | eaned forward and signaled he wanted to talk to the Al.

“Co ahead,” said Hutch.

“Bill, are you |l ooking for the second set?”

“OfF satellites? Yes, | am Pete. | will report when, and if, | find them”

“It’s beginning to | ook,” said Tor, “as if what we really have is a group of
interstellar busybodies.”

THE TEAM HAD decided on its landing site before | eaving the Menphis. Two
relatively small clusters of spires and minarets rose out of the mddle of a
pl ain, on opposite sides of a river, in the center of a Britain-sized island
in the southern hem sphere. The river was wi de and sl eepy. No boat noved
across its surface. There was no jetty, no beach on which sw mrers mi ght have
gat hered, no boat house, no buoy.

Vel |, thought Hutch, if | had a large pair of wings, |’'d probably stay away
fromdeep water nyself. She wondered how t hey showered.

The sun was rising as they descended toward the twin settl enments.

“There,” said Hutch, indicating her preference for a | anding spot.

“That’s a long way fromthe popul ated area,” said Nick

About six kilonmeters. She’d have preferred naybe twenty, but she knew George
woul dn’t stand for it. Still, it was a decent site. The land was flat, they
were well away fromthe foliage that grew in clusters, so nothing could cone
up on themw thout their seeing it.

“It’s good,” said CGeorge. “Do it.”

The | ander descended through a few wi sps of gray cloud into the clear
early-nmorning air. There were no structures in the i medi ate area, and not hing
noved.

They dropped gently to the ground.

Hut ch pointed their scopes at the settlenents and put the pictures on the

di spl ays. No one seened to have noticed their arrival. The locals drifted

undi sturbed through the sky. Qthers lingered on open porches in the towers. An
idyllic life, indeed.

Vel |, what else would you expect from angel s?

Uh- oh.



“What, Hutch?”

Soneone had apparently seen them come down. The towers had open decks at al
| evel s. On one, across the river, several of the inhabitants had gathered.
They | ooked excited. “And | do believe they' re pointing at us.”

CGeorge got out of his seat and started for the airlock. Fearless Ceorge
Probably felt he had to go first.

“Don’t forget your suit,” she said.
“Ch.” He grinned sheepishly, hit the controls, and pulled on his vest. She
connected the converter for him and for the others.

A few angels were in the air, approaching.

“Keep in mnd,” she said, “the envelope is there to provide breathable air and
climate control. It forns a hard shell around the face only. Oherwise it’'s
flexible. That means it won’t protect you from weapons. Somebody hits you with
a rock, you' re going down.” She gazed around the cabin to assure herself
everyone understood. “lI'mgoing to match the cabin environnent to the outside
and just open up. That way, if we have to cone back in a hurry, there'll be no
jamup at the | ock.

“l suggest you stay together, and don't go nore than a couple of steps from
the I ander. George, who's going to hold the fort?”

Ceorge | ooked puzzled. “Wat do you nmean?”
“Somebody stays inside, out of harnmis way. Just in case.”

He | ooked around for a volunteer. Looked finally at Alyx, but when she said
not hing, Nick said he’'d stay. Hutch got out of her seat and Nick eased into
it. “Bill,” she said, “take direction fromN ck.”

“Acknow edge.”

One of the creatures glided past and hovered nonentarily over the lander. It
was obviously fenale. Herman tried to get a better |ook. But he nust have
nmoved too quickly, and the thing soared away. Hutch thought it had seened
frightened. A second one settled to the ground. A male. His large white w ngs
caught the sunlight, then fol ded snobothly behind him There was no sign of
weapons.

Pete had joined George at the lock, waiting for her to open up. She took the
cutter out of her vest, showed it to George, and | ooked nmeaningfully at him
Last chance. His eyes slid away from her

She tried to edge past him but he squared his shoul ders and bl ocked t he way.
“l think the men should be the first ones out.”

They were all watching the creature with a mxture of admiration and di squiet.
If | can keep themin here a little |Ionger, she thought, they night change
their mnds and back away.

But CGeorge had lost all patience, or maybe he wanted to get it over with. She
opened the | ock and | ooked out.

“He’ s beautiful,” said Al yx.



He was indeed. Features neither entirely human nor avian, but an exotic blend
of both. CGolden eyes and tawny feathers and | ean rmuscul ar |inbs. And an

enor nous wi ngspread. Hutch was rem nded of Petraska' s fampus portrait of St

M chael .

H s eyes were placed sonmewhat back, al nbst al ong the sides of the skull. He

| ooked at themwi th curiosity, found her, and fastened his attention on her
She saw curiosity in that gaze, and intelligence. And sonmething wild. Al yx was
right: He was beautiful. But in the manner of a | eopard.

H s skull was slightly narrower than a human’s. He tilted his head in the way
that parrots do when they're trying to catch one’'s attention. His |ips parted
in a half smle, and she thought she caught the glint of fangs. She fought
down a chill—bon't junmp to concl usi ons—but pushed the stud on the cutter and
felt power begin flow ng through the instrunent.

Alyx’s voice came frombehind her. “Are we sure we want to do this, George?”
“Yes! My God, child, are you serious?”

A second angel swept in, another male, and the |anding brought him

hal f-running toward the | ander. But he stopped and held out his hands, the way
one mght to indicate he is not carrying a weapon. Al yx had noved in directly
behi nd Hutch. “He's gorgeous,” she said. “They both are.”

She wondered if Alyx had seen the incisors.

Despite the wings they were clearly manmal i an. They wore vests that reveal ed
nost of the upper body, and leggings that fell to the shins. But their |ower
linbs ended in claws, not feet.

Not quite so angelic, after all.

Hut ch | ooked past Ceorge, who was shifting his weight, getting ready to | eave
the airl ock. The ground was covered with soft, green grass. “l just noticed

somet hi ng,” she sai d.

“What ?” asked Pete, as he joined her. He was holding a necklace in his left
hand. A gift.

“There are no birds here anywhere.”

Ceorge clinbed ponderously down. Pete and Hutch foll owed, noving out on either
side. The gravity was probably only about 80 percent of a standard gee, but
after the light one-quarter they'd been living in, it was a burden. Ceorge
snm | ed and waved. The femal e swept past, arced back, and fl oated down, w ngs
spread wi de.

“I don't think,” said George, “l understand what you're trying to say.”

“Where are the birds?”

He sighed. “How would | know?” And then, to the angels: “Hello. Geetings from
Earth.”

W conme in peace
M chael took a tentative step forward. He was only a few centineters taller

than she, a creature of inpossible grace. The wi nd whi spered across his wi ngs.
He was studying her again, his eyes connecting with hers, then traveling down



her body and coming to rest at last on the cutter.

Hs |lips parted, and she saw the begi nning of an accusation in his glance. But
then it dissolved into a smle. If the rest of themwere Iike this bunch, she
suspected, and if they were really friendly, interspecies rel ationships
couldn’t be far off.

“They don’t seemat all scared of us,” said Tor, over the comon channel

Bill told themto be careful.

Ceorge stepped forward, past Hutch, and offered his hand. M chael raised a
wing partway and let it settle again.

The second angel had dark blue feathers and dark eyes that one coul d al npst
have described as nelancholy. H's wings displayed a conpl ex red-and-white
pattern. Gabriel, possibly.

Pete held out the bracelet. It was cheap, silver-plated. But if you didn't
know better ...

“Pete,” Hutch told him “you’re getting too far fromthe |ander.”

Herman stood in the open hatch, hesitating. Then he stepped down.

Still no birds. Maybe this world didn't have birds. Was that possible? They'd
been everywhere else, in one formor another, wherever large | and ani nal s had
evol ved.

Two nore of the creatures | anded, one male, one fenale.

The bracel et sparkled in the sunlight.

Gabriel’s eyes traveled fromPete to the bracelet to Hutch. Back to the
bracel et. Hutch thought she detected contenpt.

The angel s spread out a few paces to either side.

Alyx was preparing to junp down fromthe lock. Tor, with his easel, was behind
her .

“Stay put,” said Hutch, privately.
“ W]y?”
“Just do it.”

Gabriel took the bracelet. He turned and held it out for one of the fenmnles.
She came forward, accepted it, frowned at it. Wiat was it for?

Despite everything, despite the nobility of their appearance, despite the
conplete lack of any threatening gesture, despite the fact that she had begun
entertaining | ascivious ideas about both Mchael and Gabriel, Hutch knew,
absol utely knew, something was w ong.

Two nore appeared over the river, circled the |ander, and started down. They
were starting to draw a substantial crowd.

“Gve me wings like that,”
streets at night.”

Alyx said, “and no nale woul d be safe on the



Touchi ngly nodest, thought Hutch. The woman hardly needed w ngs.

M chael raised his right hand, pal mout, and spoke. A few words, delivered in
a rich baritone. She could al nost understand the words. Thank you. O Hello.
Wl conme to Paradise

One of the femal es was edging around, trying to get an angle on the open
hat ch.

“Hut ch,” demanded Al yx, “what’s going on?”
“I don’t know yet. Just stay in the |lander.”

The fenal e advanced a few paces, covering about half the ground between the
| ander and Pete, who had taken Gabriel’s hand and was shaking it. dd friends,
wel |l nmet. Pete was considerably bigger than the angel

Her man nmust have sensed it too. He noved up and stood beside Hutch

Al'l of the angels seemed unobtrusively to be closing in. Hutch noticed that
Pete was cut off fromthe airlock. She retreated a step to get her back to the
| ander. “Heads up, Pete,” she said.

He actually turned and snmiled pleasantly at her. Don’'t worry. Everything' s
under control. These are friends. It was as far as he got.

Gabriel’s smile widened and Hutch saw the incisors again. They sank into
Pete's throat while one of the females junped himfrom behind. M chael went
for George, who, in the time-honored tradition of amateur adventurers, froze.
Her man trundl ed past her and threw hinmself into the struggle.

The fenmal e that had gotten between Hutch and the airlock showed her a set of
claws, smiled, and flew at her. Hutch went down as another one glided past,
trying to get at the airlock

It all happened with blazing speed. The angels had acted sinultaneously, as if
some signal had passed anmong them nuch the way birds seemto | eave a stand of
trees at the same nmonent. Hutch’s cutter blinked on and she drove the beam
into her attacker’s midsection as the creature tried to claw her. It screaned
and went down in a fury of feathers and shri eks.

Hutch rolled it away, got a quick glinpse of nore fangs, jabbed upward and
mssed. It was Gabriel, and it gasped and swi ped at her with |ong talons. She
got lucky: they hit the hard shell that covered her face, and she swung the

| aser with everything she had. It took off parts of wi ng and shoul der and bit
into its neck. A dark brown liquid spurted out. It screaned and | eaped into
the air.

Her man yanked M chael off George. It turned on himand raked him Hutch ramed
the cutter into one of its |legs as Herman col | apsed.

Because she possessed the sol e weapon, Hutch quickly becane the focal point of
the battle. She swung the | aser blade with deft precision, discovering to her
surprise that she enjoyed slashing the sons of bitches. Every time the weapon
struck hone, biting through flesh and bl ood, she knew an exhilaration quite
apart fromany enotion she’'d felt before. The air was filled with shrieks and
SCreans.

Ceorge staggered to his feet, covered with blood. Herman was bl eeding froma



dozen wounds. Ceorge saw him and bell owed with rage. The angels were al
smal l er than he, and lighter, and they went after himas he tried to go to
Herman's aid. He | anded a series of furious punches on one. It bit down on his
arm and hung on while he hammered it into unconsci ousness, then shook it off,
let it fall, and turned to go after the others.

But he was dazed. Hutch got to his side and drew hi mback. “Don’t be an idiot.
Get to the airlock.”

She gave him a push and turned to help Herman. He lay still while the
creatures clawed him trying unsuccessfully to get through the Flickinger
field. Hutch took a wing off one and the others came for her. N ck’s voice
how ed in her ear: “They're killing Pete. My God, Hutch, they’' re savages.”

Yes, they are. Pete was trying to fight off two attackers. He screaned as they
took turns tearing at him Inside his e-suit, blood oozed out of a dozen
wounds. Briefly, his eyes met hers. It was a ghastly nmoment, the one she would
carry out of the battle and never forget. Then, before she could get to him
he was down.

The sky seened filled with wings and claws. Hutch was trying to fight her way
forward, but something caught her shoul der, raked her, and Al yx’s voice
sounded on the link, “Don’t, Hutch.” A nmpost hysterical: “You can’t help him”

Damrit, Hockel mann. | told you this would happen. She saw that George had a
clear run at the airlock. Then the thing on her back was trying to get at her
t hroat and saliva dripped out of its mouth. My God, it was M chael, who had

| ooked so handsone nmonents before. She twisted around, hit himw th the hee
of her left hand, and drove the blade through his shoul der. He screanmed and
broke free and she went down, rolled over, and whi pped the weapon agai nst his
thi gh. He how ed, gave her an outraged | ook, and fluttered off.

Pet e was gone and she got up and charged the spot where he’'d been while Al yx
cried No, no, don’t do it. One of the things tried to get the cutter out of
her hand and there was a brief frantic struggle, claws around her wist, claws
at her back, an armaround her throat. Then Tor was there and she was free
again, still welding the weapon, |ook out, she al nbst took out Tor, and they
wer e backing toward the |ander.

The things retreated a bit, gave themroom Behind them N ck and Al yx dragged
Ceorge inside, out of harm s way.

One of the males got to Alyx, grabbed her by an arm Wngs beating furiously,
it tried to westle her out of the airlock. Tor hit it with a wench. Ht it
again. Alyx spilled onto the ground. It was struggling with Tor when Hutch
arrived. She junped onto the |adder, brought the cutter down through a calf,
slicing off a claw. Mre shrieks. And nore brown bl ood fountaining. She
slashed it again, and the thing let go and, punping its wings furiously, rose
into the sky, where one of its fellows attacked it.

Alyx was on her feet, clinbing back up. Tor seized her wist, and boosted her
into the airlock. Hutch tunbled in behind her. Someone grabbed her arm and
pul l ed her into the cabin. She heard the hatch cl ose.

“No,” she cried, “Herman and Pete are still out there.”
“Doesn’t matter anynore.” Tor’s voice trenbled. They coul d hear the things
clawing at the hull, janm ng knives into the wi ndscreen, trying to pry it

| oose. Alyx took the cutter away fromher and turned it off. “Bill,” said

Ni ck, “take us up.” Blood ran down his face and arm



“Acknow edge,” said Bill. The lander trenmbled as the engines cane on. And it
began to rise. The conmoti on outsi de becanme even nore frenzied.

THEY RETURNED TO t he Menphis to repair the wounded. Hutch and George were both
cl awed and gouged. They submitted to Bill’s patchwork mnistrations, then took
tranks and went to bed. When they were safely out of the way, Tor and Nick
agai nst Alyx’'s protests, took the | ander back down, |anded after dark, and
recovered the bodies. They’' d been hacked nercilessly and left by the river.
Their Flickinger fields gl owed when the lanmplight hit them

They were approaching the Menphis on the return flight when Bill’'s voice cane
over the link. “1 did not want to disturb Captain Hutchins,” he said. “But I
t hought someone should know. | found the other ring.”

Nei t her Tor nor Ni ck had any idea what he was tal king about. “Wat’s the other
ring, Bill?”

“Three nore stealths. There's another relay. Another outbound signal.”

** Chapter 14

Passi on makes us cowards grow, Wat nmade us brave before.
—JOHN DRYDEN, AN EVENING S LOVE, 11, 1671

“WHAT DO YOQU want ne to say?” CGeorge hurled the question at her, across the
common room The wounds on his | eg and both shoul ders were cenented toget her
and w apped.

Hut ch had said nothing to provoke the outburst, but he nmust have seen it in
her eyes. Like him she was glued together. Ankle, thigh, waist, and neck had
been sl ashed. Al yx had given her another trank, and she' d slept soundly

t hrough a second night. The painkillers were working fine, but everything was
secured to prevent novenent.

Tor was with them seated quietly at a console, reading sonething. He turned
at the comment and | ooked first at George, then over at Hutch

Everyone had studi ously avoi ded di scussing the judgnent that had led to the
event. Instead, there were only general conments. Never had a chance.

Damed savages.
“Nobody’ s accusing you,” said Tor quietly.
“She is.”

Hutch was |ying on her back, her head propped up on pillows. “Don’t push it,
Ceorge,” she said.

“So what happens now?” asked Tor, trying to change the flow of conversation
“We report in, fold our tent, and go hone,” said Hutch

The roomgrew still. “Can’t do that, Hutch,” George said evenly.

“What do you nmean? What woul d be the point of hangi ng around here?”

“lI wasn’t suggesting we hang around here. W’ve nothing to |l earn fromthese



savages.”

“I'sn’t that what this was supposed to be about? Go out and talk to the O hers?
Fi nd out what they think?” She realized what he was contenplating. To the
degree that the cenent would allow her, she turned her head to | ook at him
“No,” she said. “This is the end.”

“You are enployed by nme, Hutch. 1’1 decide when it’s the end.”
“You know,” she said, “I could shut this operation down anytine.”

“I know that. Don’t you think |I know that? But you’'re under contract. W have
an agreement.”

“lI don’t have to stand by while you kill yourself.”

Tor got between them and | ooked down at her. “Hutch,” he said, “we want to go
on. To find out what this is about.”

To foll ow anot her outbound signal

She cl osed her eyes and visualized the planet-w de receiver forned by the
three stealths, collecting the transnission coming in fromPoint B, naybe
addi ng sonething it picked up down in the country of the angels, relaying it
over to a second planetwi de system a transmitter, conposed of three nore
stealths, and forwardi ng the signal Yhere? And to what purpose?

“Along the rimof the bubble,” said Tor. “Actually, the transnission angles
back toward the bubble. In the general direction of Qutpost.”

“Fourteen degrees above the plane of the gal axy,” George said.

“I't’s not exactly ained near Qutpost,” Tor corrected hinself. “But it’s close

enough.”

“It’s aimed toward the Mendel son Cluster,” said George.

“The Mendel son Cluster’s a long way of f.”
“W're sure it doesn’t go that far,” said Tor. “Looks as if the new target is
either a class-G 156 light-years away, or a red supergiant at nore than 400
light-years. Probably the supergiant. The track passes at about 50 A U s out
fromthe class-G’

“Whi chever it is,” said Hutch, “it’'s a pretty good ride.”

“We can’t just walk away fromit,” said George. “Especially now.” He was
tal ki ng about Pete and Her man.

Tor nodded and sat down on the edge of her couch. “What we want to do is to
stay with it. W' re far beyond the kind of discovery we started out wth.
There’s a network here. W have to figure out what it’'s about, Hutch. So we
need to keep going. But we’ve tal ked, and we know you were right. So we |earn
fromour mistakes. We becone a little nore cautious. Use conmpbn sense.”
“Alot nore cautious,” said Hutch

Ceorge’s eyes closed. “Yes,” he said. “W're all in agreenment on that.”

“I's everybody in agreenment about continuing?”



“We discussed it |ast night. Nobody wants to turn back.”
“How | ong to get there?” asked Ceorge.
“The nearer one, el even days. One way.”

“That’s not so bad,” he said. “Wiy don't we just go take a | ook? See what’'s
there? And we’ Il handle it as Tor suggests. W take no chances.”

Hut ch cl osed her eyes and examined the little globs of |ight exploding behind
her eyelids. “We're starting to run into a supply problem” she said. “W're
not equi pped to tack on another three weeks.”

“What do we need?” asked George.

“Food. Nobody expected the mission to go this long.”

“Surely we can do sonething about that,” said Tor. “You could have them send a
supply ship. Meet us somewhere. Look at what the Acadeny is getting from
this.”

It went quiet again. Hutch could not sort out her own feelings. The m ssion
her side of it, had lost two people. And who knew what | ay ahead? She wasn’t a
researcher. Her entire career had been devoted to noving people and supplies
around. She had happily left others to stick their noses into dark corners.

Still, she enpathized with the Contact people. They were onto something pretty
substantial. Well beyond anything the superlum nals had found before. Sonmebody
was out there, sonmebody they mght talk to, sonebody who was apparently
interested in neutron stars and living civilizations. After all these years,

it would be a splendid door to open. And she had a chance to be there, on the

threshold. Wth this least likely of crews. “lI have a suggestion,” she said.
“Ceorge, why don't you get on the hypercomm tell the director what we’ ve run
into. If nobody has an objection, we'll go take a | ook at the closer target.

The class G If the director agrees, they mght be willing to dispatch a
second ship from Qutpost. They can bring sandwi ches and nmeet us at the
target.”

“Suppose there’s nothing there,” said Tor. “Suppose the transm ssion is ained
at the supergiant?”

“We deal with that when we have to,” said Hutch
“Suppose,” said George, “they won't send the second ship?”

“They will,” said Hutch. “The discovery’s too big. Wien we report what we
have, there’'ll be a fleet running up our rear ends.”

GEORGE' S BODY HEALED nore quickly than his psyche ever would. He sent a report
of the Paradise incident to the Society’s acting secretary which, follow ng on
the deaths of ten of their coll eagues on the Condor, would be devastating. It
was even nore painful for him personally because he could not avoid the fact
that he was responsible for the deaths of two close friends.

It was as if their loss had been a direct result of his poor judgnent. Yes,

t hey had understood the danger and accepted it willingly; yes, he had put no
pressure on anyone; yes, he had accepted the sanme risk as the others, had in
fact stood in the forefront.



Nonet hel ess, they were dead, Pete struck down in the early stages of the
attack, Herman killed while coming to George’ s defense.

Hut ch had sent out the required reports to the Acadeny and to the Depart ment
of Transportation, which would duly conduct their investigation of the

i nci dent. But George would have to handle the nmore difficult procedure,
notifying Herman’s wi dow Emma, and Pete’s famly. A son and daughter there.

Wll, it was the responsibility of the chief of mssion, he supposed. It was a
task he’ d never given thought to before setting out.

He had al ways believed that one day he’'d succeed at his one prinme anbition
that he’'d make contact. It had happened, and it should have brought with it a
sense of absolute pleasure. Even if the contact had come with savages. (Wo
coul d have thought?) So everything was skewed, and it had brought unrelenting
bitterness down on his head.

Why had he not |istened?
Hut chi ns had been right, and for that reason he resented her

And yet... He knew in his heart that, given the sane situation, he'd make the
sanme choice. How coul d he not? Even to show nore caution, to hide in the

| ander, to have waved at the angels from behind a safe barricade of netal, the
hat ches | ocked and bolted, these would have been despicable acts, inviting
someone with nore heart to arrive and seize the glory.

There were tinmes when it was necessary to face hazard, to throw the dice in
the face of events and await the outcone. This had been one of those tines,
and if people were dead, then that was the occasional cost of enterprise. One
could not always put safety up front as the prine goal. Do that, and who woul d
ever achi eve anything of note?

But still, the loss of Pete, and of his old friend Herman, cut himto the
soul . And during those first days after the event, even the tranks coul d not
hel p him

Ceorge sent nessages of condol ence to the two famlies. H s voice caught and
he struggled to maintain his conmposure. Wen he’d finished he Iay back on his
couch and stared at the overhead.

Bef ore | eavi ng Paradi se, they held their second menorial service.

Hut ch posted virtual inmages of Herman and Pete, and everyone paid tribute. As
the ship' s captain, she was expected to make the final remarks.

She observed that she had known both men for a relatively short tine, but that
t hey had been am abl e conpani ons, that they seenmed to be honest nen, faithful
to their responsibilities, and that she’d been proud to venture with theminto
dark places. Pete, she pointed out, had put hinself wi thout hesitation into
danger. He had led the way and nade hinself a prinme target.

Her man had gone unhesitatingly to the assistance of his friends, and had
consequently lost his life. What nore need be sai d?

THE FLI GHT TO the cl ass- G was subdued. They ran some sins, but they did not
participate. Nick no | onger rode across the desert in his purple turban, in a
desperate race to rescue Alyx and Hutch fromthe licentious grasp of a warlord
who, in the earlier days of the m ssion, had resenbl ed George, but now | ooked
like a standard heavy fromcentral casting. Al yx no |onger appeared as the



hal f - naked jungl e queen Shambi ya, chasi ng down poachers and gunrunners. Tor
had stopped running Rick’s Cafe in Casabl anca.

They pl ayed bridge, and they tal ked nore, and read nore. The party atnosphere
had been left at Paradi se. Meantime, Hutch and George recovered fromtheir
injuries, and she began to watch with sonme concern as their food dw ndl ed.
They woul d be down to | ess than a two-week supply when they arrived at their
destination. But Qutpost reported that their request had been duly relayed to
t he Acadeny, and that a relief vessel, the Wendy Jay, was en route.

Four days out, a panicky nmessage cane in fromVirgil, who, still westling
with the | oss of the Condor, now found herself |ooking at two nore fatalities.
“Put together conplete reports,” she told Hutch, specifying the areas she
want ed detail ed. “Take no further chances. |I don’t care what el se happens, we
don’t want any nore deaths.”

But the director stopped short of turning the nission around. Presumably she
didn't feel she had the authority to do that, Hutch deci ded.

Alyx sat down with her on the bridge one evening to tell her she was having
troubl e getting past the attack

“Me, too,” Hutch confessed. It had been the nost terrible thing she'd ever
seen. Wrse even than the arny crabs on Beta Pac. It was frozen in her

consci ousness, sonething she replayed again and again, feeling the stark

revul sion and terror that she was no | onger sure had even been present during
the original event, when she’'d been too busy trying to stay alive to pay
attention to her reaction. And there was sonething el se she’d noticed about

t he experience. “I enjoyed killing the sons of bitches,” she said. “I ripped a
few of them open, and | enjoyed every mnute of it.”

“l can understand,” said Alyx.

She shook her head. “It’'s the first time |’ve ever |ooked anything in the eye
and killed it,” she said.

“I felt the same way. | wished I'd had a gun.”
“I't’s just a part of nyself that | never saw before.”

Al yx had been having probl ens, too. She tal ked about bad dreams. Fangs and
retractable claws. “That’'s what | renmenber, the way they just appeared.” And
then she said the thing that Hutch woul d al ways renmenber: “It’s like

di scovering the universe doesn’t run on the rules you thought it did. It’'s
like standing at a bus stop at night and seeing the guy beside you turn into a
werewol f. The angels were terrible. But what really disturbs me is just
knowi ng such a thing could exist.”

During the next few days Al yx cane back, and they tal ked about it again, and
Hutch didn't say much but nostly just |istened. Sometines the conversation
went in other directions. They tal ked about anbitions, men, clothes, what |ay
ahead. But inevitably they returned to the terrible moments on the ground.

Gradual ly, Hutch’s own tendency to relive the experience began to fade. And
the enotions associated with it fused into a kind of nunbness. Sonething she
coul d package and put away in a | ocked roomthat she sinply did not visit
anynor e.

Meantime, she and Alyx forged a strong bond of enpathy with each other



THEY WERE STILL a couple of days away fromthe class-G when Tor appeared on
the bridge. He didn’t seemto have much to say, but sinply asked how she was
hol di ng up.

“I"'mfine,” she said.

“You seened down.”

“I thought everybody seened a bit down.”

“Touché.” He sighed. “The flight hasn't exactly been a barrel of |aughs, has
it?”

“Not exactly,” she said.

“l know this has been especially hard on you.”

She shrugged. “It’s been hard on us all.”

“I'f there’s anything I can do..

She sm | ed her appreciation. “Thanks, Tor. | know ”
“Don't hesitate to ask.”

“l won't.”

“What do you think we'll find up ahead?”

“Anybody’ s guess,” she said. She had the sense of drifting down an endl ess
track, littered with invisible satellites.

He gazed at her a long nonment. “Hutch, | wish we’d had nore tine together. In
the Arlington days.”

So did she. But that was a fresh realization, and she couldn’t entirely
subnerge a trace of resentnment that he hadn’t tried a bit harder to hold on to
her. “Me too,” she said in a neutral voice. “My schedul e just never seened to
all ow much tine for socializing.”

“I know,” he said. “I understand.” He smled, and she thought he was going to
do it again, nod politely, excuse hinself, |leave the room and not bring it up
anynore. Or at |east not for several nore years, after which he’d show up
agai n unexpectedly, inmplying that yes, he’d |oved her all along, and he w shed
t hi ngs had gone differently. Damm you, Tor

“I just wanted you to know,” he was saying, “that |’ve always thought you were
pretty special.”

“That’s nice,” she said. “Thanks. | think you' re pretty special, too.”
“Well.” He |l ooked lost. “I should be going.” He kissed her chastely on the
cheek. “If you ever need ne, Hutch.”” He paused in the doorway and | ooked at

her for a long noment. Then he was gone.

Hut ch opened a drawer in her console, fished out a pen, and flung it across
the room

THEY JUMPED BACK to sublight on schedule, at about 48 A.U s fromthe central
| um nary, out where the signal would be passing through the system Hutch



depl oyed the di shes, and they began the nowfamliar routine of searching for
the incomng transm ssion

CGeorge wi shed they had better communications technol ogy, but seemed nollified
when Hutch expl ai ned that he had gotten his nmoney’s worth, that the Menphis
systens were state-of-the-art, and that there were sinmply limts inposed by
physics no matter how good the equi prent was.

The mal es automatically tended to flirt with Alyx. By now, their affections
for one another had deepened, had becone sonething el se. But Al yx never | ost
consci ousness of what Hutch was feeling, and consequently tried to nmaintain an
ami abl e di stance.

“Do we know anything at all about this systenP” she asked. “Have we even
| ooked at it through a tel escope?”

“Maybe through a tel escope,” Hutch said. “But that doesn't tell us mnuch.
There' s been no formal survey here.”

Her eyes grew | um nous. “You know,” she said, “it’s kind of exciting to be
first person into a solar system”

“It is,” said Hutch. “This mi ssion’s been a new experience for ne, too.

Bill broke in. “Message fromthe director.”
Hut ch nodded, and Sylvia Virgil appeared on-screen. “Hutch,” she said, “I want
to congratul ate you on your acconplishnents. You' |l understand |I’m sorry about

the I osses. W all regret that there have been casualties. But | want to

rem nd you that you are on a historic flight. Wiich means it is essential to
docunent everything. Renenmber that the safety of the vessel and its passengers
i s our paramount concern. | know you' re getting far away from hone. But this
is a big prize we're after. You'll be interested in knowi ng that the
network—that’s what they're calling it in the medi a—+s huge news back here.

W' || be sending out a few nore ships to provide support. Keep us inforned
every step of the way, and we’'ll try to have sone of themrendezvous w th you
farther down the |ine.

“W’ ve already dispatched the Henry Hunt and the Melinda Freestone to the
supergi ant, based on the possibility that BY68681551”"—she read the catal og
nunber of the star systemthey were in fromnotes—is not the actual target.

If it turns out that it is, let ne knowright away, and we'll change their
destination. Hutch, so you're aware, everything we have in the Qutpost area is
bei ng turned your way.”

She was worried about |awsuits.

“WE HAVE ACQUI RED the signal,” said Bill.

“Can you see the target?”

“Wrking on it.”

W THI N HOURS, BILL found a planet in the path of the transmssion. It was an
ice world, maybe half again as big as Earth, the sun no nore than a bright
star in its black sky. Its atnosphere lay frozen on the bl eak surface. Huge
fractures, several of which would easily have swall owed the Swi ss Al ps, ran

north and south. “Nothing ever lived there,” said Alyx, gazing at the inmages
on the screens.



CGeorge was frowning. “It breaks the pattern.”

“What pattern?” asked Tor.

“Living worlds. Worlds with civilizations.”

“The neutron star doesn’t have a civilization,” said N ck

Al yx, who was becomi ng an astronomy enthusiast, |ooked up froman inage of a

pair of colliding galaxies. “I wonder,” she said, “where the beginning of the
chain is.”

Bill appeared on-screen. “l’ve located a stealth satellite. Looking for nore.”
“Sanme type?”

“Keep in mnd | can't see it directly, Hutch. Only the spatial distortion. But
not hi ng so far suggests anything different fromthe others.”

“Why?” asked George. “What can be here that could possibly interest anybody?”
The frustration in his voice was evident. “Nick,” he demanded, “would you put
an observation satellite here?”

Ni ck shrugged. “Not unless | wanted to watch the gl aciers nove.”

“That’s why they're called aliens,” said Alyx. “They do stuff that nobody can
under stand.”

Bill used the sensors to | ook underground, but he detected no unusual geol ogic
formations, no hint of any artificial structure, absolutely nothing of
interest to the nmission. There was no evidence that anything had ever happened
on this world.

It had two noons, both frozen rocks, captured asteroids, neither nore than a
few kilometers in dianmeter. Both were m sshapen. One noved in a retrograde
orbit. Gther than that, they, too, offered nothing of note.

“Maybe,” said CGeorge, “it’s just a relay station. Maybe we're at the limt of
the signal’s range from Paradi se.”

“May | offer an observation?” asked the Al.
“Co ahead, Bill.”

“The power level in the transm ssion from Paradi se suggests the signal could
have gone well beyond this area. If | were to construct a relay station for
this signal, it would not be here.”

“My head’s beginning to hurt,”
steal t hs?”

said George. “Bill, do we have a second set of
“I”ve been | ooking. W have no sunlight here to speak of, so they' re difficult
to pick up. But I will continue to search.”

“How about if we pull out a short distance,” said Hutch, “and see whether we
can hear an outgoi ng signal ?”

VWH LE THEY LOCKED, Bill announced that a second ship had arrived insystem

“Qur supplies,” said N ck



It was the Wendy Jay.

Hutch instructed Bill to open a channel. “Captain Eichner is already on the
circuit,” he said. “Shall | patch himthrough?”

“Yes.” Hutch felt the gl ow peopl e always do when friends show up in renote
places. “I’Il take it on the bridge.”

Kurt wore a black junpsuit with the Wendy patch on his shoul der. Despite the
fact that he’'d spent nost of his professional career sealed in containers with
climate control, he |ooked as if he’d been under the open sun too nuch. He had
weat her - beaten features, a long scarred nose (“dueling incident,” he d once
told her), deep blue eyes that you could swmin, and a smle that was both
whi nsi cal and cyni cal dependi ng on which side of the roomyou happened to be
on.

“Hutch,” he said, “it looks as if we can manage di nner after all.”
“I"'mlooking forward to it. What did you bring?”

There was a delay of alnmpst a mnute. The Wendy was still pretty far off.
“Everything we need. What on Earth are you doi ng out here?”

Hut ch made a pai ned face. “Looking for gremins.”

He sat back and cl asped his hands behind his head. “They tell ne you' re caught
up in sone sort of tracking exercise.”

“More or |ess. Sonebody put up a network of communications relay stations.
This is our fourth stop.”

“Somebody ot her than us.”

“Looks like.”

The smile went whinsical. “So the crazies pulled it off, didn't they?”
“They’ re not crazy, Kurt.”

“l understand conpletely. But are you going on? Beyond this place?”

“l don’t know. Probably.”

“How far?”

“I don’t know that either.” Bill was trying to get her attention. “Just a
second, Kurt.”

“W have an outgoing signal,” he said.
“Is it a relay?”

“Do you mean, does it have the same characteristics as the other
transm ssions? Yes, it does. But it angles off at 133@"~

“This thing really wanders around.”

“Yes, it does.”



Anot her puzzle. Hutch thanked him sw tched back to Kurt, and told hi mwhat
Bill had reported. “Footprints of another civilization,” she said.

“l guess. So will you follow it?”

“I't’s not ny call.”

“Whose call is it?”

“Ceorge. Ceorge Hockel mann.”

“Ch.” And, after a nmonent: “Who's he?”

“I"1'l tell you about it later.”

“l understand you' ve | ost some people.”

“A shipload. And two from our own passenger list.”
“I"'msorry.”

“l know. Thanks.” She hesitated. “1’l|l be asking you to take the remnai ns back
with you.”

“l can do that.” He | ooked at her as if he expected her to say nore. Then: “Do
you want to continue with this? The ni ssion?”

“You want the truth, Kurt?”

“Don’t | al ways?”

“I wouldn’t want to admit it to George, but I'mgetting kind of fascinated.
Sonebody planted these things nore than a thousand years ago. Except maybe one
of them which the Acadeny tells us is less than a century old.”

“That doesn’t make nmuch sense.”

“Sounds as if they have sone sort of ongoi hg mai ntenance.

I"d like to see where it all leads.” She was |ooking at the Wendy’'s position
on the navigation screen. “Wen do you expect to get here?”

“M dnorni ng tonorrow. ”

“Want to come with us? On the next step?”

“l don’t think so.”

“You coul d send the Wendy back with the Al.”

“Hutch, | really wish I could.” He shook his head, signifying he wouldn’t do
it under any circunstances he could inmagine. “But |’'ve got this bad ankle
that’s been bothering ne, and, anyway, you know how Bill gets when he's |eft
al one. By the way—=

“ Yes ?!!

“l need your help.”

“Sure. What can | do?”



“The Acadeny wants a sanple stealth. They got kind of mffed at Park when he
reported he only had a few parts on board.”

“Had they asked himto bring one back?”

“No, but they thought he should have used sone initiative. Anyway, they want
me to pick one up. 1'd be grateful for some assistance.”

THEY CHRI STENED THE new worl d | cepack and made as conplete a record as they
could. Bill neasured or estinmated density, equatorial dianmeter, mass, surface
gravity, inclination, rotation period, and volune. He took the surface
tenperature at various locations. It was always a couple of hundred degrees
bel ow zero. He recorded the various proportions of nethane and hydrogen
anmoni a i ce and water ice.

He al so took extensive pictures of the noons, which were sent into m ssion
control and studied relentlessly. Nowhere did they find any indication why the
stealths were present.

Meantime Hutch set about selecting one of the units for disassenbly.
“Are you sure you wish to do this?” Bill asked.
Ared flag went up. “What's your reservation, Bill?”

“Each change you make degrades the signal. W renmpved one unit fromPoint B
And parts of another. Now we propose to renove another one here. \Woever is on
the receiving end of the transm ssion may resent what we're doing.”

“Whoever’'s on the receiving end isn't going to know about it for a long tine.”
“Then let nme try it another way: Isn’t there an ethical issue involved?”

“No, there’'s no ethical issue. W |ost people. W' re perfectly justified in
doi ng what'’s necessary to find out what happened. Anyway, they' re a thousand
years old. O nore.”

“But they’'re working artifacts, Hutch. And | hope you won't object if | point
out that a thousand years is only relatively a long tine.”

“I"1'l tell you what, Bill. W' Il get one for Kurt, which | have to do because
| promised it, and that’'s it. W won't touch any nore after this one. Ckay?”

The Al was silent.

SHE PI CKED THE one they woul d take apart and sat up late that evening, talking
about it with Tor and Nick. “I half suspect,” said Tor, “that when we find
who's on the receiving end of all this, we discover there' s nobody there.”

“How do you nmean?” she asked.

“That the project that |aunched all this is long forgotten. That these signals
are bounci ng around, and somewhere they’re being funneled down to a receiver
and stored for sonebody who really doesn't care anynore. Who may not even
still be at the old storefront. | mean, how nmuch tinme would you spend wat chi ng
a neutron star?”

Ni ck agreed. “They' re probably dead and gone,” he said. But neither of them
was an archeol ogi st. Neither was she, for that matter, although she’d worked



wi th archeol ogists all her life. She understood their reverence for artifacts,
for the objects that used to be buried in the ground, but night also be found
in orbit. The term had been expanded to include radio signals. Bill was right:
These were operational artifacts, and she could not shake the sense that she
was about to destroy sonething of val ue.

“On the sanme subject,” she told Tor, “lI’1l be going outside tonmorrow to do the
deed. I'd like to have it disassenbled and ready to go when Kurt gets here.”

“You need hel p?” he asked.
“Yes. If you re available.”
“Am | avail abl e?” He flashed a broad grin. “Count on ne.”

In the norning, Kurt was on the circuit before Hutch was fully awake. “I1’ve
| oaded the shuttle with your stuff,” he said.

The Menphis was too small to support a dock, other than the space-saving
arrangenent in the cargo bay for its | ander. The designer had assuned that any
arriving vehicle would sinply come al ongsi de and transfer passengers directly
through the main airlock. In this case, however, they were taking on supplies,
and it seened nore rational to take the | ander outside and make room for the
Wendy' s shuttl e.

“How big a job,” asked Kurt, “is it, taking apart a stealth?”

“Not hing we can’t handle.”

“Ckay. Are we on for dinner?”

“I'f you get here with the sauerbraten.”

“I"'mafraid I don’t have sauerbraten, Hutch. How about roast pork?”

“That’ Il do fine.” She signed off and went down to the comon room where
breakfast was in progress. “W need to deci de whether we’'re going to nove on,”
said CGeorge. “Do we know yet where the stealths are ai med? Were the next
relay point is?”

Hut ch passed the question on to Bill, who appeared in a corner of the

navi gation display. “It passes directly through a pair of gas giants in this
system and then goes all the way to GCY-7514."

“Where's that?” asked Nick

“It’s a galaxy,” said Hutch

Ceorge | ooked distraught. “That can't be right.”

“Bill's pretty accurate with stuff like this. He doesn’t make m stakes.” She
sat down and | ooked at Bill. “You said a pair of gas giants. Wat do you
mean?”

“There are two of themlocked in a fairly tight gravitational enbrace. Unusua
configuration. The signal goes right through the system”

Everyone fell silent.

“They’'re quite beautiful, | would think,” he added.



“End of the track,” said N ck. He | ooked unhappy, too. They all did.

Hutch wasn't sure how she felt. It would be an unsati sfying concl usi on. But
maybe it was just as well that they'd be forced to call it off and go hone. It
seened like a good tinme to change the subject. “The Wendy'I| be here with our
stores in a few hours,” she said.

Tor nodded. “Doesn’t seemto ne that we'll need them?”

“You' d get pretty hungry going home.” She sighed. “I’msorry. | knowthis is a
di sappoi ntment for everybody. But try to keep in mnd what you' ve
acconpl i shed. You’ ve discovered the aftermath of a nuclear war. And you’ ve got
aliving world that may or may not have intelligent life. That's not bad for a
single mssion.” She clunped George on the shoul der

“What are you hearing from Syl via?” asked George.

Hut ch col l ected a breakfast and sat down beside him “It sounds as if we' d’ ve
become the spearhead of a fleet,” she said. “If there’d been a continuation of
the net. She hasn’t said anything, but 1'll bet they're |ooking at the other
end, at the incoming signal at 1107. Who knows what’'s on the other side of the
net wor k?”

HUTCH HAD SELECTED the stealth that was easiest to reach and the Menphis had
been navigating toward it throughout the night. It was one of the three
receptors.

Hut ch and Tor slipped into e-suits, added go-packs, and went outside. It was a
far different experience from Safe Harbor, which was sunlit, Earth-1like,
famliar. This world was dark, cold, remote, its sun | ost anong the stars.
They saw the surface only as a vast bl ackness.

Bill had used night-vision equipnent to find the stealth, and they wore

goggl es that allowed themto distinguish its outlines. “lIt’s identical to the
other ones,” said Tor. “Looks as if they only have one kind of satellite.
mean, it doesn’'t need stealth capabilities to be invisible out here.”

The Menphis it up the unit as they cane out through the airlock, using
go-packs to cross the forty or so neters separating themfromthe target.

“Can anyone hear us on this circuit?” Tor asked.
“Yes,” she said, “although | doubt anyone's listening. Except Bill.”
“ O,]. ”

She expl ained howto switch to a private channel, heard the click in her
phones, and then he said, “Can you hear nme?”

“Loud and clear.”

“I wanted you to know, when we get hone, |'mgoing to ask you to have di nner
with ne.”

“W have dinner every night, Tor.”

“You know what | nmean. Just you and ne. Wth candl es and wine.” He paused.
“Just one dinner. No conmitnment. And afterward |’'|l disappear out of your life
unl ess you ask nme not to.”



He was wearing a green pullover shirt with a stenciled i mage of Benjamn
Franklin. And his famous conment, If at first you don’t succeed. She sniled,
t hi nki ng, You of all people. If at first you don't succeed, quit before you
get in trouble.

“Look out you don’t hit your head,” she said.
“Wher e?”

“Here.” She wrapped on an invisible panel, and then directed her |anp toward
it. “Things stick out all along here, and they' re hard to see.”

“Thanks,” he said. “And the dinner?”

She was hanging on to one of the dishes. “Are you asking me now? | thought you
were going to wait until we get honme?”

“You're playing ganes with ne.”

“I"'msorry,” she said, “that | was playing ganmes. | didn't nmean to. |I’'d | ove
to have dinner with you, Tor.”

“CGood,” he said. “I'"'mglad we got that settled.”

THEY CLI MBED ABOARD and fl ashed their | anps around. The reflections were
wrong, jumbled, confused, but she could nake out the general shape of the
object, a dish here, another opposite, the central section directly ahead.
There, in the forward part of the dianond, would be the panel that gave access
into the stealth controls.

The Menphis floated al ongside them its lights periodically playing across
them silhouetting them casting shadows. The cargo hatch was open and
brightly lit. Hutch had found a bar along the central axis of the dianond, and
she was using it as a handhol d. Beneath her, everything was dark

They drifted through the night, and it seemed suddenly as if they were utterly
al one. H's eyes were hidden, but she could sense the tension in his body.
“Wwul d you feel nore confortable,” he asked, “if | went back with the Wendy?”
“Why no. O course not, Tor. Wiy would you do that?”

He hesitated a long tine. “I thought it mght be alittle easier on you.”

“I"'mfine. 1"'mglad to have you here.” \Wat kind of guy is this?

He hoi sted hinsel f around the central axis, bringing themface-to-face. “You
know why | cane,” he said.

“Because of ne.”
“You knew fromthe start.”

“No,” she said. She was no | onger sure what she’d known. “But |1’'mglad you
cane.”

He nodded and squeezed her shoul der. Then she turned her attention to the
stealth effects. The panel was precisely where she knew it would be. She
lifted it and shut down the circuitry. The satellite blinked into visibility.



The Wendy was considerably |arger than the Menphis, and her cargo doors were
twi ce as big. Even so, the dishes would be a tight fit. They were nounted on
shafts that would have to be cut as close as possible to the antenna.

She didn't really need Tor’'s help. He was with her as a safety factor, because
the regs prohibited one person from goi ng outside al one. But since he was
avai |l abl e, she had himuse light line to secure the three units that conprised
the vehicle to each other, so nothing would drift off.

“Hutch.” Bill’s voice. “The Wendy is on final approach.”

“How | ong?”

“Fifteen m nutes.”

“Ckay. Patch me through.” She waited through a series of electronic
connections, then heard the carrier wave. “Kurt?”

“Good nmorning, Priscilla. Bill tells me you're out slicing up ny artifact.”
“Yep. It'Il be wapped and ready for delivery when you get here.”
“Ckay. | have two | oads of supplies for you. If you ve no objection, |I’'m going

to nove one of those over first. Then we can stow the satellite.”
“That's fine.”

“I"ve got enough stuff to keep you goi ng another eight nonths. | hope they're
payi ng you overtine.”

Hut ch sel ected the point of separation, fired up her laser, and cut the dish
free. “"Oh, yes,” she said. “The pay is generous. As always.”

** Chapter 15

| spoke of nopbst disastrous chances,

O noving accidents by flood and field,;

O hair-breadth 'scapes i’ the inmnent deadly breach.

—SHAKESPEARE, OTHELLO, |, 1604

HUTCH WANDERED THROUGH t he storage section with Tor, making nmental notes. The
meat woul d go here, perishables there, snacks in the upper cabinets. Bill’'s

voi ce sounded on the allcom “Hutch, Captain Eichner is on his way.”

They joined the others outside the cargo bay and waited while Bill |aunched
the I ander to make room for the incom ng shuttle.

The Wendy Jay, floating in the distance, was gray, angular, utilitarian, not
much for |ooks. Pods stuck out fore and aft. It was normally a survey vessel
| oaded with sensing gear

Hutch turned off the artificial gravity. Nick nade a face, signaling that he
didn't like zero gee, that his organs had begun to nove around.

“It’ll go away in a second,” she told him
“Hutch, it never goes away in a second.”

Bill picked up the approaching shuttle and put it on-screen



Hel 1 o, Kurt.

As if he were reading her thoughts, it blinked its lights.

“I"ve got the goodies,” he said. “You really only have four passengers?”
“Yes. Wiy do you ask?”

“They sent enough stuff to take you to Eta Carina.”

He needed only a few minutes to cross the two kilonmeters or so between the two
ships, easing into the bay and settling against the cradle. C anps |ocked the
shuttle in place, the door closed, and gravity cane back. Wen air pressure
was restored, he opened up, |ooked around the [ aunch chanber, and cli nmbed
down.

Hutch did the introductions. Kurt, it turned out, had ferried Tor to Cutpost.
“I was sorry to hear that Herman was one of the casualties,” he added.

“You knew Her man?” asked Tor

He rel eased the cargo hatch and opened up. “I net himat an Acadeny function
He seened reasonable for a— He hesitated, suddenly realizing where he was
headed. For a contact nut. For a fanatic. “—For a man who' d al ready put away
several drinks,” he finished. Hutch thought it a good recovery.

They began unl oading. It was easy work, especially in the light gravity. Wen
they' d finished, they collected the satellite core and the supports for the
di shes and | oaded them They were too long for the conpartnent, but as |long as
he left the hatch open it would be okay. The other pieces would go back to the
Wendy on the second trip. Hutch thanked everybody at that point and said she
and Kurt would take care of the rest. She was tal king about noving the bodies.

“I"1'l help,” said Tor.
Ceorge | ooked grateful to get away fromthat part of the job. “Ckay, good,” he
said. “l have some work to do in mssion control.” It sounded pompous, and he

knew it, so he flashed a weak sm | e and cl eared out.

Hutch led the way to the freezers. She opened up, and Kurt | ooked at the
bodi es and shook his head, but he didn't say anything.

They were wapped in plastic envelopes. It was a | ong wal k back, so Hutch
killed the gravity again. Tor carried one and Kurt took the other. Hutch
trailed behind. She’d already filled in the other captain on the details of
the attack, and she could see that he wondered how she could | et such a thing
happen. But he didn't ask that question so she made no effort to answer it,
other than to say, on a private channel, that she’d seen it com ng

They stowed themin the shuttle cargo conpartnment, where they' d left room

Kurt clinbed into the vehicle, and Hutch junped in on the passenger’s side.
“W'll be back in a bit,” she told Tor

“You have anybody over there to hel p?” Tor asked.
“W can manage,” said Kurt.

Tor was hol ding the door and gazing at Hutch. “Wy don’t | conme along and | end



a hand?”
“I'f you like.”
“Sure.” He | ooked at Kurt. “You are coming back, right?”

“There’s anot her | oad.”

Hutch clinbed down. “In that case, I'll stay put. Sounds |ike work for guys
anyhow.” She renoved her e-suit and handed the harness to Tor. But she saw a
flicker of disappointnment and added a broad smile. “I'lIl see you in an hour or
so.”

TOR WOULD HAVE |iked to have her along, but it was okay. He had broken
t hrough, and he wondered happily if any other man had ever traveled so far
hundreds of light-years, for a wonan.

Kurt flipped a few switches, the area sealed itself off, and air pressure in
t he Iaunch chanber began to drop. “Been a rough ride, Tor?” he asked.

4

“Yes. You could say that.” He pushed back in his chair. The restraints settled
over him “l guess you know the detail s?”

“l know enough.”

“Angel s,” Tor said. “You should have seen the females. You wouldn't have
believed it.”

“Beautiful ?”

“Yes. Until you got to the teeth and cl aws.”

The turntable on which they were docked rotated 180 degrees to face the |aunch
door. Kurt spoke briefly to Hutch, but Tor didn’t catch it. Mre lights

bl i nked on inside the vehicle. The engines ignited.

“W were surprised,” Tor said. He felt a conpulsion to talk about it, and he
wondered if he'd spend the rest of his life doing that. Collaring people at

parties, spilling it out to casual strangers. “How could we possibly have
known?”
Kurt nodded. “I’'msorry.”

“Hut ch warned us.”

The push cane, and they glided out the door. Kurt turned in a long arc and Tor
gazed back at the Menphis. Hi s hone in the void. Then he | ooked for the other
ship and saw its lights. But he couldn’t tell how far it was.

“About two kiloneters,” Kurt said. Tor glanced back at the pieces of the
stealth, sticking out of the cargo conpartnment. It m ght have been a dead
dragonfly.

THE VENDY WAS i mrense after the snug conditions on the Menphis. It could
acconmmodate three tines as many passengers. It had substantially nore storage
space, and Tor knew it was al so equipped with areas that were designed to be
converted into specialized |labs. They left the e-suits and air tanks on their
seats and descended fromthe shuttle. The sheer size of the |aunch bay bore
down on him “Wy didn't they use a snmaller ship?” he asked.



“This was the only one not already assigned sonmewhere,” Kurt said. “And it was

handy. ”

Anot her dozen containers, marked City of Menphis, had been assenbl ed on either
side of the dock. Tor waited while Kurt opened the shuttle’ s cargo hold.
“Refrigeration’s in back,” he said.

He zeroized the gravity, as Hutch had, and they lifted out the bodies and
carried themdown a long central corridor to the after section. The passageway
was dark save where they wal ked. The lights, which emanated directly fromthe
bul khead, nmoved with them

“I'n here,” said Kurt, opening doors and working his way past shadowy pieces of
equi prent. “Lab stuff,” he added. “Biological over there, atnospheric here.
Ast rophysi cs next door.” He stopped in front of a set of dark gray containers,
punched a button on one, and watched a side panel slide back. Cold air wafted
out. “Here we go.”

They pl aced the bodi es inside, and, without a word, he cl osed the door
i nhal ed, and turned away. “Let’s get the rest of your supplies,” he said.

Steak, turkey, fruits and vegetabl es, and sone desserts, were stored in
adjoining freezers. (There was no real neat, of course. Actual neat and the
hi des of living animals had gone out of fashion half a century before.

Hambur gers, pork chops, chicken, everything was artificially processed. The
prospect of eating the flesh of, say, a cow, would have sickened nost of

Hut ch’ s passengers.) They | oaded themonto a cart, returned to the shuttle,
and put themin the hold. Then Kurt led the way to a nearby storage area and
opened several cabinets, which were full of conplete dinners, as well as
rolls, cereal, flour, assorted condinments, and a range of other foods. “They
nmust expect you to be gone a long time,” he said.

When they had everything in the lander, Kurt restored the gravity and excused
hinself. “I have one nore thing to get,” he said. “I’|ll be back in a few
m nutes.”

KURT HAD SPENT the two hours of his approach to the Menphis on a speci al
project. Wendy's autonmated kitchen, |ike those on all Acadeny ships, provided
a hands-on feature for anyone who wanted to get away fromthe standard
prepared fare and put together something special

He had been making a Gernman neat |oaf dinner for Hutch and her passengers.
He' d baked a mi xture of ground pork and ground beef, had added di ced oni on and
appl esauce and bread crunmbs and catsup and salt and bl ack pepper. Bill had
kept an eye on it while he made his run over to the Menphis. Now he left Tor
and hurried up to the kitchen, which was | ocated opposite the comon room

“Everything is fine, Kurt,” Bill told him “Your timng appears to be
perfect.”

It had been a long run to this godforsaken place. Kurt hated eagle flights,
flights with no souls on board other than the pilot. He wasn’t nuch of a
reader and didn’t enjoy watching sins alone. Wen it happened, he just rattled
around, trying to make conversation with the Al. He was not |ooking forward to
anot her ten days | ocked up al one.

Hut ch was the daughter he’'d have |liked to have. But Margot had not wanted
children, and he’'d spent too much tine away fromher, so she’d refused to
renew. In the end it was just as well. But if he'd been granted a child, he
woul d have opted for another Priscilla.



The neat |oaf was finished. He put it onto a serving dish, added his own
potato sal ad and red cabbage, and covered the dish. He next picked up the
Bl ack Forest cake, inspected it, inforned Bill it |ooked good, and laid it
carefully in a cake dish

He pl aced everything in a box he’d brought for the occasion and started out.
“CGood night, Bill,” he said.

Bill did not reply.

He stepped into the passageway and the ship shuddered. It wasn't a bang, or an
expl osion, but rather it felt as if a wall of water had washed over them
While he listened, the lights failed. They came back on, blinked a couple of
times, and went out again. The emergency |lights came on, pale and gl oony. A

Kl axon began to bl at.

What the hell is going on? “Bill? Wat’s happeni ng?”
Still nothing.

The hat chway behind him the one through which he'd just passed, blinked its
warni ng | anmp. Then the hatch slid snoothly down fromthe overhead and cl osed,
sealing himoff fromthe bridge. El sewhere, throughout the ship, he heard dul
netallic thunks as nore hatches shut.

AFTER KURT LEFT, Tor got down out of the shuttle and went |ooking for a
washroom There was one in the shuttle, of course, but it was a trifle
cranped, and he’d seen one back in one of the storage bays.

He found it without difficulty, used it, and began strolling casually anong
t he cabinets and | ockers while he waited for Kurt to return. He opened one
storage bin, and was startled to find a stone insect face | ooking back at him
It was bul bous, oversize, with stal ked green eyes and both antennas broken
off. It looked |like a mantis. There was a tag, identifying it froma ruined

templ e on Quraqua.

He |istened for footsteps, heard none, and opened another bin. It held severa
pi eces, a couple of jars, a snmall statue, a couple of chunks of wall with
engraved ideographs. Al were |labeled with place and date of discovery.

He' d wandered back into a corner and was | ooking at a drinking cup, running
his fingertips across its enanel surface, when something threw him

of f - bal ance. Had the ship changed course? Begun to brake? He wasn’'t sure, but
t he sensation passed quickly.

Hut ch al ways warned themin advance when she was pl anni ng any kind of
maneuver, and he was sure Kurt would have foll owed the same procedure. He

t hought about contacting the captain but decided against it. He wouldn’t want
a story going back to Hutch about how a course adjustnent had provoked a

pani cky call from her passenger. Ha-ha.

He was | ooki ng around, w shing Kurt would come back, when the |ights dipped.
The sounds of the life-support system the persistent humm ng of fans
somewhere in the bul kheads, went down, too, and finally stopped. A bank of
dull yellow | anps switched on. The fans tried to start again, and finally
caught. It didn't take an expert to figure out something wasn't right. He
deci ded the best thing for himwas to go back and wait in the shuttle.

A Kl axon went off overhead somewhere, startling himand | eaving himtrenbling.



He cl osed the bin door. The el ectronic gabble in the bul kheads had changed,
gotten quieter. The chanber had gotten quieter. The fans quit again. For good.
And suddenly he realized he wasn’t standing on the deck. He’'d begun to float.
The artificial gravity was of f!

More lights blinked at him Red. And he heard a slushing sound, netal noving
across an oiled surface. It took a noment to realize what it was, and the
certainty sickened him A hatch was closing! The only one he knew about seal ed
himoff fromthe passageway. And the shuttle.

He grabbed hold of a cabinet, tried to get his feet on the deck. Finally, he
gave up and propelled hinmself by pushing off on a bench. He wasn’'t good at
zero gee and crashed into a bul khead and bounced off. But he got to the hatch
and saw that it was indeed shut.

But there was always a manual panel. He hadn’t | ooked during the flight,
hadn’t paid any attention, but he’'d seen themin the sims. The power goes out,
and you open a small door and push down a handle. He didn’t have nuch light,
and was forced to search with his fingertips. In the rear of the chanber, the
Kl axon conti nued to whoop and yow .

The panel was there. He funbled at it, pressed on it, first the top, which did
not hi ng, and then the bottom It popped open

And there was the handl e.

He yanked it down. It went al nost hal fway and stopped. Another red | anp, at
the base of the handle, conmmenced to blink. He didn't care about that, but the
handl e woul dn’t go any farther, and the hatch didn't nove.

You' re supposed to open, you son of a bitch.
The Kl axon died at |ast.

The problem was that w thout gravity he couldn’t put any wei ght behind the
effort. He pushed down, and all that happened was he fl oated up

He et go and hit his conmink. “Kurt,” he said, “l've got a problem down
here. Were are you?”

KURT HAD NEG.ECTED to cl ose the box. The cover floated off the food tray and
the neal that he'd prepared so carefully began to drift away fromthe plate.
The neat |oaf came off in a piece and began to fragment. The potato sal ad
formed a single mound in the mddl e of the corridor, about belt high

Sonet hi ng noved above him

He | ooked up and saw that the overhead was becom ng dark. The backup lights
were grow ng di nmer.

He renmenbered a simhe’'d seen years before, Devil in the Dust, in which a
character | ooks up to see a white ceiling growi ng danp, becom ng red. And
bl ood begins to | eak out of it.

As he watched, a stain spread across his own overhead, and the nmetal began to
peel away. Small flakes of it drifted down and m xed with the red cabbage and
the nmeat | oaf.

“Bill!” he said. “WII you answer up?”



But the Al was gone, disabled, dead, whatever. There was nothing in the
overhead that could | eak through. So what the goddamis happeni ng?

Whatever it was, he had to get out. He pushed hinself along the passageway to
the midship airlock. Somewhere, somehow, the ship had been breached. That
woul d take a neteor. But surely he’d have felt a collision. He'd never been in
one, during all these years had never banged into a rock, but he assuned it
couldn’t happen wi thout your knowi ng it.

He opened the manual panel on the hatch and pulled the rel ease.

He got a red lanp. That neant air pressure |oss on the other side. Mybe
vacuum M God. He was about to call Tor, find out if he was okay, warn himto
stay in the shuttle, close the doors and sit tight, but the noment he opened
the circuit, he saw that the overhead had begun to bend i nward, curving down
like a canvas flap full of water. Inmpossible. Hulls don’t behave that way.
They sinmply don’t. He opened the channel, got Tor’s nane out, knew exactly
what he had to tell him Launch the shuttle, go to manual and | aunch the
shuttle, get clear, but going to nmanual required a few steps, sinple enough
but he wasn’'t going to have time to explain them “Tor,” he said again.
Sonet hi ng was comi ng through the overhead and his flesh craw ed, he half
expected to see a pair of devil-eyes looking in at him A blast of cold hit
like a sheet of iron. H's lungs expl oded and the passageway, the airlock, the
comm ink, Tor, and the neat |oaf, all blinked off.

“HUTCH SOVETHI NG S GONE wong over here. W need help.” Tor tried to sound
calm Professional. Keep a |level voice the way they do in the sinms. Tell her
what he thought, that this is probably what happened to the Condor, it’'s
probably going to explode, and it would be hel pful if you could pop by and
pick us up. “Kurt just tried to call ne, | heard his voice on the |ink but now
he doesn’t answer.”

He was trying to keep calm and the only way he could do that was to refuse to
t hi nk about his situation, forget that he couldn’t get the door open, that the
lights were dimand were probably going to get dimer, that the captain seened
to have gotten lost. Tor was scared, frightened that he m ght not be able to
get out of the room that sonething m ght have happened to Kurt, that maybe
somet hi ng was about to happen to him He thought maybe sonething was | oose in
the ship, sonmething that was smashing things, that had smashed the power
circuits and maybe had smashed the captain. And he was al so scared because he
knew t hat Hutch woul d see his fear

“Tor.” Her voice broke through the red cloud form ng around him Thank God.

“Tor, | hear you. Can you tell nme any nore?”
What the hell nore could he say? “No. I'mlocked in here, and they’'re |osing
power. Maybe they’ ve |ost power. Everything' s on energency, | think.”

“Ckay. Hold on. I’'mgoing to try to raise Kurt. Find out what's happeni ng. As
soon as | do, I'lIl let you know, then we'll be on our way.”

Sweet, wonderful woman, he thought. Please hurry it up

HUTCH HAD BEEN | oading the newy arrived food into the autochef when Tor’s

pani cky call came. She brought up a picture of the Wendy while he talked,
zeroing in on the forward section of the ship, upper decks. The nmetal seened
to be rippling in the glow of Wendy’s running lights, as if a heat wave were
rolling over it. Then, one by one, the lights went out, starting near the prow
and noving back until the ship was dark save for the after section



When Tor signed off, she tried to raise Kurt. That produced no result, and she
went to Bill.

“I"ve been trying to conmunicate with Wendy's Al, Hutch,” he said. “But he's
not responding either.”

“Can you tell me anything about what’s happening?”

“Somet hing’s eating through their hull.”

“For Cod’s sake, Bill, what is?”

“Don’t know. | have no visuals. But there’s no question the hull is |osing
integrity.”

“Wher e?”

“Am dships. Of A Deck, and the problem appears to extend forward to the
bri dge.”

“Can you connect with Wendy's systens at all? W need to know what's goi ng on
over there.”

“Negative. The interface is inoperative. Whatever is happening, the ship has
sust ai ned maj or danmage.”

“Ckay.” She was headed back to cargo. “Is the |lander on board yet?”
“Docked and ready to go.”

Ceorge broke on-line, out of breath, running while he tal ked. “Hutch, | just
got a call from Tor. Wat the hell’s going on?”

“Don’t know yet. Some sort of breakdown over there.”

Bill's inmage blinked on. He was standi ng beside the | ander, and he | ooked
worried. “Hutch,” he said, “I think we should withdraw fromthe area.” Wel|
she couldn’'t very well do that when they had two people on the Wendy. “I stil

can’t get a picture of what's doing it, but whatever it is, it’'s chonping
away. Here's what | can see.”

The wal | screen Iit up. The space just over the main airlock was distorted,
di sturbed. The Menphis’s running lights played across it. It was anot her
stealth. No question about it. But apparently this one was of a kick-ass
variety.

“Tor,” she said, “where are you now?”

“I'n one of the storage |ockers. Hutch, is the ship going to expl ode?”

“ ’\b. ”

“Then this isn't what happened to the Condor?”

“It’s simlar. But the situation's different. It looks as if you' ve been
attacked by something. It’'s eating through the hull, but it’s up near the
bri dge, not back by the engines.”

“Whi ch neans—



“Punch a hole in the containnent systemin the engine conmpartnment and it woul d
gi ve way. That’'s what happened to the Condor.”

“ (](ay. ”
“But you don’t have to worry. It’'s well away fromthe engines.”
“Good. I'mglad to hear it.”

“Now. You say you're locked in. Do you know how to operate the nanual rel ease
nmechani sn#”

“Yes. (Open the panel, push down. Right? It won't work.”

“Some of thempull up. O pull out. Or—=

“Whatever. This thing won’t nove. In any direction. Do you know what happened
to Kurt?”

“No. Tor, are you near the hatch now?”
“I'"'min front of it.”

“Are there lights on the panel ?”

“Red ones.”

Hut ch snothered an urge to swear. The others were standi ng around wat chi ng
her. Expecting her to solve the problem

“Ckay. There’s vacuumon the other side. |Is your e-suit activated?”

“I"'mnot wearing it.”

“Dam it, Tor, where is it?” But she already knew the answer.

“It’s in the shuttle.”

Hutch was staring at the Wendy. The hull | ooked |like a gray garnment strung out
on a windy day. A white spray erupted out of it. Flakes formed, and
silver-white crystals floated away.

“What do you want ne to do, Hutch?”

You' re dissol ving, dummy. You went off without your suit and you' re sealed in
a chamber that | can’t get into without killing you. And the whole place is
nmel ting around your ears.

The silent w tnesses around her waited for her answer.

THE EMERGENCY LI GHTS died. Tor was in absol ute darkness. And absol ute silence.
He held his hand up to one of the air ducts and detected no flow. Not nuch of
an emergency system

Hutch’s voi ce cane back. “Tor. In the rear of the storeroom where you are,
there’s a hatch. It leads into a gravity tube.” Her voice sounded

preternaturally | oud.

“Ckay. What's a gravity tube?”



“When it’s turned on, it maintains zero gee. We don’t care about that now.”
“Ckay.”

“I want you to see whether the hatch is open.”

“All right. But it’'s pitch-dark in here. | can’'t see anything.”

“Wait a minute.” While she went off circuit he struggled to keep his feet
poi nted down. Then she was back. “Ckay. Can you find the hatch out into the
corridor again? The one you couldn’t get open earlier?”

He was still floating in front of it. “Yes,” he said. “I can find it.”

“Go to it. Tell me when you get there.”

He reached down, felt for it, found it. “I’ve got it,” he said.

“Good. 1'm 1l ooking at a schematic for the Wendy. Of to your left, about five
steps al ong the bul khead, there are two equi pment | ockers.”

Tor’s heartbeat surged. “There are e-suits in them” he said.
“Sorry. No. But there should be a couple of utility lanmps.”

The walls began to close in. He struggled to keep his frustration from

showi ng. Keep his voice calm He edged through the dark, trailing his fingers
al ong the bul khead, al ong shelves up high and bins near the deck. Pulling

hi nsel f al ong. Barking his shins every ten seconds. The bins were all closed.
Then he got to the lockers. He funbled with the doors, opened them and began
feeling across the pieces of equi pment secured inside. “You know where?” he
asked.

“I't doesn’t say, Tor. It just gives us an inventory.”

H s fingers touched rods and cylinders and netal boxes and nyriad different
devices. He gave up in the first |locker and went to the second.

“How are you naki ng out ?”

“I need a light,” he said.

Hutch ignored the joke. “I don’'t want to rush you, but we do have a tine
probl em”

Yes. | wouldn’t know about that on my own, of course, with the fans not

running and no air coning in. He felt across the gear. Lanps cane in all sorts
of different shapes. He was about to ask what kind of |anmps when he picked one
up. Awistlanp. “Got it,” he said, switching it on

“Good show, Tor. Now go to the back of the storeroomand turn right. About six
meters fromthe | efthand bul khead, there should be a hatch. Do you see it?”

Tor strapped the lanp to his wist and pushed hinself forward. Alittle too
fast maybe. He had to grab hold of a cabinet to stop, and he twisted his arm
and banged his knee against a franme. “There it is,” he said.

“CGood. Can you open it?”

He found the panel, renenbered to open it fromthe bottom and pulled out the



handl e. He hesitated and t hen—

Pushed it down.

The red | anps blinked on. They glowed |like small hellish eyes. There was a
vacuum there, too. And that meant nobody was going to get to himw thout
killing him

“Not hing,” he told her

“Red |ights?”

“Yes.” Despairing. “Any other ideas?”

** Chapter 16

There is nothing quite so critical to a sound disposition as being able to
find a washroom when one i s needed.

—GREGORY MACALLI STER, DOMNHI LL ALL THE WAY, 2219

HUTCH WATCHED HORRI FI ED as the forward section of the Wendy Jay nelted.

“What are we going to do?” denanded Ceorge.

They were all there, standing helplessly in the shadow of the |ander, Nick
staring at the screen with his eyes wide, Al yx pale and desperate, Ceorge

cl enching and uncl enching his big fists. He | ooked fromHutch to his Iink, got
back on it, tried again to raise Kurt, his voice fuel ed by desperation

“There mi ght be nore of those things,” said Nick. “Waiting to junp us.”

Hut ch shook her head. “1 think there's only one.”

“How do you know?” demanded Ni ck. “How in God’ s nane coul d you possibly know?”
“What ever attacked the Condor must have gotten blown up with the ship. W were
there for a considerable tine afterward and nothi ng bothered us. That tells ne
they only cone in singles.”

“If it’s the sane kind of critter,” said N ck

The Wendy was a mass of showers and fountains and sprays. Her hull, like fine
dust, like hot springs, like Od Faithful, squirted off in every direction
form ng haze and nist. Gadually the clouds flattened, spread out, rounded

of f. Engul fed her.

Tor was back on the link, his voice pitched high. “Hutch, do you have any
i deas?”

“I think I know what it’'s doing,” said Nick. “lIt’s making a replacenment. A new
stealth. A satellite.”

Hutch saw it, too. Even inside the cloud, in the uncertain |light, she saw the
first faint outline of the dianond core. “Bill,” she said, “let ne see the
schemati c again. Rear section, C Deck. \Were Tor is.”

It appeared on-screen

“Hutch—= Alyx | ooked fromher to the lander. Let’'s get started. W can't just



stand here.

But there was no use going until we figure out howto do this. Just waste
tine.

She studi ed the alignment of the Wendy' s storage bins and cabi nets. Mst were
built directly into the bul kheads. It would be al nost inpossible to cut one
out while retaining its integrity.

“Come on,” Nick said. “Let’s nobve. At |least we can get Kurt out.”
Kurt’'s dead. Don’t you understand that? Kurt never had a chance. The overhead

probably opened up on him and before he even knew he had a probl em he was
dead.

“Cetting cool,” said Tor.

Ceorge | ooked frantic. “The ship’s losing its definition,” he said. “It’'s
com ng apart.”

“Nanot ech?” asked Al yx.

“Yeah. Has to be.”

Ni ck | ooked at Hutch. “Wen it hits the engines, will it expl ode?”
“Probably.”

Ceorge | ooked at her, pleading.

And Hut ch thought she saw a way. “Washroom” she said. It was a cubicle, set
out fromthe bul khead. Storage shel ves on both sides.

They | ooked at her, puzzl ed.
“Hutch.” Tor’'s voice seenmed to come fromfar away. “The Kl axons have stopped.”

“Nick.” Hutch was trying to think whether it could be done. How it could be
done. “Go to the bridge. There are two drawers beneath the main console. The
right one has sone ramtape init. Get it.”

Ni ck started to ask why, but thought better of it and hurried off.

Then she signal ed George and Alyx to follow her. “W’'ve got to get some gear
toget her,” she said.

ZERO GEE WTH the lights out. It was cooling off, not a lot, but enough to
suggest what was to cone. The ship was absolutely silent save for a rustling
in the bul khead. Like |oose paper getting bl own around. Wen he put his hand
toit he could feel a slight vibration.

“There’s a noise in the walls,” he told Hutch. She acknow edged wi t hout
comment. He imagi ned sonet hi ng gnawi ng on the ship.

Until two weeks before, Tor had never been in serious personal danger. Now it
was happening a second tinme. He was terrified, and he kept thinking it

woul dn’t be so bad if he wasn’t frightened that his nerve woul d break, that
he’ d begin screaning for help. He tried again to raise Kurt, but there wasn't
even a carrier wave fromthe captain’s link



“Listen, Tor.” Hutch again. “We'Il be over in a couple of minutes. W re going
to get you out.”

“How are you going to do that?” he asked, wondering whether she’d lie to him
do anything to keep his spirits up. He renmenbered the way heroic characters

al ways died in the sinms. Just prop me up against the gun, Louie. I'Il hold the
pass until you get clear. \Wat he wanted, maybe even as nuch as getting
rescued, was to | ook good.

“There’s a washroomin there. Find it. Wen | tell you, | want you to go into
it.”

“I'nto the washroon?”

“Yes. W'l|l be there as quickly as we can. W' re going to cone in through the
energency airlock and down the tube. 1'll et you know when we're ready to
start the cut. When | do, make for the washroom”

He understood. “My God,” he said.

“It’ 11 work.”

“CGoing to get cold.”

“Yes, it will. You have any bl ankets avail abl e?”

“I don't know. | don’t think so. This area seens to be all artifacts. AOd pots
and statues.”

“All right. You're going to have to take off sone clothes, too, before we're
done.”

It seened like a strange tine for a joke, but he said nothing.

NI CK WAS WAITING with the ramtape when Hutch, George, and Alyx returned to
t he I aunch bay. They were carryi ng go-packs, spare restraining harnesses,
e-suits, air tanks, a fifty-neter length of cable, a wench, and a pair of
shears.

She took the tape, thanked him and hefted it in her hand. Did anybody have
any experience with a laser cutter? They all smiled politely and | ooked at one
another. “l need a volunteer,” Hutch said.

Ni ck shuffled his feet. “You' re ny nman,” she said. She showed himthe tool
turned on the power, activated the |aser. She produced a narker, |ooked
around, and found an enpty cabinet. She drew a |ine along one side of its
frame, and sliced cleanly down the line. “You want to try?”

He nodded.

She turned it off and handed it to him

He thunbed it on

“When the lanp’s green it’s ready,” she said.

The [ anp turned green, and he pressed the trigger. The | aser appeared, a |ong
bl ade of ruby light. “You can step up the intensity.” She showed hi m how The

[ ight changed color. Brightened. “But this should be adequate.” She readjusted
to the original setting.



He | ooked at it and took aimat the nutilated cabinet.
“No sudden notions. Resist the urge to press down. The | aser does the work.”

He cut off a long strip of netal and she told himcongratul ati ons, he had just
gr aduat ed.

Now she expl ai ned what she intended to do, laid out their instructions, and
provided Nick with a pair of grip shoes.

Everybody got an e-suit. They strapped on air tanks, activated the fields, and
began breathing fromthe tanks. Hutch started the deconpressi on procedure,
checked their communications, and pulled on a vest. She threw the ramtape
into it, attached the wench and the shears to her vest, which would remain
outside the Flickinger field, and threw the |oop of cable over her shoul der
She put her go-pack into a backseat and got a second cutter for herself.

She ran through a checklist in her mnd, picked up an extra e-suit, and laid
it into the backseat of the lander. “I think we’'re ready to go,” she said.

Ni ck and Alyx clinbed in with her, and she started the engi ne. George backed
off to give the vehicle room She brought the Wendy schematic up on one of the
auxiliary screens.

When t he chanber had gone to vacuum the | aunch door rose. Thunbs-up to
Ceorge. He returned the gesture, and they eased out into the night just as one
of the Wendy's forward sections seenmed to break | oose, rather like a globule
of mercury, and drift away.

Ni ck made a noise deep in his throat.

Hut ch noved deliberately, arcing out and approaching the Wendy fromthe rear
Ni ck pushed forward in his restraints as if to make the | ander nove faster
but he said nothing. Amdships, the hull appeared to be going through
contractions, a wonman experiencing the final stages of birth. A cloud of
crystal flakes expl oded and bl ew of f.

“Tor,” Hutch said, “we’'re outside now |'ll be down the tube in a mnute.”
“Ckay. Take your time. No rush.”
Get it right.

Hut ch studi ed the schematic, |ooked at the Wendy’s hull. “There,” she said,
fixing the spot in her mnd. It was |ocated just bel ow an antenna array. “He's
in there. And over here is our way in. A topside hatch.” She naneuvered toward
the array, got within a couple of meters of the hull, matched course and
speed, and directed Bill to hold it right where it was. Then she depressurized
t he cabi n and opened the airlock

“What do we do,” Alyx asked, “if the thing attacks the | ander?”

“I'f that happens, we leave it here. Just abandon ship and 1'll pick you up.”
She turned in her seat, lifted the go-pack onto her shoul ders, and handed t he
shears to Alyx, making it al nbst a cerenpnial gesture. “Here you go,” she
said. “Take care of it.”

Hut ch checked to make sure she was still carrying her marker, and turned on
her wistlanp. “Ckay, Nick. Let's get to it.”



She passed through the hatch, put her cutter in her vest, and in a single
nmoverrent | aunched herself across to the hull

Ni ck hesitated, checked to make sure he had his own cutter, and | ooked out at
Hutch now clinging to the Wendy's hull. He glanced at the frozen world beneath
him at the diseased thing gobbling down the ship.

“I't’s okay, Nick,” she said. “You can do this.”

He | aughed nervously. “That sounds |ike an epitaph. Nick could do it.” She

| aughed back, and he | eaned out of the airlock, |ooking sporty in a green
plaid shirt and white slacks. H's eyes touched hers, and he pushed clear. He

| anded a bit hard and bounced, but she caught hi mand haul ed hi m back. Then
she spoke into her link. “Tor, you there?”

“No,” he said, “I went to the show"”

Sarcasm under pressure. The man had spirit. “Tell ne when,” she said. She
swung the wench and rapped on the hull.

“Now. | hear you.”

“CGood place to cut?”

“Alittle nore forward. About two meters.”

Hut ch neasured and rapped again.

“That’s good,” said Tor.

She took out her marker, which was a bilious green, nade an X at the spot and
drew a | arge box around it. Three neters high by two wi de. Now she turned to
Ni ck. “Ready?”

“Yes.” He pushed the stud on his cutter and the unit began chargi ng.

“I't’s a triple hull,” she said. “You won't have tine to get through themall.
Just do the best you can.”

“All right.”

“But don't start until | tell you.”

Hut ch squeezed his shoulder, then returned to the lander. Al yx handed her the
extra air tanks and e-suit, which she’'d tied together in a package. Wile
Hutch tethered themto her vest, she called Tor. “For now, | want you to stay
near the hatch in the rear.”

“ (](ay. ”

“Everything still all right?”

“I"mdoing fine. Could hardly ask for better accommodati ons.”

“Good. I'mon ny way in now.”

“ O(ay. ”

She nodded to Al yx, checked to be sure she had her cutter and | anp, hoisted



the | oop of cable over her shoul der, slipped back outside, and made off aft to
t he topsi de hat ch.

It was circular, and the manual control was | ocated behind a panel. She opened
up, twisted the release, and pulled on the door. It swung outward. But the

i nner door janmed and she had to remove the | ocking mechanismto get it open
“I"'minside,” she told the conmink

The gravity tube, when powered, maintained a zero-gee condition, and was used
to nove materials, equipnment, whatever, between decks. In this case, the power
was off, of course, but it didn't matter because so was the artificial

gravity. She had to renove the go-pack, which she pushed down ahead of her

foll owed by the spare e-suit, the cable and the tanks. Then she clinbed in,
head down, pushed, and energed nmonments later in front of a closed hatch. She
rapped on it with the wench.

“That’s it,” said Tor.

“Ckay. |'’mabout to cut. Head for the washroom”

“ O] rTy \I\ﬁy. ”

“Cl ose the door as tight as you can.”

Alyx broke in on her private channel: “Better hurry, Hutch. The entire forward
end of the ship is disintegrating.” She made a little ooooh, a frightened
sound that came fromthe soul

“What’' s wrong, Al yx?" Hutch asked.

“Kurt’s body just—ust, just squirted out of one of the clouds.”

Hutch waited to be sure she had control of her voice. “lIs he dead? Can you
tell?”

“He’ s not noving.”

“I's he wearing air tanks?”
“No. | don’t think so.”
“You can’'t see any?”

“No. "

She coul d sense sonething, a vibration in the bul kheads. Something bad com ng
her way. Her skin prickled.

What was hol di ng up Tor?
Then he was speaking to her: “Go ahead, Hutch. |I'minside.”

“Ckay, Tor,” she said, “get out of your clothes and button up the room as best
you can. You have three drains, three inlets, and a vent.”

“You want ne to use ny clothes to bl ock the pipes?”
“Yes. Do a good job and make it fast. How s the door fit?”

“How do you mean?”



“Does it look airtight?”

“There’s a small crack at the bottom”

“Stuff paper init. Anything that’ll hold for a mnute or two.”
“Ckay.”

“Do that first. Tell me when it’s done. \When the door’s bl ocked off.”

She waited, staring at the closed hatch. She checked with Nick, and then with
Al yx. She asked George how he was doi ng. Everything was on schedul e.

The vibrations in the bul khead were becom ng nmore distinct.
“Hurry up, Tor.”
“Doi ng the best | can
She’ d wedged one foot into the guide rail to keep herself in position
“Thi s paper under the door won't last |ong.”

“I't doesn’t have to. Are we ready yet?”

“Ready now. Go ahead.”

Hut ch activated the |laser. “N ck?” she said.

“All set, Hutch.”

“Let’s do it.”

She touched the red beamto the hatch, sliced into it, and isolated the
| ocki ng nmechani sm

She cut around it, gave it a few nmoments to cool, and renmoved it. Then she
turned the handl e, and pulled back. The hatch opened, and a blast of air
erupt ed past her.
“I"mthrough, Tor,” she said, pushing into the interior. The washroom she
knew, was to her right, along the back wall, situated between rows of storage
shel ves.

Her |lanp picked it out and she knocked. “Ri ght place?”
“You got it.”

The deck heaved beneath her feet. The entire ship shuddered. She swung the
lanp left and focused it on the forward bul khead. It was turning gray and
begi nni ng to bubbl e.

She brought out the ramtape and placed a strip over the space between frane
and door, and another between the door and the deck. Then she reinforced them
She did a quick inspection to see if she was nissing anything that m ght be

| eaking air.

THE MEMPH S'S CARGO bay remmi ned open, maintaining the standard quarter-gee.
Bill would take that to zero gee when things started to happen. Al the lights



were on. The docki ng mechani sm had been wi thdrawn into deck and overhead, so
the space i medi ately inside the cargo door was cl ear of obstruction

Ceorge tied the restrai ning harnesses together to nmake a single |arge
meshwor k. Then he used cable to secure the four ends to the npbst conveni ent
beams and franes he could find, creating a net in the center of the bay. It
wasn't pretty, but he thought it would do the job.

When he was finished, he neasured its length and width, its height off the
deck, its position in relation to the cargo door. Satisfied, he told Hutch it
was ready, then he |l aid out oxygen and bl ankets.

“After he’s in,” he asked Hutch, “how do | close the door?”
Her voice was crisp on the comink: “Just tell Bill to do it.”

I T HAD BEGUN to get cold, and Tor stood in his shorts and undershirt in the
washroom It was obvious that this was going to be a rescue utterly w thout
dignity.

“How are you nmanagi ng?” asked Hutch

He | ooked down into the toilet. It was of course dry at the nmonent. “Ckay,” he
said. He'd unrolled the toilet paper, used the entire supply, scrunched it
toget her, and put the whol e gob down there.

He stuffed his slacks into the shower drain, and used a gorgeous Ascot and
Meer hand-sewn shirt, filled with what was | eft of the paper towels, to block
the air vent.

“I"l'l never be able to wear them again,” he told Hutch, who | aughed but didn’'t
ask for details.

“Tell me when you' re ready.”

Socks clogged the twin faucets on the sink. And he had a problem The shower
nozzle and the drains in the sink and shower. Three sites, but he was down to
shorts and undershirt.

Tear the undershirt in half, that's the ticket. He renpved it and tried, but
it resisted. He pulled, tw sted, sumoned his adrenaline and tried again. He
braced part of it underfoot and put all his weight into it, but it held.
Strong stuff.

He gave up and pushed it whole into the sink drain. H s shorts proved just as
tough, and he ended by using themto bl ock the shower drain.

Al'l that remained was the nozzle. But he was out of clothes.

“Tor? Time's getting tight.”

He renenbered an old story in which a bunch of guys used their rear ends to
bl ock off an air leak in a spaceship, but he suspected the nozzle would get
pretty cold pretty fast, and he didn't want to need surgery to get unstuck
fromthe fixture.

He had a handker chi ef!

It was in a shirt pocket, so he dug the Ascot and Meer out of the vent,
retrieved the handkerchi ef, and returned the shirt. He renoved the shower



nozzl e and janmed in the handkerchief. “Ckay, Hutch,” he said.

THE FORWARD SECTI ONS of the ship throbbed and withed. In the m st that
obscured the hull, A yx could make out the beginnings of an arc, rather like a
large mal formed ear, forcing its way up out of the turmpil. Am dships a
webwor k had begun to form It |ooked fanmiliar, sonething she’d seen before,

but she couldn’t pin it down.

The spectacl e was obscene. Her stomach churned nuch as the ship did, and she

| ooked away, back toward N ck, still trying to punch a hole through the hull
Lights fromthe | ander, reflected off the mist, played across him He seened
to be caught in a spectral rhythm gaining substance and losing it, all in

sync with the lights and the cl ouds.

“How s it com ng, Nick?” she asked. If he didn't hurry, the netal would turn
to mist in the glare of his |anp.

“I"m al nost through.”

She thought about the onboard Al. It was not alive. She knew that. But
nonet hel ess she would have liked to shut it down, turn it off, so she wouldn't
feel as if they were abandoni ng someone. She had considered nentioning it to

Hut ch, but Hutch had her hands full, and it was silly anyhow Still—

“Do we have himout yet?” George's voice startled her. For a nonent she’d
thought it was the Wendy's Al. The Wendy’'s Bill.

“Not yet,” Alyx said. “A couple nore nminutes.” She hoped.

Hut ch and Tor were tal king back and forth. “Drains are secure.”

“Cutting through the shelves.”

“What’'s up top, any idea?”

The last was directed at Bill, who responded i medi ately: “Just wiring.”

HUTCH CUT THE shelving with little resistance, freeing the flanks of the
washroom from t he bul khead. Then she sliced through the deck, in front and on
bot h si des.

She had brought the spare e-suit and air tanks along in case sonething went
wrong. |If she nisjudged and cut through somewhere and the conpartnent began to
| ose air, she would rip the door off and try to get Tor into the suit. That
woul d be a frantic business at best, but it would give thema chance.

Al three drains were connected beneath the conpartnent. Hutch cut them and

bl obs of water drifted out. A single water pipe fed the facility, but she left

that until |ast.

She cut through the rear bul khead on both sides, pushed her way into the
storage bin behind the washroom and sliced through the overhead and deck

“How we doi ng, N ck?”

“I"m about two-thirds of the way done. Just give nme a few nore mnutes,” he
sai d.

But the forward bul khead was | ooki ng worse. Its gray sheen was noving as she
wat ched. It | ooked cancerous.



She cut the washroom free fromits upper noorings and fromthe wiring. Only
the water line held it in place. She |ooped the cable around the conpartnent’s
four walls, then brought it over top and bottom and secured it like a

Chri stmas package. “Ready to go,” she told Tor. “Soon as we finish making the
hol e.”

“ G)Od_ ”

“I"I'l be back in a mnute.”

“It’s getting a little brisk in here, Hutch.”

“Just hang on, Chanp.” She retreated to the bul khead, outside which N ck was
wor ki ng, paying out cable as she went. “Nick, beat on the hull for ne, wll
you?”

There was of course no sound in the airless room but she placed her pal ns

against the netal and tracked it easily to the section he was working on
“Ckay, that’'s good,” she said. “Stand clear.”

“Hutch.” He sounded annoyed. “l’m al nost through—=

“Argue about it later. Go. I'Il take it fromhere.” She turned on the |aser
and waited. When he said he was out of the way, she sliced methodically into
the nmetal. It blackened and sizzled and came away until she saw starlight. She
worked with a will, enlarging the hole.

Behi nd her, the forward bul khead, |ike thick heavy syrup, began to spill into
the room

The hol e wasn’t big enough, but she was out of tine. The sluggi sh gray-black
mass that had been a solid wall floated toward the washroom

“Nick,” she said, “Back to you. Make it bigger.”
“Hey! What's goi ng on?”
She’ d forgotten Tor was |i stening.

“I't’s okay,” she said. Hs teeth were chattering. “W’ 1l have you out of there
ina few mnutes.”

“I"'mready,” said Tor, “any time you are.”

She stole a glance at the creeping tide, at the dark nmist drifting into the
chanmber through the space the bul khead had occupi ed, and cut the water line. A
torrent poured into the room Unbound by gravity, it ricocheted everywhere.

“Ckay, Tor, we're going.”

She pull ed the conpartment free of whatever restraints remained, dragged it by
sheer force toward the exit hole.

She coul d see occasional flashes of light as Nick worked. “It’Il be a tight
fit,” he said. And then, with a string of profanity, he saw and reacted to the
tide. “What’'s that?”

“Keep cutting,” she cried.

The washroom had heel ed over, and she was pulling it out topside first. It



crashed into bul kheads and cabinets and the deck and even the overhead, but

t here was not hing she could do about it. No tine to slow down. Tor dermanded to
know what was happeni ng, and she told himthey were getting out, they were in
a hurry, hang on as best you can

The hol e was maybe just big enough. Maybe. Nick finished and got out of the
way as Hutch canme through, dragging the thing in her wake, trying to keep it
ainmed straight. Directly in front of her were Alyx and the | ander, nose in.

Ni ck nmoved quickly to her side in an attenpt to help, but he only got in the
way. She | ost her concentration and it probably wouldn’t have nmattered anyhow,
but the washroomwas tunbling and it hit the bul khead hal f - si deways. Tor
delivered sone profanity of his own. Hutch kept the line tight to keep the
conpartnent from bounci ng back into the sludge. Then Ni ck grabbed hol d,
rotating it, straightening it until she could pull it into the hole.

It jamed about hal fway. “It mght conme apart,” he said.

No time to worry about that now She didn't even have the spare suit if it
did. But the thing wouldn’t nove. They tried together, planting their feet on
the hull, but it was too tight.

Hut ch was about to use the torch again when Al yx waved to her to throw the
cable. She whirled it over her head, Wld Wst style, and |obbed it in her
direction. Alyx caught it on the first try and quickly secured it to the
forward antenna nmount, as planned. When she’ d done that she got back inside.

“Ckay, everybody,” she said, “get clear. Bill, back out.”

Forward thrusters fired and the | ander backed away. The cabl e strai ghtened.
Ti ght ened. And the vehicle stopped. “We're stuck,” said Bill

“Gve it nore juice,” said Hutch
“You sure?”
“Yes, Bill.” She tried to keep her voice level. “Do it.”

The thrusters fired again. Continued firing. Hutch crouched on Wendy’s hul I,
sayi ng Cone on cone on, softly under her breath. The washroom squeezed down
and started to break apart, but finally it cane free.

Hut ch seized Nick and used the go-pack to get clear of the stricken ship.
Morrents | ater black gloop spilled out of the hole.

TOR WAS COLD. He was floating in the box (he no | onger thought of the
conpartnent as a washroom), trying to hang on to the sink so he didn't bang
around too rmuch. He' d caught enough of the conversation outside to scare him
out of his pants, had he been wearing any. He’'d drawn his legs up and rolled
into a ball, trying to conserve his body heat. To make things worse, it was
getting hard to breathe.

Hut ch reassured him They were outside now, she said, and everything was goi ng
to be fine. All he had to do was be patient. Hang on. Her favorite phrase.
Hang on.

He said something back to her, Hanging, or Right, babe, or some other piece of
stupid bravado. He didn’t want to say nuch because he didn't want her to hear
how scared he was.

He knew what was happeni ng, had visualized the box being dragged out into the



vacuum felt everything icing over, wondered whether the interior air pressure
m ght not cause it to expl ode, dunping himoutside, where he’d freeze |like an
i cicle before anyone could do anyt hi ng.

The washroom was being pulled fromthe top, so he was still settled nore or
| ess on the deck, which was hard plastic disguised to | ook Iike wood. H s |anp
was still on, casting ferocious cones of light around the interior, picking

out the showerhead, or his feet, or the door which had once |led out into a
roomfull of artifacts and breathi ng space.

“Ckay, we're in good shape now. On our way to the Menphis.”

On the way to Menphis. He tried to convert it into a tune. A song. In fact,
there was such a song. But he couldn’t renenber the Iyrics. On the way,
| a-de-da, to old Menphis. Right, old was in there somewhere.

If he got through this, he decided, he’d find a way to put it on canvas.
Capture the washroom coning through the hole in the ship’s hull. Yes. He could
see it clearly. Hutch | eadi ng the way, |ooking positively supernatural with
those elfin features, and her e-suit providing an aura in the starlight.

The air was thick and heavy, and he couldn’'t get it into his lungs. The
dar kness wei ghed on himand began to creep in at the edges of his vision

“There’ |l be a bunp.” Hutch sounded desperately far away. “We're using the
| ander to pull.”

The fake wooden floor rose up and hit him Gave hima good push. That was
okay. Let’s hustle.

HUTCH AND NI CK wat ched as the | ander grew snaller, headed toward the Menphis’'s
open cargo hatch. Bill was in charge now and he had to take it slowy because
t hey needed a soft |anding at the other end.

“What do you think?” asked Nick

“He’s still breathing,” she said. “lI think we'll be okay.” Ahead of themthe
Memphis was lit up. The | ander noved steadily toward it, trailing the washroom
on its long tether.

Behi nd her, another piece of the Wendy folded up and drifted off.

TOR FLOATED IN the dark, barely conscious, shut into a renote corner of his
brain. Hi s | anp nust have gone out. He had troubl e renenbering where he was.
H s breathing was | oud and | abored, and his heart pounded. Stay conscious.
Keep calm Thi nk about Hutch. Qut there in the starlight. He tried to imgi ne
her naked, but the picture wouldn't cone.

He clung to the sink. It was cold and netallic and cylindrical, and he didn't
know why it was inportant that he not let go. But he didn't. It was his anchor
to the world.

The darkness was sonehow darker and thicker than ordinary darkness. It was
somet hi ng behind his eyes, shutting himdown, walling himoff in a separate
cave sonewhere, as if he were no nore than a w tness, an observer, already a
di senbodi ed spirit vaguely aware of distant voices calling his name. The

voi ces were fanmiliar, belonged to old friends he hadn’t seen in decades, his
father | ong gone, dead a quarter century ago in a skiing accident of al

t hi ngs, his nomwho’ d taken himfor wal ks down to Piednmont Square to feed the
pi geons. He'd had a snall bl ue wagon, Sanmmy Doober it had said on the side,



naned for the conmic strip character. Sammy with his fox’s nose and his
bal | oon.

Hut ch

Her shining eyes floated in front of him The way she’'d | ooked four years ago
at Cassidy’s. He renenbered the way she had kissed him her lips soft and
urgent against his. And her breasts pressed agai nst him

He | oved her. Had | oved her fromthe first tinme he’'d seen her...

An ineffable sorrow settled around him He was going to die in here and she
woul d never really know how he felt.

ALYX SAT ALONE in the | ander watching as the Menphis got bigger. She had tried
to speak to Tor, to encourage him let himknow that they were close, and
she’ d heard sonet hing, but she couldn’'t make out any words. She was terrified
for him and she wanted to tell Hutch that she thought Tor was in bad shape,
but she didn't dare use the circuit because she didn’t know how to switch to a
private channel and she was afraid Tor woul d overhear her. So she called
Ceorge instead, telling hi mdannecessarily—+to be ready.

“Just get himhere,” said CGeorge

That was Bill’s task, of course. The Al guided the |ander, noving so slowy
that Alyx wanted to screamat him demand that he hustle it up

“Alyx.” Bill’s voice was calm as though nothing unusual were happening. “GCet
ready to release him”

She grabbed her shears and went through the airlock, carefully follow ng
Hutch’s instructions not to | ose contact with the hull at any tine.

It had surprised her that she found it so easy to go outside. Wen Hutch had
first described the plan, she'd becone frightened, and Hutch had | ooked at her
until N ck assured her it was okay, she could do it. She'd realized it had
cone down either to her or CGeorge doing it, and Hutch wanted George on the
recei ving end because sonebody was going to have to break open the box.

When she’d originally gone outside, to wait for Hutch to throw her the cable
so she could secure it to the antenna nount, she'd surprised herself with her
own fearl essness. Things had been getting a little scary at the tine, and
Hutch threw her the cable, and she’'d picked it off and tied it down like a
chanp.

Now she was repeating the action, clinmbing up onto the cabin roof while the
Menmphi s came cl oser. She dropped to one knee and gl anced back at the washroom
It was pale green in the starlight.

Washroomto the stars.

“Alyx,” said Bill. “When | tell you—=

“I"mready.”

There was sone play in the cable. She opened the shears, caught the cable
bet ween the bl ades, and waited.

“Now,” said Bill.



She pushed down on the handle. Tried again.
The cabl e resi sted.
“I's it done, Al yx?”

She briefly debated trying to untie the knot. But it would take too | ong. She
sumoned everything she had and squeezed again. The line parted. “Done,” she
sai d.

“ G)Od. ”

Next she untied the remaining cable and threw it clear of the lander. “That’'s
strong stuff.”

“CGo back inside,” said Bill. “Quickly.”

Al yx resented being ordered around by an Al, but she understood the need for
haste. She turned, hurried back to the hatch, and clinbed into her seat. The
restraint harness slid down, the airlock closed, and she heard the hiss of
incoming air. Then the seat pushed against her as thrusters fired and the
vehi cl e changed direction

She tried to renenber a nonent anywhere in her life in which she’d felt so
good about hersel f.

GEORGE WATCHED THE box as it drifted toward him It was an unseenly object,
trailing pipes and cabl es and pieces of shelving. Alast fewice crystals
floated away. It had gone into a slow tunble, and he began to doubt that it
woul d make it through the cargo door

Bill kept lights focused on it, fromthe I ander and fromthe Menphis itself.
Ceorge got out of the way.

It was coming faster than he woul d have expect ed.
He gl anced back at the web he’d erected, reassuring hinself it was secure.

He' d been listening to the commink and knew it had been several nminutes since
any intelligible sound had been heard frominside the box.

Abruptly Hutch’s voice crackled through the silence: “George, are you ready?”

“Standing by,” he said. “It’s coming in now About thirty seconds away.”

“Ckay. W'll be there as quickly as we can.”

He watched it approach, watched it rotate slowy around its central axis. The
| ander was circling and com ng back, and Hutch and Nick were off in the

di stance, near the Wendy, but they were coning, riding one of those rocket
belts. They were big enough now that he could see them See their lights
anyhow.

“Ten seconds,” said Bill. “Clear the entry.”
Damed idiot machine. Did it think George was going to stand there and pl ay
tag with the box? He listened to the gentle humof his suit’s power and becane

conscious of the air flow whispering across his face.

“Five.”



There was a trace of pride in the Al’s precision. At exactly the specified
nmonent the box drifted through the door. It bunped the upper edge of the
frame, sailed through the bay, and plunged into the net. Not quite dead
center, but close enough

Ceorge ran toward it. “Bill,” he said, “shut the door and give us sone life
support.”

He told Tor he was inside the Menphis, he was safe now, air in a mnute, while
he began di sentangling the washroomfromthe net. Tor didn’t answer.

When he got it clear, he pushed it to the deck. “Ckay, Bill,” he said.
“Gravity up.”

Getting gravity back was not a calibrated business. For technol ogical reasons
that he’' d heard but never understood, it tended to be on or off, at whatever
setting. Bill gave himthe standard quarter gee.

The cargo door closed and air returned slowy into the bay. George knelt over
the box, waiting for the lights on the status board to go green

TOR CLAI MED LATER that he never really | ost consciousness. |If not, he was on
the edge during the last few mnutes. But it seemed to himthat he had in fact
been awake the whole time, that he knew enough about what was going on to
visual i ze everything as it occurred, that he wasn’'t respondi ng because he was,
sensi bly enough, conserving his air. He maintained that he understood when his
box floated through the cargo door, and was gratified when it hit George’'s
net. Gratified. That was the way he described it.

In any case, at the end, he was aware of George’ s anxi ous face | ooking down at
him of George rubbing his wists trying to restore circul ati on, of George
literally hugging himand telling himhe was going to be fine, he'd nade it,
and he' d appreciate it if Tor wouldn’t scare himlike that again.

“WE'VE GOT HM " Ceorge told her. “He’'s okay.”

Hutch and Nick were conming in through the main airlock. “Tor,” she said, “it’s
good to have you back.”

“I don't think he’s quite able to talk yet, Hutch. But he heard you. He's
noddi ng. Sayi ng thanks.”

“Good show, Ceorge,” she said.

After George had gotten Tor clear of the launch bay, Bill deconpressed and
opened up again. They got rid of the washroom and Hutch used the go-pack to
pi ck up Al yx.

They left the | ander parked about a kilonmeter away fromthe ship. They would
watch it a while before bringing it back on board. Just in case.

Rel uctantly, Hutch did not go after Kurt’s body. He had been awash in what ever
had di sassenbl ed the Wendy, and the risk involved in bringing himback on
board sinply did not justify recovery.

Anot her one | ost.

** Chapter 17



There is sonething i nescapably sublinme about tw ns. Wether we are speaking of
a pair of children, or aces, or galaxies. It may be the symetry, or it may be

a sense of sheer good fortune. | would argue it results froma denonstration
of order, of organization, of law. So long as twins exist in the world, we
rest easy.

—ARK THOVAS, NOBODY HERE, 2066

THE DI SI NTEGRATI ON AND transformati on of the Wendy took something nore than
two days. They watched from nore than twenty thousand kil ometers, surely a
saf e range.

The ship nelted away, floated off in iron globules and | arge w spy cl ouds.
What remai ned when it was over was a new stealth satellite, the dianond core
hard and polished in the starlight, dish antennas rotating slowy as if
testing their capabilities. A few hours after it appeared, the stealth
satellite was not to be seen, which is to say, its stealth capability had cut
in. Shortly thereafter it noved into the orbit occupied by the unit Hutch and
Tor had disassenbled. Its antennas were ai med back toward Paradi se. \Wat

remai ned of the ship finally exploded as the fusion engines |let go.

And the thing that had junped the Wendy dropped out of sight.

“What it looks like,” Hutch told George, “is that each set of six satellites
cones with a monitor. The nonitor maintains the system I|f one of the
satellites goes down, the nonitor is capable of manufacturing a replacenment.”

Ceorge thought about it and shook his head. “That doesn’t nake sense. What if
there’s no ship around to make a replacenent fron®”

“No. It just happened that there were ships in the area this tinme. W got
unl ucky. The nonitor would be programmed to find an iron asteroid. Probably
anything that is netal-rich.”

Tor was okay after a couple of days’ rest. They fed himhot soup and kept him
qui et .

Hut ch communi cated with Qutpost and the Acadeny, reporting the loss of the
Wendy Jay and its captain. She described her theory about a nonitor

The | ander seened to be uninfected and, shortly after the Wendy expl oded, they
i nspected it and brought it back on board. Even then Hutch directed Bill to
keep an eye on it, and was ready at first sight of anything untoward to heave
it out the door.

Meantime they debated the big question: Wiy were stealths orbiting | cepack?
Nobody had any i deas.

“Are you sure,” runbl ed George, “that the outbound signal is ained at that
gal axy, what’s-its-nane?”

“CGCY-7514,” said Bill. “Yes, there really is no question about it.”
Ceorge threw up his hands. “It’s crazy. They can't be sending a signal way out
there.”

Hut ch wondered if whoever was behind the network night have advanced FTL
technol ogy. An intergalactic drive. She asked Bill whether the signal was
strong enough to nake it out to 7514.



“I't would be exceedingly weak,” he said.

And exceedingly old. Surely, if they had that kind of technol ogy, they'd be
sendi ng a hyperconm si gnal of some sort. Something that would get there on
this side of a mllion years.

“Bill,” said Hutch, “would you recheck the target, please?”

Ceorge sat shaking his head. It couldn’t be. They were m ssing sonething.

Bill's virtual inmage materialized in the chair beside George. Looking at
Ceorge. Looking embarrassed. “Sonething’ s happened,” he said.

“What’' s that?” grunped Ceorge.

“The signal is no |longer directed where it was.”
“You nmean it’s not ainmed at the gal axy any | onger?”
“That’'s correct.”

Ceorge turned to Hutch, as if she would have an expl anation. “Were is it
ainmed, Bill?” she asked.

“I't appears to be tracking the two gas giants. In this system Apparently it
was directed at themthe whole tine.”

CGeorge frowned. He was still hurting fromthe fight with the angels, and
Kurt's death, on top of everything else, had hit himhard. He'd confided to
Hutch that he was tired, that he felt responsible for so many people dying,
and that getting all the way out here and then findi ng nothing was just too
much to bear. The enthusiasmthat had carried himthrough the early weeks had
finally vani shed

“l assuned—=2 said Bill.
“—+t was ainmed out of the system” finished Hutch
“We shoul d go take a look,” said N ck

Tor was sitting at a table with Alyx, drinking coffee, apparently conpletely
recovered fromhis experience. “It wouldn’'t do any harm” he said.

“How far are they?” asked Hutch. “The gas gi ants?”

“Roughly 100 million klicks.” Bill put them on-screen, and there was a
col l ecti ve gasp.

Two cl oudy disks, a pair of Saturns. Each with rings. And a third set of
rings, wispy and ill defined, circled the entire system “They are
approximately 3 million kiloneters fromeach other. Quite close. Especially
for objects of this size.”

The room had becone very quiet.

A cloud fl oated m dway between the worlds, at the center of mass. It was

enor nous, big enough to envelop either of the giants. Lightning bolts rippled
through it. It | ooked like a third planet. Broad bands of clouds |lined both
wor | ds, autum-hued on one, blue and silver on the other



“I"ve never seen anything renotely like it,” said Hutch, breaking the |ong
si | ence.

lce tinkled in sonmeone’s drink

THE TWNS WERE 1.1 billion kiloneters out fromthe central |umnary. And they
were a long run for the Menphis, which would have needed two weeks to reach
themw th her fusion engines. Hutch opted instead to make a short junp, which
could be done, at this range, with pretty good accuracy. Wthin an hour, they
conpleted the transit and soared out into a sky filled with spectacle. Chains
of glowing worldlets and gas swirled through a night dom nated by the twn

gl obes. Both worlds were flattened and nmi sshapen by the gravity dance. “1’m
surprised it all holds together,” said Pete.

They were in the common room Bill activated the main screen, killed the
lights, and lit everything up for them so they had the inpression of standing
out si de on a veranda where they could gawk at the spectacle.

“Maybe this is why they cane,” said Alyx, her voice barely a whisper

The Menphis was entering the system from broadside, so the twin worlds, one
light and one dark, one bright and warmand brilliantly col ored, the other
dusky and omi nous and nel ancholy, were opposite sides of a bal ance.

“Not many noons,” said Bill. “l count nine in the plane of the system other
than the shepherds. OF course, with an arrangenent like this, that’'s not a
surprise.” The nmoons were all beyond the outer ring.

“I'n the plane of the system” pronpted Hutch

“Right. There’'s a tenth one. In an anomal ous position.” He showed them It
orbited vertically, at right angles to the big ring. A polar orbit of sorts,
li ke everything el se, around the center of nass.

Long tendrils rolled out of the central cloud. Bill ran time-set images so
they could see them | engthening and withdrawing, as if the thing were alive,
reaching squidlike toward the planets they never quite touched.

The vertical noon was big, alnost the size of Mars, and it appeared to have
been roughly handl ed at sone point in its history. It was noderately squashed
on one side, as if it had been hit by something alnbst as big as it was.
Stress |lines staggered out of the depression. Elsewhere, the surface was torn
up by peaks and chasnms and ridges and gullies. It was a rough piece of rea
estate.

Bill reported that its orbit wasn't perfectly perpendicular after all. It was
actually a few degrees off.

Al the satellites were in tidal lock. On Vertical, the depressed side | ooked
away.

Hutch frowned at the picture as Bill traced the circle of the noon’s orbit, a
few degrees askew at top and bottom on either side of a longitudinal |ine
drawn down the middle. “1I wouldn't have thought that kind of orbit would be
stable,” she said.

“It isn't,” said Tor. The coment surprised Hutch. How woul d he know?

“That thing will be ejected or drawn in,” he continued, “eventually.” He



caught her looking at him “Artists need to know about orbital nechanics,” he
said, with a cat-that-got-the-creamgrin. “This is another major discovery.
This is very hot stuff we're | ooking at.”

CGeorge shrugged. “It’s only a rock,” he said.

Tor shook his head. “It might be something nore. That kind of alignment. In a
pl ace like this.”

“I'n a place |ike what?” asked George.

“A place this glorious.” Tor was |ooking off into the distance sonewhere. “I
have a question for you, George.”

CGeorge nmade a runbling sound, |ike water going over rocks. “Ask away,” he
sai d.

“Look at the system Lots of satellites adrift in the plane of the rings. If
you were going to live out here, where would you want to be? To get the best
vi ew? Where do you think an artist would set up his easel ?”

“The vertical noon,” said Alyx, junping in before George could even think
about it.

Tor’s blue eyes found Hutch. Wenever they | ooked at her |lately she knew he
was sendi ng a nessage, maybe one that he wasn’t aware of hinself. “The thing
is,” he said, “moons don’t assume that kind of orbit naturally.”

They all | ooked at the images. Hutch thought he was probably wong. The orbit
was unlikely, and tenmporary, but it could happen. The proof was in front of

t hem

“Any sign of stealths?” asked Alyx.

“Bill’s looking,” said Hutch. “He’ll let us know It’s going to take a while
to do a conprehensive survey here.”

“You buy into what Tor says?” CGeorge asked her
“No,” she said. “Not necessarily.”

“I think he mght be right,” George continued. “Place like this. Vertical
nmoon. | think he might be right.”

Sonebody put it there. Somebody who wanted a roomwi th a view.

“Well, for what it’s worth,” she said, “I don't think anybody’s ever seen one
orbiting top to bottom?”

“Makes ne wonder,” CGeorge continued, “whether this whole arrangenent is
artificial. Sonmebody’s idea of a rock garden.”

That sent a chill up her back. She | ooked over at Tor, who was exam ning a
coffee cup. “That would require a fair amount of engineering,” she said. “No,
it’s hard to believe this isn't all quite natural.’

“Pity,” said Alyx. “I'd like to think there’s something out here with that
ki nd of esthetic sense.”

Hutch didn't think she wanted to neet anyone, art patron or not, with the kind



of power it would take to arrange all this.

CGeorge was only half listening. “You know,” he said, “lI think we ought to take
Tor’s suggestion and go | ook at the vertical noon.”

The inner system sparkled. A twi sted lunminous |ine connected both sets of
rings with the central cloud. Like chains. Like a tw sted di anond neckl ace.

HUTCH SPENT THE day on the bridge directing Bill. Pictures of this,
gravitational estimates of that, sensor readings of cloudscapes. Launch
pr obes.

She got a string of visitors. CGeorge cane by to tell her she’d been doing a
dammed fine job. And to hint that when it was all over, if she’ d be | ooking
for work, he had a lot of friends and woul d be happy to see that she was well
taken care of.

She thought that was generous of him and she said so. “But |’'m probably going
to retire after this,” she said. “lI was ready to quit before we started. After
this..”

“How can you say that, Hutch? This is an historic mssion.”

She just | ooked at him and he nodded, and said, “Yes, | don’t blanme you. |I'm
not sure I'd want to go through all this again either.”

Alyx came in for awhile to tell her that she’ d been thinking about using the
flight of the Menphis to create a musical. “I just don’t know, though. It’s
gotten awful ly dark.” She | ooked genuinely distressed. “I’mafraid they'd stay
horme in droves.”

Ni ck was wound up and wanted to tal k about experiences in the funera

busi ness. The deceased has a recording played saying things to his w dow that
he woul d never have said face to face (and includes a | awer to ensure that

Ni ck doesn’t forget to play it). The other woman shows up at a view ng. A

wi dow conmments in front of the nmourners that it's really just as well because
t he deceased was only a virtual husband anyhow.

And finally Tor.

“Can | ask you to cone down to the common room for a nminute?” he asked. He

| ooked good. The col or was back in his cheeks, and he was sniling again. But
there was sonething unsettling in his eyes. He hadn't wanted to tal k about his
experience, and especially about Kurt.

“Sure,” she said, rising and starting for the door. “Wat’s going on?”

“l have sonething for you.”

The others were already there, obviously waiting. Tor asked her to sit, and
stood by a table on which lay four tubes, containers for canvases.

Hut ch | ooked around at the others to see if anyone knew what it was about. But
t hey only shrugged.

“Thanks for coming,” Tor said. “You folks got to ne when | was in a bad way,
and | wanted to say thanks.”

He stood and listened to the corments that one al ways hears on such an
occasi on. Not necessary, Tor. W were glad to have been there. You' d have done



t he sane.

He opened one of the tubes and took out a sketch. “George,” he said, “this is
for you, with ny appreciation.” He unrolled it and held it up for everyone to
see. There was George, a heroic figure in the cargo door of the Menphis, the

net behind him the washroomclosing in. He had titled it with George’s nane,
signed and dated it in the corner

And here was Alyx astride the lander, tying the cable to the forward antenna
mount, her aura backlit by a distant sun

And Nick clinging to the hull of the disintegrating Wendy Jay, the |aser
cutter bright and gleanming in his right fist.

And finally, Hutch.
She wasn’t sure what she expected.
Stunbl i ng around inside the chanber? Cutting the washroom | oose?

He unrolled it, and it was the sky fromIcepack. The Menphis, with its lights
on, glided above the horizon. And Hutch herself, face and shoul ders rendered
in spectral form silhouetted against the soft silver light of the stars and
the ship, gazed serenely down. It was a gorgeous Hutch, a spectacul ar vision
of herself. She was by no neans plain, but she knew she’d never cut that kind
of figure

“Tor,” she said, “it’s breathtaking. They all are.”

“You like it?”

”

“Yes. OF course.” And after a nonment: “Thank you.”
When they were alone, a few nmnutes later, he commented that the probl em out
here was that you couldn’t get roses. “This is in lieu of roses,” he said.

She pressed her lips against his. “Tor,” she said, “it’s rmuch nicer than
roses.”

** Chapter 18

Gve me a place in the Andes, safely renoved from noi sy nei ghbors and fish
markets, relatives, crowds, and lowflying aircraft, and | shall be pleased to
retire fromthe crass delights of this world.

—ALI CE DELMAR, LIFE IN THE SLOW LANE, 2087

HUTCH DEBATED PUTTI NG t he sketch on the bridge, and had she not been in it, or
maybe even had she | ooked a bit less |like a deity, she’'d have done it. But in
the end she put it up in her quarters. And she luxuriated in it. Her inage had
cone a long way in a short time, fromthe tonboyi sh character swi nging bats in
a Phillies uniformto this mantrap. He’'s got your nunber, babe, she thought.

Meantinme, they closed in on the oddball planetary systemthey had conme to
think of as the Twi ns.

The two giants were simlar in size. Their equatorial dianeters checked in at
sixty-five thousand and sixty-three thousand kil oneters. The smaller, the
brighter one, flaunted belts of silver clouds with blue and gold tones.



The blue was the result of nethane slurry and ice crystals on the outer shel
of the atnosphere. Cyclonic storms floated deeper down, swirls of yell ow and
red with golden eyes. It was a jewel of a world.

Its darker conpanion, folded in Cctober colors, was also sprinkled with
stornms. They appeared to be larger, |ess defined, nore om nous than those on
its compani on. The nanes canme automatically: The system would be Genini; the
bright world Cobalt, the dark, Autum.

Each had its own rings. Cobalt’s was the nore conplex, threaded with shepherd
nmoons and braiding effects. It had four Cassini divisions. Autum’s rings were
brighter, gold and burnt orange, with only two divisions. An observer could
not resist being struck by the balance of |ight and dark at either end of the
system

Slightly nmore than 3 million kiloneters separated them

The entire systemof worlds, rings, and central cloud was bounded by a vast
outer ring, which was highly elliptical, rather Iike the track around a
football field. It, too, had all the features of orthodox ring systens:
Cassini divisions, shepherd noons, braiding effects. But it wasn't as well
defined as the other two. Rather than the sharp-edged appearance of the inner
systens, it presented itself as a kind of |um nous |oop gradually dissipating
into the night.

The satellites were cratered, frozen, sterile. No atnospheres there. They
ranged in dianeter from six thousand kil oneters, the vertical moon, to twelve
hundred kil oneters.

The worl ds, noons, and the big ring revolved around the center of mass, where
the cloud had forned and the gravities of the two giants bal anced. The Twi ns
wer e hi gh-speed bullets, roaring around each other in less than twenty-four
hours. Both were considerably flattened by the centripetal forces, and Bil
reported that he wasn’'t certain, hadn't been there | ong enough to get accurate
nmeasurenents, but prelimnary estimtes suggested the two worlds were cl osing
on each other. “Gradually,” he said. “The systemisn’t stable.”

“They’ Il collide?” asked CGeorge, already rubbing his hands at the prospect.

“It's inmnent.”

“ \Men?”
“Less than a nillion years.”
“Your Al,” Ceorge told her, “has a vindictive sense of hunor.”

The central cloud was lit fromwithin by a constant infalling of dust and
particles sucked fromthe ring systems on both sides. That was the activity
causing the tw sted neckl ace effect. The two streans collided within the
cloud, exploding into a pyrotechnic display that sent jets mllions of

kil ometers through the night before they were eventually dragged back down.

Bill continued posting real-tine images on the various displays in m ssion
control and throughout the ship. Hutch spent alnost all her time on the
bri dge. Bel ow, George and his people were glued to the screens.

They had noved inside the outernmpst noons when Bill reported another odd
feature. “Autumm,” he said, “has a cyclonic white spot on the equator.”



“A white spot?” asked Hutch
“A storm But it doesn't |look |like the other storns.”
“I'n what way?”

“Narrower. Longer. Slower wind velocities. Maybe it has sonething to do with
bei ng on the equator.”

They received a nmessage from Qutpost informng themthat Captain Hutchins's
report on the |l oss of the Wendy Jay had been forwarded to the Acadeny. (Jerry
sounded a bit severe, as if Captain Hutchins could expect to be called in,
dressed down, and term nated.) Jerry was another one, she decided, who could
| ook forward to a brilliant bureaucratic future.

THE MEMPHI S SPENT t hree days doing the survey. It was an extraordinary tine.
They saw t he spectacle fromevery concei vabl e angle. The sky was at tines ful
of light, of glow ng planets and noons and rings. At other times it was dark
and qui escent, when they were on the night side of the worlds, and the only
illumnation was provided by the neckl ace, which glowed softly against the
background of stars.

Bill put it all on the wall-length screen in the common room and they took to
eating their meals on their virtual veranda, while the |ight show danced and
fount ai ned before them An endl ess series of neteors, ripped out of the rings
by shifting gravities, plunged down the skies and expl oded in the upper

at nospheres of the big worlds.

If ever there is a place, thought Hutch, that cries out for the existence of a
Designer, this is it.

THEY ARRI VED | N t he nei ghborhood of the vertical noon during the |ate norning
of Christmas Eve.

It was a forbidding place, a world of Martian dinensions. But it |acked the
wi sp of atnmosphere and the broad flat plains of Earth’s neighbor. Geat slags
of landmass had been pushed up, and vast canyons had opened. Craters were
everywhere. It was a place of needl e peaks and jagged rock formations and
scranbl ed canyons, of cliffs, crags, plateaus, and rills. O craters and
escarprents. Like the other noons, it was caught in tidal |ock, always
presenting the same face to the cloud.

Vertical was out near the edge of the system 24 mllion kilometers fromthe
center of mass. Fromits vantage point, the systemof rings and gi ant worlds
was tilted about fifteen degrees, maybe the width of Alyx’s hand fromthunb to
out stretched pi nki e.

Its path gave it a unique perspective. Instead of |ooking through the big
ring, as the other satellites did, the vertical noon noved over and under the
entire system so that its sky, if one was on the correct side, provided a
magni fi cent display. Everything was up there, the cloud, the Twins, the three
sets of rings.

Oiginally, no one had taken Tor’'s idea, that the vertical noon m ght not be
in a natural orbit, seriously. But when they glided through its skies and

| ooked up, the idea that this world had been noved, had been pl aced, seened
not so inplausible.

If I could nove a world, Hutch thought, |ooking at a pair of needl e peaks on
the edge of a nountain range, this is where I'd put it.



She was al one on the bridge when Bill blinked on in front of her. He'd traded
in the lab smock he’d been wearing during the |last few days for a fornal tie
and jacket, and | ooked as if he were going to dinner at the Mkepiece.
“Hutch,” he said. His eyes sparkled and a nischievous smle played across his
lips.

“What ?” she asked.
“There’ s a building down there.”

You' re kidding. She | ooked up at the screens, and there it was! Sheer joy
surged through her, and she deci ded she’d been hangi ng around George too nuch.

A jagged mountain rose out of a series of ridges. Near the top, she could see
a wide shelf. And there, on the shelf, rested a house.

Well, a structure.

It was an el ongated oval, open in the center, running | engthw se along the
face of the cliff. She could make out wi ndows, but they were dark. There was
no shell protecting it fromthe vacuum suggesting it used, or had used,
something like a Flickinger field. “Any power readings, Bill?"

“Negative.”
“So it's enpty.”
“I would say so.”
Poor George.

“I would point out that it’'s on the equator,” said Bill. “Perfect for
si ght -seeing.” He showed her. Autumm was in the southern sky, Cobalt to the
north. The cloud floated directly overhead.

The shelf was about a thousand neters up the wall. Hutch passed the word to
Ceorge, and then went down to mission control to be with her passengers when
Bill relayed the pictures.

“How about that?” said Tor, when the oval appeared on-screen. “VWat'd | tel
you peopl e?”

They went through yet another round of congratul ati ons. Up and down, thought
Hutch. We're doing either celebrations or nmenorial s.

Ceorge took her aside and thanked her. “You re a wonderful warm human bei ng,
Hut chi ns.” He | aughed.

“I't was Tor,” she said. “He’s the one who thought the vertical nobon was worth
a closer look.”

The Menphis by then had gotten a better angle, and Bill’'s tel escopes were
providing nore detail.

The building was two stories high. It had a front door and |ots of w ndows.
The architecture was plain, without any attenpt at ornamentation, unless you
count ed setbacks and abutrments. (“Wo'd try to put a fancy house in a place
like this?” asked Alyx. “It would get overwhel med by the scenery.”) A couple
of benches had been placed in the open central section. There was a cupol a,



exactly the kind of cupola you m ght expect to find on one of those
twenty-first-century Virginia country houses. It was made of gray stone,
undoubt edly quarried out of the surrounding cliffs. It was achingly beautiful

“That’s odd,” said N ck

“What is?” asked Ceorge.

“Antennas. | don’'t see any sign of a receiver.”

HUTCH SENT OFF the contact nessage to the Academy, as required by the
regul ati ons. She disliked doing it, because she knew they' d rip a copy for
Moganmbo at Qutpost. And the news woul d bring Mdganbo running.

Pity, but there was no help for it. Meanwhile, she was feeling pretty proud of
herself. During the decades since humanity had first devel oped FTL travel, it
had taken literally hundreds of missions to find a world that had been—er was

still—-home to an intelligent species. The Menphis, on this flight, was three
for three

They were paying for it in blood, but when they got hone, she expected that
the president herself would be on the Weel to shake hands with Ceorge.

AT NO TI ME had there been any doubt the place was enpty.

Two | arge di shes were nounted on the roof. Solar collectors, although they
weren’t aimed at the sun. Weren't aimed anywhere, actually. They pointed in
different directions, one out toward the big ring, the other directed down
i nto a canyon. Nonfuncti onal

The space in the center of the oval had once been a courtyard. She | ooked at
t he i mages, studied the benches, saw a wal kway. And there was an open deck
under the cupol a.

“Look!” said Alyx. “Of to the left!”

Qut side the building, along the shelf.

“Enhance, Bill,” Hutch said. “Left side.”

It was a spacecraft! Probably. Hard to tell for sure. It could as easily have
been a grain storage shed with w ndows.

“Why woul d they | eave a ship behind?” asked Ceorge.
Hutch didn’t know, but she wondered if the occupants hadn't exactly left.

The grain storage shed, the ship, the lander, glittered in the uncertain |ight
of that inpossible sky.

“W’ || want to go down and take a | ook,” said George.

“OfF course.” That was Tor. She could see himgetting his easel out.
“Who wants to conme?”

ALYX WASN T SURPRI SED when Hutch suggested caution, rem nded themthat they’d
made assunptions before, and people had died.

“But surely,” Ceorge said, “this place is enpty. It’'s hard vacuum down there.”



It was hard to argue with that. It was |ike the noonbase at Safe Harbor, Nick
poi nted out. There’d been no danger there. This was perfectly safe.

Al yx thought so, too. She liked Hutch, but she seemed a tad reserved. Too
cautious. Not at all the dashing sort of person one would expect to be
piloting a superlum nal. She'd been right about the angels, but this was
surely different. Still ...

They debated the issue for several hours. There was never a question about
whet her they would go, but rather who would go. George and Hutch to make sure
everyt hing was okay? George, N ck, and Tor because it was best to have guys
out front when there was danger? Al yx suggested Hutch and hersel f because
WONEN were smarter.

The nmen | aughed because they thought she was j oking.

In the end, after it was clear everyone wanted to go, Hutch conceded, and they
all piled down to the lander and strapped on e-suits. Al yx enjoyed the feel of
t he energy surge around her when she activated the Flickinger field. It was
warm and clean, and it enbraced her like a soft body garnment.

Hutch set the rules while they waited for the air pressure outside the |ander
to go to zero. Nobody was to wander off w thout a partner. Don’t touch
anyt hi ng unl ess you poke it first with a stick. Keep in mnd the gravity's
different. It’'s low, but if you fall off the nountain, you' re just as dead.
“And pl ease keep in mnd,” she added, “that everything in that place is of

i mense value. Try not to handle stuff. And don’t break anything.”

Ni ck sighed and wi shed everyone a Merry Chri st mas.

Hutch turned that penetrating blue gaze on him *“I know how it all sounds,
Nick. But | really don't want to | ose anybody else.” The lights on the contro
board went green. “Ckay, Bill,” she told the Al. “Launch at will.”

The vehicle rotated, the door opened, and they slipped out into the night.

Hutch did a single orbit, while Alyx watched the rugged terrain flow past. The
surface was not dark, as she’'d expected. Rather, there was a kind of nusty

hal f-1ight, like the interior of a church near sundown, |lit only through its
st ai ned- gl ass wi ndows. It was onmi nous and | ovely and mystical and silent, and
she wondered how she could capture its essence with [ighting and choreography.

“You can't,” Nick said, and she realized she nust have been giving voice to
her thoughts. “You need a hol otank for this.”

But that wouldn’t do it either because you knew you were in a hol otank and as
| ong as you knew that, knew you were sitting in a safe warm place and that the
i mages were only inmages and nothing else, the effect wasn't quite conplete.
The audi ence had to be made to forget where it was. It had to be nade to
believe this was all real rock. The twi n gl obes and that spectral cloud

bet ween t hem and the rings, those magnificent rings, had to be real. She'd
never seen so much light in the sky, and yet it didn't filter down onto the

| andscape. It only cast shadows, but they were God’ s shadows, and when you
were out here really out here cruising over themyou knew that.

No. Sinmul ations would be inadequate. She glanced over at Tor, who sniled at
her. He understood that. It needed expression. It needed to be captured and
made to live for an audience in the way only a theater troupe could do.



She saw a wi sp of snoke down anong the crags, as if sonmebody was tending a
canpfire, and pointed it out to Nick. “Trick of the |light?” she wondered.

“Maybe. O maybe it’'s volcanic activity. Maybe old Vertical is geologically
alive.”

She sat back and let the gentle vibrations of the engines enfold her while she
vi sual i zed dancers perform ng under the Twins. Wile she began to put together
a nusi cal score.

Hut ch announced that they were beginning their descent. A yx |ooked outside
agai n, | ooked for the house, the oval, with its courtyard and its cupola, but
she could see only the tortured | andscape and the Hal | oween gl ow.

But they were going down. The seat was falling away from her, the harness
tuggi ng on her shoul ders and | egs, restraining her. Then she heard CGeorge say,
“There it is,” but she still couldn’'t see it, had to be up front | ooking out

t hrough the windscreen. (Did they call it a wi ndscreen when the vehicle noved
t hr ough vacuun?)

A solid sheet of rock appeared out the w ndow, gray, craggy, gaunt, noving
steadily upward. It was close enough that she coul d al nbost have reached out
and touched it if she could have gotten her hand through the w ndow She
wanted to tell Hutch to be careful but she knew how that woul d be received so
she kept quiet but couldn't suppress a smile when George delivered the fata
phr ase.

“Look out,” he said. “W’'re pretty close.”

Hutch assured himin a flat voice that everything was okay. George stiffened
and turned away to stare out at the cliff. Then he made a show of shrinking
down in his seat and cowering with one hand drawn over his head.

Hut ch | aughed, but Alyx held her breath, hung on, gripping the arnms of her
chair, squeezing themtight. The upward nmovenent of the cliffs slowed and

al nost stopped. Then she felt the jar of the landing treads. Hutch held it
briefly aloft, gradually transferring weight to the vehicle, allowing it to
settle slowy, probably wanting to assure herself the shelf would support them
before she conmitted. Then they were down, and the drone of the engines
changed, softened, and cut off.

She rel eased her harness and stood up so she could see out the front. And
there it was! It |ooked |like an abandoned skating rink, a train termnal
maybe, the hind end of a mall, sitting out here as part of the spectacle.

The pl ace where CGod comes when he needs a break.

They switched over to their air tanks, and Al yx | ooked out the right side, the
starboard side, that was the correct way to say it, and she couldn't see

what ever it was they' d | anded on. Instead she was | ooking down into a chasm
hundreds of meters down, where everything got dark and she couldn't see
bot t om

Hutch was standing in the airlock, watching to see that nobody tripped getting
out. “Stay away fromthe edge,” she was saying, as each of themclinbed down
the short |adder and noved out across the barren ground.

The short stubby wing of the lander was a finger length fromthe rock wall.
She | ooked up and caught her breath. The face of the cliff rose as far as she
could see, maybe a couple of kiloneters, maybe ten. It | ooked like Kilinmanjaro



up there except it didn't have the snow, just smooth gray rock going up
forever.

And the sky, ny God, the sky. Autumm on one side and Cobalt on the other, each
with its famly of rings, and the big cloud between themlike a Chinese gl obe.
And the rimof the big ring, a m sty highway arcing through the night.

She stared at it for several mnutes. They all did. And then, finally, they
began to tal k again. Alyx slipped around in front of the |lander, noving behind
Ni ck, still watching the sky, and bumped into hi mwhen he stopped w t hout
war ni ng. He was | ooking at the other vehicle, the one they' d seen on the
Memphi s’ s screens, safe and mundane and ordinary fromfar away. But up cl ose
it was gray and black and different. There was sonmething in its lines, in the
way the hull curved back on itself, that their |lanplight burrowed into the row
of dark w ndows and seened to get |lost, that suggested a manufacturer they
woul d not have recogni zed.

A coat of dust covered it, the roof, the hull, and the wings. It |ooked as if
it had been there a long tinme. It |ooked part of the |andscape, as solid and
permanent as the rock wall. The wings were w der, rounder than those on the

| ander.

Ni ck took some pictures, and Hutch | ooked curiously up at the hatch. Alyx
could see Tor considering angles and guessed that he’d be out there without
much delay to start a new canvas. She herself visualized it as a prop, and
tried to i magi ne the songs that could be witten about this first encounter
with a ship fromanother civilization, running one of the tunes through her
head already. It was pure starlight. She wasn’t the ideal conposer, and she
wi shed Ben Hal ver could be there to see it, or Any Bissell. She couldn’t do
anyt hi ng about that, but she’d do the next best thing, sit with themand tel
themwhat it had been |ike.

The vehicle had a |l adder. Big thick rungs, as thick as George's forearmnms, and
only three of them spaced too far apart to be confortable for a human.

“You're too close to the edge,” N ck told sonebody. “Get back.”

“How | ong you guess it’s been here?” Hutch asked her

She shrugged. How woul d she know? A while, though. It had gathered a | ot of
dust in a place with no discernible atnosphere. A couple of years? A thousand
years?

Nobody was tal king. N ck was standing near the |adder, and he reached out

tentatively and touched it, thereby naking a piece of history. Tor had picked
up a chunk of | oose rock, had pulled it |Ioose fromthe cliff, actually, and as

she wat ched he dropped it over the edge. There was still a lot of little boy
in Tor. Hutch and George just stood gazing up at those w ndows that stared
back past themall, |ooking out over the rockscape, watching Autumm, which was

framed between a saddl e-shaped nmountain and a peak that was thin and spindly
and | ooked as if it mght break off.

There were wi ndows on both | evels of the house, one rounded into an ocul us,
and a deck ran along the front, angling past abutments and setbacks. The
cupol a towered over her, larger fromthis angle than it had appeared in the
onboard i mages. And at ground level, directly in front of her, she saw the
front door.

It was a big front door.



I T WAS TRANSPARENT. O had been at one time, Alyx thought. Now it was under a
heavy coat of dust. But when she wiped it with the heel of her hand, and
turned her lanp on it, the light penetrated. She saw chairs. And tables and
shel ves. And pictures on the walls.

And books!

“I don’t believe it,” said George. “This is incredible!” He pressed his face
agai nst the gl ass.

She pushed on the door, but George wasn’t going to all ow anyone el se to take
any chances, so he gently nudged her out of the way and assumed the | ead.

It occurred to Alyx that they | ooked like a group doing a Sunday outing.
CGeorge wore old jeans and a shirt with University of M chigan enbl azoned
across it, a pair of white canvas shoes, and a battered hat that m ght have
been all the rage on canpus forty years ago.

Ni ck wore a hunter’s shirt, with Iots of pockets (although they were al

i naccessi bl e because they were inside the energy field), and canoufl age pants.
Tor had a blue blazer with a police shield stitched on the left breast and an
i mprint on back that read Los Angel es Police Dept. Wen she asked where he’'d
gotten it, he explained that his brother was a hom ci de detective.

Al yx, who prided herself on knowi ng how to dress for any occasion, had been

t aken aback by this one, which did have its unique features. She'd settled for
a white bl ouse open at the throat, green slacks, and white gym shoes. The gym
shoes didn't quite work, but they were good for scranbling over rock and
gravel . She’d added a red-and-green ribbon in honor of the season

Only Hutch, who wore a Menphis junpsuit, seened out of tune with the genera
holiday spirit.

Li ke the spacecraft and the front door, the walls and wi ndows of the house
were buried under a thick coating of debris, which had drifted down fromthe
nmount ai ntop or the rings, or been kicked up by eruptions. Wo knew?

Ceorge hesitated in front of the door, |looking for a way to open it.

“Maybe we shoul d knock first,” said N ck.

Al yx stepped back and directed her |anp at the upper w ndows. She couldn’t be
sure, but she thought curtains were drawn across them And she saw a chair on
t he deck.

It was big, by human di nmensions, sonething that woul d have swal |l owed even
Ceorge’s bul k. But the proportions were right. It appeared to be a casual
chair, nmade fromwhat mi ght have been reeds strung together. Sonething |ike
rattan, maybe. Dark green, al nost bl ack

“The pl ace feels honey,” said Tor

It did. And for that reason, it seenmed all the nore alien

They milled about in front of the door while George |ooked for a way in. He
finally acceded to Nick’s suggestion, and knocked. Dust fell fromthe grainy

surface and fl oated to the ground.

It was a strange feeling, standing out there as if they actually believed
someone, or sonething, mght conme to the door. Hello, we were in the



nei ghbor hood and we thought we’d pop by. How s it goi ng?

Ceorge knocked again, this time with a big grin. Wen nothing happened, he
| eaned agai nst the door and pushed.

Ni ck turned to Hutch. “Do you have your cutter?”
“Not unless we have to,” she said.
Tor stepped up to help. They pulled. Pushed.

“It’s probably electronic,” said Hutch. “There should be a sensor here
sonewhere.”

“That means it needs power,” said Nick
“Right.”

“How about the upper deck?” asked Tor
“It’s a possibility.”

It was high. It would have been alnost at the third story in a human buil di ng.
Tor backed off a few paces, set hinmself, and junped. In the light gravity, he
soared. Alyx thought yes!, that’'s going to | ook great in the show, nusic up
and drumroll. Mrvel ous stuff.

There was a handrail around the edge of the deck. Tor caught the bottomof it,
swung awkwardly back and forth, and haul ed hinsel f up. Not very graceful. Not
at all the way they’d do it in the show But nmonents |ater he reported that he
had a wi ndow open.

He di sappeared inside, to lots of advice about be careful and don’t break
anyt hi ng and watch your step. Alyx counted off the tinme, inmagining all the
terrible things that could happen to him even if no hideous thing |urked

i nside, no angel, no bloodthirsty whatzis waiting out here for the first
humans to arrive so it could have one for dinner. A stair could be |oose,

fl oorboards coul d be decayed after who knew how many years. The house coul d
collapse on him O despite what they thought, there nmight still be power

i nsi de, sonething dangling fromthe ceiling that he wouldn’t notice in his
excitement. O there mght even be an antiburglar device. Sonething to pursue
hi m t hr ough t he house.

“What are you | aughi ng about ?” Hutch asked her
“Just wondering why anybody out here would need to worry about burglars.”

She saw the light fromhis |lanp coming down a staircase. Then he was at the
door.

“No good,” he said. “I can't open it fromthis side either.”

“You're right about the burglars,” said Hutch, who was noving al ong the front
testing wi ndows. She found one that nust have been | oose, funbled with it for
a few nmoments, then pulled the wi ndow out and laid it on the ground.

They clinmbed through, one by one, into a living room There were uphol stered
chairs and side tables nade of something that |ooked |ike wood and probably
was wood. And a sofa and curtains and bookshel ves crowded with books!
Everything was on a scal e about half again as |arge as Al yx was accustoned to.



Behind the sofa, a |large framed picture hung on the wall, but she couldn’t see
what its subject was. Tor took off his vest and used it to wi pe the dust away.
It was hard to nmake out, but it |ooked like a | andscape. “It’I|l need
enhancenent,” said Nick, smling at the understatenent.

“That’ s probably not a good idea,” Hutch cautioned him
“I"1'l be gentle,” he said.

It was a big room the walls far apart, the ceiling quite high. She gazed up
at the shelves. And across at the curtains. There was even sonething that

m ght have been a desk. The walls were paneled in a bilious gray-green, but
Alyx thought it wasn't that the occupants had possessed egregi ous taste as
that the years had attacked whatever color schene they’ d used. Tor was

nmet hodically trying to wi pe down other pictures. She was able to make out a
waterfall in one, but nothing nore, and even that was uncertain. Wile he
continued, she touched one of the drapes with her fingertips, very carefully,
she thought, only to see it disintegrate and turn to powder.

“Here’s one,” said Tor. He'd found a picture that wasn't conpletely faded. But
maybe it should have been. It was a portrait of something vaguely human,
wearing a com, and staring directly out of the frane with an alligator snile
and bal eful eyes that retained the personality of the subject despite the
apparent age of the work.

“Self-portrait,” N ck joked uneasily. Al yx shivered and told herself it was
the condition of the portrait that rendered its subject so demonic. It |acked
only a scythe.

In fact it seenmed unlikely that a painting in the living room=shich this
seened to be—woul d be of anything other than one of the occupants. They al
gathered around it, and Al yx found herself afterward staying close to the
ot hers.

They were transfixed by the books. Thick, heavy tomes, nostly stacked on
shel ves, sone |lying on tabletops. The bindings were stiff with age, but m ght
once have been soft and pliable. One | ay open

“Magni ficent,” said Hutch.

They were in a vacuum so things |ike books would probably last indefinitely,
unl ess the paper contained its own acids. Neverthel ess, they kept a respectful
di stance fromthe open volume, careful not to touch it, fearful lest it
crunmbl e. The open pages were thick with dust. Hutch tried to brush it away
with her hand, but it was useless. Alyx didn't think anyone woul d ever read
what was on those pages.

Here and there she could make out a squiggle, a line of print. And there was
even a notation, apparently entered by hand. (O by claw or tentacle or who
knew what ?) It was hal fway down the |left page, and consisted of a few
characters, a couple of words, maybe. This guy is full of it, Alyx interpreted
liberally. Doesn’'t know what he’s talking about.

Hut ch took pictures, and then tried turning to a new page. But the book was
like a piece of rock. “They’'re frozen together,” she said.

Tor reached for a volunme on one of the shelves. It wouldn't cone. Wuldn't
nove.



There were candles in candl estick holders. N ck found a panel on one of the
side tables and opened it. It only canme partway, but beneath it were a set of
punch buttons, a press pad, and a gauge. He |ooked at Al yx and shrugged. Sound
systen? Cimte control ? Wndow opener ?

She found herself | ooking up the stairway Tor had used. Another descended to a
| oner | evel

Everything was eerily famliar. It could al nbst have been her uncle’s den in
Wchita Falls, except that the roomand the furniture were too big. And, of
course, that it was frozen solid. She pushed on the seat of one of the
arnchairs. It seened secure enough, and she was tenpted to clinb up onit, try
it out, but it was too dusty. Wen they did the show, she decided, they d have
to elimnate the dust.

The carpet had | ost whatever color and texture it mght once have had. It was
hard now, frozen, whiskery. Pieces of it broke underfoot.

Cushi ons and pads were scattered about the furniture, and a quilt was thrown

casually over one of the chairs. But they were all |ike rocks.

The front wall, in better tines, would have presented a magnificent view The
door itself, on the left side of the wall, was transparent. It had flanking
wi ndows. A | arge oculus dom nated the center of the wall, and still another

| ong wi ndow was at the far end on the right. The room had clearly been
designed to take advantage of the sky show Al yx |ooked again at the image in
the portrait and wondered whether, despite its terrifying appearance, she
woul d not have found sone areas of comon ground with the subject. Then she
renenbered t he angel s.

The chairs were angled toward each other, and, as one woul d have expected,
poi nted out so that their occupants could take advantage of the view The
fabric was hard, frozen, decorated with a rising (or setting) sun

They found nore electronic controls concealed in other tabletops and in
cabinets. But there was no easy way to determ ne their purpose.

Al yx wondered whet her there mght be computer records somewhere, a diary

per haps, or a journal. When she suggested the possibility to Nick he shook his
head. “If the occupants kept any kind of log or record, we'll have to hope
they did it with pen and ink.”

“Why?” she asked
“Lasts longer.”
THE ROOM LACKED only a fireplace.

They spread out, everyone speaking quietly, whispering, as if they were in a
sacred site. A yx wandered through several roons and found two nore books that
had been left open. “It nust have been nice here,” she told Hutch. “Wen the
systenms were working.”

Hut ch nodded. “We go | ooking for aliens, but it seens to be our own face
| ooki ng back at us.”

CGeorge was ecstatic. “We didn't get here intinme to talk to them” he said,
“but we’ve done the next best thing.” He reached up carefully and touched a
thi ck discolored volunme that had fallen over. He tried to lift it but it

woul dn’t cone free, so he settled for pressing his index finger against the



spine, and drawing it down the I ength of the cover. “Wat an ideal Christnas
present for us.”

Ni ck nodded. “Once we figure how to thaw them out. You think we can do that
wi t hout damagi ng them GCeorge?” That was directed at |least partly at Hutch
who was standing off to one side.

“I"'mpretty sure they can do it,” said Hutch. “Though |I’'ve never seen a case
like this before.”

“You don't think we could try it, do you? Maybe just take a few back to the
Mermphi s and | eave them at roomtenperature for a while?”

“I't’s not a good idea, N ck.”

“Why not ?”

“Because the people who cone after us are going to want to know who the
occupants were, how |l ong they were here, where they came from They' |l need
all the evidence they can scrape together. Think of this place as a murder
scene. Right now, we’'re rucking up the footprints.”

“But it's really hard to see what harmwe can do.”

“Nick,” said George, “let it go.”

“Do things the right way now,” said Hutch, “and we’'ll preserve whatever can be
preserved.” She gazed around at the lines of books. “Eventually this will get
rescued. And maybe translated and put into sone kind of context. You'll have

as much access to it as you could want. On the other hand..

“Ckay,” he said. “But | hate to wait years to find out what this is about. And
that’'s what it’ll take, you know.”

“So what do we do with the books?” asked Tor
“Leave them as they are. For whoever cones after us.”

THE SI TE SEEMED saf e enough, so neither Hutch nor George raised an objection
when they wandered off to nmore distant parts of the building. Just be careful
Don't break anything. The place projected a warnth against the vast desol ati on
outside. To Alyx, it felt Iike home, like a chapel, like the warm ki nd of
refuge one only knows in childhood. It might be that the |arger gauge, the big
sofas and tables, the shelves filled with books, were sumoni ng nmenories | ong
forgotten. She felt like a little girl again.

It was a good spot to spend Christmas Eve.

A PASSAGEVAY | NTO t he back of the house opened into a dining area. Table and
chairs were of the same scale as the rest of the furnishings. The table was
carved. Leaves and vegetation and fruit decorated the side panels.

Tor had opened a cabinet that was stacked with plates the size of serving

di shes. And a fork you could have used to bring down a steer. There were cups
and bow s and knives. “Everything cleaned and put away,” he said.

Al yx | ooked around the big pantry. “As if they knew they weren’t com ng back.”

“Or they were serious about being neat.”



There was anot her stairway in back, descending. Tor threw his light down it.
“Food cane from here.”

“I's there sone still there?” she asked.
“Packed away. But it looks a trifle dry.”
“l guess it would.”

Sl eeping quarters were on the second level. Alyx and Hutch went upstairs,
circled the landing, and entered a roomon the eastern side. She caught her
breath. A big bed stood in the center of the chanber. A big bed. Large enough
for eight people. It had been nade, pillows plunped up, a bl anket drawn
carefully over the linen. But it was stiff and pale with age. The bed | ooked,
not exactly collapsed, but folded in on itself. There were shelves at its
head, on either side. Each shelf had a |lanp. There were al so a coupl e of
books, a notebook, and a witing instrument. A pen

Around the perinmeter of the room she saw cabinets, a desk, a couple of side
tabl es. A door opened off to a washroom And she found the biggest wal k-in
cl oset she’'d ever seen. But only a few rags remai ned hangi ng.

Hut ch | ooked, but did not touch. Alyx could make out a robe and a pair of
| eggi ngs. Two different sizes, she thought.

“The correct nunber of linbs,” said Hutch

There was one nore bedroom and another closet with fragments of apparel
“I think we’ve settled one issue,” she told Hutch

“What's that?”

“There were two of them here.”

One large, one small. One male, one female. Al yx had a good imagi nation, and
she coul d visualize the garnents in better tinmes, red and gold robes, say, and
| eggi ngs that were sumer green

They al so found several pairs of shoes. Mre |ike noccasins, actually. Size
thirties, she thought. And a couple of hats. Not in very good condition, of
course, but recognizable for what they were. One |ooked |like a cap that Robin
Hood m ght have worn. It even had a place to put a feather

Alyx had half expected to find remains on the upper |evel. She kept wondering
about the lander waiting outside for soneone who never showed up. “I think
they’' re here somewhere, Hutch,” she said. Maybe up in the cupola. But even
when they clinbed a spiral staircase up to that highest point in the house, it
was only another room a kind of den, windows on all sides, chairs that |ooked
[ ush but were rock hard, a display screen, and nore books.

Downstairs, they found nore closets, and nore garnents.

CGeorge’s voice broke in over the circuit. “Hutch, we’'re going to want to
establish a base here for a while. Is that feasible? Is there any way we can
do it?”

“Sure,” she said. “Provided you don’'t mind operating out of the [ander.”

“I mght have a better idea,” said Tor. “The pocket dome is down in storage



somewhere. If you can refill the air tanks, and recharge it, we could nove
that down here. Put it in the courtyard.”

“That woul d work,” said Hutch.

“Hey!” Nick's voice. “This is strange.”

“Where are you, Nick?” asked Ceorge

“Downstairs back room Take a look at this.”

Alyx left Hutch and hurried back down out of the cupola to the ground |evel,
wal ked to the back of the house, and bunped into Nick for the second tine that
ni ght. He was standing just inside the doorway.

The roomwas utterly enpty. No tables, no chairs, no curtains, no pictures on
the wall. No books. There was another cavernous wal k-in closet, but nothing

hung in it.

Tor and Ceorge were right behind her. And a nonent later, Hutch. They al
hesitated at the doorway before coming in.

Ni ck continued to play his lanmp around the bare walls. Sone spaces were
di scol ored. “There were pictures up here,” he said. “At one tine.”

Al yx imagi ned where the furniture woul d have been. Sofa against that wall,
chair over there. Maybe a desk. It looked as if it mght have been a workroom
of one kind or another. The back wall had been home to a pair of shelves.

“You know what it rem nds ne of ?” said Nick. “The enpty chanber at the
noonbase. ”

** Chapter 19

Rermot e pl aces soothe the soul, and give fire to the creative enterprise.
—JAMES Pl CKERI NG, SOUND RETREAT, 2081

NIl CK FOUND THE gr aves.

Maybe it was pure luck or maybe it was because everything in the house had
been put away the way people do when they' re | eaving town except that it

seened as if nobody had | eft because the | ander was still out on the shelf. O
maybe it was a funeral director’s instincts. The courtyard, with its tract of
earth, with the soil in which he suspected plants had once grown, would have

been the only spot available for a burial
But who had conducted the services?

He smiled, imagining a cosmc funeral director, not unlike hinmself but with
better thrusters. Perhaps relaying to grieving relatives and friends in

anot her part of the sky the assurances that everything was all right. That the
appropriate honors had been rendered.

It had been a tribute. A final act of respect. He felt that in his soul, knew
it to be true

These peopl e, whoever, whatever they were, did not mark their graves. That was
odd, but who was to say what constituted strangeness in soneone else’s
cul tural habits?



The plot of soil in the courtyard measured about twenty by twelve neters, and
was ringed by a brick wal kway. Brick. He wondered about the kind of entity
that so respected its origins that it would haul brick across interstellar

di st ances.

There were two oversize gray benches, one of which had partially collapsed. He
stood on the wal kway, between them gazing at the disturbed ground. Ri ght
there, near a postlight that, of course, did not work.

“Recent,” he told Ceorge.

“How | ong ago?”

“To be honest, | hate to make a guess here, because it’s not |ike hone, where
t hi ngs change pretty qui ckl y—=

“How | ong ago?” George asked agai n.

“I'f we were hone, 1'd say within the | ast few days.”

Ceorge knelt down and | ooked at the earth. It was freshly disturbed. There
seened no question about that. He picked up a handful, rubbed it with his
fingers, and glanced up at the sky. “Are they buried together?” he asked.

“l don’t know. Could be.”

The house had been unoccupi ed for years. Probably decades. The thick dust
everywhere told himthat.

CGeorge went | ooking for Hutch. Wen they returned, nmonents |ater, he was
al ready upset. “1 don't think the Menphis has a spade in its gear |ocker,” she
was saying, “but regardl ess, we should not dig themup.”

“Why not? Isn’'t that what archeol ogi sts do?”

“W’re not archeol ogi sts, George. And that’'s the reason why not. W need
peopl e here who know what they’'re doing.”

He | ooked at Nick, who nmade it a point to study the cupola. Nice design, that.
“Do you have an alternative?”

“Sure,” she said. “Let’s have Bill take a look with the sensors. That'll tel
us what’'s down there. You won't get the chance to unearth the bones, but
you' Il preserve the site, and the Acadeny will thank you for it.”

“All right,” he said. “Do it.”

Ni ck watched while she sent instructions back to the Menphis. It was bel ow the
hori zon, so they had to wait. Hutch went back inside, but he and George stayed
near the grave. George kept talking about what m ght have happened had t hey
arrived a few days earlier. “Wat are the odds,” he asked, “against actually
nmeeting a third party at a place like this?”

“Whoever they were,” Nick said, “they nust have known sonmeone was here. |
nmean, you don’t wander into a place like this by accident.”

“We did.” He | ooked up at the rings. It took an act of will not to sinply
stand and stare at them



“1'f it was recent,’
grunbl ed.

Ni ck said. He pointed his lanmp at the wal kway and

“What’' s wrong?” asked George.
“W’ ve been all over the place,” he said.
“So what are we concerned about here?”

“I'f the burial actually happened recently, there should be marks in the dust.
Footprints. Sone kind of indication.”

“Yeah.” George | ooked. “Ch.”

Everybody, by now, had gone round and round on the bricks. Any indication of
who m ght have been there was probably gone. But maybe not. He saw scuff marks
on the coll apsed bench. A section of the seat was al nost free of dust.

“What do you think?” asked George.

Had sonet hi ng been on the bench for an extended period? Was that the reason it
had col |l apsed? It was too nuch for Nick. He shrugged and let it go. “I wish
we' d stayed of f the wal kway,” he said. And he thought: That’s the point Hutch
was trying to nake.

He watched the lights prowing relentlessly through the house, one upstairs
moving fromroomto room hesitating in the enpty chanber, the rest gathered
inthe living room After a couple of mnutes the upstairs light started down,
headed for the others.

They seemed sonewhat at a | oss. Nick wasn't sure why that was, but it al nost
seened they were devel oping a sense of kinship w th whoever had lived there.
However threatening the image might look in the living roomportrait, the
subj ect was now in the grave, buried a few nmeters away, and they could relate
to that.

Ni ck wondered what the creatures had been like, what they’'d tal ked about while
they sat in the chairs in the front roomgazing out at that incredible sky.
There was sonething very human about the house, a refuge in a place so renote
fromordinary life. Nick had al ways tal ked about buying an island sonewhere,
preferably in the renote North Atlantic, where the ocean was cold and the

weat her terrible. That was what he’ d wanted because he liked fireplaces. And
fireplaces only came into their own when you had desperate weather. Well, this
was a place built for fireplaces if there had ever been one. It was, nost of
all, a place he recogni zed.

One of the lamps broke away and cane in his direction. Hutch. Quiet, graceful
al ways in command despite her size

“There are two of them down there, Nick,” she said.

HUTCH LOOKED AT her not ebook, at George, at N ck, and then at the ground.
“Bill says they're side by side, two neters apart. Both sets of renmains are
munmi fi ed. As one woul d expect under these conditions.” She slid the notebook
into her vest.

“Side by side,” said Nick. It didn't | ook w de enough

“You can’'t see themboth,” she said. “The second grave is here.” A few neters
to one side. “It contains the smaller set of remains. Probably a female.”



But there were no marks. No indication. “They weren’t buried at the sane
tine,” he said.

“Bill,” said Hutch, “have you been I|istening?”

“Yes.”

“Can you tell us anything nore?”

“I't looks as if they were interred in robes.”

“Anyt hi ng el se?”

“I would say they died during the same epoch.”

“Can you determ ne the age of the remains? Roughly? Ballpark figure?”
“I't would require exhumation and anal ysis.”

Ni ck could see she didn't think nuch of that idea. George, though, was all for
it.

“I"'msorry. That’'s the best | can do.”
“Epochs. You're suggesting that the remains are old.”
“Ch, yes. There’s no doubt about that. How old, though, | do not know.”

“Now |l et ne be sure | understand this,” said Nick. “W have two sets of
remai ns, both munmified. So they’'re both dead a long tine.”

“That seens fairly obvious,” said CGeorge.

“But one’s in arelatively fresh grave.”

“That al so seens to be correct.”

Hutch’s eyes were dark and unreadable in the half-1ight.

Ni ck thought about it. “Both died a long tine ago. Same era. W know t hat
much. But they didn't die at the sane tine.”

CGeorge nodded. “The fermale, the smaller one, if we can assume that, died
first. Right? | mean, she must have, because she was buried first.”

“Makes sense to ne,” said Nick.
“Presumabl y, she was buried by her mate,” George continued. “Wo died later.”

“And |l ater still, alot later,” said Hutch, “sonebody el se came by and buried
him?”

THEY WENT QUT to take a closer ook at the alien vehicle, Hutch and N ck and
CGeorge. But it was sealed, and they couldn’t get past the airlock.

“You think anybody woul d object,” said George, “if we cut our way in?”

He was tal ki ng about Hutch, of course. But naybe she was getting worn down. O
maybe she wanted to see the interior of the vehicle herself. In either case,



she produced her laser without a word, and pretty soon they were slipping
t hrough the hole she’d nade in the hatch—

—+nto a big cabin, with big windows and a big w ndscreen. And a door in the
rear wall. The outside of the windows were covered with dust, so they needed
their lanmps. But the interior was clean. There were four chairs, including the
pilot’s, two each front and back. The seats were hard, of course, slabs of
stone, but they |looked as if they'd once been soft and accomvdati ng. Behi nd
them along the back wall, there were storage cabinets, but Nick couldn’t get
them open. A long tine closed, he guessed.

Hut ch was tal king to sonmeone on her link, but Nick couldn’t hear anything.
That probably neant it was Bill. She nodded a couple of times, and stood so
that the imager clipped to her vest provided good pictures of the controls for
t he bridge nonitors.

Ni ck clinbed onto one of the front seats, sitting on it rather than in it, a
child in an adult’s chair, |egs straight out, console hopelessly out of reach
Hut ch fini shed her conversation and smled at him *“You won’t touch anything,
right, N ck?”

He | ooked at a board of gauges, press pads, and lanps. “l couldn’t touch
anything with a stick,” he said. “Wuld you know how to take this thing up?
Assuming it worked.”

She shook her head. “1 haven’t even figured out what kind of power source it
uses.”

“I don't see a wheel,” said CGeorge. “Or a yoke.”

Hut ch nodded. “Maybe it was operated strictly by Al. O by voice conmand.”
“Wouldn't that be too sl ow?”

“For a human, yes.”

Ni ck clinbed back dowmn—t was a |long way fromthe seat to the deck—and nade a
second effort to open one of the storage conpartnments. This tine he succeeded,
and he found a bag inside. It, too, m ght have been nmade of pliable material
at one tinme, sonething polished and | eather-soft, but |ike everything el se
around the complex, it had frozen solid. He pulled it out, but couldn't get it
open. “C othes, probably,” Hutch said with a snmile. “Overnight bag.”
“Overni ght bag to where?” N ck | ooked up at the sky.

“A beach house, maybe.” Her expression suggested anybody’s guess was good. She
tried the door in the rear bul khead. Surprisingly, it opened, and she pushed

t hr ough. “How about that?” she said.

She began talking to Bill again. N ck |ooked in and saw half a dozen racked

bl ack cylinders, three on either side of the spacecraft. And a series of netal
boxes of varying shapes, tied together by cables and ducts.

“The engi ne?” CGeorge asked Nick

Ni ck shrugged. “l guess.”

“And sone power cells,” said Hutch

“Vacuum ener gy?”



“I don’t know. The technology is different fromours. At least, | think it
is.”

“Better?”
“I can’'t say. Different.”

CGeorge had worked his way around in front of the pilot’s seat and was trying
to get a look at the controls. “How |l ong has it been here, do you think?”

There was the big question. An airless nmoon made it hard to figure. It m ght
have been parked a few weeks earlier. O maybe a hundred thousand years ago.

“There might be a way,” Hutch said. She clinbed onto one of the rear seats and
peered at the side window “Hold on.” She crossed the cabin, |eaned out
t hrough the airlock, and signaled Nick over. “Gve nme a boost.”

“Where are you goi ng?”
“The roof.”

She clinbed onto Nick’s shoulders. He stood at the Ilip of the airlock while
she reached up, found an antenna nount, and hoi sted herself atop the cabin.
The roof was covered with several centineters of dust.

“What are we doi ng?” asked CGeorge, not trying to conceal a note of
exasper ati on.

“C eaning the wi ndows.” She renmoved her vest and wal ked toward the front of

t he spacecraft until she could reach the wi ndscreen. She was | ooki ng out over
the precipice, and it nust have been a giddy nonent. N ck thought how the | ow
gravity created the illusion that he could fly.

She went down on one knee, got hold of an antenna to nake sure she didn't
slip, and began wi ping the wi ndows. Wen the worst was off, she pressed her
fingers against the surface. It was pitted, etched, where grains of dust had
buri ed thensel ves.

She clinbed back down. “The solar wi nd bl ows across the moon constantly,” she
said. “It probably doesn’t vary very nmuch, so we're going to assune that it’'s
a constant. That introduces a degree of unreliability into the test, but I
think it’s one we can safely overl ook.”

“CGood,” said Nick, who thought he saw where she was headed

“We need close-up pictures for analysis. O every window in the vehicle. Wile

we're doing that, 1’1l have Bill put together an analysis to determ ne how
much sol ar wind exists here. Wen that’'s done, he’'ll be able to sort out
details like conposition and velocity. And that will allow us to determine the

rate of etching.”

“Et chi ng?” asked George

“Particle inclusions in the windows. Particles fromthe solar wind are
constantly driven into the plastic. W neasure them we |ook at flux and
quantity, and we ask how long it would take to get that way. The answer tells

us how |l ong our lander’s been sitting on the |edge.”

VWH LE HUTCH AND Ceorge took pictures, N ck descended fromthe vehicle,



strolled past the Menphis | ander, and wandered to the far end of the shelf,
where it dwindled until it became sufficiently narrow that he had no interest
going any farther. The | edge continued indefinitely, eventually curving out of
si ght.

He | ooked back at the house. The lights in it were steady. Al yx and Tor had
set up |l anps, and the sense of burglars nmoving through a darkened property had
been traded off for a warm half-lit domicile that nmight have been found al ong
a country road.

Christmas Eve at the npbst renote place in creation

After a while, he turned back toward the Menphis lander. It waited |like an
oversi zed bull pup with its stubby wings, a honely craft, w th ACADEMY OF

SClI ENCE AND TECHNOLOGY stencil ed across its hull even though it did not yet

bel ong to the Acadeny. Sonmebody had placed a lighted weath in one of the

wi ndows, and it gl owed, green and warmand famliar. He'd come to dislike the
hol i days, perhaps because he’'d | ost whatever religious convictions he’'d had as
a child. O perhaps because of his profession. Burying people at Christnastine
had al ways been a strain. The survivors were inevitably nore enotional, the
grief always nore intense. The famlies were forever asking himwhy, and he
never understood whether they wanted to know why | oved ones die, or why they
die at Christmas. As if it mattered.

But that night, he was pleased that the holiday had arrived at just this tine.
Del i ghted. Al npbst ecstatic. He was out there with his friends and was becomn ng
aware that he |oved the nonent, and he loved them O themall, no one knew
better than he that life was not forever. \What he had | earned through all the
years of watching the dead and their survivors was to enjoy the nmonment. Not
carpe diem seize the day. That meant sonething different. Something about
maki ng the day pay off. Myving up the food chain. N ck stood on the shelf and
sinmply luxuriated in the experience, in being alive, in this far place, with
CGeorge and Alyx and the others. It was a Christnas that woul d not cone again.
He knew that, and that know edge nade it pricel ess.

He touched the rocky wall behind him Although it was cold, frigid, none of
that | eaked through into the e-suit, in which he remai ned snug and warm The
mracle of the technology. But he knew that it was a couple of hundred degrees
bel ow zero out there, and he wondered whet her anyone el se had ever stood here.
The original occupants must have come this way on occasion, strolling along
the shelf as far as they could. It was a natural act for any creature that
woul d want to live in such a place. He | ooked for prints, but, of course, had
there been any other than his own, they were long since filled in.

H s |ight picked out something under the | ander
An indentation. Running al nost the |length of the vehicle.

It was just inside the tread, parallel to it. Maybe a half neter w de. And

recent. It hadn’t even begun to fill in. He stared at it for a time, trying to
puzzl e out what night have made it, and then he bent down and | ooked
under neat h, and saw a second, parallel, line, identical, several meters over.

It was hal f-obscured by the opposite tread.

He got back up and returned to Hutch. She was still clinbing around up near
t he wi ndscreen. Too busy to notice him

The alien vehicle had treads, but they were farther apart than the tracks
beneath the | ander. And wi der. Whatever had set down back there, it had been a
di fferent vehicle.



The burial party.

THEY ALL TROOPED out to |ook. Hutch took pictures. CGeorge repeated N ck's
observation: “Can’t have been here | ong ago.”

They | ooked up at the sky. N ck saw the Menphis, a star nmoving slowy down the
western rim Then, subdued, they returned inside.

IT WAS TIME to go get the pocket done.

A set of air tanks had a life of six hours. Alyx, CGeorge, and Nick refilled
theirs, and Hutch left three extra pairs. Just in case. Then she and Tor
clinmbed into the lander and returned to the Menphis.

Hut ch scanned the neasurenents fromthe wi ndscreen for Bill and set himto
wor K.

They filled the dome’s water and air tanks, and | oaded everything into the
cargo space. They added sone reddi neal s and assorted snacks and a few bottles
of wi ne.

Tor was clearly enjoying himself. Wth his dome, he was beconm ng a centra
figure in the Contact Society effort. And he kept tal king about the
significance of the discovery. “lIt’lIl be a merry Christmas on Vertical,” he
sai d.

While they were conpleting the work, she could not avoid being conscious of
the fact that they were truly alone for the first tine. But if Tor had any
noti ons about taking advantage of the situation, he suppressed them Once or
twi ce he could not have hel ped catching her |ooking at himin what nust have
been an odd way. But he let it go.

“Hutch.” Bill’s voice. “I have a tentative result.”

“Al ready?” Tor’s eyebrows went up. “He’s only had the data a half hour.”
“He’s pretty quick,” said Hutch. “Wat have you got, Bill?”

“Did you want the details or sinmply the result?”

“Just tell us how long the |lander’s been on the shelf.”

“The nunbers are hardly definite, but | would say between three and four
t housand years.”

That was a shock. The place just didn't feel that old. Nowhere close to it.
“Bill, are you sure?”

“OfF course not. But the figure is correct if the current intensity of the
solar wind is typical.”

ON THE RETURN flight, Hutch nmaneuvered carefully, trying to avoid setting down
on the tracks of the third lander. She didn't entirely succeed. But they’'d
gotten pictures, and they could re-create themvirtually.

Alyx and George were waiting for them They told Hutch they’d m staken her for
Santa, and did a couple of other |ame jokes about not being sure whether the
sl eigh cane this far out.



It rem nded Hutch that they had no gifts to distribute. In all probability,
she thought, had they not encountered the house, the retreat—+t was a retreat
really, there was no way to deny that now-had they sinply been sailing al ong
in the Menphis, nobody woul d have thought about gifts. They' d have sung a few
songs about nistletoe and sleigh bells and Christnas on Luna, raised sone
toasts, and that would have been it. But here, within this house overl ooki ng
the ultimate view, am d furnishings so large that they all felt once again
like children\Were are ny electric trains, Dad?—Hutch | onged to give out sone
stuff, cologne for Alyx, and maybe a loud shirt, a red shirt with gol den
dragons on it for Tor, and a few good nysteries for CGeorge (who had a taste
for whodunits), and sonething appropriately personal for N ck. She liked Nick
and woul d have liked to signal her affection in sone oblique way. But she
wasn’t sure what would work. Not that it mattered here, where the nearest mall
was a couple of hundred light-years off to the right.

They set up the pocket done in the courtyard, at the far end, away fromthe
graves. It was sinple enough, just a matter of pulling the trigger and
watching it inflate itself, and then connecting water and air tanks,
installing power cells, and turning it on. Unlike the e-suits, it couldn’t
subsi st on vacuum energy al one, but required a direct power source.

Then they retreated inside, turned off their suits, and broke out the snacks
and drinks. George announced that it was appropriate at this tine of year to
toast the captain at the beginning of festivities, and they did. Then they
toasted Ceorge, their “beloved | eader.” And Alyx, “the nmpbst beautiful woman in
the sins.” And Nick, “who would be there to see themall off.” (N ck assured
them he would do his best by them) And finally Tor, “our own Renbrandt.” They
sang a few carols, ate and drank and sang sone nore, and everyone had a good
tine.

Ceorge offered a toast “to us.” “As long as the human race endures,” he said,
raising his glass and struggling not to spill anything, “it will remenber the
voyage of the Menphis.”

“Hear, hear.” Drink it down, refill, and let’s have anot her

THE ALI EN LANDER had nmade its last flight onto the | edge a thousand years or
so before the birth of Christ. Wat had been happening in the world at the
tine?

Ronme was a di stant dream

Egypt nmust have been buil di ng pyram ds, although Hutch thought it had passed
t hrough that phase by then.

Suner was already pretty old, but Honmer wouldn’'t be born for another two or
three centuries. Athens hadn’t shown up yet on the radar

Because the retreat had been erected in the tineless environment of a sterile
moon, it was subject to al nbst no change. Cccasional dust thrown up by a
ground trenor, perhaps, or by the arrival in the neighborhood of a nmeteor. A
few particles throwm out by the sun. By cosmic standards, the systemin which
it existed was unstable, and the platformon which it rode nore unstable yet.
But neverthel ess here it was after al nost the whole of hunman history had
passed. The lander still waited for its pilot, and a book lay open all this
tinme on the worktable in the main room

What had the occupant been readi ng when he stepped away? Had sonet hi ng
unexpect ed happened that he had not cone back?



What was hi s name?

The party di ed down. Hutch and Al yx wandered out to the |lander, where they'd
spend the night. More roomthat way for everyone. And nore privacy.

She was al nost asl eep before she fell into her chair. Her |ast conscious
t hought was that, though the retreat had been here several mllennia, this was
its first Christnas.

** Chapter 20

When the barbarian is at the door, when the fl ood grows near, when the
cenetery is restless, people always behave the same way. They deal with it.
But first they party.

—JAMES CLARK, DI VIDE AND CONQUER, 2202

IN THE MORNI NG which was of course lit in the sane ethereal way as the
previous night, they ate in the done. It was a trifle crowded for five people,
but they made do.

Afterward, Hutch prow ed through the retreat. George took her aside for

pi ctures. He was taking pictures of everyone, he explained, nmementos of the
occasi on. So he wal ked her around and she posed in the main room in the
cupola, and in the dining area, standing beside a table that rose past her
shoul ders. And on the upper deck, |ooking pensively down at the courtyard. She
posed with Tor and Nick, with Alyx, and of course they took several group

pi ctures. And eventually she stood beside CGeorge hinself.

She returned to the alien lander in the afternoon for a closer | ook at the
power plant, which clearly had a dual capacity. It enconpassed a device that
appeared to be a fusion reactor, but there was an additional unit that she
didn’t recogni ze, except that it provided a housing for the Gynmsum coils that
signal ed Hazeltine technology. That inplied this wasn't a |lander at all, but
was i nstead a sel f-contained superlum nal. The conmmon wi sdomwas that a
Hazel ti ne engi ne, necessary for the space-tw sting capabilities of
interstellar propul sion systens, had certain mnimmsize constraints, and
that no such system coul d possibly be installed inside a vehicle the size of a
| ander. Still, one never knew.

Sonebody had posted signs on the clothes closets sayi ng PLEASE DO NOT TOUCH.
It |ooked like George’s printing, and she was glad to see he was taking
preservation seriously.

She stood | ooking at the clothing, thinking, there had only been two of them

Did the magnificence of the spectacle create an illusion, suggesting that this
had been a retreat, a vacation home? A week at the shore? It was possible,
after all, that the occupants had been exiled, narooned out here because they

were someone’s political enemes. O undesirables of another sort. Mybe the
ship parked on their front |awn was disabled. Sonmething to remi nd them of what
they' d | ost.

Tor cane into the roomand notioned to the wi ndow. *“Something you'll want to
see,” he said.

The two planets were rising in the east.

“I't happens every night. | was talking to Bill. He says, seen from here,
they' Il come up, circle each other, and set at around sunrise.”



THE WONDER OF it all wore off quickly. They couldn't read the books, couldn’'t
see the paintings, couldn’'t even sit on the furniture. They were beginning to
tal k about what they should do next when Bill announced a message from

Qut post. “Dr. Mbganbo,” he said.

She knew what that woul d be about. Mve over, Ceorge. “Ckay, Bill. Let’'s see
what he has to say for hinself.”

The Acadeny seal with the Qutpost designator blinked on, foll owed by Mdganbo's
serene features. “Hutch.” He flashed a snile, a smle that told her he was

pl eased with what they’' d been doing, that he was in fact delighted, and that
he knew an opportunity when he saw one. “You and Geral d have been doing
excel l ent work.”

CGeral d? He nmeant Ceorge, knew that George was in charge. But he was sending a
nmessage that they were in fact small potatoes, little people of ninor
consequence. “l’ve forwarded the |latest news to the director, and recomended
that your efforts on the nission be suitably acknow edged.” He was wearing a
[ight brown jacket, with a mission patch on his left shoul der. She coul dn't
quite make it out. “You'll be happy to know that you won't be on your own any
| onger.” Here-arranged hinself, slid a hand into the jacket pocket. “Help is
on the way.”

“CGood,” she said to no one in particular, w shing someone el se were comni ng
Anyone el se

“W’ ve commandeered the Longworth, and expect to be there in about seventeen
days. Until then, | know you'll make sure nothing gets manhandl ed.” Not

m shandl ed. Not dropped. Manhandl ed. “Hutch, |I'’msure you realize that the

| ess amateurs have to do with a find of this nature, the better off we all
are.”

He was about to sign off when he renenbered sonething. “By the way, be advised
the nedia are on their way, too. There’s been a UNN ship at Qutpost doing a

series of some sort. | don’t know what it was about. But when word about the
retreat started to spread, they left imediately. Broke a |l eg getting out of
here.” He tried to | ook annoyed but didn't quite succeed. “lI guess we'll just

have to tolerate them Anyhow, well done, Hutch.”

And he was gone.

Moganmbo was the | ast guy they needed. \Where were the archeol ogi sts?

But there was a comic aspect to it. The Longworth was an enornous cargo
vessel, used principally to haul supplies and capital equipnent for the
ongoi ng construction efforts on Quraqua. It was old, cramped, solid, wthout
the rel ative opul ence that Mbganbo woul d prefer

“I't nust have been all they had available,” said Tor, reading her nind
“WHAT |'D LIKE to do,” George said, on their third day at the retreat, “is to
get the energy shield up again. And restore |life support. That should be our
first priority, to put everything back the way it was.”

“How do you plan to do that?” she asked.

H s eyebrows rose. “l assumed you could do it. You can, can’t you?”

She | ooked at himas if he'd lost his mind. I'mjust alittle old country
girl. “It’s not possible,” she said. “Even if we could figure out how the



equi prent wor ks, expecting stuff that’'s three thousand years old to function
is not reasonable.”

“I"'msorry to hear that,” he said. Were he came from nothing was inpossible.
It was a matter of will and ingenuity. There was no such thing as being unabl e
to accomplish a specific task. George |iked Hutch, but she gave up too easily.
She’ d never have made it, he knew, in the business world.

He went outside, turned his back to the precipice and the sky, and studied the
I ong oval building, its oculus wi ndow, its decks, the dish antennas, and he

t hought nothing in the world would give himnore pl easure than seeing the
lights come on. He wanted to be able to strip off the e-suit, to wander

t hrough the courtyard, to make dinner in the kitchen, to sleep unencunbered in
the cupola, to live a few days in the house as it had been. Wen he expressed
those sentinents to Alyx, she was synpathetic, but she, too, thought it could
not be done. At least not until a lot of help arrived.

But then it would be too |l ate. There'd be technicians running all over the
pl ace, and this Mganmbo woul d be taking charge, and it wouldn't be at all the
way it had been in the old days. “W owe it to the Beings that lived here.”

They had wandered outside, because it was only fromout there, where the
retreat tended to withdraw i nto the shadows, that he could make his point.
Overhead, the big ring and the Twins were bright and hard. “The Beings are
asleep in the courtyard,” she said, capitalizing the noun as he had. “You're
tal ki ng about a major project. W don’'t have the people here to do it.”

He knew. He’d probably known before he’'d asked Hutch. But he’d been hoping
because he wanted so desperately to be able to make it happen

He was in the position he’d dreaned about all his life, canped out in a living
roomthat had served an alien intelligence. But it wasn't turning out the way
it was supposed to. The shelves were filled with books no one could read, or
even take down. The walls were hung with pictures no one could nake out. Down
t he back staircase, there was a power plant no one could understand. Cutside,
on the shelf, stood a lander that nmight be a great deal nore than a | ander

but no one coul d make anything out of that either.

When Mbganbo got here, everything woul d change
But Moganbo was the eneny.

“Isn’t there a law,” he asked Hutch, “that says the discovery belongs to us?
To the first people on the spot?”

“Unfortunately,” she replied, “there were a series of bad experiences on Nok
Quraqua, and Pinnacle. In each case, the first people on the spot |ooted
pretty much at will. \Wen the researchers arrived, the original discoverers
continued to make off with priceless artifacts, and in several cases did sone
serious vandalism The result was the Exoarcheol ogi cal Protection Act, which
governs in these cases now. \Wen the Acadeny shows up, they have
jurisdiction.”

”

“So he can just walk right in—
“—And make hinself at home. Yes, that’'s exactly what he can do.”
It wasn’t that George was demanding credit for the discovery, although that

woul d be nice, and probably would be his, in any case. And it wasn't that he
woul d have denied the discovery to the Acadeny. But he wanted to do the



i nvestigation hinself. He wanted to bring out experts, his own people,

transl ate the books, solve the riddle of who had buried whom figure out what
ki nd of technol ogy had run the place. It was the dreamof his life, come true
in a way he could never have hoped. And they were going to take it from him

“I"'msorry we let them know what we’d found,” he said. He turned a bal eful eye
on Hutch. “This isn't your fault. But we’d have been better off with Preacher
Brawl ey as our captain. Sonmebody not wedded to Acadeny regul ations.”

“I't’s not Acadeny regul ations, George,” she said. Her eyes sparkled angrily.
“It’s the law.”

“Ch, Hutch, for God s sake, take a | ook around you. Do you see where you are?
What makes you think any kind of human | aw applies out here?”

“I'f it doesn’t,” she said, “then why not just vandalize the place? Take
everything. Wo's to stop you?”

“That’s enough, Hutch.”

“Just be aware that I'mtired of taking the blane every tine you can’t get
what you want. You hired nme, you might want to consider taking my advice.” She
was going to say nore, to bring up Pete and Herman, but she caught herself. “I
was required to nake the report,” she added. They were up in the cupol a,

wat ching the Twins set. They were still living on a twenty-four-hour clock
payi ng no attention to day and night, such as they were, on Vertical. “Al

evi dence of alien contact has to be reported. Wen it happens.”

He nust have scowl ed at her because he was thinking how easy it would have
been just to forget what they'd found, report nothing until they'd had a
chance at it. And if she |lost her license, so what? He'd have nore than nade
it worth her while. But he didn’t say anything, and she just stood gazi ng back

at him not giving anything away, and finally she said, “lIt’s not an

adm ni strative issue, CGeorge. It's a crimnal matter. Crimnal. Wich neans by
the way, if it happens again, I'lIl have to do it again.”

He decided to ask Sylvia Virgil to intervene. After all, it wasn't as if he

| acked i nfluence hinmself. Hutch said fine, it was okay with her. Wen he was
ready, she set himup in the cupola, where he could stand beside a giant
chair, with a row of books on the wall behind him and nmake his appeal. He
expl ai ned what the problemwas. They had been careful in their inspection of
the retreat, he told her, and they had begun the process of understanding its
nature. They had found the place when no one el se had wanted to bother, and
they had bled for it. Now the Acadeny proposed to take it fromhim

He was getting worked up as he proceeded, and he told hinself to keep cool
Let her see that he was resentful. That the Acadeny m ght pay a price down the
road sonmewhere. But don’t let her think he’d becone a crank

He asked that Mdganbo be placed under his authority. And he felt he did it in
di pl omati c fashion. Hutch warned himthat it would be several days before they
could hope for an answer, but that woul d be adequat e because they woul d have
it before the Longworth arrived. George could see that she didn't expect his
request to be granted, but she didn't conment other than to tell himshe hoped
he had won her over. George got the inpression she, Hutch, didn't think highly
of Mboganbo.

HUTCH SPENT ONE night in the dome with N ck, Alyx, and George. (Tor, either
seeking inspiration, or denonstrating his independence, stayed in the |ander.)
It was enough. G oup sleepovers had never appealed nuch to her, and this was a



restless bunch. It was all very historical, George maintained, entering al
the details in his notebook, as if sonmeone a thousand years from now woul d
care that Nick hadn’'t slept well or that Alyx was the first one up

They never really got used to being in the Retreat. (It had by then acquired a
capital letter.) They lowered their voices and tal ked about how much tine they
were going to spend with the books when they got translated. Hutch thought

that would be an unlikely result. If they turned out to be treatises on
celestial nmechanics or on the phil osophical aspects of the soul, they’d bai

out pretty quickly. Nick admtted as nmuch to her, while they stood in the

hal f-1ight of the living room “At the nmoment,” he said, “they’'re |ike wonen.”
He was tal ki ng about the books. “They’'re nysterious and they | ook good and we
can’t really touch them But once it’s all laid out, where everybody can
see...” He shrugged. Stopped. Realized he was in a nine field.

Hut ch nodded but kept a straight face. “Men aren’t that way at all.”

“No, we're not. We don't rely on nystery.”

“Just as well,” she said.

QUTPOST FORWARDED A series of news reports on the di scoveries at Safe Harbor
Par adi se, and the Retreat. There was a covering comment by Virgil, informng
them that the world was wat ching.

Maybe, but for all the wong reasons. The world was fascinated by the nucl ear
devastation at Safe Harbor, and by the | oss of Pete and Herman, which had
become known as the Angel Miurders. And she suspected that, for nost of UNN s
audi ence, the nost intriguing aspect of the Retreat woul d becone the presence
of bodies in the courtyard grave.

At the time of transm ssion, the nedia knew al nbst not hi ng about the Retreat
other than the fact it was there. But they were stressing the hazards

i nvol ved, the possibility of nore nurderous aliens running | oose, stay tuned.
After which they switched back to the usual, shoot-outs in the Mddle East, a
government sex scandal in London, a serial killer in Derbyshire, a revolt in
I ndonesi a, and a corporate argument about who really controlled the newest

| ongevity procedures.

In one of the broadcasts, Virgil was interviewed by Brace Kanpani k of
Wor| dwi de. She expressed her concern for the | osses endured by the m ssion
but argued that forays into the unknown are al ways done at hazard. But the
di scoveries would be “far-reaching,” she said, stipulating that “we are
finally beginning to get a sense of what our nei ghborhood | ooks like.”

On the whol e, she was quite good. She inevitably tended toward ponposity and
usual ly said too rmuch, but this tine she hit the right tone, grabbed the
credit for the Acadeny (which it clearly didn't deserve), and expressed her
hope that M. Hockel mann and his gallant team woul d get back safely.

THEY MADE A virtual record of the Retreat, and Hutch was able to re-create it
on the Menphis so that it became possible to discard the e-suits and use the
hol otank to spend time there. Bill even reconstructed the place as it m ght
have | ooked when it was new, and he shrank the dinmensions so they could see it
as its occupants nust have seen it.

But it didn't really matter. Ceorge and his people preferred the real thing,

t he pocket dome, the proximity to the graves, and the books. Al ways the books.
Expectations for their contents, the wi sdom of an advanced race, their
history, their ethics, their conclusions about God and creation, ran so high



that she thought they could not fail to disappoint when translation eventually
cane. It occurred to Hutch that it might be a blessing were the library and
all its work to vanish. Go up maybe in a volcanic eruption. It would provide
debate and romance for centuries, while scholars and poets specul ated about
what had been lost. N ck had commented once that people never | ook good at
their funerals, not because they re dead, but because there’s too much I|ight
on them “W need sone shadow ng,” he said. “Sone conceal nment.”

Virgil's reply to George arrived during the early afternoon of New Year’s Eve.
Hutch was on the ship when Bill asked whether she wanted to | ook at it before
it was relayed down to the Retreat.

“Qt her people’s mail,” she said.

“You mght want to | ook anyhow.”
“Let it go.”

Five mnutes later George was on the circuit, outraged. “Did you see it?" he
dermanded.

“No. But | assune she denied the request.”

“Wirse than that, Hutch.” He | ooked ready to conmt nurder. “She says she's
directed Mbganbo to nove the Retreat back to Virginia.”

“The furnishings?” she asked. “The books? What ?”
“Everything. Lock, stock, and barrel. The woman’s |ost her mind.”

Hutch coul d think of nothing to say. But she understood the rationale. Qut
here, a zillion light-years fromArlington, the site was inconvenient. Wrse,
if they left it where it was, they would need to find a way to keep poachers
and vandal s off the prenmises. Furthermore, at home, it would becone a pretty
decent tourist draw

Now t hat she thought of it, she wondered whether the director wasn't doing the
right thing. Wiy not nake it available to the public? The Acadeny drew 51
percent of its support fromfederal taxes. It struck her that the taxpayers
had every right to see what their noney was buying. But she could see that
George was in no mood to discuss the matter.

“I won't allowit.” They were enpty words, and they both knew it. “Hutch.” He
| ooked at her as if she could sonehow i ntervene. Make Sylvia Virgil see
reason. Beat off Mbganbo. “It’s indecent.”

“Archeol ogi sts have al ways been grave robbers,” she said softly. “It’s what
they do.” She al nost said, what we do. Because she'd been invol ved, had hel ped
make off with countless artifacts. But she was only an amateur grave robber

She pictured the Retreat, with its unrenmarkabl e decks and its myopi c w ndows

| ooki ng out across the Potomac. Wth hordes of school ki ds tracking through it,
and vendors outside hustling sandwi ches and kites. And a souvenir shop. And
visitors would say to one another, Built by real aliens. They'd enjoy their
soft drinks and their popcorn, imagining they knew how it had really felt when
CGeorge and his team | anded

Ceorge was right. And all those people naking off with jars and knives and
cups and nedal lions from Sunmer and Egypt and Mexico, and later from Quraqua
and Pinnacle and Beta Pac, had been right, too. She couldn’t bring herself to



deny the work she’d assisted all these years. But still ...

W thout the needl e peaks and the Twins and the big ring (they couldn’t take
any of that back to Arlington) what would the Retreat be?

THEY WENT BACK to the Menphis for New Year’'s Eve. They'd run out of
constructive things to do on the ground. By then everyone wanted to get out of
t he pocket dome, or stop sleeping in the |ander. So they came back up and had
anot her party.

There’ d been some reservation about the propriety of all these celebrations so
soon after Kurt’'s death. But Hutch assured themthat Kurt would have preferred
they go ahead and enjoy thensel ves, which was true. Mreover, it was a bondi ng
process, a way to shut out the strangeness of their surroundings. So they
raised the first glass to the | ost captain, drank to their other | ost

conr ades, and drowned thensel ves in each other’s conpany.

“This is the way archeology is supposed to be done,” Hutch told Nick, late in
t he evening. She was wearing a party hat and had probably drunk a bit too much
by then. There were no rul es about captains drinking, other than the genera
adnoni tion that they be able to function in an emergency. Consequently, Hutch
stayed within range of what sone coffee and a couple of pills could do to
bring her around. Bill hel ped her keep watch on her limtations, and was not
above informng her publicly if he thought she was indul gi ng beyond the
limts.

At midnight, of course, everybody kisses everybody el se. George had been a bit
reluctant when Hutch offered herself to him but he managed a snile and
delivered a chaste peck just to one side of her |ips. Poor George. He was the
nost driven man she’d ever known. Even there, in the midst of a success that
woul d make himimortal, he couldn’t enjoy hinmself. Wen he started to pul
away, Hutch tossed her own inhibitions to the wind, seized him | ooked
directly into his startled eyes, and delivered a | ong wet snmooch after which
she grinned happily at him He tried to break free, but she hung on. “Happy
New Year, Ceorge,” she said, while applause rose around her. It went a |ong
way to breaking down the wall that had been rising between them

And even Tor, who routinely kept his distance, approached her toward the end
of the evening and took her aside. “Next year, Hutch,” he said, “however we do
it, whatever it takes, | want to celebrate with you.”

Wy not? “It’'s a date,” she said.

“HAPPY NEW YEAR, Hutch.”

Bill startled her. Usually, when she was alone in her quarters and he wanted
to speak with her, there was a prelininary cough or a telltale squeal fromthe
screen. But this tinme the voice was right in the roomw th her, hello ma am

how are you doi ng, no nonkeyi ng around.

“Happy New Year yourself, Bill.”

“Ni ce party.”

“Yes.” She had just finished toweling off after coming out of the shower and
was pulling her shift over her head. “Is everything okay?”

“We have another anomaly. | think.”

That got her attention. “What?”



“l didn’t nean to startle you.”

“I't’s okay. What's the anomal y?”

“The white spot.”

“The white spot?” She’'d forgotten about it. The cyclonic stormon Cobalt?
“On Autum. At the equator. |’'ve been watching it for several days.”

“Why is it anomal ous?”

“For one thing, it’'s not in the atnosphere.”

“It isnt? Wiere is it?”

“It’s in orbit.”

“I thought you said it was a snowstorm”

“1t is.”

“Can’t happen.”

“That woul d have been nmy view.”

She was tired. Ready to call the m ssion a success and go hone. “What el se?”
“Autum is directly on the line of transm ssion.”

“The signal from | cepack?”

“That is correct.”

Hut ch had been punching up her pillows. She abandoned them turned, and waited
for the wallscreen to light up. It did, and Bill |ooked out at her. He was
wearing a black dressing gown with the ship’s insignia over the breast pocket.
“Has the signal been tracking Autum?”

“Yes.”

“And you think there’s another set of stealths around Autumm?”

“No. It would be too hard to find a stable orbit. If you were going to put
satellites in this system it would be best to put themoutside the big ring.”

“What then? What’'s it ained at?”

Bill smiled at her. “I have no idea.”

IN THE MORNI NG t hey agreed unaninously to go | ook at the white spot. They
returned to the Retreat and effectively broke canp, retrieving the pocket
done, and trying to |l eave the structure as they’'d found it.

** Chapter 21

When we observe world affairs, is it not quite plain that fortune cares little
for wisdomor foolishness but converts one to the other with capricious



del i ght ?
—FACI TUS, ANNALS, III, C 110

“WHAT IS IT exactly, Bill?” They were gathered in nission control, |ooking at
the white disk floating at the top of Autum’s atnosphere.

Bil | sounded puzzled: “Spectroscopic analysis indicates it’s pure anmonia ice
crystals. And a variety of gases.”

“Bill,” said Hutch, “I nean, what is it?”
“It's a blizzard,” he said.

Al right. Let’'s start with basics. “Bill, something like this, assumng it
coul d happen—=

“—+t is happeni ng—=

“MWuldn't it be yell ow?”

“That is what | woul d expect.”

“Why yel | ow?” asked CGeorge

“Because you get a lot of sulfides and whatnot. But the critical thing is—=

“—that you’'d expect,” finished Nick, “to find it inside the atnosphere.
Doesn’t take a weathernman to figure that out.”

“So what,” asked Tor, “could cause a snowstormin outer space? Shoul dn’t that
be inpossible? Bill?”

“It’s clearly not inpossible.”
“You're being evasive. Is it possible in the natural state of things?”
“l would think not.”

They were still a few thousand kilonmeters away fromit. Hutch had not been
asked her opinion when the decision to come out here went unani nous. She
woul d, of course, have gone along with it. This was the sort of thing the
Acadeny people loved. And it seemed harn ess enough

She even allowed herself to get caught up sonmewhat in the general enthusiasm
They were |ike kids, George com ng down on Christmas norning and finding one
toy after another under the tree, Alyx always trying to fit the cosnpbs onto a
stage, we can do the snowstorm get the light behind it, we want the audi ence
to see into it, to feel the strangeness because this is no ordinary storm Tor
was maeking plans to go out on the hull to paint the thing, and N ck spent mnuch
of his time entering phil osophical observations into his notebook. “It’'lIl be a
bestsel |l er when we get hone,” he said. “The Notebooks of N chol as Carnentine.

| like the sound of it.”

“What are you witing?” asked Hutch
“It’s a personal nenoir. Hell, Hutch, when we get back, we’'re all going to be
famous. Have you thought about that? W’ ve found everything we’d hoped for

And nore.”

“Well,” said Tor, “alnobst everything.”



Even Bill was swept along by the general enthusiasm “It has to be
artificial,” he admtted to Hutch

The di sturbance, whatever it really was, was big, thousands of kiloneters
wide. It threw off jets and gushers in all directions. Streanmers arced hal f way
around the planet. The central body of the stormwas a |large glob, filled with
wi nds, driving snow, and slurry. The wi nds bl ew at about 80 kph, gusting to
130. Relatively serene for a stormon a gas giant. It was |located directly on
t he equat or.

The coffee tasted thick and warm and reassuring. Wien Hutch had been a little
girl at canp and they’d told ghost stories around the fire at night, she
renenbered that the snell of coffee (which she wasn’t allowed to drink) had

al ways nade her feel better, had made the world a bit nmore solid. It was like
that now And it felt good because there was sonething of the dark woods about
t hat cl oud.

She brought the Menphis in close enough that they coul d have reached out and
coll ected a bucket of snow. The stormtrailed down into the atnosphere, but
the big central section was clear of the upper clouds by at |east a hundred
klicks. Over the rimof the giant planet they could see Cobalt, blue and gold
in the distant sun.

“I't keeps getting stranger,” said Bill. “I’"mreading an expl osive effect. The
snow i s com ng up out of the atnosphere. Like a fountain.”

“How, ” asked Hutch, “could that be possible?”
“l do not know. But it is happening.”

“Why don't we go into the storn?” asked George. “Maybe we can figure out
what’s doing this.”

The suggestion visibly alarmed his coll eagues. Tor frowned and signal ed Hutch
he didn’t think it was a good idea. “Actually,” she said, “we mght want to do
that. But later. Let’'s get some nore information on [ocal conditions before we
junp into anything.”

Bill neasured the dianmeter of the stormat roughly four thousand kil oneters.
“Whatever’s causing it,” said Tor, “it shouldn’t last long. The sunlight’s on
it.”

“How | ong do you think?” Bill kept the nockery out of his voice, but Hutch
knew it was there.

“Ch, | don’t know. A few days, maybe. Right, Hutch?”

“I't’s a conpl ete unknown, Tor,” she said. “lI’d point out though that it’'s been
there nore than a week al ready.”
“CGot sonething else,” said Bill. One of the screens lit up, revealing a

picture of a noonlet. It was approaching the storm “Looks as if it’s in the
sane orbit.”

It was a flattened rock. Generally smooth surface, with several ranges of |ow
hills. “I believe it’s going to go inside,” Bill continued. “In about fifteen
m nutes.”

Hut ch was hungry. She ordered up sone pancakes and joi ned Al yx, who was j ust



starting on a plate of eggs and toast. Al yx asked whether she thought the
stormwas in some way connected with the Retreat. “I can’'t inmagine,” said

Ni ck, “how that could be possible.”

Asteroids come in all sorts of shapes. They are el ongated, they are hanmered
in, they are even broken shards. This one was flat, not unlike a sea ray, and
it was symmetrical. Not perfectly symmetrical, but its mass appeared to be
evenly distributed al ong both sides.

“Bill,” Hutch said, “dinmensions, please?”

“It’s 16.6 kiloneters long,” said Bill, “and 5.1 wide at maxi rum Vertical is
.8 at the center.”

“Not much of a noon,” said George

“And we have a surprise,” Bill continued. He waited while N ck got slowy out
of his chair and literally gaped.

“What ?” said Al yx.

He jabbed his index finger at the satellite. At the trailing end of the
satellite. “Look.”

Bi ngo.
The obj ect had exhaust tubes.

GEORGE WAS ON his feet. They were all on their feet. N ck shook Hutch’s hand
and congratul ated her.

An alien ship. The first one.

“Record the time, Bill,” Hutch said, as she was swept up and enbraced by
Ceorge. CGeorge of all people. “Record everything and mark it for the

ar chi ves.”

“Yes, Hutch. Congratul ations, M. Hockel mann.”

“Thank you.” George beaned

They jacked up the magnitude on the rock. It had antennas. And sensors.

“Some of the dishes,” said Bill, “are ained back at |cepack.”

Hutch directed Bill to angle the approach so they could get a good | ook at the
vessel , above and bel ow, both sides, front and rear

The exhaust tubes were enornmous. But that figured: The engines had to push a
| ot of mmss.

They watched it nove toward the snowstorm The blizzard. The big Slurpy. Wy
would it do that? Tor | ooked across at Hutch for the answer.

“Bill,” she asked, “is it under power?”

Bill's dignified features came on-screen. “Yes, Hutch,” he said, “they have
just nade a slight course adjustnent. It is not a derelict.”

“They’ re nmoving clear of the storn?” she asked.



“No. They seemto be headed right into it.”

A cloud of objects appeared from sonewhere beneath the object, not unlike a
swarm of insects. They charged forward, toward the blizzard

Bill |ocked on one and went to full mag. It | ooked like a pair of cylinders
connected by a gridwork, an engine housing, and thrust tubes. There were
sensors and antennas and bl ack boxes. No viewports, nothing that |ooked like a
passenger cabin. No place she could see that m ght have been home to a pilot.
Now, noving well ahead of the asteroid, the objects plunged into the Slurpy.
“I"'mstill tracking them” said Bill

“What are they doi ng?”

“Sl owi ng down.”

Sonet hi ng was happeni ng on the asteroid. Hutch watched as it sprouted wi ngs.
On both its upper and | ower sides gray-black appendages were rising out of the
rock. It was taking on the appearance of a malformed bat. Meanwhile it was
closing on the Slurpy, running through the trail of whirling snow that was
drifting out fromthe rear of the storm

“What are those things?” asked Tor. “Wat’'s going on?”

“I't’s going to refuel,” said Hutch

“Are you serious?”

“W have the sane capability. To a degree.”

“How do you mean?”

“I think they're scoops. W have themtoo. If we run a bit short of fuel, we
can dip into the atnosphere of one of these things and fill the tanks.” She
turned back to Bill. “Are we picking up anything?”

“There is sone el ectronic | eakage,” he said.

“They’ re not saying hell o0?”

“No. They aren't reacting to us at all.”

“They have to see us by now,” said George. “Bill, would you open a channel to
themfor me?”

“You want the multichannel, Ceorge?”

Ceorge | ooked at Hutch. “Do | ?”

“Yes,” she said.

And Tor grinned. “What are you going to tell then®”
“I"’mgoing to say hello.”

The asteroid was easing into the storm



“You're on,” said Bill.
“Hello,” said CGeorge. “We cone in peace for all humankind.”

“That sounds famliar,” said N ck

Ceorge reddened. “Well, what do you want on short notice? | wasn't ready for
this.”
“Too late,” said Nick. “They’ Il be reading that Iine in every school in the

world for centuries to cone.”

Ceorge turned back to the Al’s screen inmge. “They answer back, Bill?”
“Negative. No response.”

The asteroid noved deeper into the Slurpy and gradually |ost definition

Bl LL STARTED A countdown and, on schedule, the object emerged fromthe storm
foll owed by the cloud of shuttles. The wi ngs fol ded back, the shuttles caught
up and nerged with the main body, the object fired guide thrusters to adjust

its orbit, and continued on its way.

“I't is currently on course to pass through the stormagain on its next orbit,”
said Bill.

CGeorge got back on his channel and tried again. “Hello,” he said. “Hello over
there.” He grinned up at Alyx. “This is us over here. Please blink a light or
waggl e your wi ngs or sonething.”

Si | ence poured out of the speaker

“I"’msure you guys run into folks out here all the tine,” he added.

“What now?” asked Tor.

Al yx punched up a couple of pieces of toast. “It’s a chindi,” she said.

What in hell was a chindi?

“Navajo term A spirit of the night.”

“Danger ous?” asked Nick

“Al'l spirits are dangerous,” said Tor. He gazed down at Al yx, who was getting
out some strawberry jamfor her toast. “Wat’'s your Navaj o connection?” he

asked.

“My grandfather.” She smiled innocently. “He maintains it’s where |I got ny
good | ooks.”

“But you're blond.”
“My | ooks. Not ny coloring.”

“So what’'s it going to do now?” asked CGeorge, bored with hair col or and Navajo
gr andf at hers.

“I"d guess,” said Hutch, “it will cone around and go through the Sl urpy
again.”



“Didn’t get enough the first tinme?”
“Right. As big as they are, I'd expect it’ll take a while.”
“How exactly does it work?” asked Al yx.

Hutch didn't really know “Somehow they’ ve nanaged to get the troposphere to
cough up a lot of amonia ice. That's the Slurpy.”

“I's ammoni a fuel ?” asked Al yx.
“More or |less. They probably break it down into hydrogen and nitrogen. Throw
the nitrogen overboard, |iquefy and store the hydrogen. That's the fuel. And

maybe reaction mass, as well.”

“I't doesn’t sound possible, though,” said Tor. “How do you get the atnosphere
to throw of f all that anmoni a?”

“Don’t know,” she said. “Can’t see past the stormto figure out how they're
doing it.”

“At least it’s not just a hulk,” said George.

“Were you worried that it would be?”

“Frankly, yes.”

Hut ch shook her head. “1’d have been surprised if that had turned out to be
the case.”

“ W]y?”

“The grave at the Retreat. The fresh one. And the tracks. These are very
likely the fol ks who left them”

“And buried the occupants.”

“And buried one of the occupants.” She | ooked out at the Twins. “Yes. | nean,
it’s not as if this is a crowded nei ghborhood. They may or may not be
connected with whoever built the Retreat. That's a long tine ago. Probably,

t hese guys were just cruising through the nei ghborhood and sawit. Same as we
did.”

“I't’s an odd coincidence,” said Alyx.
“What' s that?”

“This place has probably only had two visitors in three thousand years, and
they come within a few days of each other.”

THE OBJECT GREW progressively larger in the screens. Bill opened the wall
panels in mssion control so they could look directly at it, could get a sense
of the imensity of the thing. As the Menphis closed, their perspective
changed, they could no |onger see the ship as a whole. Instead they were

| ooki ng down on a rockscape that stretched away in all directions. It was
scarred and battered, covered with snow. Ridges and fractures scattered across
the surface, and occasional craters, mixed with clusters of antennas and
sensors and other el ectronic gear, much of which Hutch couldn't identify.



They were moving nore slowy than the object, watching it pass beneath them
wat chi ng the rocky surface gradually lose its irregularity, becom ng snooth,
becomi ng nmetal, and rising toward them The rise becane a hill and the hil
becarme cylindrical, becane one of two, twin cylinders, gray and cold and
pockmar ked. Then the cylinders noved ahead and they saw there were four of
them two abreast, and they becanme tubes, massive thrusters at the rear of the
vessel

“Big,” said Tor.

“What do you want to do?” Hutch asked George.

“What do you recomend?”

“Keep talking to them and sit back and watch.”

“I'f they leave,” said Nick, “would we be able to follow then®”

“Depends on their technol ogy. The Hazeltines are theoretically the only way a
junp can be made. If that's true, if that’'s what they have, then yes. W just
wat ch where they’ re headed, and join themthere.”

“W can tell which star?”

“I't’s just a matter of following their line of sight. Connect the dots. Yes,
it shouldn’t be a problem”

They went into a parallel orbit, trailing slightly behind, and maintaining a
di screet separation. There was no indication that the asteroid, the chindi
was aware of their presence

But CGeorge was beconming restive. “lI don't understand why they don’t answer,”
he said. And a thought occurred to him “Wen do we expect Mganbo?”

“I'n about nine days. Why?”

“I'f somebody shakes hands with these critters, 1'd like it to be us.” He had
made a fist and was pushing it against his lips. “How about blinking the
[ights?”

“We could try it. What do you like? Three shorts, three | ongs?”

“That’'s good.”

She did it manually, after they drew al ongside the chindi, using the forward
navi gati on | anps.

Bl i nkbl i nkbl i nk.

Bl aht. Bl aht. Bl aht.

And agai n.

The chindi glided through the night. They were on the dark side of Autumm now,
away fromthe Slurpy. Far bel ow, vast towers of cunulus filled the sky.

Li ghtning flickered, massive bolts, sone |ong enough to go round the Earth.

“Try again,” said Ceorge.

She turned the job over to Bill, who blinked front and rear, top and bottom



“Maybe they don’t see us.”
“That’ s not possible, George.”

“Then why don’t they respond? This has to be just as significant for them as
it is for us.”

“Don’t know,” she said. “Be careful about assunptions.”

“We’re still not hearing anything on the radio, right?”

“No. "

They kept trying. They passed through the |Iast of the night, crossed the
term nator, and energed into the dawn. And they watched Cobalt rise. The

chindi glided across the arm of the world.

Meantinme they took to magnifying and enhancing the pictures. It was just a
rock with propul sion tubes. And sensor arrays. But here was sonet hing.

Tor put his finger on a dot. It was between a couple of |ow ridges. They went
to maxi mum mag, and Al yx said she thought it |ooked |ike a radio antenna.

“I think,” Hutch said, “it’'s a hatch.”

THEY CONTI NUED TO acquire data on the chindi. The Menphis, which neasured
Sixty-two nmeters stemto stern woul d have been barely visible alongside it,
less than 1 percent of its |ength.

Bill took pictures, and they spent hours going over them while the Menphis
repeated CGeorge’s greeting endl essly. They found other hatches, in sizes
varying fromabout two neters across up to twenty or nore, all the sanme col or

as the surroundi ng rock

“Hutch.” Bill’'s voice dropped into its |ower ranges. Hi s concerned ranges.
“There’s been a launch. Sonething has left the ship and gone into orbit.”

“On-screen.” It was a bottle-shaped object, neck thrust forward. Its hull was
snoot h.

“It’s a different design fromthe objects we saw earlier.”
She coul d make out exhaust tubes. “How big is it?”

“Alnost as long as our | ander. Maybe a couple of meters shorter. Three neters
dianeter at its widest.”

“Ckay, Bill,” she said. “Let nme know if anything changes.”

Later, he was back with nore: “Hutch, | believe | can see how they' re creating
the Slurpy.”

Physi cs and meteorol ogy weren’t her strong suits. O anybody else’s in that
group. But she knew that Bill had expectations. “Explain,” she said.

“A ship as massive as the chindi requires enornous amounts of fuel. If it

attenpted to use scoops of the type that we have, it would have to stay in
orbit for years to collect enough hydrogen, or it would have to do an
at nospheric entry and cruise around in the troposphere.



“To do that would require substantial design conpromise to reduce friction
and it would waste substantial quantities of its newy acquired fuel getting
back out of the gravity well.”

“So what's the sol ution?”

Bill appeared in the opposite seat, wearing a soft white shirt open at the
collar and dark green slacks. One |l eg was crossed over the other. “The
solution is a percolator,” he said.

“A percolator.”

The Slurpy blinked on. They were looking at it fromthe side, watching the jet
wel ling up frombelow, the storm bubbling like a vol cano, an enornous

expl osi ve mushroom rising above the clouds and spreading in all directions. A
blinking line appeared in the jet, extending into the center of the storm
“That’s a tube,” said Bill. “As nearly as | can make out, it goes about three
hundred kil ometers down fromthe Slurpy.” Deep in the troposphere, the
blinking line, the tube, metanorphosed into a kind of funnel, a tornado shape,
except that it was reversed, widening as it reached down through the

at nosphere. The tornado rose and sank in the high winds that blewit first one
way and then another. But it held together. It was noving in the | ower depths,
keepi ng pace with the Slurpy.

“It’s traveling about 1400 kph,” said Bill
“And this thing is making the stornP”

“I think so. What they seemto be doing is transferring gas fromthe
troposphere out of the gravity well. The idea would be to create a reservoir
of hydrogen out in orbit with which the ship can rendezvous.” Bill was clearly
pl eased with hinself. “They do it by percolating the gas at the | ower |evels.
And pl ease don’t | ook so skeptical. The engineering would really be quite

si npl e.

“One need only lower a flexible drone, constructed of, say, a |ightweight
pl astic, down into the tropopause. At the equator, by the way. It has to be
done at the equator.”

“Ckay. Then what ?”

“We put an efficient fusion reactor in the drone. About one hundred kil oneters
bel ow t he tropopause, tenperatures are just under one hundred degrees Kel vin,
the pressure is around one atnosphere, and the conposition is primarily
ammoni a i ce. The drone inflates into the big funnel that we see, narrow end

up. ”
“Wuldn't it be heavy? What keeps it up?”

“Use light material, Hutch. And sone ball oons, if necessary. The reactor is
turned on. It grabs and heats whatever’s near by. The whol e assenbly is bottom
heavy, so it just bobs around the planet on 1400-kph wi nds. It has the sane
dynam c as a plastic fishing bob with one of those spring-loaded plungers at
the top.”

A schemati c appeared on-screen.

“The reactor is positioned inside the funnel, at the throat. As it heats the
surrounding slurry, the anmonia ice and gas is propelled up the tube and



expell ed into space. And you have your snowstorm Your refueling station

“When the chindi’s tanks are full, the percolator is deflated, stowed, and, |
assune, returned to the ship.”

They had all been listening. “It strikes ne,” CGeorge said, “that it would be
sinmpler to build a smaller ship. Something with | ess mass.”
“I't would be sinpler,”
ship.”

said Tor. “There nust be a reason they want a big

THE CHI NDI COWPLETED a second orbit and was naking again for the Slurpy. The
Menmphis was trailing, letting the range open to a thousand kil ometers. Bil
was still directing George’ s message of peace and greeting when CGeorge
abruptly told her to shut it down. He seemed personal ly of f ended.

“Do it, Bill,” Hutch said. She was al one on the bridge.

“Ckay, Hutch. And it looks as if we're getting a second | aunch over there.
Yes, there it goes.” He put it on-screen. “Another bottle. And the first one
is lifting out of orbit.”

“Can you tell where it’'s headed, Bill?”

“Negative. It's still accelerating. Mpving at seven gees and going up fast.”
“Not in this direction?”

“No. Not anywhere near us.”

“Ckay,” she said. “Ceorge, we could use sone fuel ourselves. W tal ked about
goi ng through the Slurpy before. | think this would be a good tine.”

He nodded. “Maybe it’'ll get their attention.”
“l doubt it.”

Tor and Nick both | ooked worried. “You really think,” asked N ck, “we can do
t hat ?”

“I't shouldn’t be a problem And it beats spending a few days skinm ng the
upper atnosphere. No, we should be all right. They got through.”

“They’re a | ot bigger than we are.”
“W'll take it slow”

But even Bill seemed doubtful. Wen she went up to the bridge and he could
speak to her alone, he asked whether she was sure it was a good idea.

“Yes, Bill, it’s a good idea. Put out the scoops and retract everything except
the sensors.”

“The chindi has just reentered the storm”
“ (](ay. ”

Her commink blipped. It was Alyx, who was with the others in m ssion control
“The di splays just went off,” she said.



“Alyx, that’s because we shut the imagers down for the passage through the
Sl urpy.”

“I's that necessary?” runbled George.
“It’s a precaution.”
“Let’s take the chance. W'd like to see this.”

“Ckay,” she said. “Visibility will probably be pretty restricted once we get
intoit.” Bill reactivated two of the imagers, one on either beam She fed the
pi ctures down to mission control and put themup on her own over head.

“Thank you,” said Al yx.

“Wel come.” She directed her passengers to activate restraints. “Bill, what's
happening with the two bottl es?”

“The first one continues on its original course, Hutch. It’s stil

accel erating. | cannot see any probable destination. The other has just lit
its engine and appears to be about to leave orbit. In fact it is doing so
now. ’

“Where's it goi ng?”
“Apparently nowhere. It's ained in the general direction of Androneda.”

She | ooked down on the roiling atnosphere and watched the Slurpy expand as

t hey approached. The chindi was out of sight. The light fromthe distant sun
and the two giants and the rings noved and shifted, providing an om nous

cl oudscape. It rem nded her of the northern hill country on Quraqua, or the
Canadi an pl ai ns, where you coul d see heavy snow approachi ng for hours.

“Scoops deployed,” said Bill. “All systens are on-line. W are ready to take
on fuel.”

It wasn’t of course an ordinary snowstorm This was a stormwi th |arge
slurries and slushes, with water ice and sleet particles.

“Slow to stormrate plus four zero,” she said. Stormvelocity plus forty
kil oreters per hour.

She overheard Al yx comrent that the stormwas beautiful. She was right.

The Menphis was near the top of the Slurpy, planning to cross only a narrow
section, to cone out of it with her tanks full after two hours. If she went
through the niddle of the orbiting fuel station, slow ng down sufficiently to
play it safe, the chindi could well come around agai n before she got clear and
pl ow into her rear.

She found a section of the stormfront that seened relatively tranquil and
directed Bill to take themin.

The light turned gray. A blast of wind hit them and a sudden burst of hai
rattled across the hull.

“Incredible,” said Bill. “I never thought 1'd see anything like this.”

Visibility faded to a few nmeters. Wet flakes oozed onto the viewports and the
two i magers. “We need wipers,” she told the Al.



The wi nds buffeted them and then subsided. Sonetinmes the i mediate

envi ronnent was dead still, and they saw only white veils of nist. The snow
swirled over them and gobs of hal f-frozen anmoni a spl oshed across the hull.
Their |ights played agai nst shadowy forms, insubstantial creatures of the

ni ght .

The Menphis could conpletely refuel in a single pass. Maybe two at nost. But
the chindi had far nore extensive requirenents. It would take a | ot of power
and a lot of reaction mass to get all that rock nmoving. It might need a couple
of weeks to top off its tanks. She wondered how |l ong it had been here.

“We are doing nicely,” said Bill. “Tanks should be full within the anticipated
tine.”

VWHEN THE REFUELI NG was conpl eted, Hutch took them higher until they cleared
the Slurpy. Bill reported that the chindi remained in orbit.

Over the next few hours they settled in just behind and above it. George began
wonderi ng al oud what the chindi would do if the Menphis placed itself directly
inits path.

Hutch knew a run-it-up-the-flagpol e i dea when she heard one. “W don’t want to
do that,” she said.

“Hutch, couldn’'t we do it in a way that would involve no risk? Just keep our
engi nes runni ng. Mintain enough di stance.”

“No, George. It's really not a good idea.”

“Where's the risk?”

“For one thing, they ve shown a tendency not to notice us. At sone point,
they’'re going to accelerate. W wouldn’t want to be in their way when they

do.”

He sank into a chair. “Tor, what do you think? Wwuld you be willing to take a
run across their bow?”

“I't’s not up for a vote,” said Hutch
“lI agree with Hutch,” said Tor

Ceorge switched to his nost reasonable tone. “Hutch,” he said, “I wouldn't
want to force you to do anything you don’t want to, but | have to rem nd you—=

“I't’s your ship, but I'"mresponsible for its safety, George.”
“lI can relieve you. Then you won’t have to worry about it.”

Hut ch shook her head. “You can’t do that in mdflight unless you have a
qualified replacenent.”

“Who says?”
“It'’s in the rules.”
“What rul es?”

“Regul ati ons for Ships’ Msters.”



“l don't see how that binds ne.”

“I't binds ne.” She sat down beside him “Look, George, | know how you fee
about this. I know how nuch you want to make contact with these guys. But
think a little patience is in order.”

“What do you suggest?”

“For now, we only have two alternatives. Watch and wait, or—=
“—Or what ?”

“Co hone.”

H s eyes | ocked on her. “That’s out of the question.”

“lI agree. So let’'s just sit tight for the noment.”

“You know,” said Nick, “it’s possible that the reason they don't answer is
that there’s nobody over there.”

“How coul d that be?” runbled George.
“Aut omat ed ship,” said Hutch

“What ?”

“I't mght be automated. Run by an Al.”
“But surely even an Al would respond.”

“Depends on the programm ng. Don't forget that Al’s aren't really
intelligent.” Sonewhere, deep in the ship, she thought she heard Bill sigh

Ceorge shook his head. It was a cruel -world shake. Defeated, he settled back
and cl osed his eyes.

Tor said, quietly, “But it mght be time to take the plunge.”
“Meani ng what ?” asked Al yx.
“Co over and knock on their door.”

Ceorge, w thout opening his eyes, nodded solemmly. Yes. That was the way to
go.

“No,” said Hutch. She wi shed Tor would be quiet. “That’s extrenely dangerous.
W don’t know anyt hing about what’s in there. This thing is connected with the
destruction of two ships.”

“No,” said CGeorge. “We don’t know that. Those attacks were carried out by
robots. This is different. W' ve had a chance to |look at it. The ship. Do you
see any sign of weapons?”

Al yx shook her head. “I think Hutch is right. | think we ought to go slow.”
“You' d be putting your lives on the line,” said Hutch

“But it doesn’'t put the ship in danger,” said George. “It seenms to nme we can



t ake whatever other risk we deem appropriate.” He glanced at Nick and Tor. “Am

I right?”

He was right.

“This is what we cane for,” said Tor. “If we have to go up and ring their
bell, then | say let’s do it. Alyx, you can stay here with Hutch if you want.”

“Tor, this is not a good idea.” She saw sonethi ng bordering on di sappoi nt ment
in his face. And it hurt.

Ni ck had been studying the inside of a coffee cup. Now he | ooked up. “Hutch,”
he said, “may | ask you a question?”

“Sure.” She was | osing.

“Way is the Menphis not arned? Wiay isn't there a single arned ship in the
entire fleet of superluninals? There are, what, twenty-sone of them now. And
not a weapon to be found. Wiy is that?”

“Because there’s never been anybody to shoot at, | guess. There has never been
a threat.”

Ni ck flashed his reassuring funeral director’s snile

He' s- gone-to-t he-sweet - bye- and- bye. Everything’ s-going-to-be-fine. “lIsn’t it
al so because we believe that anybody smart enough to develop interstellar
travel isn't going to be hostile? |I’ve heard you say that yourself.”

“That’s so,” Hutch said. “It’s what we assune. It’s not sonething you bet your
life on.”

“You al so suggested these guys went in, found the body of the second occupant,
and buried him That doesn’t sound very fearsone.”

“But it’'s guesswork, Nick. The reality is we just don’'t know. And even if
they’'re not hostile, what happens if the chindi takes off while you' re
knocki ng on the door?”

Ni ck frowned. “lI don’'t know,” he said. “What happens? | assunme it wouldn't be
good.”

“Bye-bye,” said Hutch.

** Chapter 22

Li ke one, that on a | onesone road,

Doth wal k in fear and dread,

And havi ng once turned round, wal ks on,

And turns no nore his head;

Because he knows a frightful fiend

Dot h cl ose behi nd himtread.

—SAMUEL T. COLERI DGE, THE RI ME OF THE ANCI ENT MARI NER, VI, 1798

TOR HAD NEVER t hought of hinself as being particularly brave. Not physically,
and not in any other way. He’'d avoi ded troubl e whenever he could, had no taste
for confrontations, and had quietly wal ked away from Hutch when she’d told him
to. So he’'d been surprised to hear hinself take George’s side of the dispute.
Right. Let’s go. I'll do it with you, George. How can you be so cowardly,

Hut ch?



Uterly out of character. He was horrified when Hutch caved in. “Ckay,” she'd
said. “Do what you think best. If you get yourselves killed, |I'msure
everybody will be inpressed.” She’d | ooked directly at him and he understood
what she neant.

But that wasn’t the reason he’'d done it. Well, maybe he had thought she' d | ose
respect for himif he backed away. But it was also true that he cringed at the
t hought of their all riding back with their tails between their |egs. That
certainly would have been the end of it with Hutch. Still, he told hinself, it
wasn't why he’d gone front and center. George had devoted his life to this. He
was a decent guy and he deserved his chance. If Tor hadn’t ridden in with the
Marines, Hutch woul d have persisted, and George, renenbering that he' d been
fatally wong before, would have caved in.

So now Tor was standing beside the lander, listening to Hutch lay out the
ground rules, getting ready to do sonething he really didn’'t want to do.

VWHAT ABOUT WEAPONS? They had three |l aser cutters. Beyond that they were
reduced to an assortnent of knives and forks.

“We shoul dn’t need them” George mai ntai ned.

Sonehow, Al yx managed to | ook down at him “You said sonething |ike that once
before.”

“Come on, Alyx. These people are in a starship. You really think they’l
behave |i ke savages?”

“Still,” said Tor, “it’s not a bad idea to be prepared. Just in case.”
Ceorge | ooked at Hutch. Hutch shrugged. “Your call.”

“Ckay,” he said. She gave himtwo of the cutters, keeping one for herself.
“Are you com ng?” he asked.

“Reluctantly.”
“l don’t want you doi ng anything you don't want to do.”

Well, that was a | augher. “It’s best if | go.

He | ooked relieved, and she wondered if, left to hinself, he wouldn't stay
put .

“When we see them” he said, “followny lead.”

Ni ck and Tor nodded. Ceorge smiled at her. It was going to be okay. Have a
little faith. And there was, as always, sonething in his manner that won her
respect. Everything would be okay as | ong as Hockel mann was in charge. “What
el se,” he asked, “do we need to think about?”

“They might |eave orbit,” said Hutch. “Wth us on board.”

“How great is the risk?”

“I"d say it’s substantial. But if they do decide to take off, we should get
some warning. They' |l probably shut down whatever’s causing the blizzard.

Al t hough we might have a hard tine detecting that in time for it to do us any
good.”



“What about when they turn on their engines?” asked Nick. “It seenms to ne that
woul d be an easy way to know=

“The engi nes are running now,” she said. “They’ ve been running since we got
here. They're just not generating any thrust at the noment. What |1’ d expect to
happen when they get ready to leave is that we'll see a spike in energy

out put . ”

“And we can pick that up?” asked Tor

“Ch, yes. Bill will read it right away. If it happens, if we hear Bill give us
the warni ng, we break for the | ander. Right?” She | ooked hard at George.

He nodded. They all nodded.

“I't doesn’t matter what we’'re doing, we clear out imediately.”

“Are you sure about the spike?” asked CGeorge. “After all, this is an alien
ship.”
“Engi nes are engines. | don't see anything down there that inplies advanced

technol ogy. Other than that they don’'t seemto have Hazeltine pods.”
“They’ re probably concealed in the terrain,” said Tor
“What are you suggesting about the pods?” asked Nick

“That they may have sonething better. But there’s no point worrying about
that.”

“What are Hazeltine pods?” asked Al yx. She was standi ng outside the |aunch
bay.

“They focus the energy generated by the junp engi nes and make transdi nensi ona
flight possible. They're located fore and aft on the Menphis.”

They buckl ed on the harnesses that would generate their e-suits, and picked up
their air tanks. Hutch did a quick inspection. Satisfied, she opened the
| ander hatch, and they clinmbed in.

THERE WAS NO way they were going to talk Alyx into going over to the chindi
hanmreri ng on the door, and waiting around to see what woul d open up. She was
glad to see Hutch had no enthusiasmfor it either, but she wished that the
captain had not agreed to join the landing party. She didn’'t much |ike being
| eft al one.

The three males all had their testosterone in gear, and it seened as if they'd
| earned nothing fromthe deaths of their coll eagues on the Condor, or at the
hands of the savages at Paradise. O for that matter fromthe death of the
captain of the Wendy Jay. They were all tal king about how they owed it to the
victinms to push ahead. But enough was enough. They had di scovered the chindi
and the Retreat, and that was where the glory lay. There'd be no shortage of
peopl e who’'d want in on this. And as far as she was concerned, that was fine.
Let sonebody el se go knock on the door

More infuriating still, she knew exactly what they thought about her. She was,
after all, a wonman. Keep your head down and | et the nenfol k take the chances.
Wul dn’t want you in the Iine of fire, and all that. They were willing to make

an exception for Hutch. After all, she was the captain. And even in her case,



t hey thought she | acked courage. But they were willing to accept her because
they felt nmore confortable when she was there. And if the pieces didn't quite
fit together, that didn't matter

Dam.

Alyx was willing to put her Ilife on the line in a good cause, if the odds were
reasonable. But this, in her view, was just damed foolish. She could see both
sides of the argunent. And she knew George had expected nore of her, had
wanted her to go along with the ganme, to |l end support. But |life was sweet, and
the fact that the chindi remained silent was om nous. They are not going to be
waiting for us with the |ocal chowder and marchi ng society.

Scientific breakthroughs were nice, and especially one of this nagnitude. But
she had no interest in sacrificing herself on the altar of science or anything
el se. After dinner, when they’' d been getting ready to go down to the cargo
bay, she nmade it a point to take Hutch aside and tell her that she was
absolutely right, that if George and the others wanted to throw their lives
away, it was their call, but she should not let herself get talked into
anyt hi ng foolish.

Hut chi ns had given her a quick smle in return. It was perfunctory, and served
to mask whatever she was feeling. Then Al yx had watched themtroop out, the
four of them headed bel ow. And she’d asked Bill to blink the Menphis's lights
agai n, and send over George's greetings. Bill had conplied, but the chind
remai ned di stressingly nonresponsive.

“Hutch,” she said over her private channel, “I hate to bring this up..

“I't’s okay.” They were sitting in the lander, three Scouts and a reluctant den
nmot her, waiting for the cargo bay to depressurize. “If something happens, Bill
will take you homne.”

“How wi | | he know?”

“Just tell him He'll accept your command.”

It occurred to her that Hutch was showing a ot of trust in her judgnment. “If
you get inside,” Alyx said, “leave the imger on. O something. So | can see
what’ s happeni ng.”

“I will. And listen, Alyx, there's probably nothing to worry about.”

Right. Sure. W do stuff like this every day.

Heywood Butler, the horror king, would have |loved this situation. And she
found hersel f conceptualizing the plot for him The heroine remains behind
whil e the landing party goes over. But they drop out of sight over there, and
somet hi ng el se conmes back

A chill worked its way up her spine.
THE MOONSCAPE PASSED sl ow y beneat h t hem

Hutch had timed the rendezvous to coincide with the chindi’s departure from
the storm They had pictures of its docking facilities, but everything was
cl osed up and there was no trace of a |aunch-and-recovery capability other
than a coupl e of hatches. She noved the |ander in close and touched down
briefly, to see whether the ship would respond. She blinked |ights and
requested, in English, permssion to come aboard.



“Not very friendly,” grunbled George.
“Do you want to rethink breaking in on these fol ks?” Hutch asked.

Wl |, mnds had been nmade up. So George and his coll eagues had no difficulty
com ng up with seven or eight reasons to go ahead. She sensed that,

i ndi vidually, none of themwanted to do so. But a group nentality had taken
over.

So in the end, she circled back to the topside area, intending to use as their
entry point the small round hatch between the two |ow ridges. It was an
arbitrary choice, or maybe she selected it because it was well away fromthe

| aunchi ng and docki ng sections. In a nore qui et nei ghborhood.

“I"1l secure as best | can,” she said. “If the thing starts to nove after
we're out on the surface, get back inside in a hurry. | make no guarantees
that it’ll be possible to wait for anybody.

“Now, answer a question for ne. After we knock, and nobody cones to the door
what are we going to do?”

Ceorge |l ooked as if he’d been giving the matter considerabl e thought, as
doubtl ess he had. It was, she thought, the nost likely outcone. “If they don’'t
answer, we are going to draw the obvious concl usion.”

“Wich is?”

“That nobody’s hone.”

“I see.” Hutch’s eyes narrowed. “So then we are going to.! Her voice trailed
off, inviting himto finish

“.look for a way to open the hatch ourselves.”
“Ckay. \What happens if there is no manual ?”

“Hutch, we can’t just let this thing go away. One way or another, we have to
get intoit.”

“Whi ch neans..?”

“.if we have to we’'ll cut our way in.”
“Cut our way.”
“ Yes X ”

“That presents a danger to the occupants.”

“Surely we can do it in a way that opts for safety.”

“Not easily,” she said.

“Well, let’'s hope it doesn’t cone to that, shall we?”

The target hatch was in a plain bordered by two ridges that angled in on it.
Pointing forward to the bow Between the ridges lay a section of flatland.

Good place to bring down the I ander. Behind it, about fifty meters, the ridges
j oi ned.



“Hutch.” It was Bill. “You' re being tracked by one of its sensors. It knows
you're com ng.”

GEORGE HAD NOT gotten past Herman's death. Never woul d. The inmages fromthat
terrible nonment on the ground at the place they called Paradi se were a knife
in his heart. He would never forget how those creatures had turned, how their
beatifi c appearance had shifted, the gentle eyes gone denonic, the am able
smles hungry. They'd come for him and Herman had tried to intervene as he

al ways had, but he’d gone down beneath the talons and claws. One of the things
had sunk its teeth into Herman's neck and Hernman had | ooked to himfor help
that one tinme, but George had been fighting off his own nightmare.

Hut ch had al nost persuaded hi mthat the m ssion had been successful, despite
the | osses. But now, as they settled toward the chindi, he knew that was a
lie, a deception, a piece of notivational manipul ation. Wat after all had

t hey found? An abandoned noonbase near a decimated world, a group of
primtives, and an enpty house.

The gray bl eak | andscape was growi ng larger. He could see the proposed | andi ng
site. And the hatch

This was the real prize. Herman woul d not have wanted himto sit on the
Memphis and wait for Mbganbo to come and knock on the door. Because that’s
what he’ d do. He would establish communi cations with whoever waited inside,
and they would tal k about science and God, about why the universe existed,
about the future relationship between the two species. And the world would
forget Safe Harbor, which had died stillborn, and the killer angels, and the
Retreat. Herman and George woul d beconme a footnote to the real story.

No. This was his chance, for hinmself and for Herman, and for everybody who'd
trusted him He pictured hinself with the pilot of the alien ship, sonmehow
seated in front of a blazing fire, downing beer and pizza.

And he thought: If | could do that, if | could have an hour with him I
woul dn’t care if the dammed thing took off with ne on board. | really wouldn't
care.

From short range, it was hard to see how anyone could m ss the obvious fact
that the chindi was shaped rock. No natural object. And no attenpt to nmake it
| ook i ke one, although he could see it had not been turned out of a nold.
This was a vessel that LeTurno m ght have created, or Pasquarelli. A piece of
art rather than an engi neering product. And there was sonething ineffably
nmour nful about the design

He did not nention his inpressions to the others in the cabin, none of whom
woul d have understood. N ck and Hutch were good people, but they were
essentially superficial creatures, unable to grasp the poetry of the nonent.
And Tor, who m ght have perceived the inplications of the chindi’s
architecture, was probably too distracted by the captain.

They crossed the ternminator, and the chindi broke into blinding sunlight.
Hutch did something at the controls, and they noved cl oser

They hovered over the flat patch of land, gray and | evel and unspectacul ar
save for the silver coin at one end, the hatch, the door into the future. He
checked his harness with easy famliarity, as if he were a veteran junper.

“Don’t forget,” Hutch said, “this place will have no gravity. Keep together
And no sudden noves.”



Yes, Maw.

Ceorge picked up the wench he’d brought along and | ooked at it. Hi storic
wrench. Maybe wind up in the Snmithsoni an one day, after he used it to bang on
t he hatch.

The chindi filled the viewports, and George’s pul se pounded in his ears.

WTH A SLIGHT jar, the | ander set down. Hutch did things, and the lights cane
on, the electronics changed tone, and the cabin began to depressurize.

“Wel come to the chindi,” said Tor

Ceorge got up and stood by the airlock. Hutch | ooked out at the rockscape as
if to make sure there weren’'t savages approachi ng. They connected their
tether, Ceorge at one end, Hutch at the other

“CGot your line ready?” N ck asked Ceorge.

“What do you nean?”

“Your remark for history.”

“This isnt a world, Nick. It’'s just a holl owed-out rock.”

“I still think you should say something. Sonmething a little nore rousing than
last time.”
“Ckay,” he said. “I wll.”

The air pressure went to zero, the outer hatch cycled open, and George | ooked
out across the rocks. The hull of an alien ship. Atiny world. He floated out
t he door, got hold of the |adder, and pushed hinself down. N ck appeared in

t he hat chway.

Ceorge’s feet touched ground. But he had to hold hinmself down. “Well,” he
said, “here we are.”

Ni ck gazed at him “That’'s it?”

“It’ll have to do.”

Ni ck began to get farther away. The | ander was floating off the surface. Then
the thrusters blipped, and it came back. “Everybody out,” said Hutch. “Let’s
nove it.”

Ni ck and Tor followed hi mdown. Then Hutch, wearing a go-pack, managed sonehow

to step out of the airlock and drift gracefully to the surface. CGeorge noticed
that there was no dust to kick up. They were standi ng on bare rock

Hut ch spoke into her link, probably to Bill. The | ander rose and assuned a
position about twelve nmeters off the ground. “Just in case this thing takes
off,” she said. “If we need it in a hurry, all you have to do is tell Bill.”

Cobalt floated overhead |ike a giant moon. The sun, sonmehow brighter here than
it had seened fromthe Retreat, sparkled just above the horizon. Autum was
beneat h t hem sonewhere, invisible, but making its presence felt by the glare
that illum nated the horizon on all sides. The horizon itself was inpossibly
close, a short stroll and take a dive. He found it nonmentarily hard to breathe



and wanted to press back against a wall.
Ni ck was watching himw th an odd expression. “You okay?” he asked.

Ceorge hadn’t realized his feelings were showi ng. “Yeah, N ck,” he said,
maki ng an effort to sound conposed. “I’'mfine.”

The hatch lay just ahead. Only a few dozen paces.

If there was any gravity at all, George couldn't feel its effects. He wore the
standard-i ssue grip shoes, but there was still a tendency to bounce and drift
every time he took a step. Neverthel ess he managed, and the others trail ed out
behind him Ni ck staying just a couple of paces in the rear, and then Tor, who
was | ooking around, trying to take it all in. And Hutch, dressed in her
captain’s uniform blue lined with white, with the Menphis patch over her |eft
breast. Very official

Not bad | ooki ng, he decided. Bit of a crank, but that probably resulted from
havi ng her authority go to her head. Not as lovely as Alyx, of course. Nobody
was |ike Alyx. But she was attractive, nonethel ess.

A dish antenna lay off to one side, supported on a six-meter-high nmount. The
cradle was utilitarian, a sinple netal casing hoisted on a vertical axis. The
di sh was maybe four neters in dianmeter. Was it pointed back toward | cepack? He
touched one of the support bars and sensed the flow of power.

There was not hing | oose on the surface, no pebbles, no rocks or boul ders. Not
enough gravity, probably. Although it seemed as if there should be sone
accunul ati on.

“W’re on the hull of a ship,” said Hutch. “When it accel erates, everything
that’s not nailed down falls off.”

The hatch was dead ahead. George thought he could feel the distant throbbing
of engines. He pressed his pal ms against the rock, searching for vibrations.
It was hard to be sure.

Hut ch was tal king to sonmeone again. Maybe Alyx. Probably Bill. The Menphis was
visible over the lip of the hill, off to his right. He did something wong
with his feet and drifted off the surface. N ck tugged hi m back down. *“Woa,
Ceorge,” he said.

THE HATCH WAS round and gray and smooth, set flat in the ground. The ridges on
either side were about fifty meters apart, and the hatch was al nbst centered
between. It was hard not to think it had been deliberately placed within a
marker. Visitors' Entrance.

Ceorge’s heart pounded. They nobved up on it crossw se, CGeorge on the left,
Hutch to the right. And at |ast he stood over it, the thing he had pursued his
entire life.

He pushed down onto his knees and started to float off again, but good old
Ni ck was there, clapping a hand to his shoul der, restraining him

There was no visi bl e nmeans of gaining ready access. No handle, no lever, no
panel concealed in the stone. It was sinply a round iron plate, about the size
of a manhole cover. It projected ten centineters out of the rock. He traced
its rimwith his fingers, felt under it, tried to lift.

There was no give at all.



“There nust be a way to get it open,” Tor said.
“Maybe a renote of some kind.” Hutch glanced at George. “Your show, big fella.
This is your chance.”

She flashed that pixie grin that told himokay, tine to quit talking and take
the plunge. He lifted the wench out of his harness. Monent of glory. And he
rapped twi ce on the hatch. He couldn’t hear the sound, of course, but the
vibration ran up his arm

They backed away a few paces.

Nobody spoke. He heard a click on his private channel, and then breathing. As
if soneone wanted to say sonething but had changed his mind

Their shadows ran off in a variety of sizes and directions, created by the
sun, Cobalt, and the various sets of rings.

He tried again. “Hello,” he said. Bang. “Anybody hone?” dang. The flat side
of the wrench produced nore vibrations. He inmagined the sound echoi ng through
the great ship.

They waited. George was conscious of Bill listening fromthe Menphis, and Al yx
fromthe bridge.

They shifted around. Looked at one another. Stared down at the hatch
Admired Autum’s rings. Fromthat angle, edge on, they were a razor-sharp
slice of light across the top of the sky. Beyond them a hazy narrow cl oud
curved to infinity. The outer ring.

“Taking a long time,” said Tor. “lI don't think anybody’s in there.”

“Be patient,” said Nick. “It’s a big ship. It’'s possible they m ght have to
cone from several Kkilonmeters away to open up.”

Hut ch said nothing. She | ooked daunting in the shifting, uncertain |ight.
Little belt-high babe with her |aser ready to defend the world agai nst

what ever waits behind the door. \Watever else he mght think about her, he
knew she woul d be a good worman to have at his back if they got in trouble.
“Anyt hi ng happeni ng?” Al yx's voi ce.

“No,” said CGeorge. She was, of course, watching everything on the screens, the
pictures transmitted by the inagers they all wore pinned to their vests. But
Alyx woul dn’t know if vibrations had begun underfoot, if there were

i ndi cations of activity bel ow

Ceorge was beginning to feel cold inside his energy field.

“They don’t seemto want conpany,” said Nick at |ast. “Maybe they' re too
advanced to be bothered.”

Hut ch shook her head. “lI doubt it. Look at their technol ogy. They're stil
throwi ng stuff out the back in order to get propul sion.”

“So are we.”

“But we won’t be forever. There're other ideas on the draw ng boards.” Her



eyes moved between himand the hatch. “They just may be | ess open to
strangers.”

Ceorge checked the time, but couldn’t remenber when they' d arrived. Had it
been five m nutes ago? Twenty? “I think we’ve waited | ong enough,” he said.

Tor and N ck concurred.
Hutch turned that deep blue gaze on him “You sure you want to do this?”
“We have to.”

“You're going to punch a hole into a hull that nay be pressurized. You could
kill somebody.”

She neant sonebody inside. George had been trying not to think about that
possibility. “lI don't see an alternative.”

Tor | ooked unconfortable. “It would be a shaky start to diplomatic relations,”
he said. “Maybe we should back off.”

Ceorge shook his head. “We can’t. Not now” Surely if there were sonmeone in
the i medi ate area, he’d respond. Right? “Let’s go ahead. Hutch, may | have
the cutter?”

She hesitated. “1’'Il do it,” she said. “Everybody stay clear.”

CGeorge notioned the others back, but took his place al ongside Hutch. Coul dn't
have her assune all the risk

She activated the cutter.

THE METAL FELT old. It was discol ored, scabrous, dull, alnpst the sane tone as
the rock in which it was set.

It began to snoke and fl ake under the cutter. She narrowed the bl ade and
concentrated on one pinpoint area. Just push a hole through first and find out
whet her she was dealing with air pressure.

They’' d all fallen silent again. The red glimer of the laser reflected off
their energy shields.

“Hutch.” Bill’'s voice, out of the darkness. “lI'msorry to interrupt, but
there’s another bottle out there. This one is approaching. Fromthe object’s
rear.”

“It’s not one of the two we saw earlier?”

“No. The electronic signature is different.”

“I's it coming toward us?”

“No. Unless it changes course, it’ll go beneath the chindi. In fact | think I
see a bay opening up for it.”

“Ckay. Thanks, Bill. Let me know if anything changes.”
“We should be on the other side of this rock,” said Tor. He and George began

di scussing the possibility of getting back into the lander and circling the
shi p. Meanwhil e Hutch broke through and saw no evidence of air pressure. “It’'s



a vacuum” she said.
They stared at one another. “How can that be?” asked George.

Hut ch | ooked at him you know as much as | do. She began a | ong hori zont al
cut. “Make yourselves confortable, gentlenmen,” she said. “This' || take a few
m nutes.”

“What do you think about going back to where the bays are, Hutch?” asked Tor
“They’'re going to take the bottle on board. W could naybe go right in with
it.”

“I think it’'s safer to do it this way.”
“ W]y?”

“I don’t think we want to take a chance on falling into the works. Let’s just
be patient.”

She heard a sigh from sonmebody, but they didn't argue the point. It becane
noot al nost inmediately when Bill reported that the chindi had taken the
bottl e aboard and cl osed up again.

Hutch cut a piece big enough for George to get through, and pushed on it.
After sone resistance, it broke free and dropped. It was dark down there. But
the intriguing thing was that it fell

“Gravity inside,” she said.

Nick put a light down into the hole. There was an airlock, although the inner
hatch was open. And a | adder descended through it down into a passageway.

ALYX WAS HORRI FI ED to watch George di sappear inside the hull. He was wearing
an imager on his vest, but everything was dark, and his lanp didn’t hel p much.
He was on the | adder, and the floor |ooked about six nmeters down. She knew,
absolutely knew, this was going to have a bad end.

She’ d had sone respect for Hutch until this |last hour or so. But watching her
stand there like an idiot while George hanmered on the hatch had literally
driven her up the wall. She'd half expected it to open and sonme ungodly
creature to snatch themall inside. But she'd resisted getting on the link and
telling themwhat she thought. She tried to console herself by translating the
scene to choreography, as she’d done so often on this flight.

Too many sinms. How many tinmes over the last four hundred years, in books and
t heat er, had humans nmade contact, only to discover the aliens were either
vastly superior nentally, or were primarily interested in having people as
snacks. The culture was saturated with the twin premses, and it was hard to
shake the notion that one or the other had to be true.

Hutch, | really wi sh you wouldn’t do this.

She watched them clinb down past the inner |ock. They stepped off into the
passageway. It was unlighted, it ran in both directions, and it |ooked |ike
nothing nore than a tunnel with walls hewn out of rock. A few doors lined the
wal I s. The doors appeared to be netal. Each provided a gripping ring, or an
ornanental ring—+t was difficult to know whi ch—bolted about head hi gh

“Whi ch way?” asked Tor



She saw CGeorge hesitate, trying to make up his mind. He mentally flipped a
coin and turned right, toward the after section of the ship. The others fel
in line behind him And the imges got fuzzy.

“Losing video, Hutch,” Al yx said.

“How s the sound?”

“Some interference. O herw se okay.”

“All right. We're going to go inalittle way. I'll let you know if we find
anything interesting.”

“l hope you don't.”

The cl osest door was on the left, about fifteen paces.
“—Fhey look airtight—" Hutch said, between bursts of noise.
“Hutch, 1'm1losing you.”

“—+oud and cl ear—"

“Say again, Hutch. | can’'t hear you.”

Hut ch cane back toward the | adder. “Your signal’s breaking up,” she said. “Sit
tight. W won't go far.”

GRAVI TY WAS AT about a half gee. The corridor was w de enough for ten people
to wal k abreast, and the overhead woul d have been out of Tor’s reach had he
stood on Ceorge’s shoul ders.

The walls had a textured feel, not unlike sandstone.

They stood in front of the first door. It was rough-hewn, but it was set
inside a frame and appeared to be airtight. Tor pushed on the ring, then
pulled it. It didn’t budge, and not hi ng happened.

“Why do you think this is vacuum down here?” asked George. “Are they al
dead?”

It had been Tor’s first thought. He wondered whet her whol e sections of the
chindi had been abandoned. “I don’t think it necessarily means that,” Hutch
said. “This is a big ship. Trying to keep it warm and pressurized woul d need a
ot of energy.” OF course, this area was capable of providing |life support.
The airlock at the entrance, and the door in front of them denonstrated that.

But it raised a question: Wiy was the chindi so big? What was this thing,
anyhow?

Chi ndi

That was Alyx’s name for it. The elusive spirit. It was odd to think of any
object as massive as this thing in those terms. You could very nearly fit
Seattle inside it.

There was sonething Greek in its lines. Its exterior possessed no decorative
parts, no raised bridge or swept-back after-section or anything el se intended
to draw attention. Rather it was a nodel of sinplicity and perfection. Tor
knew t hat some quick-witted vendor would convert it into a sales property,



that eventually the chindi would show up in cut glass and on decanters and in
pewt er .

Ni ck pointed at the frame. A small oval stud was set into the rock. They

| ooked at one another, and George touched it, pressed it, mashed the heel of
hi s hand against it.

Sonet hi ng clicked. CGeorge pushed on the ring, and the door swung open

Tor was ready to bolt. Silly, considering the fact they were in a vacuum
Nobody could be hiding in there. He gl anced over at Hutch, lovely in the

| anpl i ght. She had, probably wi thout realizing it, retrieved her cutter, and
was holding it in her right hand.

They | ooked into the interior, and their lanps illumnated a |arge enpty
chanmber. The walls curved into the overhead, which itself was slightly

concave.

“W’ve lost contact with Alyx,” said Hutch. “There’'s a danpening effect in
here.”

Tor tried to call Bill, but got only static.

Ceorge stood | ooking around the room “Not much to see,” he said.
Hut ch squeezed Tor’s arm “Lights out,” she said. “Quick.”
The lanps all went off. “Wiat is it?” asked Tor

“Somebody’ s coming,” she said.

** Chapter 23

| wandered through the wecks of days departed.
—PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY, THE REVOLT OF | SLAM ||

“HOW CAN SOVEBODY be com ng?” Tor asked. “W're in a vacuum”

“Somet hing then,” Hutch said. And, to CGeorge: “Still want to say hell o0?”

He didn’'t respond. Hutch’s own heart was racing. She could feel a vibration

t hrough the floor. Something was out there, out in the passageway. Her fingers
closed on the grip of the cutter and she instinctively pushed up agai nst a

wal | .

“What are you going to do?” asked George. Despite the fact that he was tal king
over a radio link and couldn’t be overheard, he whispered.

That was a pretty good question. She wondered why suddenly she was in charge.
“Depends what happens,” she said.

They noved to either side of the door. Gadually, the corridor brightened.
“Everybody keep back,” said Hutch, her own voice a whisper
The vi brations stopped.

A beam of light flashed into the chanber. It arced around the room



First contact between an advanced civilization and a group of intrepid
expl orers.

She coul d hear them all breathing.
“Maybe,” began Ceorge, “we shoul d—=
“No,” said Hutch. “Stay put.”

The Iight seenmed to squeeze down, then it blinked out, |eaving themin
absol ut e darkness.

The door closed and it was gone.
“That was our chance,” said George.
Hut ch pressed her pal ms against the wall. The thing was noving away.

Ceorge’s light blinked back on. He was in front of the door, |ooking for a way
to open it.

“We can burn our way through if we have to,” she said. “But | think we should
just stay put for a few nore mnutes. Gve the whatzis tinme to get clear.”

“And then,” said Tor, “we nmight want to get back to the | ander and skedaddl e.”

Ni ck was silent, and Hutch suspected he agreed. But she heard George draw a
| ong breath and knew what was coming. “Hutch can take you back if you want to
go, Tor.”

Tor hadn’t yet moved. “1 think,” he said, “maybe we should all go back.”

Ceorge was rising up in righteous outrage. George, who had hidden with the
rest of themwhile the whatzis at the door |ooked into the chanber. “W
haven't seen anything yet,” he said. “What do we do? Go back and tell everyone
how we were inside an alien ship and saw an enpty roonf”

Hut ch found the manual, which was another oval stud, and opened the door
si mul t aneously dousing her light. The conversation died while she stepped
outside. “lI don’t see it,” she said.

“I"1'l make a deal,” said CGeorge. “Let’s continue the way we’ ve been goi ng, and
check down the corridor a little bit. If we don’t find anything, then we go
back.”

Hutch smiled in the dark. George was every bit as scared as the rest of them

They joined her in the passageway. “Your show,” said Hutch, and she waited for
himto | ead the way.

They opened several nore doors, and found several nore enpty chanbers, and
Ceorge pressed on. Just a few steps farther. Look at one nmore room Hutch held
her peace, leaving it to Nick or Tor to raise a conplaint. But they, too, were
reluctant.

THE SI XTH ROOM cont ai ned the werewol f.
It was standing in the dark when George's light, or soneone’s |ight, swept

across it. Tor heard soneone yowp, and they scattered back the way they’d
cone. It was strictly gangway fromthat nmonent, and they were well down the



passage before they realized the thing wasn’t pursuing them Tor took a |ong
| ook back before conming to a tentative halt.

The corridor was enpty.
The door stood open. He played his light across it, waiting.

The ot hers continued on another ten or fifteen neters before sl ow ng down
enough to | ook behind them

“Where is it?” demanded N ck

“I don't think it was real,” said Hutch, snothering an imnpulse to | augh
“Why’' d you run?”

“Refl ex.”

Tor returned toward the doorway. He kept the beamfromhis |anp aimed squarely
at it, watched the circle of light shrink as he approached. The others waited
at a respectful distance while he | eaned around the edge and | ooked in.

The werewol f hadn’t noved.

There were voices on the circuit. “Wat is it, Tor?”

“What’' s goi ng on?”

“I's it alive?”

“No,” he said. “It’s an idol.’

It was half again as tall as Tor. It had red eyes, long vertical slices of
cool ferocity that blazed when the light hit them And a snhout that | ooked

nmore reptilian than vul pine. But it was covered with fur

It stood erect, gazing across the roomw th malicious intelligence, fangs just
visible in a cool smrk

The ot hers had noved in behind him but nobody had nuch to say.
“I't looks Iike wood,” Tor said, casually, enjoying his noment.
“Ni ce Fido,” Hutch whispered

He advanced into the chanber, flashed his lanmp around quickly to make sure
there were no surprises, and gazed up at it.

It stood behind a table.

The tabl e was nade of stone. Six carved |legs ended in clawfeet. Vines and
| eaves were sculpted into its skirts. Neatly laid out on it were a bow, a
cup, and a dagger.

Ceorge, maybe still unsure, neverthel ess came forward. Hutch put the cutter
away, and Tor realized he’d forgotten he had one. Lot of help he’d have been
if the thing had been alive.

It was like no creature he’d seen before. It was lean, well muscled, with an
expression that was pure venom Its skull was flattened, covered by a wedge of



bl ack fur, thick in back, narrowing alnmost to a spike in front. Its irises
were red agai nst white pupils.

Al that woul d have been sufficiently unnerving on its own. But the thing wore
a white dinner jacket, a fluffy blue shirt, and a pair of pressed gray sl acks.
It was the clothing that had touched a prinmal nerve sonewhere, and even now
kept Tor thinking werewol f.

This was not a plain chamber carved out of rock, like the others. The walls
appeared to be wooden, were partially covered with canvas, and were decorat ed
with druns, flutes, stringed instrunents, an array of spears, tridents,
daggers, and slings, and plates and neckl aces and nasks. Everything was scal ed
for the creature.

The plates were stenciled with flowers. “They're quite pretty,” said Hutch
A red cloth had been arranged atop the table.

Hutch stood a minute or two exanmining it, then | eaned across it and touched
the werewol f. Tugged gently on its slacks. “It’s stuffed,” she said.

CGeorge was | ooking around the room “That was a bit of a scare,” he said,
trying a | augh that cane out sounding like a cackle.

Hutch held part of the slacks out so everyone could see they were real. Then
she tested one of the arns. The claws. “Razors,” she said. “You woul dn’'t want
to stunble around here in the dark.”

“What is this place?” denanded N ck

The cup and the bow on the tabletop were ceram c. The dagger appeared to be
iron. Several other weapons had silver hilts and all were quite large. They
woul d have fit nicely in the werewol f’ s hand.

Ceorge approached the creature and stood nmesnerized by it. “You don’t think
this is what they | ook Iike, do you?”

“Probably,” said Nick
“ w G)d. ”

Hut ch played her light across the overhead. It al so was made of wood. There
were beans, and it was |lower than in the other chanbers. “The place mght be a
chapel ,” she said. “Although | can’t inmagine what it would be doing in a
renote part of the ship. Wiere it wouldn’t be readily accessible.”

“What does that have to do with the idea that this is what they | ook Iike?”
asked Ceorge, whose illusions about aliens were apparently well on their way
to being shattered.

“I'f it’s a chapel,” said Hutch, “this is the god. Most intelligent species
t hi nk of thenselves as designed in God s inage.”

“Ch.” Ceorge could not break away fromthe figure. Tor was forced to admre
the man, who was clearly terrified. But he refused to give in to his fears.
I nstead he veered off and began wal king slowy around the chanber, naking sure
he got pictures of everything. “W should take sonme of these back with us.”

Tor touched the goblet and was surprised to discover it had no give. “It’s
attached to the table,” he said.



Hutch tried the plate. It, too, was securely fastened. Even the red cloth
turned out to be an illusion: It was as stiff and unyielding as a piece of
car dboar d

The objects nmounted on the wall were high, alnost out of reach. George could
just touch sone of the masks and weapons. They were al so | ocked down.

“l guess it shouldn’t be a surprise,” said Hutch. “For a while |I forgot where
we were. But the ship has to maneuver w thout throw ng everything around.”

They went back out into the passageway. Ceorge turned to his left, deeper into
t he ship. Good man, thought Tor. He’'s not going to back away. Even though Tor
woul d have preferred going back to the | ander

“One nore,” he said
They stopped before the next door.
THE CHAMBER WAS r ui ned.

Furniture was smashed; the walls were water-stained on one side of the room
and scorched on the other. A large pot had been dropped into a fireplace. Half
a dozen wi ndows | ooked in on the room through which (when they ained their

| anps) they could see forest, dark-hued trees with bony fingers reaching
toward a pair of noons, and | arge om nous bl ossons fol ded for the night,
resting on purple bushes with | eaves |ike scythes.

It was an illusion, of course, but it |ooked very real

The wi ndows were broken. But the shards were plastic. They appeared dangerous,
but woul d not have cut anyone.

There was a door on the far side of the room |eading out into the forest.
Mich of the furniture had been piled against it. A table, wooden chairs.
And oddest of all: “lIt’s not a real door,”
part of the wall.”

said George, tugging at it. “It’'s

“I't looks,” said Tor, “as if there was a fight here.”

THEY WERE HOOKED. Most of the chanbers were enpty. But one turned on a |ight
when they entered.

The light came froma small chandelier set in a roomfurnished with [ush
chairs and an overstuffed, upholstered sofa. There was a wood furnace that

al so seenmed to have activated. Although it was inpossible to sense m nor
tenmperature changes within the protective field provided by the e-suit, Tor
saw that a glimrering |light had appeared inside the device, and he suspected
that the stove was al ready beginning to throw of f heat.

Several exquisitely carved side tables were placed about the room There were
four electric | anps, equipped with pink and bl ue shades. George saw that they
had swi tches, turned one, and was delighted to see the light come on

A desk stood against one wall. Footstools were scattered about, and thick dark
bl ue vel vet curtains. Everything was on a scale about a third smaller than
humans woul d have found confortabl e. Neverthel ess the room had an
extraordinarily cozy quality.



There was illusion here, too. No wi ndows stood behind the curtains, and the
curtains thensel ves, despite their appearance, were stiff and fastened in
pl ace.

The desk had a speaker and a voice index, and Tor suspected it woul d have been
capabl e of providi ng notebook services had he required them

A coiled journal stood on one side of the desk and a clock on the other. The
clock (at least, that’'s what it seemed to be) was of an antique variety, with
si xteen synmbols inprinted around its circular face. Two hands marked the tine
at —he guessed—three m nutes before fourteen. O ten m nutes before m dnight,
dependi ng on which, if either, was the hour hand.

It was possible to |ift the cover of the journal, and they found the pages
filled. The characters were snmooth, flowi ng, alnost |iquid. George stood over
it, paging through, unable to bring hinmself to leave it, muttering over and
over, “My God, if we could read it, Tor, what do you think it says?”

They found a framed photo of a creature that |ooked Iike a bulldog except that
it had | um nous eyes and wore a vest. Only the head and shoul ders were
vi si bl e, and one six-fingered hand.

Sone pens were scattered about. But nothing, not the pens, nor the notebook
nor the clock, could be noved.

A planetary gl obe stood on the floor off to one side of the desk. Tor | ooked
at unfamiliar continents, strings of islands, and ice caps that cane well down
into tenperate |atitudes.

“I't’s like a set for a play,” said Nick. “I mean, that’'s what all three of
t hese places feel like.”

“A play?” asked George. “For whon®?”

“For whoever runs things. | think this thing goes around and picks up pieces
of civilizations. It’s a traveling nmuseum”

Tor needed a minute to digest the idea. “You re suggesting this is an
ar cheol ogi cal m ssion of some sort.”

“Maybe it’s nore than that. But yes, they night be doing some of the sane
stuff the Acadeny’s been doing for the last half century.”

“Then you don't think the crewis going to turn out to | ook |ike werewol ves?”
“W may have junped the gun in there,” Hutch said. “lI hope so.”

Ceorge | ooked considerably relieved. “Good. That certainly woul d make things
easier.”

Tor felt relieved as well. If they were archeol ogi sts, they would necessarily
be friendly. Ri ght? Whoever heard of a hostile archeol ogist? “Maybe it’s
time,” he said, “to go find them”

Before they left the chanber he went back and | ooked at the clock. It was a
few mnutes after m dnight.

AHEAD OF NI CK, the | anps bobbed al ong. There was a jauntiness to the m ssion
now, a conviction that they were anong friends and col | eagues. Only Hutch
seemed to remmin cautious, but that, N ck realized, was her nature.



She had brought sanpl e bags, and periodically they stopped so she could
collect filings fromthe rock and fromthe netal doors.

The corridor continued to be lined with doors every thirty meters or so, on
both sides. If this area was typical of the interior of the chindi, N ck
estimated there were thousands of kiloneters of passageway wth storage
facilities. He allowed hinself to drift behind a few paces whil e he considered
the inplications of what they were seeing. It |looked as if the thing mght be
a vast storehouse of information, artifacts, reproductions, possibly even

hi stories of cultures whose existence until now had been unknown. I|nstead of
t he handful of civilizations of which people were aware, the Noks, the
Monument - Makers, the nysterious race that had built tenples on Pinnacle, the
i nhabitants of lost Maleiva Il11, and the nysterious Hawks (known only through
their Deepsix intervention), we were about to acquire an encycl opedi a of

i nformati on.

The ability to nmove quickly anong the stars, and the discovery that alnost al
extraterrestrial worlds were sterile, that alnost none of the handful which
had given birth to living things had presided over the devel opnment of
intelligent beings, had led to the illusion that there were desperately few
civilizations in existence.

But we tend to forget how big the MIky Wy is.

The | anps stopped. There was an intersection of passages.
“Whi ch way?” asked Tor, who was in front.

“Doesn’t seemto make any difference.”

They were passing nost of the doors by then, sonetimes peeking in on jungle
settings, or inpossibly exotic |aboratories, or scenes where violent conflict
had apparently occurred, or on the deck of a ship at sea. But for the npst
part they just wal ked, entranced by their surroundi ngs.

“Let’s go right.”

The passageways and the doors were always identical. “Doesn’t |ook,” N ck
said, “as if these fol ks have rmuch i mgination.”

That apparently struck Tor as hysterical. The others |aughed, too, and Nick
eventually joined in. “Still,” he said, “what belongs to the crew of the
chindi ? What do we know about then?”

He was worried about |eaving Alyx inconmunicado all this tine. She had to be
wor ri ed.

“Stay with us, Nick.” Hutch's voice.

He was | ooking around, at the | anps of the others, and pointing his own down
each of the other three passageways, trying to feel the imensity of it all
And he rmust have backed up because suddenly there was no floor underfoot and
he was off-bal ance, tottering, flailing his arms. H s |anp flashed down and
lost itself in the darkness below His heart stopped and he fell

H S SCREAM5S ECHCED on the Iink, and Hutch turned and came back on the run
they all did, noving too fast for the |level of gravity. CGeorge piled into Tor,
and they went down. Hutch kept going, saw no sign of Nick, listened to his
fading signal, but failed to see the shaft until it was too |ate.



She did the only thing she could, picked up a step or two, hit the go-pack
and | eaped out over the chasm

It was a bad nonment. But the |anp picked up the floor on the other side and
the thrusters gave her sone lift and she glided across, crashed down with room
to spare, and, while still rolling, got a warning back to Tor and George. “Big
pit,” she said. “Look out.”

She scranbl ed back to the Iip and | ooked down. The beam di sappeared into the
dark. Nick’s screans echoed back at her

Tor showed up on the other side. It was about twenty neters across. “How
deep?” he asked as he fell to his knees and peered in.

“Can’t see bottom” | told you guys. | pleaded with you to |l et the experts do
this stuff. But she said nothing. Her eyes squeezed shut in frustration and
anger .

Ceorge hurried up behind Tor. “What happened?” he asked

BUT HE KNEW Knew as soon as he received Hutch’'s warni ng, knew when he saw t he
shaft yawning before him It was a very big hole. Wiy the hell would they have
desi gned sonething like this? He sank down beside Tor and peered into the pit.
“Lord hel p us,” he said.

But Nick was still screaming. How long would it take himto reach bottonf?

In fact the reception was getting clearer

“Nick,” he said, “where are you?”

“Don’t know. ” His voice was stretched out, alnpbst contralto.

A light appeared in the shaft. Deep down, but growi ng brighter.

“Falling,” he said.

Brighter.

“ |_b| p. ”

“Hut ch,” Ceorge said, “what’s happeni ng?”

He got no answer. A superstitious chill ran through himas he watched the
light rise. God help him it was N ck, comng up the shaft, returning to them
But the light, N ck, was slow ng down. Barely noving. And then he was only
neters away, drifting to a stop, seeming to hang there, |ooking at them his
face framed in fear and the glow of their lanps. But they couldn’t reach him
and he began to fall again.

H s screanms ripped through George’s headset.

The shaft was enormous. It was a canyon. (How could they have missed it, even
standing there in the dark?) Hutch stood twenty neters away fromthem on the
far side. It was alnost as broad as the corridor, running flush against the

wall on his right, leaving a rimabout two neters wide on his left.

He | ooked across at her and wondered how she had gotten there. Her eyes were
wi de, saucer round, and her face was pale. Then, incredibly, wthout saying a



word, she wal ked to the edge and stepped into the shaft.

** Chapter 24

Till follies becone ruinous, the world is better with themthan it would be
wi t hout them

—GEORGE SAVI LE (MARQUESS OF HALI FAX), POLITICAL, MORAL, AND M SCELLANEQUS
REFLECTI ONS, C. 1690

ALYX HAD MADE a m stake. The nonment she saw George and the others di sappear
down the hatch into the chindi, she knewit. She wasn't sure exactly what the
nature of the error was, but she knew she didn't |ike being alone on the
Menmphi s while the people she’'d been so close to for the |last few weeks dropped
conpl etely out of sight.

What if somet hing happened? If they didn’'t come back—and the vast bul k of the
chindi | ooked horribly daunting, |ooked Iike a place that people routinely
woul dn’t cone back fromat what point did she tell Bill to take her hone?

After six hours, after their air supply runs out.

Wien their voices dwi ndled, and the carrier wave died, it had felt like a
premoni tion, a signal of things to cone. Al yx was not superstitious, did not
believe in such things, and yet this experience was frightening. She was in a
horror sim waiting alone while the nusical score intensified, the beat picked
up, the score went deep, as it always did when the shadows cl osed in.

She’ d gone up to the bridge and sat in Hutch’s chair. It made her feel as if
she coul d exercise sone control over events. Bill kept an imge of the exit
hat ch on-screen, and she watched it, waiting for soneone to pop out of the
little hole that they’d cut in the door

She’ d expected they would be down there for only a few m nutes, take a quick

| ook around, enough so they could say they’d done it, and come back out. But
she shoul d have realized that George would not let go easily. He was scared,
every bit as much as she was, and had he been al one she thought he woul dn’'t
have gone near the thing. But he was comitted, and maybe they’d not taken him
as seriously as they should, and his manhood had gotten caught up in it. She
wasn't sure. But Tor had been encouraging him and even N ck, who she thought
shoul d have known better

Boardi ng the chindi had been dunb. There was no other way to describe it.

There’ d been studies over the years supporting the proposition that groups
conposed excl usively of wonen usually rmade intelligent decisions, that
exclusively male groups did a bit less well, and that m xed groups did nost
poorly of all, by a substantial nmargin. It appeared that, when wonmen were
present, testosterone got the upper hand and nen took greater risks than they
m ght ot herw se. Correspondingly, wormen in the mxed group tended to revert to
rol es, becom ng nore passive, and going along wth whatever m sjudgnent the
mal es m ght perpetrate.

Al yx had once participated in a managenent exercise in which severa
five-person groups, of various configurations, were stranded in a jungle
setting when their sinmulated aircraft went down. Although wi sdom di ctated they
stay with the plane, the m xed group had inevitably voted to march off into
the wi | derness, where the tigers got them

Repl ace the three men on the chindi with wonen, and Al yx knew t hey’ d have



waited patiently for the arrival of Mdganbo and let himtake the risks. If
that entailed allowing himto claimthe credit, that was okay. There woul d,
she believed, be nore than enough for everyone.

She could have Bill bring the | ander back, and then she could use it to go
over to the chindi, where she could kneel at the exit hatch—but not go in-and
try to raise themon the |ink

But there was always a possibility they'd need to get away fromthere in a
hurry. And if that happened while the | ander was in the Menphis's cargo bay...

So she waited. And asked Bill what he thought might be happening. Unlike

Hut ch, she was prepared to accept the illusion that soneone was really there
amd the transistors and relays. But Bill, of course, knew no nore than she
did. And he admitted to being the last one who'd want to guess. O for that
matter who saw any point in guessing.

The | ander floated near the exit hatch. It |ooked forlorn and abandoned. A
[ight blinked forward, down | ow near the place which housed the nowretracted
treads. And there was a dimgreen glow in the cabin, probably fromthe
instruments. The airlock had been | eft open. No one had said anything, but it
was obvious that was to facilitate a quick getaway.

She wondered if the chindi had weapons.

“How | ong since they went down?” she asked Bill

“Twenty-seven m nutes.”

She got herself a cup of coffee and set it down in the holder. She sipped it
once, then forgot about it.

HAD SHE HESI TATED, had she taken a nmonment to think about it, Hutch would not
have done it. The act was sinply too fearful. But the monent was fleeting, the
wi ndow of opportunity already virtually shut, and there was no tinme. Do it now
or forget it.

So she junped into the dark and plumeted deep into the chindi

She had tried to get into the center of the shaft, away fromthe walls, which
were already hurtling past in the uncertain beamfrom her |anp.

In her link, she heard Nick’'s desperate cries. And the frantic voices of Tor
and CGeorge. Screamning at her

Screani ng after her.

She fell. The walls, rough and cracked and stained, dissolved into a blur. Do
not touch. O her passageways flickered past. Her lanmplight slashed into them
and once or twi ce she thought she saw lights that were not hers.

She fought down a wave of panic.

Hol d on.

“Nick.”

He was trying to breathe

“Ni ck, keep your light on.”



There was only one explanation for N ck’s reappearance. This was a gravity
tube, like the one she’d descended in the Wendy. Gravity tubes, when they were
powered up, negated artificial gravity. They were used to nove cargo and
peopl e fromdeck to deck in zero gee

But the chindi wasn't the Wendy Jay. It was enormously | arger, and that was
why N ck had come back. The tube passed conpletely through the ship, top to
bottom Except there was no bottom

In Acadeny ships, gravity generators were |ocated on the | owest deck. But the
chindi was too big. If she was right, there was a deck running through the
center of the ship. And gravity was generated in both directions fromthat
deck. Stand on either side of it and you could | ook up. The chindi had no

bel ow decks. Everything was up.

Ni ck had passed through the central deck, gradually | ost nonentum reached the

end of his trajectory and fallen back. He’'d beconme a kind of yo-yo, up and
down.

“I" m behi nd you,” she said.

“—Happening to ne?” She didn’t recognize his voice.

She felt a sudden rise and drop, as she m ght when a shuttle maneuver was
conpleted with perfect technique. Gee forces squeezed her sides, then let go.
She was begi nning to sl ow. Mving up

“I'"'mwth you, Nick. I'"mconing.”

She’ d passed the central deck and was rising in the shaft, sheddi ng nmomentum
She was upsi de down, feet up, head down, and her instincts tried to take over.
Her body wanted to reverse its position

No.

In a few monents, N ck would reach his apogee and begin to fall back. She had
to get past himw thout a collision. “Nick, | want you to close your eyes.”

“What ? \Wher e—you, Hutch?”
“C ose your eyes.”
“ W]y?”

“Do it!” If he saw her coming, he would try to get out of the way. That was
what she didn’'t need.

“Cl osed,” he said.
“CGood.” She saw his |ight above her. In the dark. Getting brighter.
It |ooked to be right on top of her

She watched it conme. Knew it was an illusion. They were both, she thought,
still ascending. But she was noving nore quickly than he.

Gai ni ng ground for the nmoment.

Then the distant |ight grew sharply brighter. He had begun falling.



“Keep cool, N ck.”

Comng fast. It was inpossible to see well. But she took a quick |ook at the
wal | s around her, which had sl owed down so that she could see the cracks and
stai ns again. Then she blipped the go-pack, pushing herself toward a corner
and he was past!

The wal | canme desperately close. She used another blip to get clear.

“Ni ck,” she said, “you can | ook now.’

She reached her own apogee and began to fall. Still head down. Ideally, she
shoul d have fired a short burst to speed things up, but she was already
approaching a terrifying velocity and couldn’t sumon the nerve.

The wal I's blurred again.

She did a quick calculation, eight hundred neters top to bottom al
apparently honeyconbed wi th individual decks and conpartments. Decks say five
nmeters apart, 160 stories.

The worl d turned over again and another spurt of well-being flushed through
her. She felt squeezed again, and rel eased, a sensation so brief that she
understood it happened as she passed the zero-gee |evel

But she was right-side up now, her ascent already beginning to sl ow.

“Nick.” She hit the go-pack. Fired her thrusters. And picked up sone lift.
“Hel p me, Hutch.”

“Coming.” Poor son of a bitch didn’'t even know what was happening to him
“Nick, |I'"mbehind you. Coming fast. Going to pull in front of you.”

“Ckay.” The voice shrill.

“Grab hold of me when | pass. And hang on.” She watched his light, sonetinmes
seeing the | anp, sonetinmes the beam sweeping around the shaft. “Ceorge.”

“Hut ch, what the hell’s going on?”

“Gve me sone light. Need to see where you are.
More | anps blinked on. H gh. Way up there.
“Don’t point themin the shaft.”

“Hut ch—= Tor, sounding frantic.

“Not now.” She cut the thrusters, noved up close to N ck, |ong dark
passageways blinking past as her |lanmp swept through them but slow ng down,
rather like a simlosing power.

Above Nick, George’'s light was com ng too fast. The boost she’' d given herself
woul d crash her into the overhead. Couldn’t have that. As she approached Ni ck
she tw sted around, got her feet up, and the thrusters up. She noved past his
| egs, and presented himw th her front to keep the go-pack away from him She
was, of course, upside down again.



He nade a grab for her, got hold of her harness. His face was gray, his eyes
round and the irises |ike marbles. Then the |lanmp angle changed, and she
couldn’t see it anynore, but he had hold of her. Death grip.

She got one hand into Nick’s harness, whispered to himto hold on, and hit the
power again. Just for a nonent, just a blip fromthe thrusters, and then
anot her one, enough to take off a little nore nmonentum

There was a cacophony of voices on her link. But she was too busy to listen
The passageways were al nost distinct now as they flickered past.

She needed a pl ace to | and.

Couldn’t see above her. Didn’t know how far the roof was. But she’d be falling
again nmonentarily.

Pi ck your spot, babe.

She twisted to get the thrusters horizontal to the passages. Tightened her
grip on Nick.

Don't hit the wall

The passageways were opening up to her as she slowed. Her |anp swept each in
turn and she tried to tinme them now, now, now, getting into the rhythm

Ht the button

The thrusters ripped them si deways and took theminto a tunnel. They crashed

i nto sonething, an overhead, tore along it. Fell to the floor. Bounced. The
lights flickered and went out. And then it was over and they lay sprawled in a
tangle of arms, legs, thrusters, and air tanks.

She got to her hands and knees. One of N ck's |legs was bent the wong way.

“How you doi ng?” she asked.

He managed a snile. “I'mhurting a little,” he said.

Hut ch woul d not have believed it, but it had been just over one mnute since
she’ d j unped.

“HUTCH, WHAT HAPPENED?” Ceorge | eaned over and | ooked into the shaft. His
stomach reel ed as he peered into its depths. “Are you okay?”

“Yes.” She sounded relieved, jubilant, scared, ecstatic, all at the sane tine.
“W're a little beaten up, but we're alive.”

“Where are you?”

“Bel ow you. Wait.! A |lanp beam appeared down in the dark and played up the
side of the shaft.

“l see you.”
neters.

They | ooked to be three levels down. Say fifteen, maybe twenty,

Ni ck’s voice: “Wiat the hell was that all about?”

i

“It’s a bottom ess pit,” Hutch said. And she expl ai ned. Sonet hi ng about
artificial gravity radiating both directions fromthe center of the ship. "“You



could fall forever,” she continued, “back and forth. Up and down.”

“W were worried about you,” Tor said, in what had to be the understatenent of
the m ssion.

“I't looks as if Nick broke his leg.”
“Lucky that’s the worst of it. How badly?”

“I't’s not through the skin.” And then, obviously talking to Nick. “You |l be
fine.”

“You' d really fall forever?” asked Nick in a strained voice
“Until they scraped you off the walls.”

“Well, that's charmng.”

“Do you have enough lift power to get out of there, Hutch?”
“No. "

“We' | | | ook around,” said George. “There should be a stairway here sonewhere.”
“I think we just tried the stairway.”

“Then what do we do now?”

“CGo back to the lander. It’s got plenty of cable.”

“Ckay."”

“You know where we keep the aid kit?”

“I't’s in one of the storage cabinets.”

“Right rear as you face the back. There's a collapsible litter. Bring it back
with you.”

“On ny way.”

“Stay together.”

“Somebody needs to stay here.”
“\Nhy 2"

“Wth you.”

“W’re not going anywhere.”

O course not. George edged away fromthe precipice and stood up. Tor was
already on his feet, starting back

They hurried down the passageway, past all the doors, and reached the | adder
t hat ascended through a short alcove in the overhead and then to the exit
hatch. George was relieved to | ook up and see the stars. And the arc of the
rings.

They clinmbed out onto the surface. The | ander floated a few neters overhead.



“Bill,” George told his conmink, “we need to get into the | ander.”
“What ' s been happening?” It was Alyx’s voice. He'd forgotten about her

“Nick fell into a bottom ess pit,” he said. And then, quickly, he explained
what they’d been through, what they d seen

“He is okay?”

“Yes. He's fine. Other than that | guess he'll be linping around for a bit.”
The | ander descended, and the hatches opened.

THEY RETURNED W TH the cable and the litter and passed down sone pain killers

whi ch Hutch adninistered. Tor tied the cable to the ring in one of the doors,
and they hauled first Nick and then Hutch up to the top | evel. Then they got

himinto the litter. He was still pale but seenmed to have gotten his wi nd
back.
“l thought | was dead,” he told them “I nmean, you fall all that way, you

don’t expect to wal k around anynore.”

Ceorge told himto lie still. He and Tor lifted him and they started back
toward the exit. They' d reached the | adder when Hutch signaled themto put out
their lights and set hi m down.

“What is it?” whispered George.

“Somet hing’s com ng,” she said.

He turned around but saw not hi ng.

She pointed. “Cther way.” Forward.

And he saw that the darkness ahead was | essening. A light was approaching from
somewhere. A side corridor. There was another intersection up there.

“We could nake a run for it,” said George

Hut ch’ s hand touched his shoul der. “You wanted to say hello, George. This is
your chance.”

A gl ow appeared on the floor about fifty meters ahead. George watched a round
yellow lamp glide into the intersection. It was mounted on front of a vehicle.
He pushed back and tried to nelt into the wall

“Nobody move,” said Hutch

He was able to nmake out a single wheel and sonething that undul ated above the
light. A tentacle, he thought, and his bl ood froze.

“What ' s happeni ng?” asked Nick. Hutch was kneeling beside him keeping him
still.

The vehicle stopped in the mddle of the passageway, and the lanp turned
slowy in their direction, blinding him

He thought he saw a squid on a bike.

Hut ch produced the cutter.



Ceorge stared into the light. The thing turned slowy and advanced in their
direction.

The nonent, at long |ast, had cone.

Gat hering his courage, George stepped forward. Hutch’s voice rang in his ears,
telling himto take it slowy. No sudden noves.

He shielded his eyes with one hand and raised the other. “Hello,” he said,

pointl essely. Unless the thing was listening to his frequency, it could not
hear him Neverthel ess he pressed on: “W were passing by when we saw your

ship.”

The vehicle was a three-wheeler, one in front, two behind, with a pair of
tentacl es mounted where the handl ebars woul d be. The headli ght al so seened to
be on a tentacle. The vehicle nmoved to within a couple of paces, and stopped,
faci ng them

Ceorge held his ground.

One of the tentacles touched him He thought it |ooked polished, snooth, but
segnent ed. The appendage | ooped snoot hly around one arm George wanted to jerk
away fromit, but he resisted the inpulse. He heard N ck say sonething. N ck
was sitting up, watching.

The tentacle was tipped by a small rectangul ar connector with three flexible
digits.

“W're friends,” he said, feeling dunb. Was anybody recording this for
posterity?

Soneone behind him obviously thinking the sane thing, |aughed. In that
nmonent, the tension evaporated.

“W’ve tried not to do any danmage.”

The tentacle rel eased hi mand went through a graceful series of swirls and
| oops.

“Nick fell into the hole back there. But fortunately he wasn’t hurt.” You

shoul d mark them

Bot h appendages withdrew i nto the handl ebar. Then the |ight swung away and the
device started up again and trundl ed past. He noticed a stack of black boxes
piled on a platformin the rear. A kind of saddl e was mounted m dsection. In
case soneone wanted to ride?

It continued to the intersection and turned right.

“SO WHAT DO we do now?” Al yx | ooked at George, and Ceorge | ooked at the image
of the chindi, still gliding serenely above the roiling clouds.

They were in mission control. “W go back and try again,” said George.
Tor and Nick | ooked at each other. Nick was on a crutch. H's |l eg was bound so
he couldn’t nmove it. “He's right,” said Tor. “We're doing pretty well. W have

a good idea what the chindi is about, and they don't seemto be hostile.”

“They don’t even seemto be interested,” said Hutch



“If it’s a scientific survey vessel,” said N ck, “how could that be?”

Nobody knew. “Hutch said earlier that it might be automated,” said Tor. “Maybe
it is. Maybe there’s really nobody over there.”

CGeorge was chewing on a piece of pineapple. “That’s hard to believe.”

“I'f this is some sort of ongoing, |ong-range mission,” said Hutch, “which is
what it’s beginning to look like, running it with an Al and an armny of robots
m ght be the only way to go.”

“The problemwi th going back over there,” she added, “is that we still can't
predict when it night take off. If it does, and we’ve got people on board, we
could | ose them”

“That’'s arisk | think we’'re willing to take at this point,” said Nick
CGeorge shook his head. “Not you, N ck.”
“What do you nean, Not ne? | can get around.”

“I don’t think any of you ought to go back,” said Hutch. “You' re just asking
for trouble.” But she could see they were deternined to go. It looked as if

t he maj or danger was past. No people-eaters to worry about. “But Ceorge is
right.” She | ooked at Nick. “If the chindi starts to nove, we'll have to clear
everyone off in a hurry. There' |l be | ess chance of survival if you re there.”

Ni ck stared back at her. But he knew she was right. And it was hard for himto
get angry with Hutch. So he just sat back and | ooked unhappy.

CGeorge was obviously trying to weigh the risk. “This would be a lot easier if
we had an idea how nuch | onger they m ght be here. Hutch, are you sure there’'s
no way to guess?”

“Not without knowi ng how big their tanks are. O how |l ong they ve been at it
al ready.”

“Look,” said Tor, “suppose it did take off with sone of us on it, what course
of action have we? You said earlier we'd be able to followit, right?”

“l said maybe.”
“Ckay. So there's a chance. How confident are you?”

“Depends on the technology. If they do things differently fromthe way we do,
it could be a problem”

“But if it uses Hazeltine technology, and it junped, you could followit to
its target, and take us off there. If worse cane to worst.”

“Maybe. W' d probably have no trouble finding the destination. But if it’'s a
long junp, you could run out of air before you got there. If it’s a short
junp, we still have to find you within the confines of an entire solar system
It’s by no nmeans a | ock.”

“The air tanks,” Alyx rem nded them “only have a six-hour supply. That's
al nrost no margin at all.”

“I know,” said George. “But we can substantially inprove that margin.”



“I’ve been thinking about that, too,” said Tor. “The whol e busi ness of having
to run outside every few hours for a fresh pair of tanks would slow us down in
any case.”

“And,” Alyx said to George, “your suggestion is..

Ceorge raised both arms, a cleric revealing the divine truth. “Tor’s pocket
done.”

“My thought exactly.” Tor was beaming. “We set it up over there and use it as
a base. It gives us the opportunity to penetrate deeper into the ship. And we
can nove it fromplace to place as we go.”

Hutch made a runbling sound in her throat. “Tor, the dome has its limts.”

“What limts? It recycles the air. It can go forever. As long as we don’t put
too many people inside.”

“I't needs power cells.”

“Once every few days. | have two cells. They' Il give us six days each. When
one goes down, |I’'Il send it over for recharge.”
“Well,” said Alyx, “you could put a transmitter on the hull. That way, if it

took off, you'd be able to find it in the target system”
“That’s what we’ll do,” said Tor

“Wait.” Hutch was sitting in front of a glass of linme juice and a | unch that
she hadn’t yet touched. “You're assunming whatever junp it makes will be to a
system cl ose by. But suppose it heads for the Cybele Nebula. W' d need

ei ghteen days to find you. At a mininum Anything |ike that happens, and
you' re dead.”

Ceorge shook his head. She was worrying for no reason. “If we judge by the
positioning of the stealths, the flights have all been relatively local.”

“What about accel eration?” asked Alyx. “Wn't you get banged around if the
thi ng takes of f?”

“That’s a point | hadn’t thought of,” said Tor. “Acceleration. If it does go,
t he people inside mght not survive.”

“You' re probably okay on that score,” said Hutch. “They have artificial
gravity, which neans they probably al so have sone form of danmping field.”

“What' s that?” asked Al yx.

“W have one, too. It negates inertia. Mst of it, anyhow Keeps you from
getting thrown around when we accelerate or nmake a hard right.

“That doesn’t mean, by the way, if the thing starts to nove while you' re over
there, that you shouldn't get your back to a wall or something, okay?”

“Hutch?” Bill’'s voice. They all turned to | ook at the wallscreen, but no inage
appear ed.

“Yes, Bill.”



“The danage to the outer hatch on the chindi is repairing itself.’
blinked on. “It’'s gradually filling in.”

A picture

“Nanot ech again,” said Tor

Alyx | ooked as if she were trying to make up her nmind about sonething.
“Hutch,” she said, “we know there’s a degree of risk. But | think what we're
trying to say is that we're willing to accept that. Now why don’t we nove on
and figure out what we do next?”

That took George by surprise. “I didn't think,” he said, “that you wanted
anything to do with the chindi.”

She colored slightly. “I didn't much like sitting by myself while you guys
took all the risks.”

“Look,” said Tor. “Let’s set up over there for forty-eight hours. Then we’'ll
pul | everybody out. And that’'ll be the end.”

“No matter what?” asked Hutch

“No matter what.” He grinned at her. “Unless by then we’ve established
relations with the crew and we have an invitation to di nner.”

“Forty-eight hours,” said Hutch. She held out the cutter. “If you're to have
any chance of getting picked up when the trouble starts—and it will start—4'm
going to have to stay with the Menphis.”

“ O(ay. ”

“But | don't want to be left wondering what’s going on in the chindi. W'l
use Alyx's idea and put a transmitter at the exit hatch. And we’'ll add a
rel ay. That should make | ocal conmunication a little easier.”

ALYX CHECKED HER tether. She was in the m ddl e between Tor and George. They
were all down on the rocky skin of the chindi, |ooking up at Hutch, who was
wat chi ng t hem t hrough the w ndscreen

The cargo hatch opened and they unl oaded the pocket dome, air tanks, two power
cells, and a few days’ supply of food and water. When they’'d finished, they
waved, Hutch waved back, w shed them good luck, and lifted off. Al yx watched
the Iander turn and nove in the direction of the Menphis, which | ooked very
smal | and very far away.

Al yx had never dreaned when she set out on this mssion that it might actually
cone to sonething. The Society had al ways been nore of a social organization
than anything el se. They' d sent people out to | ook at places where sightings
had occurred, but everyone understood it was a ganme, it was a fantasy they al

i ndul ged. This trip had gone off-Earth, but she’'d still thought of it as a
party, as a break in her routine, a vacation with a few old friends. Yet here
she was standing on the hull of an alien vessel. She was frightened. But she
also felt nore excited than she had at any tinme in the |ast ten years.

She di dn’t whol eheartedly support Tor’'s idea to set up a base. She’d have been
satisfied to come over and put her head inside just so she could say she' d
been here. Been part of the teamthat went on board the chindi. Carried the
transmtter. She knew what that would be worth in publicity when she got hone.
But nmore inmportant, she knew how it woul d nmake her feel about herself.

Tor was carrying the pocket done, George had the conpressed air tanks and sone



wat er containers, and Alyx was carrying the food. Even though there was no
gravity on the outside, the packages were clunmsy, and Alyx |lost her grip at
one point and had to watch while a parcel of frozen sandw ches drifted away.

Ceorge led them across the surface, the regolith, whatever one would call the
rocky exterior of a starship. They wal ked between the ridges that bordered
either side of the hollow, and stopped before the hatch. As Bill had warned
them it was seal ed.

There was no evi dence whatever that a hole had been cut through the hatch only
t he day before.

CGeorge handed the cutter to Tor, who patiently sliced another opening. He
lifted the piece out and let it drift away. Wiile they waited for the heated
rock to cool, Alyx took the transmtter out of her vest and secured it just
out si de the hatch

“Try not to go around too many bends down there,” said Hutch, fromthe | ander
“They snother the signal.”

“ O(ay. ”

“One nmore thing. If this thing does start to nove, it might not seemlike a
| ot of acceleration inside. But out on the hull, there'll be no stat field.”

“No what ?” asked Ceorge.

“Stat field. Anti-inertia. To keep you fromgetting thrown around when the
thing takes off. What I'mtrying to tell you is that if it goes, things m ght
seem okay inside, as if you're not nmoving very fast, but if you try to cone
out through the hole, it could rip your head off. Ckay?”

“ O(ay. ”

“So if things start to happen, don’t cone out unless | tell you to. Everybody
under st and?”

They all understood. Al yx started wondering if she’d made another m stake.

“CGood luck,” said Hutch.

** Chapter 25

Beyond t he gol den peak

Runs the river of all the world;

Its banks, awash with cities,

Its bottomlittered with bones...

—AHVED KI LBRAHN, RI TES OF PASSAGE, 2188

TOR VEENT FI RST, enjoying the sudden grab that gravity nade at himas he
clinmbed onto the | adder and started down. Actually it was a potentially
danger ous nonent because the gravity field extended out of the ship, through
the section of door they d renoved. An unwary visitor, expecting to fee
not hi ng but zero gee until he actually passed through the hatch, could get a
swift surprise, followed by a long fall to the floor.

Al yx had been warned, and she placed her feet carefully onto the top rungs.
Ceorge stayed on the surface, handing down equi pnent, food stores, and water
tanks, until they had everything. Then he turned, waved at the distant



Memphi s, and descended into the tunnel

They couldn’t handle all the equipment in a single load so they left the food
and water stores and sone of the gear in the passageway bel ow the exit hatch
and noved out.

Tor showed her the werewol f. Even though she knew it was com ng, her pul se ran
up a few notches. “Looks intelligent,” he pointed out.

From what she’d heard, she expected a horrific manifestation. |Instead she was
| ooking at a wolf in evening clothes. She giggled and Tor | ooked annoyed. “I1’'m
sorry,” she said. “I can't help it. It’s a lovely outfit, though.”

Tor expl ai ned how they had come on it conpletely unaware, and it was pretty
unsettling when you just wander into it in the dark, no advance warni ng, you
just don’t know what you’re up against.

“I know exactly what you nean,” she said.

They took her to the other chanbers of interest and cane at last to the
gravity tube, The Ditch, as CGeorge had designated it on the chart he was
maki ng. The cable they' d used to haul Hutch and Nick up still dangled into the

pit.
“She really junped in there?” she asked.

Tor nodded.

She approached and | ooked down. “That’s a woman worth having.” She smiled at
Ceorge. “You fall in, you' re on your own.” And speaking of the captain, this
seened like a good tinme to try the relay. She opened the link. “Hutch, you

t here? Can you hear ne?”

“Loud and cl ear, Alyx.”

“Ckay, we're at the pit. Proceedi ng which way, George?”

“Turning right,” he said.

She rel ayed the information. But before they left, she took a handkerchi ef out
of her vest, unfolded it, and lobbed it into the shaft. Unopposed by air, even
at a half gee, it dropped like a rock

“What are you doi ng?” demanded Ceorge.
“I wanted to see it work.” She checked the tine.

Tor grinned, and George | ooked disconfited. “W should have sonme respect for
this place.” He | ooked with great disapproval into the shaft. “That is al npst
vandal i sm”

It took one minute four seconds. The handkerchi ef reappeared and dropped back
into the darkness. “Incredible,” she said.

They noved into unknown territory, resisting the tenptation to open doors
until they had penetrated deeply enough to establish their base. They woul d do
that, they decided, in one of the enpty chanbers, out of the way of anything
patrolling the corridors. The signal began to fade, and Alyx planted the
second of four relay devices she’ d brought, reestablishing contact.



THEY WERE ABOUT a kiloneter fromthe exit hatch when they stopped, |ooked into
an enpty chanber, and selected it as their base. They chose a spot off to one
side so they wouldn’t be imrediately visible to anything | ooking casually

t hr ough t he door.

Tor released the clips on the pack, they connected the nozzles fromthe air
tanks, and Alyx stood back while the done infl ated.

They installed the |ife-support gear, seated a power cell, |eaving the spare
inits storage conpartment, and turned the lights on. “Looks good,” said Al yx.
In fact it | ooked absolutely inviting. They set the thernostat at a
confortable roomtenperature. The heater came on and began punping warm air
into the space.

Alyx knew that all the evidence so far indicated that whoever was running the
chindi was inclined to ignore them but she still felt safer inside the done,

not that it could have kept out any serious threat, but because it was part of
a famliar world.

When they were finished they turned off the |ights—+there was no point wasting
power —went back to the exit hatch, and collected their food and water, their

sl eepi ng pads, and a few other pieces of equipnent. They paused at the Ditch

to wait for Alyx’s handkerchief to reappear. Wthin a few seconds it did.

The conversation consisted nostly of the sane remarks over and over, how enpty
the place was, how big it was, how there nust be a control area somewhere. A
captain’s bridge. A command center. Al yx was thinking how nuch energy it rmust
take to get the chindi nmoving, to lift it out of orbit, or to stop it once it
got started. She would have |liked a chance to see the engines, but it would
probably take weeks to find them

They returned to the donme, buttoned up, and killed their e-suits. They stored
their food, got the drinking water into the di spenser, and put the plunmbing
on-1line.

When they’'d finished, Alyx stood up, flexed her shoul ders, and said,
“Centlenen, let’'s go exploring.” Her apparent fearlessness surprised both them
and herself.

GEORGE WAS ATTEMPTI NG to construct a systematic map. The exit hatch |l ed onto
Main Street. Parallel passageways woul d be named al phabetically. They were on
Al exander. Next over woul d be Barbara. Argentina was on the far side of Min.
People in one direction, places in the other. Cross corridors would be
nunbered fromthe hatch, streets noving forward, avenues aft. Thus the Ditch
was | ocated at the intersection of Main and First Streets. The chanbers were
nunbered according to the corridor they were in. The werewol f occupied Min-6.

There were no chanmbers off the nunbered corridors.

Most of the roons, by far the vast najority that they | ooked at that first

day, were enpty. But not all. Al exander-17 had a display that resenbled a
chem stry | aboratory except that the tables were all too | ow and there were no
benches or chairs. Barbara-11 was a primtive arnory, with bows and darts and
ani mal - hi de shiel ds stored everywhere. Charlie-5 seemed to be a waiting room
a place with | ong benches and a ticket wi ndow and a franed photo of a creature
that | ooked Iike a grasshopper wearing a hat.

Moses-23 was filled with a three-dinensional geonetric design, a single piece
of ceramic, covered with arcane synbols, that |ooped and di pped and soared
around the chanber.



Britain-2 provided a chess game of sorts, a cluster of chairs, a game in
progress on an ei ghty-one-square board set on a table, and a half dozen
tankards |ying about. The pieces, sone on the board and others off to the
side, | ooked nothing like the famliar knights and bishops.

There were chanbers that sinply defied interpretation. Solid objects with no
i magi nabl e purpose, arranged in no intelligible order. Chanbers filled with
el ectroni c equi prent, others with purely nechanical apparatus that m ght have
been punps or heating systens or water carriers. The feature that nost, but
not quite all, had in conmon was a sense of considerabl e age. The objects

al nost invariably appeared to be no |onger functional, and occasionally to
have col |l apsed. But if that was so, it was also true that they seened to be
wel | taken care of now, as if they d been frozen in tine, preserved for sone
unknown audi ence.

Bl LL COVPLETED BREAKI NG down the filings Hutch had coll ected on the chindi
and she forwarded the results to the Acadeny for anal ysis.

Ni ck spent nobst of his time on the bridge with her. He admtted that when this
was over, he would never |eave the ground again. “lI don't think | even want to
fly,” he said.

Hut ch was thinking the same thing. After they got back, she was going to find
a nice quiet apartnment and spend the rest of her life in wind, rain, and
sunlight.

Traffic came in from Mbganbo’s Longworth announcing an “inmmnent arrival,”
which was in fact still nore than a week away, and directing the Menphis to
stay clear of any alien site until they were on the scene. Wll, he was
already a couple of days late with that denand. There was at present a
ninety-mnute delay in round-trip transmssion tinme, so she wasn’t faced with
a give-and-take conversation. Interstellar distances occasionally had their
advant ages.

A second message, a few hours later, wanted an explanation for her silence,
and requested a detailed report on the Retreat. Hutch responded with a nessage
stating that she'd relayed the request to the head of m ssion. Wich she then
di d.

“Hut ch, how nuch does he know?” asked Geor ge.

“About the chindi?”

“ Yes. ”

“He knows it’'s there.”

“But he doesn’t know what we’ve found?”

“No. He doesn’t know we’ve been aboard at all.”

“CGood. Let’'s keep it that way.”

“Sure. Why? | nmean, you'll be out of there by the tine he arrives, anyhow.”

“Hut ch, you obviously don’t understand how these things work. Once he hears
we' ve penetrated this thing, he' |l start issuing statenents. Taking over.”

“But he’'s not even here.”



“He doesn’t have to be. He's a nmmjor player. What am1? A guy who nade sone
nmoney on the nmarket.” He broke off for a minute, talking to one of the others.
Then he was back. “I know it seenms paranoid, but just do it for me, okay?
Don't tell himanything.”

kay. He was right, she decided. She’'d felt the sane way, although she hadn’t
thought it out. But she’d instinctively held back a running description of
events on the chindi, information she would ordinarily have passed al ong.
Maybe it was inportant who got the credit, because Hernman and Pete and Preach
and a lot of others had died, and this was why, this was the event people
woul d renenber when they’ d forgotten Col unbus and Arnmstrong and Pirc.

“I tell you what I'd Iike,” CGeorge said. “I wish we could get as ruch tine
here as possible, but that an hour before Myganbo shows up, the chindi would
take off. Preferably just as he pulls al ongside.”

“Talk to the captain over there. Maybe you can arrange it.”
“W’re working on it. By the way, we found sonething interesting.”
“What ' s that?”

“A smal|l anphitheater, we think. Wth electronics. And seating. Chairs are
just the right size for us. Wll, maybe a little small. But it has power. W
think if we can figure out howto get it running, we may get sone answers.
Tor’s working on it now.”

“Tor? What's Tor know about it?”
“As nmuch as any of us.”

“I'f you do get sonething,” she said, “record it. The signal’s not strong
enough for me to do it at this end.”

ACTUALLY, | T LOCXKED sinple enough. There were twelve chairs spread well apart
in two rows with an aisle down the nmiddle. The armof one of the chairs at the
front opened up, and inside was a pressure-sensitive plate, a couple of push
buttons, and a semitransparent red disk that Tor thought mi ght be a light
sensor.

“What do you think?” asked George.

“It’s got power,” Tor said. “Put your hand on it. You can feel it.
Ceorge touched it and nodded. “Let’s try it, okay?”

They took three seats in the front rowleft, with Tor on the aisle. \Wen
they' d indicated they were ready, he selected the |arger button, a black
square, and pushed it. The door closed and air flowed into the room Not
breathable. Relatively little oxygen, but air all the sane.

He tried the smaller one, which was round and eneral d-colored. It lit up. The
power |evels increased. Lights came on around the chanber, and di med. The
room f aded, becane transparent, becane a field of stars and rings, and they,
with their chairs, were afloat in the night!

“Tor.” Alyx’s voice was very small, and she reached over and took his hand.
There was really nothing particularly outré about the technol ogy, nothing they
hadn’t seen before. Yet having the chindi conme suddenly to life was



unsettling.

“I"m here, Alyx.”

“What' s going to happen?”

“Showtine. You should be right at hone.”

The Iong arc of a planetary ring curved away into the stars. It glittered
white and gold until, far out in the night, a shadow fell across it. He turned
in his chair, |ooking for the source of the shadow, and saw behind himthe
vast bulk of a gas giant. It was not either of the Twins. Its skies were dark
restless, with churning wi nds and streaking clouds and electrical stormns

ever ywher e.

“Look,” said George. To the right.

There was a small moon. Actually, it was hard to be sure about size, because
t here was not hi ng agai nst which to make contrasts. But it was probably only a
few hundred neters long. It was a barbell of a world, thin in the m ddl e,

m sshapen and swollen at either end. At first he couldn’t make out why CGeorge
was interested in it. Then he saw the ship beyond. It was sl eek, exotic,
different. Light poured out of a single line of ports, and there was novemnent
i nside! The vessel seened to be tracking the noonlet.

“What is it?" asked Al yx.
“Don’t know,” GCeorge whispered inpatiently. “Watch.”

The ship was closing. It got within a few nmeters, and a hatch opened. A figure
appeared, silhouetted against the ship’s internal lights. It was wearing a
pressure suit.

The noonl et was tunbling, but the ship had set itself so that it maintained
t he same aspect.

The figure launched itself fromthe airlock. A tether trailed behind. It
approached the rock, using a set of thrusters, a go-pack, but a larger, nore
ungai nly version than the ones he was accustoned to. It slowed, and stopped. A
second figure appeared, carrying a rod. There was a sphere at the upper end of
the rod, about the size of a basketball, and there was sonethi ng nounted on

it. Abird s imge, he thought.

“What is it?" asked Al yx.

Tor tried pressing the plate and was gratified to discover he could exercise
some control over the environment. He could bring the ship and the noonl et

cl oser, he could change the angles, he could w thdraw and watch from a

di stance. He could even swing around the area to get a | ook at the

nei ghbor hood. Four mpons could be brought within his field of view Al were
in their second quarter. One exceptionally bright satellite had oceans and
continents, rivers and cumulus clouds. A bright sun dom nated the sky.

“Can you increase the magnification?” asked George. “It would be nice to get a
better |ook.”

Tor brought the two figures in as close as he could. They wore hel nets. They
wer e humanoi d. But beyond that he couldn’t see what manner of creatures they
ver e.



A second tether unfurled, and the second spacewal ker, still carrying the rod,
joined the first.

“What are they doing?” asked Al yx.

Tor was baffled. He saw not hing unusual about the nmoonlet. The pressure suits
rem nded himof the kind that humans had worn during the early days of the

| unar m ssions. They were |large and clunsy, with enornous boots and tool belts
slung around their mddles. Synbols were stitched on their sleeves.

“The thing on the sphere,” said George. “It |looks |ike a hawk.”

More or less. Tor thought it was a bit stringy for a hawk, but it was avian
and deci dedly predatory.

They were both nmoving nethodically toward the noon, using the thrusters on

t heir backpacks. They rotated thenselves, bringing their |egs down, striving
to land on the surface. It appeared they hoped to arrange things so they both
touched down at the sane noment. If so, they didn’t quite manage it.

The rod-carrier came in a second or two behind his partner. They nust have
been wearing grip shoes of sone sort, because they | anded and stayed. There
was anot her del ay, perhaps as nuch as a mnute, while they turned on | anps
fitted to their sleeves and stood front to front. Then they fitted the end of
the rod opposite the hawk to a base plate. They laid the plate flat down on
the rocky surface, knelt beside it, and produced a handful of spikes.

“I't’s a marker,” said Alyx.

They drove the spikes in and tugged at the rod. It was secure.

“What in hell,” asked Tor, “is the significance? It's just a big rock.”
“Maybe a battle was fought there,” said Alyx.

CGeorge frowned. “That seens unlikely.”

One of the figures stood beside the rod, and the other lifted a device that
had been suspended fromhis belt and aimed it at his coll eague.

“Picture!” whispered Alyx. “He's taking a picture.”

They took more. Pictures of each other. O the rod. O the rock. Sonetines
t hey pointed the device out toward the stars.

Then they put it away and wal ked across the noonlet. One knelt, produced a
chisel, and | oosened a piece of rock. He brought out a bag, put the piece in
the bag, sealed it, and attached it to his belt.

When light fell on their faceplates, Tor could see nothing except a reflection
of the light source, sonetinmes the sun, sonetinmes the rings, sonetines a
near by moon or one of their own | anps.

Tor went in close to get a better | ook at the rod. The hawk was perched on a
small globe. Its wings were half-folded, its tail feathers spread. Its short
curved beak was open. When he’d seen enough, he started to go |ong range
agai n.

“Hold it,” said Al yx.



He reversed hinself and tried to close back in, pushing on the plate, |eft
side, right, top, and bottom Rings and noons and stars wheel ed around t hem
The dark giant nmoved beneath and drifted to the rear. Dammed system But
gradual | y he began to understand how it all worked. He found the noonlet and
| ocked in on the top of the rod. On the gl obe.

“CGood,” said Alyx. And then: “How about that?”

“How about what ?” asked George.

“Look at the sphere,” she said.

Tor did, but saw nothing out of the way. It was gold, and it had a few
irregularly raised sections.

“Can you bring up the big nobon again?” asked Alyx. “The one with the
at nospher e?”

He tried to renenber where it was, rotated the sky, found it, and brought it
in close.

“Look,” she sai d.

He | ooked. Miuch of the land surface was green. “It’s a living world,” said
Ceor ge.
And very much like Earth, as all living worlds had been, so far. Blue oceans

and broad continents. lce caps at the poles. Muntain ranges and broad
forests. Great rivers and inland seas. But in the face of all that, he knew he
still hadn’t understood Al yx's point.

“The shape of the continents,” she said.

There were two of themon the side he could see, and it | ooked like a third
partially swung around the other side. “Wat?” he asked.

“I't’s the design on the sphere. The space guys are fromthis world.”
“Planting the flag,” he said.

“l think so.”

“First |anding on another worl d?”

“I wouldn’t be surprised.”

The bl ue planet was bright in the sunlight. “You know,” George said, “I'm
begi nni ng to understand what the chindi really is.”

PUSH THE BLACK button, the square one, and the scenario changed. They travel ed
to a broken desert fortress beneath racing moons. Their chairs floated above
the sand, charged the walls (“Look out,” breathed Al yx, while Tor closed his
eyes), and drifted above a cobbl ed parade ground filled with serpentine
creatures wearing war helnets, carrying shields and wavi ng banners. A hot w nd
bl ew across them and a swollen sun burned in a cloudl ess sky. The creatures
were engagi ng in synchroni zed drills, cut and parry, advance and retreat. It
was vaguely reniniscent of old-style mlitary drill, but these were far better
coordi nated and faster than anythi ng hunmans coul d have nanaged. Tor had
forgotten to use his inmager to record the first sequence. But he unclipped it
now and tried to get as nuch as he could. It wasn’'t as good as a direct



on-line capture, but it would work.
“I't’ s al nost choreographed,” said Alyx. “Set to music.”

But there was no music. “Push the button again,” said George, anxious to be
away fromthe serpents. Tor wondered if he was begi nning to suspect that a
qui et fireside conversation would only be possible with another hunan.

He conplied, and the fortress faded to rich hill country. They | ooked down on
a broad river, and Tor saw spires on the horizon. And bursts of light in the
sky. Expl osi ons.

Soneone was under attack
“Can you get us over there?” asked CGeorge, meaning the spires.

It was a matter of following the river. They passed over idyllic farmcountry,
and saw near-hunmans (arns too | ong, hands too w de, bodies too narrow, too
much height, as if soneone had bred an entire generation of basket bal

pl ayers) in the fields. The spires grew, silver and purple in the

| at e-afternoon sunlight. They were tall and spare, |inked by bridges and
trams. Fountains and pools glittered.

As they drew nearer they saw that the expl osions were fireworks. And they
could hear nusic, of a sort. Cacophonic. Discordant. Wnd nusic. Flutes, he
t hought. And sonet hing that sounded vaguely |ike bagpi pes.

And druns! There was no m staking that sound. There was an arny of them
somewher e, tucked out of sight, or maybe broadcast over a sound system but
poundi ng away.

And the city was singing. Voices rose with the flutes and bagpi pes, and nore
fireworks raced into the sky. Cheers rolled through the night. Squadrons of

i nhabi tants paraded through el evated courtyards and malls and al ong rooftop

wal kways.

“They’' re cel ebrating sonething,” said George, relaxing a bit.

Al yx squeezed Tor’s wist. “Wat, | wonder,” she said.
After a while, Tor hit the button, and they noved on. Past a glass npbsaic, a
pattern of cubes and spheres atop a snowbound precipice, apparently abandoned.

To a torchlit city of marble columms and majestic public buildings, waiting by
the sea as dawn crept in.

They saw battles. Hordes of creatures in every conceivable form creatures
with multiple Iinbs, creatures that glided across the | andscape, creatures
wi th shining eyes, engagi ng each other in bloody and mercil ess conbat. They
fought with spears and shields, with projectile weapons, wi th weapons that
flashed light. They fought from vast seagoi ng armadas and from groundcars
drawn by all manner of beasts. Tw ce, Tor saw rmushroom cl ouds.

A fleet of airships, hurried along by sails for God' s sake, energed from

cl ouds and dropped fire (burning oil, probably) on a city spread across the
tops of a range of hills. Smaller vessels rose fromthe city to contest the
attackers. Ships on both sides exploded and sank, their crews |eaping
overboard wi thout benefit of parachute.

“That’ s enough,” said CGeorge. “Turn it off. Let’s |ook at something else.”



Tor hit the button

They were in space again, adrift near the long blazing rimof a sun, watching
fiery fountains rise into the skies, while solar tides ebbed and fl owed. And
then the surface began to expand, and Tor suspected that the inmages were
accel erated. But he didn't really know. How long did it take for a sun to go
nova? Wthin noments, the solar surface becane bloated as if it were about to
give birth. And it exploded. The whol e vast gl obe of the sun sinply blew up
In that noment, the magnification switched on its own, and they were far out,
away fromthe inmedi ate effects of the blast, where the sun | ooked sickly pale
and the sky was full of fire. Abruptly the chanmber went dark

Tor understood that these were the products of the stealth satellites, inmages
captured by orbiting recorders and transmitted forward, relayed through other
systens circling other worlds.

“Cosm ¢ Snoops,” said N ck, who' d been watching fromthe Menphis.

Alyx switched on her wistlanmp. “l don't believe this is happening. W travel
all over the Armand find a few ruins, and the Noks, while these people have
all this. George, we have to find out how this works and duplicate the
record.”

“O make off with it,” N ck said.

Hi s chair shook

He | ooked at Al yx.

“What was that?” she said

Ceorge took a deep breath.

The roomtrenbl ed again, a shudder, a spasm As if something were happening
deep in the ship.

“SOVETHING S GO NG ON, Hutch.”

A cloud of objects was expanding fromthe underside of the chindi. Bill |ocked
in on one. It looked |ike a sack. It was generally shapel ess, nore or |ess
rounded, a little wider at one end than at the other. It had no visible nmeans
of propul sion

“Where are they goi ng?”

Bel ow, Autumm’s upper atnosphere was calm

“I"ve no idea. They're all headed in different directions at the monment. |’'1|
track themand I et you know when | have sonething.”

Ceorge’s voice cane in over the circuit. It was weak and far away. “—Are they
getting ready to | eave?” he asked.

“I don’t think so,” said Hutch. “They’'ve just ejected a bunch of sacks.”
“Say agai n please.”

“Sacks. Packages.”



“OF what ?”
“l don’t know. Maybe you ought to get out of there. Just in case.”

“Let’s not panic,” he said. “W just got set up over here. Keep an eye open
Let us know if you see anything el se.”

“HUTCH.” SYLVI A WAS so excited she could barely speak. “You' |l be interested
in knowi ng that the Acadeny has had a breakt hrough. We are now reading the
transm ssions on the star web. We're getting pictures of previously unknown
alien civilizations, we've got a black hole rolling through the atnosphere of
Mendel 771, we’'ve got a cluster of artificial bubble structures orbiting
Shaula. It's really incredible.” She brushed her hair back from her eyes and
literally glowed. “W’ ve unlocked the grail.”

Wl |, the metaphor seened strange, but that hardly mattered.
“You’ ve unlocked it,” she continued. “You and the Contact Society. Wo
woul d’ ve thought? Pass ny congratul ati ons along to George.”

ALYX SM LED AT him He could al nost read her mind. They' d been inside barely
ten hours and, at the first suggestion of activity, they' d run |like rabbits.
No, they'd told Hutch, let’s not panic. Don’t pick us up. W re just getting
started. But nevertheless they'd | eft the VR chanber and hurried back down
Barbara Street, toward the pocket dome. One of the wheel ed robots had passed
them paying no attention, just rolling past as if they weren't there. Tor
wonder ed where it was goi ng.

Back at the done, they'd refilled their air tanks, taken turns using the
washroom and waited for nmore signs that the chindi mght be getting ready to
| eave. Hutch thought it was something el se, a |launch of sone kind, but that
was okay for her. She wasn’t going to get stranded if the damed thing took
off. So they were ready to clear out at the first sign

After a while, they decided they were probably okay, and they’'d rel axed a bit
and had di nner.

Tor was accustonmed to the twenty-four-hour cycle on the Menphis, where the
lights dimed at night and brightened in the norning. In the chindi, of
course, it was always dark. The light fromthe dome illum nated the outer
chanmber somewhat, but there were still gl oony recesses. The place felt renote,
abandoned, spooky. He wondered whet her he could capture the nood on canvas.

That evening, they again took to the passageways. There were nore enpty
chanmbers, of course, but increasingly they found displays, many with objects
they readily recogni zed, weapons and furniture, tapestries and nusica

i nstruments, electronic equi pnent and sl eepi ng gear. Two chanbers cont ai ned
libraries, one limted to scrolls, the other to chapbooks wi th brown pages
rendered inflexible by the cold.

Soneti mes they saw broken shards and col |l apsed tables and shreds of cl othing,
carefully preserved in display cases that prevented an observer fromgetting
too close to them Lovingly preserved, one m ght alnost think. At other tines,
the artifacts were new, as if they' d just been gathered froma shop, brought
here, and put on display.

One exhibition of absol utely unfathomabl e objects, which m ght have been a
series of geonetric puzzles, was enclosed by magnificent russet curtains that
could have come directly froma well-appointed terrestrial dining room



Sonetimes there were figures, presumably representing those fromwhose world
the artifacts had been sal vaged. They cane in countl ess shapes and types,
manmal i an and avian and reptilian and others for which there was no category.
Their aspects often suggested a kind of placidity and congeniality. A creature
with a crocodilian skull and teeth seened to possess the serenity of a
Socrates. Ohers were majestic, still others terrifying. The nmpbst unsettling,
for Tor, was a dark-eyed horror inhabiting what appeared to be a drawi ng room
directly across fromthe chapbook l|ibrary.

They debated splitting up. There was too nuch to see and too little time to
continue as they were. George suggested that the forty-eight-hour limt they' d
i nposed on thenmsel ves was unrealistic. That they had an obligation to stay

| onger, to survey the place as thoroughly as they could. After all, they
really didn't know the chindi was going to leave. It was possible it had been
there for years.

“I't’s refueling,” said Alyx. “That tells me we don’t have forever.”

Tor agreed. “If | thought we could do it,” he said, “l’d suggest sabotagi ng
it. Prevent it fromgoing anywhere. | hate to think of this thing getting away
fromus.”

“But it won't get away,” said Alyx. “Hutch says we can followit. It’s not as
if it’s going to go sonmewhere we can't.”

By then they were exhausted. They’'d been awake nore than thirty consecutive
hours, and had gone through the night. It was | ate norning back on the
Memphi s. Tor suggested they quit for a few hours, return to the dome, and get
some sl eep.

“Why don’'t you two go back?” George suggested. “I’mnot really tired yet.”
“No,” said Alyx. “W all need a break. You get tired, you get careless.”

AFTER A SECOND sl eepl ess night, Hutch went up to the bridge, where Bill was
still tracking the sacks. Not all of them because they'd continued to

di sperse, and there were nmore than the sensors could handl e. But the dozen
they were monitoring were reaching the inner ring.

“One of them” Bill said, “is about to inmpact.” He put the imge on-screen, a
cluster of rocks and the sack. “Here’'s the target,” Bill said. He highlighted
it for her. “Predomnantly iron and ice.” It was shaped |ike a potato.
“Roughly thirty meters down the | ong axis. Maybe half as wide.”

The sack glided through the rubble, skimred past a boul der, and spl ashed
agai nst the target, dashing a gray-white snear across its surface.

Hut ch poured herself sonme coffee. “The rock will be orbiting out of view
shortly,” said Bill. “Do you want to follow it?”

“What about the other sacks?”

“We’ | | have another inpact in six mnutes.”
“Ckay, Bill,” she said. “Let’s just sit and watch. | want to stay close to the
chindi.”

Ni ck wandered in on his crutches. He seened to be feeling better. The
pai nkill ers had rendered himunusually jovial, to the point where he’d been



telling jokes about his profession. Talk to us and you'll never need to talk
to anyone el se. You can rely on us, Hutch, to be with you until the end.

She ached to have the landing party clear of the chindi. Professiona
researchers mght be expected to take this sort of risk, but it was their
busi ness. George, Tor, and Al yx seemed |ike such innocents. “W’'re going to
lose them” she told N ck

He smiled as if he had another funeral-director joke. But then he let it go.

CGeorge was scheduled to cone back to the Menphis in a few hours, but she knew
it wasn’t going to happen. It had been inpossible to mss the enthusiasmin
their voices when they reported the wonders of the chindi. And then the cal
cane, the one she knew she was going to receive.

“Ceorge on the circuit,” said Bill
Even N ck knew.

“Hutch,” Ceorge said, “we keep finding stuff.” He went on to describe a dead
city inthe mddle of a plain. “W don’t know what happened there. Broad

boul evards, wi de green parks, malls. Even a theatrical district. 1'd say it
was abandoned a few years before the pictures were taken. We figure there’'s an
expl anati on somewhere in the record, but we don’t know yet how to access it.”
Pause. A guilty pause, she thought.

“W’re trying to figure out how it works. We’d like to get copies of all this
if we can.”

“You're running out of time,” said Hutch

“Yeah. Listen, | wanted to talk to you about that. W’ ve been discussing it,
and you said there should be sone warning before this thing | eaves. | nean,
they' Il have to warmup their engines. Right? And there’'s the funnel they use
to bring up the ice crystals. They' Il want to recover that.”

Al old stuff. They'd been over it before.

“What we want to do is to have you keep an eye open for us. If you see
somet hi ng happeni ng, anything at all that suggests it’s getting ready to pul
out, give us a holler. W figure we can be back at the exit hatch within an
hour and a half at worst.”

Hut ch | ooked at Nick. Nick | ooked away.
“You're assumi ng the funnel’s not disposable.”

“Yes. Well, anyhow, we’'re going to hang on here for a bit. Hutch, | know how
you feel about this, but this place. W can’t just walk away fromit.”

The sense of approaching disaster was thick. “Dammit, George, you're going to
hang on over there until the last mnute, aren’'t you? And then |’ m supposed to
cone do a rescue.”

“Hutch, I’msorry you feel that way. But listen, there really should be tine.
As soon as there’'s the slightest indication that they're getting ready to pul
out, we’'ll cone running.”

“Yes. That's real good. The first indication is probably going to be a change
in velocity. They're going to start braking or accelerating. Once that



happens, it’s over.”
“There’s another possibility. Something we haven't considered.”
“And what’'s that?”

“They know we’re aboard. | wonder if they ' d really |leave while we're stil
here? This whol e pl ace seens designed for visitors.”

“I think that's a reach, Ceorge. If it were designed for visitors, it'd be a
bit warmer, don’t you think?”

“Hutch.” He sounded genui nely pained. “Please try to understand—=

“How do the others feel ?”

There was a pause. Then Tor: “Hutch, he's right. There's just too much here.”
And even Alyx: “The place feels safe. | think we’ll be okay.”

“Do what you want,” she said. She severed the connection and gl anced up at the
Phillies picture. Her inmage knelt in the on-deck circle with the bats propped
agai nst her knee. 1diot, she thought, not sure whom she had in m nd

** Chapter 26

No cl oud above, no earth bel ow—

A uni verse of sky and snow.

—JOHN GREENLEAF VWH TTI ER, SNOABOUND, 1866

NI CK AND HUTCH were eating breakfast when Bill appeared on-screen. “l have
somet hing interesting for you,” he said. The display switched over to a
pi cture of one of the bottles. Except that it had a curiously unfinished
appearance. “This thing was a rock thirty hours ago.”

“The sacks.”

“That’'s correct.”

“They’ re nanopackages.”

“ Yes. ”

“So the chindi manufactures bottles,” she said. “Wy?”

“Here’s another one.” It was fully formed. And as she watched it fired its
thrusters and began to accel erate.

“Where's it going, Bill?”

They watched it make a few nore adjustnents. Then: “It’s headed back to the
chindi.”

By midafternoon, it had arrived. Doors opened and it vani shed inside. A short
time later, a second vehicle approached. And a third.

Hutch tol d George what was happening, that three bottles had gone inside, and
he reported no evidence of any activity.



They were just sitting down to di nner—hi cken, peas, and pi neappl e-when the
chindi launched a bottle. And then, in fairly qui ck succession, two nore.

“The sane ones?” she asked Bill

“It’s inpossible to be certain. But the interval between | aunches matches the
i nterval between arrivals. It appears that the bottles are taken on board,
treated in some way, probably fuel ed, possibly upgraded, and then disgorged.”
“To do what ?”

“Yes. That is quite a good question, isn't it?”

“Can you tell where they’'re goi ng?”

“They haven't yet lifted out of orbit. Wen they do, | will try to make an
estimate.”

Bill was as good as his word. He was back by |late evening. Mre bottles had
been taken on board and | aunched. Yes, the interval had been the sanme: two
hours and seventeen mnutes in each case. The first three had all left orbit

and were headed in three different directions. Were? Nowhere he could

di scern. “Most are remmining approximately in the plane of the solar system”
he said. “But there doesn't really seemto be any conceivabl e destination.”
“You're | ooking inside the solar system”

“Of course.”

“What about outsi de?”

“There’s no point in it, Hutch. These vehicles are too small to be
superlum nal s.”

“The | ander at the Retreat might be a superlumnal.”
“The | ander at the Retreat is bigger. And in any case | have ny doubts.”

“Nevert hel ess, please assune the possibility and check for interstellar
vectors.”

“l am doi ng that now. ”

“What are you getting?”

“Near mi sses.”

“What ?”

“Near msses. All three seemto be headed for nearby stars. But in each case,
the aim seens inaccurate. They're going to miss. By a small nargin, but they
will mss.”

“You mean they' re going to arrive in the boondocks of the systenP”

“Yes. By several hundred A U.s.”

THE CHI NDI LAUNCHED nore bottles, and after a few days, they had noved out

beyond scanner range. Meantime, a steady stream of data was relayed fromthe
chindi party to the Menphis. Hutch and Nick watched the i mages of glittering



towers and carved stonework, of exotic harborworks, of dead cities, of
dwel | i ngs perched on cliff tops and al ong gl orious shorelines. They saw a
tenmple half-sunk in the tides, and an obelisk still guarding a desert ruin.

Cccasionally there was sonething of nore scientific interest: a planet-sized
object that Bill thought |ooked like a particle; a star being gobbled down by
a black hole; a pulsar rotating wildly on its axis thirty times a second.

By far the magjority of the chindi records dealt with civilizations, and of
these the vast mpjority appeared dead. This was so consistently the case that
it was easy to assume they were | ooking at an archeol ogi cal m ssion that had
occasionally strayed into other areas. The prevailing opinion at home held
that civilizations, technol ogical or not, were Iimted to a relatively brief
l[ifetime. This view had risen fromthe fact that of the five known
extraterrestrial civilizations (other than human), four appeared to have
survived | ess than 10,000 years. And the fifth showed every inclination of
blowing itself up in the near future.

Al yx observed that, if they could figure out a way to determ ne the expanse of
the network of which the chindi seemed to be the center, it might finally
become possible to get a reasonable estinmate of how numerous extant
civilizations mght be at any one tine.

Bill reported incomng fromthe Longwort h.

The big cargo vessel had closed to within a transm ssion time of eighteen

m nutes, one way. It was therefore possible to conduct a conversation of
sorts, with responses staggered at better than half hour intervals. But it
requi red packagi ng what one had to say, and avoiding the nmore frivolous parts
of di al ogue.

Most of the Acadeny people Hutch ferried around the Armwere acconplished at
their specialties, and they were usually nore interested in their research
than in boosting their egos. Her experience had taught her that people who

i nsi sted on having others recognize their outstanding qualities usually didn't
have any. They were inevitably failures or nediocrities.

Mauri ce Mobganmbo was an exception. In his case, ego and tal ent both seened
monurrent al . Al though his primary area of expertise was physics, he also
enjoyed a reputation as a leading theorist on the evolution of civilizations.
She’ d once listened to himdiscuss the effects of [unar systens on cultura
and intell ectual developnment. He’'d made his argunents with an extraordi nary
array of punch lines. He'd won his audi ence over, and they’'d appl auded

ent husiastically at the end. She'd |l earned |later that he had earned his way

t hrough university as a conedian in a local club

I n person, though, one-on-one, he could be tiresone. He |l ectured rather than
spoke. He expected to be treated with deference. And he inevitably conveyed
the inpression that he spoke fromthe nountain, and everyone el se should
listen closely. On the coupl e of occasions he had shown up on her passenger
list, there’'d been talk of murder anmpbng the other travelers before they got
hone. He was, in short, a joy to work with.

Now he gazed out at her fromthe screen and smiled pleasantly. “Hutch,” he
said, “tell nme about the extraterrestrial vessel. And the Retreat. Wat is
happeni ng?”

H s i mage froze. Mganbo was not one to waste words.

She tal ked briefly to George, explained that she could not sinply refuse to



cooperate. CGeorge grunbl ed and gave his bl essing.

She provi ded Moganbo with pictures of both the Retreat and the chindi. But she
decided not to go into detail about what they’'d found inside the giant ship.
“Lots of corridors and chanbers. Mstly enpty. Some automated gear running
around. And it looks as if there are a few artifacts on display.”

It was of course possible to make a rational conversation under such
conditions exceedingly tedious if one side was interested in doing it. Myganbo
woul d be unhappy that she had left himto ask the obvi ous question, rather
than providing the details.

She went for a sandwi ch while she waited for the annoyed reply that woul d be
com ng.

“ARTI FACTS? WHAT KIND of artifacts? What have you found in the Retreat? And
why in God’s nanme did you go on board the ship? You know better.”

She told him in general terns.

“W’ || be there in a couple of days,” he said. “I’"mgoing to insert |anding
parties at both sites. I'lIl let you know as soon as we arrive insystem and
"1l want your assistance.” He went into detail. He requested a map of the

Retreat, would need course and position of the alien vessel, and inforned
Hutch she was to withdraw the Menphis group i mediately. “Before they damage
somet hi ng.”

“lI haven't the authority to do that, sir.

“I's that all you' re going to say?” asked Ni ck, who chuckled at using forty
mnutes to send a single line. “Doesn’t he already know that, anyhow?”

“Doesn’t hurt toremind him Nick.”

When Mbganbo appeared again, stretching a conversation that had begun just
before lunch into the late afternoon, he |ooked utterly exasperated. “Please
assune authority. There's a stipulation for precisely this sort of situation
in the Exoarcheol ogi cal Protection Act.” He glanced off to his side. “Section
437a. Use it. Cet the amateurs out of there. Please.”

Hut ch consi dered her options. “Tell himto take a hike,” said Nick

“Easy for you to say.” If she sinply violated the ordinance, it could cost her
retirement pay. “Bill,” she said, “let’s have a | ook at the Act.”

“I think I already have what you need,” said the A, showi ng her Section 11
par agr aph 6

Hut ch punched the SEND key. “Doctor, there's a distinct possibility the
artifact may | eave the preni ses before you get here. Section 11 allows for—"
and there she made a display of consulting her screen, “—inspection by
untrained parties in the event destruction or loss of the artifact nmay be

i mm nent, for exanple, by rising floodwaters, if professional personnel are
not in the i mMmediate area.” W don’t have rising fl oodwaters, but the intent
is clear.” She hesitated, and tried to | ook thoughtful and encouraging. “l can
gi ve you ny assurance that CGeorge Hockel mann and his people are being careful
| have, by the way, reconmended fromthe beginning that they stay off the
chindi, because | can’'t guarantee that, if it starts naking preparations to
leave, | will be able to recover thembefore it does. O for that matter
after it does. | nmake the sane recommendation to you. Going onboard is, in ny



opi ni on, not only dangerous but fool hardy.”

Ni ck was noddi ng, egging her on. “That’'s telling him Hutch,” he said when
she’ d finished.

She | ooked at himw th qui et anmusenent. “How s your |eg?”

“It’s good.”

“Any pai n?”

“Not as long as | take ny pills. You're a pretty decent doctor.”
“Thanks.”

“Hut ch, you know when he gets here he’'s going directly to the chindi.”

“Well,” she said, “maybe we’ll get lucky, and the thing will take himto the
Pl ei ades.”

GEORGE' S PARTY MOVED its base deeper into the ship, and the relays were no

| onger adequate to carry their transm ssions. Consequently, instead of being
able to listen to the conversation conming in on the link, Hutch and Ni ck
repeated Al yx's experience, sitting through |long periods of silence, waiting
for the landing party to return to the done for food or air tanks or sinply to
sl eep, to reassure thensel ves everything was okay. They were in the niddle of
a long silence when Bill broke in. “The | ast few have been | aunched,” he said.

“What’ s that about?” asked N ck

Hutch had a fruit plate in front of her. And sonme dark w ne. She took a sip.
“When the chindi blew out all the nanopackages a few days ago, we counted
them There were 147. The |ast of themnade their bottles and cane back—=-
“—And have just been | aunched.”

" Yes. ”

“Whi ch neans what? You think it’s getting ready to | eave?”

“Don’t know. | just thought it would be a worthwhile piece of information to
have.”

When they reestablished comunication with George a couple of hours later, she
passed it on

“Ckay,” he said. “W’'re warned.”
“You sound tired.” Actually, he sounded di smayed. Scared.

“We just watched a bl oodbath at a tenple,” he said. “Looked |ike sonebody’s
equi val ent of human sacrifice.”

HUTCH STARED MOCODI LY out at the sky. Fourteen hours had passed since the | ast
of the bottles had been | aunched. Both Twins were visible. The Slurpy had
spread around the termnator and forned a blurry white ring of its own. The
Mermphi s was runni ng above and slightly to the rear of the chindi. The main
body of the stormwas a couple of hours ahead.

Ni ck was unusual ly quiet, and she could not shake the feeling that bad things



were about to happen. Her instincts weren't dependabl e because she inevitably
expected trouble. It was one of the characteristics that made her a good
pilot, but it did render her judgnent suspect.

“Hutch.” Bill’'s voice added to her sense of gloom “Take a look at this.” He
put the funnel on-screen, the Slurpy' s long tail reaching far down into the
at nosphere. “It’s comng up.”

Unh-oh. “You sure?”

“Positive. | don't think you can see it by just looking at it. But it is
happening. It's withdrawing into itself sonmehow ”

“How | ong before the process is conplete?”
“l don’t know.”

“Cuess, Bill.”

“Two hours, maybe a little | onger.”

“Just about the tine the chindi gets there.”
“Yes. It appears that way.”

Hut ch opened up the circuit again. “George.”

She got a break: They were within range. But when he cane on, she got the end
of raised voices. It sounded as if they’'d been arguing. “Yes?” he snapped.

“Ceorge, they're getting ready to pull out.”

“When? How do you know?”

“The funnel’s coming up. They're going to take it on board on this pass.”
“Ckay, Hutch. Thanks. How nuch time do we have?”

“An hour and a half. Tops. W want to get you out before it goes into the
Sl urpy.”

“All right. W’ re on our way.”

GEORGE SUSPECTED THEY were about four kilometers fromthe exit. A fairly |long
wal k, especially for him But he was sure he could manage it.

They’ d been debating expanding their search, getting away fromthe methodica
room by-room exani nation of the first few days, and sallying instead well to
the front of the ship, to see whether the general |ayout was the sane
everywhere, and possibly to find the vessel’s control deck. They’'d even

t hought about clinbing down to | ower |levels. He was grateful they hadn’t done
t hat .

So they nmoved at best speed down the passageways. George was slow, and the
others could have nade far better tinme without him but they stayed together
No need to panic. They'd be at the exit hatch in plenty of tine.

“In any case,” George said, “the chindi isn't likely to | eave orbit as soon as
it clears the Slurpy anyway.” Then, as if they were in one of those conedies
in which optimstic comments bring down the wath of the gods, all three were



thrown violently off-bal ance. George banged his head on the wall and tunbl ed
into a heap.

“They’'re braking.” It was Hutch's voice. Com ng out of nowhere.

Alyx got off the floor, only to be knocked down again. She | ooked over at him
“Ceorge, you okay?”

“Yes.” Fine. Alittle bruised, but otherwise all right. Is it safe to get up?
Tor clinbed cautiously to his feet, helped Alyx to hers, then offered a hand
to George. “We better keep noving,” he said.

“Why are they sl ow ng down?” asked George

“They’' re probably going to pick up the funnel,” said Hutch

“Wn't they fall out of orbit?”

“I'f it went on long enough,” said Bill. “But not in this case. All they' Il do
islose alittle altitude.”

He was on his feet again. Damm. The thing had been so stable for so | ong
they’'d taken it for granted. Another jolt knocked himforward. “How | ong' s
this going to go on?” he asked.

“I"d say for the next couple of hours. Until you get to the Slurpy. Is
everybody okay over there?”

“W’re fine.” He was standing up, leaning forward sonewhat. “If it stays like
this, though, it’s going to be a long walk to the hatch.”

He listened for a response. “Hutch?”

“Hutch,” said Tor. “Can you hear us?”

Si |l ence

“I CAN SEE the problem Hutch,” said Bill. “They’'ve restored the exit hatch
again. And that cut off the signal to the relay.”

Hutch was sitting in the I ander, ready to launch. “Wll, I'mglad that’'s al
it is.”

Ni ck, back on the bridge, was naking worried noises.

The projected rescue, which had seened routine as |Iong as they got sufficient
war ni ng, was beginning to | ook probl ematical. Presumably, the chindi would be
braking until it entered the Slurpy. Wich nmeant Hutch couldn’t land on it.
Once in the storm they could expect it to match the funnel’s speed through

t he at nosphere, which was about 1400 kph. At that point, the braki ng maneuver
shoul d stop, and it woul d becone possible to get aboard. But she’ d be working
inthe mddle of a blizzard. And even though the chindi would have sl owed
somewhat, she'd still have to deal with high w nds.

After it took the funnel equi pnent on board, it would begin to accelerate
again, to regain orbital velocity. After that, it was anybody’s guess what
woul d happen.

“Bill,” she said, “what’s the range of winds in the Slurpy, for an object
nmovi ng at the sane velocity as the funnel ?”



“Hutch, there are sone areas in which it would be only a few kil oneters per
hour. But there is a wi de variance, although no worse than hurricane force.

Vel |, that was consoling.

“You can’'t go over there in that,” said Nick

Bill agreed. “VWait until they cone out. Then pick themup.”

Hutch stared out at the cargo hold. Wat had she told George? W want to get
you out before it goes into the Slurpy. But that was before the braking
process started. If they tried to come out onto the hull now, sonebody woul d
get killed.

Lanmps cane on signaling that deconpressi on was conpl ete. The doors were

opening. “They're ready to leave,” she told Nick. “1’d rather take my chances
with the Slurpy than have the damed thing take off while we’'re all out on the
hull.” She took a deep breath. “Bill, plot nme a course for the chindi.”

THE CHI NDI G.I DED t hrough the night, framed by the vast arc of Autum’s rings.
The | ander dropped down and took up station above and to the rear of the giant
shi p.

“The chindi continues to brake, Hutch. At present rate, it will be over the
funnel in one hour sixteen mnutes.”

The major risk was that CGeorge, Tor, and Alyx would nake it to the exit hatch
cut through, and try to | eave. Anyone sticking his head out onto the hul
whil e the chindi was braking woul d get banged around pretty severely.

She wasn’t sure what she could do in the event, but at |east she’d keep cl ose.
So she could pick up the body.

Dam. Hutch pronised herself again that this absolutely would be her |ast
flight. Wien this was over, she was going to find a quiet office somewhere, or
maybe just head for a front porch

Even though the funnel was probably no | onger contributing to the Slurpy, the
vast storm showed no sign of abating. She watched the chindi, firing
occasional bursts fromits forward thrusters, slowing its velocity to match
that of the funnel. She inagined the landing party inside, trying to negotiate
the long corridors and getting thrown off their feet periodically.
Unfortunately, there seened to be no rhythmto the braking, no pattern that
woul d serve to warn them when another jolt was coning

Bill kept a picture of the funnel on her screen. It was continuing to rise
t hrough the troposphere, withdrawing into itself like a long, flexible

tel escope. It had becone steadier now, and no | onger seenmed to be getting
bl own about .

“Wnds near the top of the funnel,” said Bill, “are registering close to
one-fifty.”

She stayed with the chindi, keeping where she could watch the exit hatch
Stay put, she told CGeorge nentally. Don’t try to | eave. Not vyet.

Ahead, the Slurpy grew, expanding steadily, a nmass of how ing white w nds,
snow, sleet, and ice. It grewuntil the arc of Autum’s ring di sappeared



behind it, until it sprawl ed across the sky, a vast gray front, a North Dakota
blizzard conming in from Hudson Bay.

The chindi fired its thrusters again and she swept out over it, passing close
above its granite plains, before her own braking rockets took hold.

Bill, on-screen, seenmed to be watching a display. He | ooked worried. “One hour
four mnutes to the Slurpy,” he said.

THE PASSAGEWAYS PROVI DED no handrails, nothing to grab on to, and George was
hurting fromgetting knocked down every few mi nutes. He wondered why the
chindi didn’t manage a ni ce gradual braki ng maneuver instead of firing its
thrusters every few m nutes.

Hut ch t hought they were protected fromthe worst of the braki ng maneuvers by a
danping effect. He didn't Iike thinking how severe it woul d have been w t hout
it.

“I wonder,” said Tor, “whether we shouldn’t stop and pick up the done.”

“No. Leave it.” It wouldn’t have been that far out of the way. But they didn't
want to be hauling equipnent now. “I'Il get you a new one when we get hone,”
he sai d.

CGeorge had been frightened since the monent he’'d set foot on the chindi. The
prospect of being haul ed of f somewhere on this cavernous ship, taken perhaps
beyond the reach of rescue, had unsettled himfar nmore than he'd all owed
anyone to see. O for that matter allowed hinmself to think about.

Hutch was right. Safety should have been his prinme consideration. Stay alive.
Unl ess one stays alive, everything else is irrelevant.

But the truth was, before this, George had never been forced to accept his own
nortality. He'd never been ill, had never been in an accident, had never
voluntarily risked his life. He wasn't one of those idiots who thought
attaching themselves to slings and junping of f skyways was fun. Consequently,
the possibility of dying had al ways seenmed renote. Death was sonet hing that
happened to ot her peopl e.

But the corridors of the chindi ran on forever. They trooped al ong. George and
Tor consulted the map periodically. Yes, this was the chanber with the treetop
hone, and that was the nuseum Absolutely. I'msure this is Denmark Street.
(Denmark-16 held, they believed, a site in which an excavation had col | apsed
and killed a group of archeologists. It was a kind of display within a

di spl ay, archeol ogi sts thensel ves being dug up and pl aced under gl ass.) They
hurried past an arnory and a group of machi nes that manufactured | eather

goods.

Cccasional ly one of themwal ked into a wall, or stunbled, or needed a noment

to reorient. Alyx’s wistlanp failed, and they worried briefly that the power
in her e-suit would also shut down. That had been known to happen. So they’d
stopped and waited and held their breath, wondering what they could do if her
war ni ng | anps began blinking. But it didn't happen, and they noved on

Once, twice, they got lost. Left, right, or straight on? They di sagreed,
debat ed, consulted CGeorge’s nmap, which hadn’t been seen to properly. But they
managed and pressed ahead.

Ceorge kept track of the time, watched it dwindle to an hour, then to forty
m nut es.



They got knocked off their feet again with just over a half hour left, and he
went down hard and banged his jaw on the floor. Bit his tongue in the process
and had to be helped to his feet.

“You okay?” asked Alyx, |ooking at himsolicitously.

He | oved Al yx. The whole world | oved Alyx, of course, but that was
make- bel i eve. He was one of the relatively few who really knew her

He patted her on the head, a gesture which brought a frown.

There were no robots abroad. Another indication that the chindi was getting
ready to | eave orbit.

They passed the Ditch

“I wonder,” she said, “if ny handkerchief is still bobbing around in there?”
And they were thrown down once nore. This was different, though. It wasn't
sinmply a burst, but rather a sustained firing. It was nmuch harder to get up
this time, even with help, and he found he had to Il ean forward to keep his
bal ance. It was |ike walking up a steep hill.

Conditions hadn’t changed when they arrived finally at the exit hatch. George
sank against the | adder, grateful for something to hold on to. Alyx also
grabbed hold and breathed a sigh of relief.

Ten mnutes fromthe Slurpy. He | ooked up at the hatch, squirreled away in its
airlock. The metal gleaned in the torchlight, showing no sign that it had been
cut through twice, and twi ce repaired. “There’'s what happened to the Iink,” he
said. “Tor, maybe we should get out now and not wait?”

Al yx was noddi ng yes. Let’s waste no tine.
Tor hesitated, then reached inside his vest and produced the cutter

LEFT TO H' S own devi ces, Tor woul d have known not to renove a hatch during a
maneuver. But he’d stopped thinking and instead devel oped a conviction that
they had to get outside before they went into the Sl urpy. Sinple enough. It
couldn’t be too bad out there. And anyhow, he knew Hutch would be nearby with
the I ander, and he had to give her a chance to pick them up

He clinbed the | adder to the hatch, activated the cutter and touched it to the
metal . (Wul d the nai ntenance crew on chindi at sone point get annoyed with
t he peopl e who kept slicing through their hatch?)

The netal bl ackened and began to fl ake away. And while he cut he thought about
Hutch, coming to bail himout again. And he prom sed hinmself when they were
of f the Menphis, when this whole goofy business was done and they weren’t
caught anynore in a space of a few hundred square neters, when she was free to
wal k away fromhimif she chose, he would tell her. Tell her everything. How
he still felt like an adol escent in her presence. How his voice tended to
fail. How he woke up sonetimes at night from having dreanmed about her, and how
his spirits sagged to di scover none of the dream had been true.

Stupid. To get so caught up over one wonan.

He conpleted the cut, shut off the |aser, reached up, and pushed. The piece
gave way and was torn fromhis grip and his hand sl anmed hard agai nst the side



of the hatch. He cried out and fell off the | adder

He crashed into George and Alyx, who were trying to catch him to break his
fall, and they all went down.

Ceorge swore. “What happened?”

Tor’s hand was bruised, but, he thought, not broken. “Mist have got above the
danping field,” he said, trying to flex it. “Wacked it pretty good.”

Then he noticed Alyx biting her lip and holding on to her ankle.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Twisted it.”

The hatch was, at |east, w de-open. Stars blazed through the opening he had
made. But within a few mnutes they went dark. A wi nd bl ew t hrough the

passageway, and a few snowfl akes drifted down on them

THE CHI NDI | NSERTED itself snmoothly into the snowstorm No tossing around
t here, Hutch thought. The vessel was too massive.

But she had a carrier wave again from George. “Hutch, are you there? Can you
hear ne?”

“I"'m here. What kind of shape are we in?”

“Hatch is open. It's snowing like a son of a bitch.”

“I know. Stay inside. Wait one, |’ve got another call. Bill?”

“Hutch, the chindi has just shut down its thrusters. Present velocity wll
result in rendezvous with funnel head. That is, with the device that created

t he funnel.”

“No nore tweaks?”

“One nmore firing will be necessary. But it will be slight.”
“Ckay. Ceorge, you still on the circuit?”
“W're here.”

“Al'l three of you?”

“Yes.”

“Does it | ook possible to do the pickup?”

“It’s a blizzard. How good a pilot are you?”

“Bill, can you get a reading on the wi nd near the chindi?”

“Forty to sixty, gusting to a hundred. Wnds in a circle. Tornado style.”
“Ckay. Tinme to see what we can do. CGeorge, |I'Il be there in a few m nutes. You
guys be ready to go. But stay inside until | tell you.” She was fortunate to

have a | ander, and not a shuttle. The shuttles were boxier, not designed for
at nospheric flight. The | ander woul d provide nore control



She’ d dropped farther behind when the chindi went into the storm and trailed
the big ship by twenty kilometers when the blizzard cl osed over her. The sky
went dark, and large fat flakes splatted onto the viewports. But the w nd was
noderate, not as bad as she’d expected, and she wondered if she was going to
get | ucky.

“Be careful,” said Bill. “Wnds will intensify as you proceed. They are
weakeni ng somewhat overall but are still close to hurricane force near the
nouth of the funnel.”

Her screens indicated the funnel had collapsed into a narrow ring as the
chindi closed with it. The big ship’s forward thrusters fired again, a quick
bur st .

“That’'s it,” said Bill. “Chindi will now be taking funnel head aboard.”

The | ander rose on a sudden stiff gust. Another flurry spattered across the
wi ndscr een.

“Bi g doors opening below the chindi,” Bill said. He tried to give her an
imge. It was hard to make out precisely what was happening, but the two
objects, the chindi and the funnel head, seened to be nerging.

Bil | began announcing ranges to the chindi. Twelve klicks. Eight.
The wi nd was picking up

THE STORM HOALED ar ound her. Pieces of ice pounded the |ander, rattled the
hul I, and cracked the passenger-side view screen. Hutch activated her e-suit
and reduced air pressure in the cabin to prevent a possible bl owut. She
retracted antennas and scopes and everything el se that she could get under
cover, leaving only the sensors exposed. Those she could not do without.
Fortunately, she was still close enough to the Menphis that she was able to
retain comunications, though the quality was poor. One of her four sensors
went down, and her screens |ost sone of their sharpness.

“Maybe you ought to back off until it comes out the other side,” said N ck.
“I'f you try to take themoff in this, you might kill everybody.”

She’ d been hoping that the wi nds would be | ess violent above the chindi. The
big ship woul d be between her and the mouth of the funnel, and she thought

she’d get sone protection. Maybe that was so, but it was still pretty w ndy
out there.
“Hutch,” said Bill, “the operation appears to be in its |last stages. The ring

has been attached.” He was referring to the funnel, which had collapsed into a
collar. “Engines are revving up. Departure is probably inmnent.”

“Acknow edged,” she said.
“I't may not wait until it is clear of the stormto accelerate.”

“l hear you.” She kept her voice |l evel and was pleased with hersel f when Nick
commented that she was too gutsy by half.

She wasn’t. Hutch was adrift in a sea of apprehension, but George had |left her
no options. She was coming to resent people who played hero and took chances
that in the end put her on the chopping bl ock



Al'l her instincts warned her that Bill was right, that the chindi would cone
out of the stormaccelerating, and it would keep going. She'd been a pilot too
many years. She knew how shi ps operated, and even if this thing was a total
unknown, it still functioned within the | aws of physics and conmon sense.
There were no nore bottles or packages coming in or going out, so that part of
the mission, whatever it was, had been conpl et ed.

It was a massive vehicle. To accelerate out of the stormand then settle back
into orbit when they had apparently conpleted their business here would waste
fuel. She was going to get themoff now, or she’'d have to wait until they got
to wherever the next destination was.

Dam you, Tor. George would not have persisted had Tor not thrown his weight
into the argunent.

Sonet hi ng hamered the hull. The lights blinked and went out.
“Portside transactor down,” whispered Onboard Bill. “Switching to auxiliary.”
Power cane back.

“Negative other damage,” he said. “Rerouting data flow Replacenent will be
necessary.”

Sonething else hit them and the | ander shuddered.
Ni ck’s voice: “lI guess we didn't plan this very well.”
“I"d say that’'s about right.”

She had reacquired the chindi. It was still several kilonmeters in front of
her .

The wind died off, then hit her with renewed fury. It rolled her over, and she
tunmbl ed through the storm Fans cut off and came back. Her status screens
flickered. She could hear N ck saying something but was too busy westling the
controls to worry about it.

“Hull integrity still secure,” said the onboard Al.

Hut ch got the vehicle under control

“Hutch, let it go.” Nick was trying to order her back, using a stern nale
Voi ce.

The clatter against the hull was getting | ouder. Another of her sensors gave
way. The chindi’s inage faded to a spectral outline.

St arboard engi ne was begi nning to overheat.

She turned on her running lights. The storm battered her. The |ander di pped
and rose, and the slush chummed agai nst her. Nick had finally gone silent.

Then the wi nd sl acked off, and she di scovered she could control the
spacecraft. And below, her lights reflected off the great di mbulk of the
chi ndi

THEY' D BACKED AVAY a few paces fromthe exit hatch. Qutside, the storm how ed
and snow poured down into the interior. “Not as bad as we thought,” Tor said.



Al yx managed a | augh. She was | eani ng agai nst the bul khead, her left |leg
lifted gingerly off the ground.

“Hutch,” Tor asked, “can you do this?”

“CGot you in sight. |I’mabout three m nutes away.”

“Ckay. W're ready to go.”

“W’re going to want to make this quick. How s the weather where you are?”
“Snowing a trifle.”

“No time, Tor. How s the weather?”

Chastened, he said, “Blizzard conditions.”

“W nd?”

He went up the |ladder and stuck his hand out. “About forty. Maybe a bit nore.

“All right. I"'mconming up fromthe rear.” Pause. “But |I’mnot going to try to
set down.”

“ (](ay. ”

“Come out one at a tine. I'Il get as close as | can.”

“W'll be here.”

“Airlock’ Il be open. You'll have to clinb in as opportunity allows. Be
careful. Keep in mnd you'll be moving into zero gee. Don’t wal k off the hull
or let yourself get blown off. If that happens, | nmay not be able to find
you.”

“ (](ay. ”

“At forty I’"’mgoing to be having a problemw th control.”

“We know. Hutch, you have any idea when this thing' s going to nove out?”
“Probably immnent. Just keep it still for a few nore minutes.”

“W’ || do what we can.” He | ooked down at George and Al yx.

“You go first,” said George. “You can help Al yx.”

“I"’mnot going to need any help,” said Al yx.

Tor nodded. “Neither one of you guys is in very good shape. George, you're out
first.”

They’ d begun to detect vibrations in the hull a few m nutes before, and they
wer e becom ng nore pronounced. He clinmbed down the | adder and got out of the
way. “Okay,” he told CGeorge. “If anybody does get blown off, just get on the
circuit and keep talking until we find you.”

Ceorge nodded and started up. When he reached the top, Alyx put a foot on the
bott om rung and squeezed Tor’s hand. “Good |uck,” she said.



Tor kissed her. The fields fl ashed.

Ceorge put his head outside and quickly pulled it back in. “It’s a bit brisk
out there.”

“Any sign of her?”

“No.” He | ooked again. “Negative. Nothing. Zero.” Hi s voice was |oud. “But
can’'t see nore than a few neters.”

“Ckay. Keep down until you see her.”

THE WND WAS strong but it was a long way from hurricane force. Either the
sheer bul k of the chindi was providing sone protection, or the storm was
weakeni ng.

Hut ch reactivated her scopes and put her map of the chindi’s surface on the
di spl ay, marked the | ocation of the hatch, brought up the sensor readi ngs on
the terrain i mediately bel ow, and overlaid it on the map.

The | ander was here, and the exit was there, about a kiloneter away on a
thirty-degree heading.

She began br aki ng.

The wi nd caught her and drove her down. Toward the hull. She fought the
controls and heard Nick or someone in the chindi party, it was inmpossible to
know who, nutter a prayer. The |long bl eak surface of the chindi rose

i nexorably to nmeet her. Alarnms sounded, and the Al began to babbl e.

She fired thrusters, trying to break the grip of the wind, but she banged into
the surface, heard the undercarriage, sonething, break. The jolt rattled her
teeth, and she was drifting away again, turning over, spinning while one of
the thrusters fired out of control

It was portside three. She shut it down, told Onboard Bill to keep it off-line
for the duration, righted the vehicle, and staggered back on course.

“I’"mokay,” she told George. “Be there in two minutes.”

The snowswept surface rolled past. She stayed close to it. Wnd and snow were
| ess intense along the hull. The cabin had grown tranquil. Occasional gusts
rocked the vehicle, and her earphones were full of static.

She opened the airlock’s inner hatch and debat ed whet her she should rel ease
the harness that held her in her seat. No. Best not do that. If she got thrown
around at the wong nonment it could turn into a general disaster. The truth
was she wouldn’t be able to help anyway. O d Hutch woul d have her hands ful
just keeping the rescue vehicle fromgetting bl own away.

One m nute. She opened the outer hatch. Snow and ice blew into the spacecraft.
“l see you,” said Ceorge.

She woul d have |iked to waggl e her w ngs, show sone encouragi ng denonstration
But not in this weather.

A light appeared ahead. She | ooked down at the little circle of light, and at
the long pair of ridges that ran beyond it, toward the bow



“Ckay,” she said. “lI see you, too.” She braked. The vehicle slowed, and w nd
action becane nore severe. “You'll need to be quick, guys. Doors are open, but
|"mgoing to be busy. You'll have to hel p yourselves.”

She tried to hold the lander just to the rear of the exit hatch, within a
couple of neters of the ground. She didn’'t have enough control to go closer

The hatch was dead in front of her. A figure came out of it, stepped awkwardly
onto the surface. George. Easily the biggest of the three. He got out and bent
down and hel ped soneone el se out.

Al yx.

The wind died off. Perfect. Alyx was favoring a leg. She held onto CGeorge and
used one foot to clear off sone snow before trusting her weight to the grip
shoe.

Cone on, Al yx.

She |inmped out toward the [ ander while George noved just behind her, ready to
hel p.

Tor appeared in the hatch. “Twi sted her ankle,” he said.

But she was beside the lander now, ready to junp for it. Easy in zero gee
Hut ch saw that sonmething was wong with the | andscape. It had begun to nove.
Tor’s voice ripped through her earphones. “Where are you goi ng, Hutch?”

“Not me. The chindi’s accelerating.”

She didn't dare try to match acceleration, not with Alyx and George trying to
get aboard. She heard CGeorge deliver a piece of invective and then he was
tunmbl ing past. Must have lost his footing. He hit the ground awkwardly and
bounced off the surface. Tried frantically to get hold of something. Started
to drift away. The snow covered rockscape was speedi ng up, noving forward,
taking Tor with it. Leaving George behind. Tor junped out of the hatch and
scranbl ed after him nmnade a desperate grab but there was no chance.

“I"'mon,” said A yx.

Tor, having nmissed George, was clinging to the exit hatch as the ship
continued to accel erate.

Hut ch wat ched the ground rippling past her, saw the rins of a | ow sweep of
hills comng fast and coning faster. George and the | ander were both in the
way.

I T HAD ALL happened too quickly. One nmoment George was hel ping Al yx out of the
hat ch, and everything was going exactly as planned, they were starting across

the ground toward the | ander, which | ooked so good, so inviting, floating just
of f the ground, the snow blowi ng around it, blurring its lights. He could see

Hutch in the cabin, her face pale in the green glow of the instrunents.

Ceorge had been only a few paces away when the ground had jerked under his
feet, and he fell forward, toward the spacecraft. But the ground kept noving,
draggi ng hi maway. He didn’t understand what was happeni ng except that he was
getting farther fromthe lander, as if Hutch was drawi ng off. But he knew she
wasn’t.



He tried running, but the rock beneath his feet was nmoving too quickly. Alyx
junped for the | adder, went higher than she expected and crashed into its
side, but managed to get hold of one of the rungs. She was hanging on to it
while Tor tried to conme to the rescue, but he couldn’t do anything for George
or even for hinmself. George was off the ground, floating, and the rock beneath
hi m was novi ng faster, picking up speed, getting alnost blurry. A line of
hills appeared on his horizon, toward the rear of the chindi, where the big
engi nes were, where they had to be lighting up at last. During those | ast
nmonents, he wondered how he woul d be renenbered, regretted things not done,
regretted nost of all that the Retreat had been enmpty and the chindi had
remai ned nute.

Nobody hone.

He wasn’t high enough and the hills were rushing toward him

THERE WAS NOTHI NG Hut ch coul d do. She warned Al yx to hang on and cli nbed.
She’ d lost track of Tor, but she told himfor God s sake to get back down

t hr ough t he hat ch.

The wi nds were back, stirred up by the passage of the chindi. She steadied the
| ander and saw a hand catch one of the grips in the airlock. The cords in the
wist stood out.

“Hut ch?” Nick’s voice. “Wat’'s happeni ng?”

She wanted to rel ease her harness, let go of the controls, go over to the
airlock and pull Alyx in, but the wi nds rocked and hanmered the | ander, and
she dared not | eave her seat.

“Hutch!” Tor this time. “lI’m okay. Back down inside.”

Alyx pulled herself into the |ock. The wind how ed around her, and snow bl ew
t hrough the cabin. Hutch watched, and as soon as she was inside, shut the
hatch. “1’ve got Alyx,” she said.

** Chapter 27

Those who extol the joys and benefits of solitude have never tried it. No nman
is fit company for hinself.

—GREGORY MACALLI STER, “VIRG N SNOW” REM NI SCENCES, 2221

TOR STOOD AT the foot of the |adder, safe now fromthe gee-forces, his head
pressed agai nst one of the rungs. Hol ding on, nonethel ess.

He' d wat ched George float away, had seen the desperate fear darkening his
face, the eyes pinpoints, the |lips drawn back because he knew it had all gone
wWr ong.

Qut of reach. He'd been out of Tor’s reach and receding swiftly like a runaway
noon.

“He’s dead.” Hutch’'s voice was angry and accusi ng.
“Keep | ooking. Don't worry about me. Just keep |ooking.”

“l saw himdie, Tor.”



Not possible. Not CGeorge, who' d been a living presence since the first day. He
squeezed the rung and thought about just letting go. The hell with it.
Gradual |y, he becane aware that the pressure on his armwas increasing. The

i mpression that the world had gone awy, had tilted away fromhim was not a
nment al aberration, as he’'d supposed. Main Street was in fact angling down,
toward First Street. Toward the Ditch.

“It’s the acceleration,” said Hutch

It was increasing, and he began to wonder if the danping field would be
enough. If the chindi poured it on, he was going to be in trouble. “Can you
get me of f?”

“No. Not until it goes to cruise.”

Al the assurances he’'d tossed off earlier didn't seemso bright now “Wen do
you think that's likely to happen?”

“No way to know. ”

“Well, at least it’s downhill to the done.”

“Tor,” said Hutch. “Are you okay?”

“l guess. Are you sure he’s dead? It’s hard to see out there.”

“Yes, |'msure.”

“But you got Al yx?”

“She’s on board.”

He shut off his lanp and stood in the dark, clutching the ladder. The tilt
seened to have stabilized, and he thought the angle was shal |l ow enough that he
coul d navi gate back to the dome. Which he was going to have to do shortly to
repl eni sh his air supply.

After a while, the snow stopped com ng down through the hatch, and the stars
reappeared. There were three bright ones, a triangle, dazzling white, fixed in
the center of the hole he had cut. Despite the gee forces, their stationary
position created the illusion that he was not noving, not going anywhere, and
Hut ch coul d easily come pick himup at her |eisure.

“Tor, how s your air?” Her voice was right next to him It was whi spery and
somehow filled with passion, as he had imagined it should be, for him | nmages
of her soft skin, her lips, her crystal blue eyes, floated into his mnd
Incredibly, in the vast dark interior of the chindi, going God-knew where, he
i magi ned her beside him soft, pliable, reassuring.

In a way he had never known her.

Hs air was in fact getting low. He carried a six-hour supply in his tanks,
and he’'d been out a long time. But he didn’'t want to | eave the area of the
exit hatch. Didn't want to return to the depths of the chindi

“No way to pick me up after we get out of the Sl urpy, huh?”

“Not likely. Not as long as it’'s accelerating.”

“You can’t match velocity?”



“You can't get out of the hatch alive.”

Beyond the exit, the dark sky | ooked placid. Hard to believe he couldn’t go
outside. He took the wench fromhis vest, clinbed the |adder to within a half
nmeter of the open hatch and threw it up. It slamed agai nst the back side of
the hatch, and literally vani shed outside.

“I think you have a point,” he said.

“So you're going back to the donme?”
He | ooked into the darkness, down the corridor. “Yes.”
“You do have enough to make it, right? Air?”

“l have enough.” He switched his |anp back on. The donme was a |ong way. Toward
the rear, all sort of downhill now He eased off the |adder and took a couple
of tentative steps, resisting an urge to charge forward, to take advantage of
the down angle. In the light gravity it m ght have been possible. He was far
nore agile there than he would ever have been at hone. But therein lay the
danger.

Anyhow, he had tine.
“I"1'l be back for you, Tor. As soon as it goes to cruise.”

If it goes to cruise. He imagi ned he could hear echoes down the wi de
passageways, and wondered whet her his best bet after he refilled his tanks was
to go looking for the pilot, to get to whatever passed for a bridge on this
nmonster, and present hinmself. “Hello. My nanme’s Vinderwahl, and | seemto have
gotten stranded on your ship. Terribly sorry. Do you think you could take ne
back? O maybe drop nme of f sonewhere convenient?”

He |istened to the fading conversation between Hutch and Nick, worried while
Hut ch fought the storm |istened to danage reports, sensors down, engine

mal f uncti on caused by overheating. He understood the futility of the search
for George, of Hutch's inability to see nore than a few nmeters, of the
swirling fury of the Slurpy. Innocent nanme for a blizzard of that magnitude.
He heard and felt the clang when she collided with a piece of ice.

He started down Main Street, noving fromone door to the next. He was grateful
for the rings, which provided sonething he could hang on to.

Al most an hour and a quarter later he stunbled into the chanber that held the
done. It had slid to the left side of the roomand |ay braced agai nst the
wal | .

He hurried inside, through the airlock, and was relieved to see that it stil
had power. Everything not bolted down had piled up against the wall, chairs,
tabl e, food supplies, recording equiprment. He turned off the suit and took a
deep breath. Then he switched on the lights, dinmed them and sat down on the
deck.

I T WAS HOPELESS. The wi nds had died and the storm col |l apsed, but the slurry
and the snow continued to spread along the orbit the chindi had occupi ed.
There was no sign of CGeorge. And there was really no easy way to stage a
search. The sky was filled with slush. The Menphis used her sensors and
scopes, but she was overwhel ned as the nunber of contacts went into the
mllions.



Nevert hel ess, she kept | ooking. Despite what she’d told Tor about her
certainty that he could not have survived, she stayed with it until well past
the tine when his air supply woul d have been exhaust ed.

Throughout all this, Alyx sat quietly beside her, her usual ebullience subdued
by events and painkillers.

“Breaking off the search,” she told Bill and Nick at last. “I’m coning hone.”

Ni ck’s image disintegrated and re-formed and disintegrated again. Decent
reception on the lander was going to have to await repairs. “I’msorry,
Hutch,” he said, after a long hesitation

“I know. W're all sorry.” Wiere had she said that before? There was, she

t hought, no end to stupidity. She knew that the experts back hone woul d say
the data extracted fromthe chindi was invaluable, that it was worth a few
lives if that was what it took. She could al nost hear Sylvia Virgil’'s brave
words, “Lost in the pursuit of science,” or sone such platitude. Virgil was
al ways brave and eloquent in the face of other people’s tragedies.

Was it worth it?
The toll kept getting higher
No nore, she prom sed herself. No nore.

“Bill,” she said, “activate the beeper.’
signal on the chindi

She was referring to the tracking

“W’ ve already done that,” said Bill. “It’s loud and clear.”
Al yx touched her arm “Are you all right, Hutch?” she asked.
She was fi ne.

“Are we going to get himoff?”

“Yes. One way or another.”

Bil | popped back on-screen. “Mganbo’s on the circuit. He wants to talk to
Tor.”

“Tell himreception s poor.”

“Hut ch? Are you sure?”

“What’'s the circuit time?” Round-trip time for transm ssion

“About ten minutes.”

“Ckay. Put himthrough to ne.”

“Before | do-=

“Yes?”

“The chindi has lifted out of orbit. W should know shortly where it’s going.”

MOGAMBO S ARI STOCRATI C FEATURES f ought through the turbul ence on her display,



and it actually seenmed to her that the picture inproved considerably. Nothing
gets in the way of this guy. “Hutchins. Wat is the status of the chind
group? \What is happeni ng?”

“The thing is nmoving out. We tried to evacuate the |landing party, but we | ost
Ceorge. At the nonment, | have one with ne and one stranded.”

She settled back to wait for the return signal. Al yx gazed at the on-screen
imge. “He’'s pretty intense,” she said.

During a break in the stormshe saw stars. And, briefly, Cobalt. Then Myganbo

was back: “lI’msorry to hear about George. But we have to keep our eye on the
objective. It's absolutely critical that we not |ose contact with the Ship.”
H s pronunciation capitalized the word. “If it gets away fromus, it will be a

di saster of mmjor proportions.” Not to nention, she thought, that Tor is
stranded on the dammed t hi ng.

“My captain inforns ne that, if it junps, it should be possible to followit.”

H s picture broke up and re-formed, but the audio remained steady. “Are you in
fact able to do that?”

The | ander broke out of the Slurpy. She searched the skies for the chindi. It
was by then only a rapidly dimmng star

“Probably,” she said. “W should be able to determ ne where it’s junping to.
And we’ve attached a transmitter to the hull so we can track it.”

She turned off the TRANSM T and | ooked at Alyx. “What do you think?” she
asked.

“OfF hinP” She studied the frozen image on the display. “He's very serious.”
“Yes, he is that.”

“I wouldn’t want to spend a long trip cooped up with him G ve ne George
anytine.”

“I"msorry about that,” Hutch said.

“I know. | saw what happened. You did what you could.” Her eyes were gl azed,
and Hutch had to listen closely to hear. “How long’s it going to take to get
Tor off?”

“l don’t know.”

“The air supply in the done is dependent on power cells. O one power cell, |
don’t know whi ch.” She | ooked worried. “He has a spare. | don’t know what kind
of time limt.”

“About six days to a cell,” said Hutch, gently.
She nodded. “lI’mgoing to sleep now |If that’'s okay.”
And she was out.

Moganmbo came back: “You sound uncertain about tracking the chindi. Wat’'s the
| evel of probability that we’'ll be able to find it again?”

How coul d she know? “We don’'t have enough information at present, Professor
Once it junps, we should be able to spot the destination.”



When he came back, he |ooked grim “Hutch, | hope you understand what’s at
stake here. We can't afford to let this thing get away fromus. |’ m assum ng
we're still in touch with, uh, what’s-his-name? Canby? the artist? Anyhow, |
want to be patched through to him”

“H s nane’s Kirby,” she said. “And may | ask why?”
Wil e she waited for the reply, she opened a channel to Tor. “How you doi ng?”
“Ckay. |'mback in the done.”

She coul d barely hear him “Everything all right? Qher than the obvious
pr obl en?”

“Everything’s all right. I've got food, water, and air.”

“And power’s okay?”

“I"ve got exactly one day before | have to switch cells.”
nmonent. “Twenty-two hours, actually.”
bef ore power ran out.

He went away for a
Whi ch neant about a week total tine |eft

Hutch set a clock to keep track. “Ckay. W' re watching the chindi. As soon as
we figure out what it’s doing, I'Il get back to you. Meantine, Professor
Mogambo wants to talk to you.”

“Real | y? Way?”
“Don’t know. Be careful what you agree to.”

A CONVERSATI ON THAT breaks for ten m nutes between responses takes a while.
Hut ch suspected that Mbganbo wanted Tor to spend his remaining tine doing as
much exploring and reporting as possible. Before he got rescued. O his air
ran out.

She was close to the Menphis now. Nick came back on the circuit to try to
revive her flagging spirits, and then Bill appeared in a corner of her

navi gati on screen

“It’s still accelerating,” he said.

Hut ch wondered how | ong the chindi would need to achieve junp status. The
Mermphi s required about forty mnutes for her fusion engines to power up the
Hazel tines. But the chindi? Wth all that mass? Who knew? It might take a
coupl e of days. “Do we know yet where it’s going, Bill?”

“I think you're going to get lucky. It looks Iike a local star. RK335197.”"
“Thank God. W can use a break.”

“It’s going to wind up in the boondocks, though. N nety-seven A U.’'s fromthe
central lumnary.”

That was odd. “Are you sure they aren’t going somewhere el se? Another star
farther out?”

“There’s nothing else along that vector, Hutch. Unless it’s |eaving the
gal axy.”



“How far’'s 977"

“Close. Forty-two light years.” Three days’ travel tine.

“Al'l right,” she said. “As soon as | get back we'll take off after it. Maybe
we' |l get even luckier and it’'s only going somewhere in this system Have you
| ooked into that possibility?”

“OfF course.” Bill sounded niffed. “If it’s got a local target, | can’t imagine
what it is.”

The | aunch doors opened for her, and she slipped in to dock. Then, taking
advantage of the light gravity, she carried Alyx up to her quarters and put
her to bed.

As soon as she got back to the bridge, they set sail after the chindi

“HE WANTS ME to |l ook for a way to disable it,” said Tor

Ni ck sni ckered

“How did he want you to do that?” Hutch asked.

“Find the engine room And carve it up with the cutter.’
getting weak. The chindi was pulling away fromthem

Signal clarity was

“Do you know where the engi ne roomis?”

“l have no idea. | don’t think he understands how big this thing is. 1'd
probably need a bus to get to the engines.”

“Does he realize that you could wind up blowing up the ship?”

“He doesn’t think cutting a few wires, or whatever, would constitute a serious
danger.”

“Shows what he knows.”

“I tried to tell himthe ship’s just too big to find anything like that. Even
if I knew where to | ook.”

“—And he sai d..?”

“That | have an obligation to try. He says engines are big and they' re at the
rear and how could | miss? Hutch—=

“—+t’'s okay. I'll talk to him”

“Whatever. | have no plans to cut wires on this thing.”
“That’s prudent, Tor.”

“Any idea yet where |’ m headed?”

“Yes, actually. If it goes where we think it will, it’ll be about a three-day
flight. When it arrives, we'll be right behind it and scoop you off.”

“CGood,” he said. “I’mcounting on you.”

Still, why was the chindi so far off course? N nety-seven A U’'s out fromthe



sun. That was twice as far out as Pluto was. And then sone.

“HUTCH, | HAVE calculated its junmp point, assum ng conmon Hazeltine
architecture and adjusting for mass.”

“When?” she asked.

“Ei ght hours, seventeen mnutes from now.”

“Ckay, Bill. Thanks.”

“Do you wi sh to coordinate our own transition with theirs?”

She thought about it, and decided there was nothing to |l ose. “Yes. Sure. W
want to get this over as quickly as we can.”

“Very good.”

“Keep us in cruise for now” It would be accelerating away fromthemat a
substantial rate but there was no help for that. They' d be okay as long as
they could keep it within sensor range. She signaled N ck. “You have the
conn.”

“Me? What do | do if something happens?”
“Tell Bill to run.”

She went down to her quarters and began conposing a nmessage to the Acadeny
reporting CGeorge’s death.

TOR SAT IN the done and resisted calling the Menphis. He wanted very much to
hear a human voice, but if he called over there, Hutch would answer up, and he
want ed her to believe he was doing fine, didn't need any help to get through
this, wasn't at all affected by the vast enptiness around him

He left one lanp on. He'd tried sitting in the dark, anything to conserve
energy, and decided he’d lose his nmind if he couldn't see. He was still trying
to come to terns with the | oss of George when the conmink sounded.

“How you doi ng?” Hutch's voice, bright and optimstic. Al nost. She wasn’'t
quite actress enough to carry it off.

“I"mgood. Can’t beat the accomvpdations here.” Qutside his w ndows the
chanmber was of course pitch bl ack. Darker than he renenbered. “I keep thinking
about GCeorge.”

“Me too.” Her voice caught. She took a nonment. “1 hope he thought it was worth
it.”

He couldn’t miss the bitterness. She was blamng him But he let it go. “If he
hadn’t come aboard, hadn’'t made the effort, Hutch, he’d have spent the rest of
his life regretting it.” He thought about what he wanted to say next,

hesi tated, and continued: “He died doing what he wanted to do. It’'s probably
as much as anybody can ask.”

“l hope,” she said. “But I'mgetting to a point where too nany people are
dyi ng doi ng what they want.”

“Hutch, I’msorry. For him For you. For all of us.”



“l know.” Her voice was softer

“The only thing I’mnot sorry about is that | came. I'’mglad to have been here
for all this.”

“Experience of a lifetine.”
“Yes. And it’s been good to see you again.”
“Thanks, Tor.”

She was having troubl e keeping her voice steady. Priscilla Hutchins wasn't

such a tough babe after all. “I wi sh things could have turned out differently,
t hough.”

“Me too,” she said. “I have to go. Got a fewthings to take care of.”

“ (](ay. ”

“Once you make the junp, you should be in hyperspace a little less than three
days. Assuning the same technol ogy. You know all that.”

“Yes. | know. "

“I't’ll be easier to get around, because you won't have to deal with the
accel eration. But once you get where you' re goi ng, expect sone naneuvering.”

“ (](ay. ”
“I won't be able to talk to you while you're in the sack.”

“The sack?”
“I'n hyperspace.” She never missed a beat. “After you cone out on the other
side, it’ll probably take us a while to find you.”

“ O(ay. ”

“Maybe a coupl e of days. Maybe even a little longer. Solar systems tend to be
big.”

“Take your tinme. |’mnot going anypl ace.”
“You're a sweetheart, Tor.” And she signed off.
You' re a sweetheart. It was the best he seemed able to get.

HE REFILLED H' S air tanks and went for a wal k, |eaning against the

accel eration. He knew the routine on superlum nals. They accelerated for forty
m nutes or so, then the second set of engines would conme on. You could al ways
tell them because they had a whiny sound that you coul d hear throughout the
ship. This thing had been running for alnost three hours. Wiy hadn't it

j unped?

He went down a passageway he hadn’t seen before, and he didn't bother to give
it a designation. He opened several enpty chanbers before finding hinself in
anot her hologram He was on a strip of beach, with sunlight bright on the
surf. But everything was frozen. Unlike the inmages he' d seen el sewhere on the
ship, this was a still.



The usual observers’ chairs were there, six to a side. He lowered hinself into
one.

A vaguely humanoi d creature was seated on the sand. It wore no clothing that
he could see, but it held a book open in long bronze triple-jointed fingers.
Its eyes were gold, and it appeared to be distracted by the volune. It had
per haps just begun to grasp sonething. Some salient point.

Mount ai ns rose off to his left, and a large structure with towers and
catwal ks, the whole lined with flags. It |looked Iike the sort of place you
took the kids when you were in a resort. Well out, on the horizon, a ship of
uncertai n design was passing.

He had no idea what significance to draw fromthe scene. But he watched, glad
to be in such peaceful surroundings. Wen he closed his eyes, he imagi ned he
coul d hear the surf.

** Chapter 28

If wi shes would carry ne over the |and,

| would ride with free bridle today,

I would greet every tree with a grasp of ny hand,

I would drink of each river, and swmin each bay.

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON, C. 1855

“ T(R”

Hutch fed the signal into the console, waited for Bill to enhance.

“Sorry,” he said. “There’'s not enough.”

She nodded and sank back into her chair.

“He can probably still hear you, though.”

“Tor,” she said, “we’re not receiving you anynore. The range has opened up too
much.” The chindi noved snmoothly across the overhead screen, a flattened
asteroid with a long fiery jet at its rear. “You' |l be |osing our signal, too,
shortly, if you haven't already. Just get through the next few days. We'll be
on the other side as quickly as we can.”

“That thing can really gallop,” said Bill. “It’s still pulling ahead of us.”
Even though it was hauling so nuch nass. “Any change in trajectory?”

“No. It is apparently headed for 97.”

RK335197 was a white class-F, about the dinmensions of Procyon. No one had ever
been there. It was known to have a planetary systemw th at |east two gas
giants, one roughly thirty tinmes the mass of Jupiter. No pictures of either
were on file. Seen fromGemini, it was an ordinary star, alnost lost in those
glittering skies.

“Hutch, the chindi is projecting a gravity field in front.”

“Maybe that explains how you get all that mass noving forward w thout burning
unconsci onabl e amobunts of fuel.”

“Yes. It's falling.”



“What’'s the strength of the gravity field?”

“I would estimate it at .7 Earth standard.”

“I't’s enough.” Experinmenters at hone had worked with simlar technol ogy. But
it was a solution without a problem Odinary fusion engines had proved

t hensel ves quite capabl e of reaching junp node.

Hut ch remai ned on the bridge and watched the range between the two vessels
wi den. Alyx was sleeping off her painkillers, but N ck stayed with her
hol di ng up both ends of the conversation with his customary reassuring tone.
When you were with Nick, you always knew things would turn out okay.

“The chindi,” said Bill, “is approaching junmp velocity.”

“ (](ay. ”

“Six mnutes.”

Assumi ng the cal cul ations and estinmates were correct.

“We’ | | be making our own jump in nineteen mnutes.”

She opened a channel and gave Tor the time sequence, hoping he could hear her
She | onged for a response, to be reassured that everything was okay. Just to
hear his voice, to know that he was properly braced somewhere so he didn't

fall on his head when the chindi went into the sack

Bill put up pictures of what he thought the 97 worlds would | ook Iike. One
contrasted Jupiter with the supergiant, a narble against a bowing ball

Anot her depicted the bowing ball’s orbit, a wild ellipse that ran through the
out er atnmosphere of the sun. “Eventually,” said Bill, “it’Il fall in.”

That was encouragi ng news. It suggested a reason for the chindi’'s interest and
seened to confirmthe probable destination. “How | ong’s eventual |l y?” she
asked.

“We | ack precise figures, Hutch, but the best estimate puts it between 17 and
20 million years.”

“Ch.
“That must be it, then,” said Nick, with a grin, seeing her face change.

“Error factor of 5 percent.”

“Thanks, Bill.”

“I't’s quite all right, Hutch. |I’m happy to help.”

Ni ck | eaned forward expectantly.

“One minute,” said Bill.

The big thrusters continued to fire. She thought about Tor |ost and al one
somewhere in there. Hutch couldn’t entirely put her resentment behind her. And

yet it occurred to her that, had Tor hung back and | et George and Al yx go over
al one, she’d have thought |ess of him



SHE WAI TED FROM nonent to nonent to see the chindi vanish in a spray of |ight.
But it didn’t happen

“I't may be any of a number of things,” said Bill. “All that nass. Different
engi ne architecture. Possibly even a non-Hazeltine junp node.”

It kept accelerating.
“Do you think it refuels at every stop?” asked Nick
Hutch didn't know. She had no experience with anything renotely this massive.

“l hope,” Nick said, “that the thing stops |ong enough for us to catch it when
it gets to 97.”

Bill came back on-screen. “They are still accelerating. Constant rate. Menphis
junp in twelve mnutes. Proceed?”

“Yes.” To do otherw se would waste a potl oad of fuel and require her to start
the entire process over. “W’Il nmeet themat 97.”

“I't may be that there is validity to Wlbur’s Proposition.”

“Whi ch says..?”

“G ven nass beyond approxi mately two hundred t housand tons, the power

requi rements for Hazeltine propul sion increase dramatically. | need not point
out that the asteroid exceeds that limt. | would add that the Proposition has

never been tested, and is disputed by nany.”
“What woul d be the practical effect?”

“They’ d need a considerably higher power input than we do, far nore than woul d
be proportional to their size. | can do the calculations if you like.”

“Pl ease.”

She sent another transmi ssion to Tor. Cancel ny |ast nessage. No junp for
chindi on schedule. W now think it may take | onger because of the added mass.
No need to worry.

“Hut ch, we have incom ng fromthe Longworth. Professor Mganbo.”

But it wasn’'t Mdganbo. A young bl ond ai de appeared. “One nonent, Captain,” she
said. The delay was down to less than a minute. “I’Il let himknow you re on
the circuit.”

Nick snmiled. “He’s rem nding you who's in charge.”

There’ d been a tine when Hutch had no patience with such games. But that was
| ong ago. She wondered what it said about her character that she'd learned to
tol erate arrogance on a fairly w de scale.

The bl onde wal ked of f and Hutch was left | ooking at a comunication station
Eventual | y Mbganbo stroll ed onstage, apparently in the mddle of a
conversation with soneone she couldn’t see. He held up a hand, beggi ng her
pati ence while the conversation continued. Finally, he turned to her and
activated the sound. “Sorry, Hutch,” he said. “W’ve gotten busy.” He was



| ooki ng down at her froma w de overhead screen. She switched himto the
navi gati onal auxiliary at her right hand. “Has it worked?” he asked.

“You' re asking ne whether Tor took a wench to the chindi’s engines?”

After the delay: “Wll, not precisely. But | wanted himto show sone
ingenuity. I'msure if | were over there, I'd find a way to slow it down.”
O blowit up. “It’'s not a practical option, Doctor.”

He nodded. “You may be right, Hutch. It’'s hard to know what we should do in
this circunmstance, isn’t it?” He gazed out of the screen at her. “I know
you' re concerned about your passenger. And | hope we succeed in getting him
off. But if we lose the artifact.”! He squeezed his eyes shut, and she was
startled to see a tear start fromhis left eye. He tried surreptitiously to

wi pe it away, but knew he’d been caught. “Thanks, Hutch,” he said. “I know
you' Il do what you can.”
“Hutch,” said Bill, “two minutes to junp. The chindi is now passing .01lc.” One

percent of |ight-speed.
“Not good,” said Hutch.

Ni ck held up his hands. Woa. Let’s not get excited. Everything s going to be
fine. “Why isn’t it good?” he asked.

“I't’s now noving faster than we can.”

“How do you nean? W can travel between Earth and Al pha Centauri in twenty
m nutes.”

“Not exactly. But, in any case, N ck, we don’t nove very quickly. W junp into
a subway in one place and junp out at another. But where flights through
normal space are concerned, we aren’'t very fast.”

“You're telling me we can’t catch up to it if we have to?”

“You got it.

“Then, even if the chindi started cruising now, we couldn’t get Tor out?”

“Correct.”

“Hutch,” said Bill, “if the WIlbur proposition is correct, and ny estimates of
chindi nass are accurate, it will require a velocity of .02773c to nmake its

j uer. ”

That woul d be noving along. Alnpst three times its current velocity. “OCkay,
Bill,” she said.

Ni ck frowned. The hearty confidence of the first few hours was gone. “I
guess,” he said, “there’s a lot to be said for WI bur.”

They were down to thirty seconds. Hutch went back to Tor. “W're about to make
our jump, Tor. It looks as if it might take another day or so before the
chindi follows. Got that? Another day or so. The ship’s massive. Operates
differently fromthe way we do. You just have to ride it out. So you won't
hear fromus again until you' re on the other side. We'll be waiting for you.”

TOR HEARD THE transm ssion as he was getting ready to retire for the night. It



was annoyi ng because it neant at |east an extra day before they could get him
out of this tonb.

The pocket dome had changed in sone subtle way. It wasn't sinply that he was
alone init, that George was dead and Alyx gone. But the interior itself had
grown snal l er, unbendi ng, nore oppressive. Wereas it had once been noi sy and
cheerful and optimstic, it now seenmed that any sound he m ght nmake coul d
attract unwel cone attention. The passageways and the endl ess chanbers spread
out around him (and when he dared to think of it, for nore than a hundred

| evel s below him, and overwhel med himwith their sheer enptiness. He no

| onger thought of themas Main Street and Barbara Street, as Third or

El eventh. They were alien again, enpty, silent, dark. And identical. It struck
himthat the only differentiated feature they’'d discovered in the entire
conpl ex—and they’ d wal ked, it seemed, countless kiloneters—was the Ditch

Al t hough Tor was stranded in an environnment in which there were no nights or
days, his netabolismkept track for him That first evening, he had braced his
makeshi ft bed against the rear wall and retired into it, turned off the
lights, and lay looking up into the dark. In all that vast place, it seened to
hi m not hi ng noved.

Later, he woke with a sense that sonething had di sturbed him

He switched on the light and lay in its soft glow, trying to fathom what had
caught his attention. There was no noi se. Nothing noved in the dark chanber
that constituted the world outside the done. Everything inside remained where
he had left it. The status | anp gl owed cheerfully, indicating the power |evel
was where it was supposed to be.

Must have been his inagination

He roll ed over and pressed a pal magainst the wall, then against the deck. The
vi brations had stopped. The engines were off, at last, and the chindi

finally, had gone into cruise node.

Crui se node? But hazeltines always feed off the mmin engines. You don't shut
t hem down before a junmp. What was goi ng on?

He opened a channel on his comink. Hutch was gone, but there was a chance

t hat Mbganbo had arrived in the nei ghborhood. “Longworth,” he said, “are you
out there anywhere?”

The silence rolled back

“ Anybody..?”

HE' D BROUGHT A sketch pad, which he set up outside the chanber. And he began
finally to try to capture the essence of the situation. The rock and the netal
doors. The sense of absolutely nothing out beyond the fading light. As if one
could wal k down the corridor and stroll into oblivion

Yes, he thought, capturing the shadows.

And the uni nagi nabl e mass that held the darkness together.

And George’s ghost, caught here forever

He |istened, inmagining he could hear distant footsteps.

He worked until he got hungry. Then he went inside and ate too nmuch. Two



chi cken sandwi ches, and sone donut hol es.
Bef ore he went back out, he changed the power cell

THE FLI GHT TO RK335197 ran a little nore than three days. It was a quiet tine.
Alyx joined themon the bridge, and that becanme the place where all three hung
out, except during neals. Mssion control was enpty now, a place of echoes and
shadows. There were no nore ganes and no nore sims. Nobody had much appetite,
and even Nick found it difficult to remain cheerful. It wasn’t that they
feared for Tor—everyone was convinced that the chindi would arrive nore or

| ess on schedul e and they’ d have no trouble nounting a rescue—but the | oss of
Ceorge had taken the heart out of them

There’ d been a tine when Hutch woul d have bl amed hersel f for the series of
cat astrophes. But she’'d learned that there were linits to what she could do.
I f people wouldn't listen...

Still it seened as if she might have made a stronger case, maybe even called
Ceorge’s bluff to take over the Menphis.

They’' d | ost Preach and his passengers on the Condor, they’'d |ost Kurt on the
Wendy, they’'d | ost Pete and Herman on Paradi se, and they' d | ost George on the
chindi. Was it worth it?

To the people who wite the history books, and probably to the species as a
whol e, the answer was yes. The discoveries that would cone out of this were
going to be far-reaching. The human race woul d never again | ook at the stars
in quite the sanme way. But she, personally, would gladly have returned it all,
wrapped it up and sent it on its way, if by so doing she could have Preach and
Ceorge and the ot hers back.

During the nights, she wandered through the Menphis, padding quietly between
her quarters and the bridge, where Bill nmaintained a discreet silence.

The others were adrift, too. She heard them sonetinmes in the small hours, N ck
| ooking for a place to read that was | ess confining than his conpartnment, or
maybe | ess | onely, where there was a chance of neeting sonmeone. And Al yx, who
could be heard occasionally crying in the early norning hours.

MOGAMBO WAS A tower of frustration. The Longworth was just approaching the

Twi ns, and the fox, as he thought of the giant vessel, was on the run. He told
Hutch that he’d considered changi ng course, making directly for 97, but he
wanted to see the Retreat, which at | east wasn’'t going anywhere. He directed
her to informhimas soon as she’'d established the object’s presence, and he
woul d come i nmedi atel y.

“But don’t put anybody el se aboard it,” he said sternly. “Rescue your man, but
otherwise leave it. It’s too valuable to have people running around inside.”

She al so received a | ong nessage from Sylvia Virgil, congratul ating her on the
various discoveries, and exhorting her to protect her passengers. (Remaining
passengers, she thought.) “They’'re not used to the dangers of field work, and
we don’t want to | ose any nore of them Not after everything that’'s gone on

al ready. People would start to think we can't take care of our clients.”

She rem nded her that Mbganbo woul d take over the operation on his arrival
Hut ch should do everything in her power to assist him And she finished by
assuring her that she would not be forgotten when all this was over.

That was precisely what worried Hutch nost at the nonent.



Virgil informed her, alnpst by the way, that their discoveries had ignited a
wor | dwi de sensation. Included in the transm ssion were a nunber of panels,
news shows, and conmmentaries, discussing the discoveries and their inpact. The
director included an intercept package fromthe chindi net, which was the term
given by the media to the series of stealth world-to-world relays. Some were
believed to date back a few centuries although they were live signals.
Everyone, she said, had been overwhel med by the pictures froma place with no
known nanme, which contained hauntingly beautiful inages of a crystal city,
gleaming in sunlight, built into the crags overlooking a m sty sea. The

prom nent CBY anal yst Crei ghton Wl ford was procl aining that humans, after
several false starts, would finally have to give up their quaint notion that
they were at the center of the universe. Tiras Flem ng thought we would find
technol ogi cal marvels inside the chindi. (They were using the term which
appeal ed, it seenmed, to everyone's instincts for a foray into the
supernatural.) It was likely, he thought, that any living civilization we
encountered would be far ol der than we, perhaps by mllions of years. Chind
technol ogy, according to the New York Tinmes, would be applied to the way
everyone lived. Wthin a few years, it went on, we would not recogni ze our
civilization.

The Kassel Report noted clains frominside sources that no one had been found
on board the chindi, but that the nmission had already | earned how to operate
its engines and that it was bringing the giant ship back to Earth orbit.
Nobody believed official denials. Virgil herself |ooked suspicious. “There’'s
nothing to this story, right? Please send assurances.”

A runor had gotten | oose that sonething terrifying had been found on board the
chindi, and that a second nission, conposed of mlitary units, had been sent
out to attack the alien ship with nuclear mssiles.

Sone politicians were prom sing that the chindi would not be all owed near
Earth. Ot hers were assuring everyone there was nothing to worry about.

One story even had it that the original crew of the chindi had been found dead
of a mysterious, and virulent, plague. And that the giant ship, as well as
Ceorge Hockel mann’s m ssion, had been quaranti ned.

She rem nded Hutch that a Black Cat nedia teamwas en route from Qutpost and
had probably already arrived at Gem ni. Hutch would be sure to make her people
avail abl e for interviews.

There was al so a packet of personal mail, which she duly distributed. There
were several messages for George

Tor had fourteen. There was no junk mail. Interstellar conmmunication was too
expensi ve. These would all be personal or professional correspondence. She
rel ayed themto his mail box, where they would await his return

Alyx received an invitation to speak to a Parisian wrking group on a date she
couldn’t possibly make. The fee was generous, and the exposure woul d be

hel pful , but she remained philosophical. “I’malive,” she said. “If this

nm ssion does nothing else, it's given me sone perspective on ny priorities.”

There were only a few pieces for Hutch. A conmi ssion was being assenbled to
|l ook into the | oss of the Wendy Jay.

That was routine, and she’'d been expecting it. Since she’d been on hand,
they’d want her to testify.



Her nmot her had read the m ssion had taken casualties and urged her to be
careful . A couple of former nale conpanions took advantage of the opportunity
to say hello and wi sh her well. Onega Styling (“The Last Wbrd in Fashions”)
of fered her a lucrative endorsenent contract, and soneone who was witing a
book on the chindi wanted to interview her at the earliest possible noment.
He, too, was on his way to Gem ni, although he didn't say how or when he’d
arrive.

THEY EMERGED I N the 97 systemon the third day after making their junp into
the sack. Tor’s clock showed four days, twenty-two hours renaining.

Hutch’s first act was to ask Bill whether he was picking up any stray signals.
It was unlikely that the chindi could have beaten themthere, since theory
dictated that all vehicles nmoving through hyperspace travel ed at the sane
velocity relative to the standard space-tinme conti nuum But that was theory,
and if the chindi actually possessed advanced technol ogy, who knew what they
m ght be capabl e of doi ng?

In any case, Bill replied as expected: “W are not receiving anything from our
transmitter.” Then he appeared on-screen, up close, eyes intense. “But we are
getting a distress call.”

Nick rolled his eyes. “Bill’s having a breakdown,” he said.
They were a hundred |ight-years outside the bubble. In a place nobody had ever
gone before. “Bill, how would you knowit’'s a distress call?” she asked.

He appeared across the room a VR version, white slacks, navy blue shirt,
anchor on the breast pocket. “lIt’s in English,” he said.

** Chapter 29

Bless ne, howlittle you look. So shall we all |ook—kings, and
kai sers—stri pped for the | ast voyage.
—CHARLES LAMB, “TO THE SHADE OF ELLI STQN,” 1831

MAURI CE MOGAMBO STEPPED out of the | ander, took a few steps, and stopped to
gaze at the Retreat. The ocul us wi ndow gave it a kind of surprised | ook. How
good to see you, Maurice. Nice of you to conme by. We don't get visitors here
very often.

And yes, it’'s true, that other group that was here earlier was right. | served
as a refuge for two remarkable entities. They worked and studied here, and
lived their lives undistracted by the routines you have to deal with. No

bur eaucraci es, no conpeting specialists, no petty jeal ousies. Socrates would
have been at home here.

The del egation that had acconpani ed hi mwas spilling out across the shelf.
Sone had al ready surrounded the other |ander. Martinson was on its |adder, and
poki ng his head inside. Sheusi was gazing over the edge of the precipice.
Hawki ns was kneeling, chipping off a rock sanmple. Al varez was taking pictures,
recordi ng every step of the inspection

He was suddenly aware that Chardin was standi ng beside him But Chardin
understood this was not a time for idle conversation, and so he stayed a few
paces to the rear, allow ng Mbganbo to absorb the noment.

It was, of course, the climax of a life already rich in achievement. Hi s only
regret was that he had not been first. (But he felt a tinge of guilt, and knew



it was an unworthy sentinent, wishing for primacy in a place that seened
al nost sacred.)

He was about to go inside when John Yurkiew cz, the Longworth's captain,
buzzed him “Maurice,” he said, “W’ve conpleted the sweep of the other
noons. "

Moganmbo shook away the irritation he felt at being disturbed. Then he had to
run the captain’s comment through a second tine to extract its meani ng. Dam.
He knew what the result woul d be, but he had to be certain. “And is there
anyt hing of interest?”

“No, Professor. There’'s nothing.”
“What about the Menphis? Have we heard from Hut chi ns?”

“The Menphis should be arriving about now at 97. But we haven’t heard from
themyet. Do you wish me to contact then”

“No. We have our plate full here at the monent, John. I'’msure they' Il let us
know when they have something to report.”

Moganmbo turned his attention back to the alien structure. It was, he thought,
the nost beautiful thing he had ever seen

I N ENGLI SH.

“Yes. They identify thenselves as Venture SL002. Voice only.”
“Venture?” N ck’s eyes went wide. “That’s not—=

Bill put it on audio. “PLEASE ASSIST. VICINITY SEPC 6A1193KKM "

“Regi stry nunber is correct,” said the Al. “There has only been one vesse
with that name.”

“What ' s SEPC et cetera?”

“I't’s the designation for 97 in the Pandel -Corbin star catal og. Wich would
have been in use at the time the Venture was |ost.”

Sonet hing cold gripped her heart. The Venture was the second ship to attenpt
superlum nal travel. After the Terra had nade its historic journey to Al pha
Centauri forty-two years before, the Venture had enbarked on a flight to WlIf
359, carrying with it a crew of four, a teamof scientists, and an NAU
senator. It had never been heard from again. A search of the area around Wl f
359 had reveal ed no evidence that it had ever arrived, and its di sappearance
became one of the enduring nmysteries of the age. The comon w sdom hel d t hat
its drive—which was by nodern standards primtive—had failed after it nmade its
junp into the sack, and that it had been lost in hyperspace. As a result of
the Venture experience, Hazeltine engines had been nodified. Now, if a failure
was i mm nent, the systemimediately took the vessel back into standard space.
That sort of unschedul ed and unexpected junp had occurred several tines, and
had caused a few injuries. But no ship since the Venture had sinply vani shed.

“Location?” she asked Bill.

“Pretty much on the other side of the sun.” He showed her. “Solar orbit,” he
added. “But in a lot closer than we are.”



Alyx, who' d been sitting quietly through all this, |eaned over and put a hand
on Hutch's shoul der. “That’'s good news,” she said.

“l guess.”
“How could it not be?”

“Alyx, why do you suppose the chindi’'s so far off course? Wat’'s the point of
comng in way out here? Is their navigation equipnment that bad? It would take
months to get to the Venture fromhere, unless it junps again.”

Bill |ooked thoughtful. “Hutch,” he said, “it nay be that their mass renders
them far nore vulnerable than we are if they arrive at a site that’s already
occupied by a solid object. It mght be that the nere exi stence of a small
rock in their junp area could destabilize the entire ship.”

“You really think so?”

“l have no idea. But it is a possibility. And it explains why they would cone
here, rather than junping into the inner system”

But they’'d have to do a secondary junmp to manage things within a reasonabl e
time. Did they have sone sort of advanced technol ogy that would allow themto
do a quick scan, make sure everything was safe, and nove in closer?

“I't amazes me,” said Alyx. “Werever the chindi goes, there s sonething
unusual to look at.”

Ni ck | aughed. “Typical archeol ogists. They ignore us when we show up and say
hello. Their only interest..

“.Is in the dead,” Al yx finished.

“Bill,” said Hutch, “we’ll do another jump. Get as close as we can, then set
course for the Venture. Leave a hyperconm probe here to alert us when the
chi ndi shows up.”

EVERY SCHOOLCHI LD KNEW what the Venture | ooked like. Small fat vehicle that
seened to be nostly conposed of rocket tubes. There were eight of them
Landers attached on both beams. (In those days, an extra | ander was consi dered
an essential safety feature.) There were no viewports. No transparent materi al
that was consi dered adequate to the hazards of space travel had yet been

devel oped. A Wrld Council flag was enbl azoned on the hull

And, of course, there was the historic registry nunber. SL002. Second ship of
its class, superlum nal

What was it doi ng out here?

It was in solar orbit, about 180 mllion kilonmeters fromthe sun. None of its
[ights was on, but an antenna was rotating slowy.

“Forty years,” Nick said. “Another thirty or so, and its distress signal will
reach Qutpost.”

“Do we board?” asked Al yx.

Hutch’s eyes closed. Here we go again.

“W’ve tinme,” Alyx continued. “W’ ve got nothing else to do until the chind



gets here.”
“No,” she said, after a long hesitation. “Let’s | eave themin peace.”

“The chindi won’t,” said Nick. “They' Il insert a team take pictures, and nake
off with sonme artifacts. That’'s what they do.”

It’s what we do, thought Hutch

The anci ent ship occupied half a dozen screens. Hutch stared at it, at the
gray hull, still polished after so many years, at the rotating antenna, at the
twin landers. She’'d seen a nodel of it on display at the Smthsoni an when
she’ d been about ten. It had chilled her then, and it chilled her now *“Who
wants to come with me?” she asked.

Nick’s leg was not going to allow himto go. Actually, he |looked relieved to
have a legitimate reason to stay back. Alyx volunteered, but it seened nore an
act of bravado than of enthusiasm They were | earning.

“Hutch.” Bill again. “There's something el se out there.”
The chindi had arrived. Whatever she was going to do, she’d have to hurry.

But it wasn’t the chindi. The navigation screen |it up, and she was | ooki ng at
one of the bottles. “It’s in the same orbit as the Venture.”

“The thing’s a probe,” said Nick. “This is how the chindi knows which systens
are worth visiting.”

“Bill,” said Hutch, “the bottles that the chindi fired off: Did we track any
of them headed this way?”

“For 97? No, Hutch. None was | aunched on a vector that would have brought it
here. Unless there was a course correction sonewhere. | only tracked them a
short distance. While |I was watching, none of them made a junp.”

Alyx frowned. “That’s odd,” she said.

“Maybe not,” said Hutch. “It would have had to be | aunched earlier than the
group we saw. Those woul dn’t have had time to get here and conmuni cate the
results back. The chindi knew where it was going before it launched its

probes. | think its schedule is lined up in advance. Maybe it knows where its
next three or four stops will be. By the time it’'s conpleted those, it’ll have
seen the results fromthe group we saw di spatched.” But that seemed to confirm
their earlier suspicion that it was possible to construct superlum nal engines
that were quite conpact.

Al yx shook her head. “Too conplicated for ne.

“What you’'re saying,” said Nick, “is that periodically it sends out a swarm of
probes. They | ook at, what, a couple of thousand systems, and send back the
results. Anything that |ooks interesting gets a visit fromthe chindi.”

“That’s what | think,” said Hutch. “They get a visit, and if they pass nuster
t hey get pernmanent observation satellites.”

“The stealths,” said Nick. “VWiich also function as a conmuni cation relay. You
know, we literally have an interstellar conmunication web.” He folded his
hands together and braced his chin on them “Wo are these people? Wo’'s doing
this?”



“Somebody with a sense of theater,” said Alyx. “l nean, these guys don't just
record anything. They seemto be | ooking for dramatic stuff. Wars, religious
festivals, nmoon | andi ngs, |ost starships. Maybe even romance.” Her eyes were
shining. “It’s as if soneone didn’t want anything to get lost.”

“I think the way it works,” said Hutch, “is that the chindi conmes in, does
what ever it intends to, picks up artifacts, whatever.”

“But who does that?” asked Nick. “We didn’t see any sign of life over there.”

“I't has to be automated. This is a long-termmnission. Centuries, if we can
bel i eve the age assigned to the satellites at Safe Harbor. So they’d have to
go with machines.”

“I wonder,” said Bill, “if there are nore of these things out there. Chindis.”

THE VENTURE DEPARTED Earth May 6, 2182, thirteen weeks after the Terra's

epi c-maki ng Hazeltine flight to Al pha Centauri. Those were heady days.
Suddenl y, al nost wi thout warni ng—for alnbpst no one had really expected the FTL
systemto work—the stars had opened up, and ships would be able to travel to
Barnard’s in half a day, to Sirius in twenty hours, to Al debaran in | ess than
a week, to distant Antares in less than a nonth. It had been the occasion for
a celebrated remark by the vice president of the North American Union that we
woul d soon be transporting tourists to the other side of the gal axy. He seens
to have been unaware that such a trip, even using Hazeltine technol ogy, would
require nore than fifteen years. One way.

The Venture’s captain was Joshua Hollin, a veteran astronaut who had been wth
the Lance units on the first manned flight to Saturn. Hi s crew had consisted
of a navigator, an engineer, and a medical officer

The passenger list was filled out by an international team of physicists,
pl anet ol ogi sts, neteorol ogi sts, and even a contact specialist. And, of course,

Senator Caswell. They were not chosen primarily for their academc
credentials, as such a unit would be now Rather, selections had been wei ghted
toward those who'd been willing to undergo extensive physical training. Even

at that stage, there had no | onger been a rationale for the requirenment. It
was left froman earlier period, when just getting into orbit could put a
strain on a niddl e-aged body whose owner had negl ected basi c mai nt enance.

Bill produced their pictures and bios. They were all relatively young. (Their
flight was in an age before the breakthroughs in rejuvenation therapy.) N ne
nmen, Six womnen.

I ncl udi ng anong their nunber a pair of new yweds. All obviously delighted with
their good fortune.

Three hours and seventeen minutes after departure fromEarth orbit, they had
j unped, and di sappeared from history. They had FTL conmuni cati on, but not the
technol ogy for conmunicating during hyperflight. So no one expected to hear
fromthemuntil they arrived at Wl f 359.

The flight should have taken twelve hours. The nessage announcing their

arrival should have been back forty-seven nminutes after their arrival. By the
early-nmorning hours of May 7, the flight directors were puzzled. By dawn, they
knew somet hi ng had gone w ong.

A third ship, the Exeter, was hurried al ong and | aunched fourteen weeks | ater.
But neither it, nor any of the several flights that foll owed, could find



evi dence that the Venture had ever arrived at its destination

Bill produced schematics for the Venture. They weren't conplete, and Hutch
wasn't especially famliar with the technol ogy. What she npst needed was a
coupl e of disks that would be compatible with its operating systens. “I’m
sorry,” Bill told her, “but we lack the capability to produce them”

“Let me know,” Hutch told hi mwhen she was ready to go, “as soon as the chind
shows up.”

“I amnot only listening for the beeper,” said Bill, “but 1’ve activated the
| ong-range sweep as well. W will have plenty of advance notice.”

“CGood.” The rescue plan was sinple enough: The chindi would have to go into a
parallel orbit to begin its exam nation of the Venture. Wen it did so, the
Mermphi s woul d [ aunch the shuttle and pick up Tor. Sinple.

Once he was off, Hutch would turn the chindi and the Retreat and the Venture
and everything el se over to Mbganbo and head hone. It was a good feeling,
knowi ng it was al nost over.

She and Alyx pulled on grip shoes, tested their e-suits, and got into the
| ander. Hutch ran through her checklist and certified that they were ready for
flight. The doors opened, lights went out, and they slid into the night.

THE VENTURE WAS still pressurized. Alyx watched Hutch renove a panel beside
the airl ock and open up manual ly. They passed through into the interior. “Air
in here’s no good, Alyx,” she said, warning her not to shut off her suit.

Al yx had studied the |ayout of the Venture. She knew that the airlock opened
into a coomon room a chanber |arge enough to accommobdate everybody. It was to
have been a dining area, meeting room and social center

When the hatch cycl ed open, sonething noved in the dark interior. Al yx junped
and literally came off the deck and crashed into a bul khead. Hutch, equally
startled, fell back into the |ock

When the beam from Hutch's | anp reveal ed what had happened, Al yx got a second
scare. They were face-to-face with a corpse.

It was afloat in the room and apparently had reacted to air currents

gener ated by opening hatches. It was munmified, its features so far dissol ved
that she couldn’t be sure whether it had been male or fermale. Hutch pointed at
a second one, which had drifted into a corner. Alyx fought a sudden urge to
bring up her lunch. She’d known before comi ng over that there would be bodies
on the spacecraft, but she hadn’t thought it out, had expected themto be

l yi ng about.

She tried to concentrate on details. Their names. Get their names. Both bodies
were in junmpsuits, and their name patches were clear. Saperstein. And Cheveau.
She checked her list. A physicist from Brenerhaven, and a bi ol ogi st from
Marseille. Male and female. Twenty-five and twenty-six at the tine of their
deat hs.

“What happened here?” said Hutch. Her voice sounded a few deci bel s higher than
nor mal .

There were nore corpses. Three in the galley, three in cargo, several in the
[iving conpartnents.



Al yx wondered what had killed them Had they sinply run out of air?

Hut ch seemed to know where she wanted to go, and Al yx stayed close. Her ankle
was still a problem but only if she lost track of what she was doi ng and
forgot not to push off on it. N ck's voice crackled over the conmink, asking
what they had found.

Hutch told him *“Mist have been a major nechanical nal function,” she added.
Alyx was still concentrating on thinking about other things. N ck back in the
Menmphi s. The audi ence reaction at the conclusion of opening night for Gin and
Bare It. A prop handler who'd been the nost torrid sexual partner she’'d had in
years.

“You okay?” asked Hutch

“I"'mfine.” She was suddenly aware she was standing with her arns fol ded
across her breast, as if she were fending sonmething off. “Place is a little
creepy. But I'mall right.”

“You want to go back?”

“No. Not unless you do.”

Hutch indicated a hatch in the overhead. “Bridge is that way,” she said.

“You first.” Alyx tried to sound lighthearted. Hutch rel eased her grip shoes
and fl oated up, opened the hatch after a brief struggle, and di sappeared.

“No | adder,” Al yx comment ed.

“They didn't have artificial gravity.”

There were four nore corpses. Al yx inmagined she could snell them and that,
too, she had to push out of her mind. Hutch threaded her way anong them and
| eaned over a consol e. She touched the keys, and Al yx was surprised to see a

row of lamps blink on.

“Power’s residual,” said Hutch. “The Venture won't be goi ng anywhere for a
while.”

“Can you tell what caused this?”
“No idea.”
“How about asking the Al ?”

Her fingers were moving across the keyboard, but nothing nmuch seened to be
happening. “lIt’s defunct.” A green glow appeared. “But we’ve got a log.”

“You can read it?”

“Don’t know. We don’'t seemto have enough power to turn on a screen.” She

| ooked around the console, found a small storage conpartnent, opened it, and
extracted two disks.

“I never saw one like that before,” said Al yx.

“Bill doesn’t think it’Il still hold data. But we can try.” She | ooked for a
slot, found it, inserted one of the disks.



More | anps cane on. Hutch produced a power core which she’d apparently brought
fromthe Menphis and connected it. The systemclicked and sputtered and
wheezed and stopped. She reset and tried again.

It took several attenpts before she | ooked sati sfied.

“Are you copying the log?” Al yx asked.
“Yes. | think we're in business.” She extracted the disk and put it in her
pocket. “Let’s try sone diagnostics.”

She pulled the jack on the core, nmoved one of the corpses out of the way,
slipped into a seat in front of what appeared to be the captain’s console,
buckl ed herself down so she wouldn’t float off, and reconnected her power
sour ce.

“WIl we be able to read the | og when we get back to the Menphis?” Al yx asked.
“We can probably jury-rig sonething.” She searched the instrunment panel, found
what she was | ooking for, and inserted the second di sk

“You couldn’t get the same information,” Al yx asked, “fromthe other
position?”

“I'f I knew what | was doing.” She threw switches and pressed pads, and the
console cane to life. She studied it, spoke to it, gave up and tapped the
keyboard. A computer display cane to life. A parade of inmages began. “It
wasn't the engines,” she said finally. “They' re okay. Both sets.”

This bridge felt claustrophobic. The lack of a viewport, of a way to see
out si de, conpounded by the darkness, and the presence of the things (one could
hardly call them bodi es), squeezed her lungs. She held on to the back of the
chair that Hutch was using and felt the room nove around her

“I't wasn’t the fuel. And apparently not the reactor.”

Al yx was concentrating on trying to breathe normally. She turned her suit
tenperature down and felt better as soon as the cool air hit. Looking for
something to distract her, she turned her lanp toward the rear of the bridge.
There was an open hatch, and she recalled fromthe schematic that there were
nore |living quarters and a conmon room back there. Wthout letting go of
Hutch’s chair, she pointed her lamp toward it, and saw nore mnovi ng shadows.

“Hull integrity’s okay.” Hutch sounded puzzl ed.

“Cot to be something,” said Alyx, who was wi shing Hutch woul d get her answer
so they could clear out.

The pilot stiffened. “Now this | don't understand at all.”

Her tone was disquieting. “What’s that?” Al yx asked.

“The hyper comm checks out.”

Al yx needed a nonent to understand. The hypercomm was the FTL conmmuni cation
system If it was okay, and they d gotten stranded out here, all they had to

do was call for help.

“But they never used it, did they?”



“No. They used the radio instead.”

The crew had to know that a radio distress call could never arrive back hone
during their lifetimes. “Mikes no sense,” Al yx said.

Hut ch was runni ng anot her diagnostic. A red | anp began to burn brightly. “It
woul dn’t work now,” she said. “The ship doesn’t have enough power to support
it, but it would have worked forty years ago. Wiy didn't they use it?”

She noved nethodically through the Venture, recording everything. Al yx pursued
t he assignment she’d given herself, committing the inages and sensations to
menory, knowi ng that one day she would relay themin one formor another to an
audi ence. She even had a title: Everything' s Under Control Now.

“Shoul dn’t we recover the bodies?” she asked reluctantly. “Before the chind
gets here?”

Hut ch nodded.

THEY BROUGHT OUT ni neteen corpses in three loads with the | ander, and stowed
themin the cargo-section freezer. Nick couldn’t help, but Alyx made all three
trips, sitting quietly beside the pilot. On the Menphis, Bill turned off the
artificial gravity, and they brought in the bagged remains quite easily.

Hutch seemed to get through it okay although her eyes | ooked a bit strange
afterward.

She went below for a while and left Alyx and Nick to have [unch. But Al yx had
no appetite, and she satisfied herself with a glass of orange juice while Nick
ate his way through a couple of roast beef sandwi ches and comented about how
gratified he was that the passengers and crew of the Venture would finally get
proper disposition.
“It’s a terrible thing,” he said, “when people die in out-of-the-way pl aces,
and their famlies are left to wonder what happened. The consol ation of a
final ceremony is a very inmportant part of closing the book on alife. O
giving their | oved ones a chance to nove on.” He | ooked at her, and she smled
weakly at him One of the great funeral directors of our tine, as he'd
occasionally referred to hinself. “Even now, so many years later, it’ll help
the surviving famlies, bringing the remains back.” He turned a sonmber gaze in
her direction. “Did you know that every intelligent species for which we have
a record engaged in nenorial services, funerals, for its dead? Gther than the
devel opnent of religion and tribes, the farewell cerenmpny seens to be the only
true soci ol ogi cal universal.”

Hut ch cane back wearing a wide smle and holding a standard di sk. “I think
we' re ready,” she said.

They went into the roomno one thought of as mission control anynore, and
Hutch inserted the disk into a reader. A couple of screens lit up, and Al yx
found hersel f |ooking at portraits and bi ographical information on one, and
| aunch data, passenger lists, inventories, and systemstatus reports on the
other. It was all dated May 6, 2182.

Departure fromthe Liberty space station (long since replaced by the Weel)
woul d occur later that norning after a virtual rendition by the Peabody,

Nebr aska, Vol unteers Hi gh School Band, a few speeches, and a tribute to
Senator Edith Caswell, “the first senator-to-the-stars.” Captain Hollin noted
that they had everything except fireworks.



Hut ch fast-forwarded through the cerenony. Senator Caswell (dark-haired,
attractive, eyes glowing with enthusiasmfor the com ng adventure) cane on
board, everyone shook hands, and, while the band played a stirring rendition
of the Jupiter Synphony, the Venture eased away fromthe space station

Transition to hyperspace occurred smoothly a few hours later, with only a few
passengers reporting upset stomachs. Hull-nounted i magers were turned on, and
passengers and crew got their first |ook at the sack, the hyperdi nmensi ona

m st through which the ship had to pass, in a casual glide, en route to Wl f
359.

Six hours after transition, halfway to their destination, the upset stonmachs
grew worse. And spread to others. The captain recorded the nanes of those
affected in the medical |og, and noted that they were being treated.

It was the last entry.

“That wasn’'t very hel pful,” said N ck

Alyx stared at the disk, which Hutch had renoved fromthe reader. “You sure
that’s all?” she said.

“That’ s what the conputer says.”
Ni ck shook his head. “Sounds |ike food poisoning. O something in the water.”

Hut ch put the disk away. “Maybe there’' |l be sonething in the other records,”
she said. She was frowning.

“Somet hi ng wong, Hutch?” asked Al yx.
“W’ ve been here about thirty hours.”
The ot hers understood the point.
Wiere was the chindi?

MOGAMBO STOOD QUI ETLY over the two graves. Wat | would not give to have known
you. To have been able to speak with you. The library will be a poor
substitute.

I nside, his people were busy doing analysis, trying to understand the | anguage
of the books. He could see them nmovi ng behind the curtained wi ndows. But they
were peripheral, shadows at the edge of vision, inmages not quite grasped.

They were good people, basically, but they were Philistines. Hodge had even
wanted to dig up the graves. Eventually, he knew, it would come to that. But
not now. Not while he was here.

He had spent hours sinply wandering through the Retreat, absorbing it,
standing in the cupola while the two great planets noved nmjestically about
each ot her, gradually changing places, the rings seeming to tilt first toward
himand then away as Vertical nmoved in its orbit. It was hard not to see the
hand of an Artist at work. He knew better, of course, knew that the universe
was a machi ne, that everything—well, al nost everything—eould be expl ai ned by
the presence of gravity and hydrogen, weak force and strong force. And yet...

Hs wist tingled. Incomng fromthe captain. “Yes, John? Wat is it?”



“Professor, we received a request fromthe Menphis a little while ago. They
wanted us to check to see whether the chindi was still running on course.”

“You mean, they don't think it's junped yet?”

“They don’t know. It’s clear fromthe nmessage that it hasn’'t arrived out at
97.”

“Well, what’s the situation, John? Has it gone into hyperspace yet? | take it
we don’t know. ”

“No, sir. We can't tell fromhere. It’'s too far out. Wth your pernission, |’ m
going to go have a look.”

“How |l ong wi Il you need?”

“Only a few hours.”

“Yes,” he said. “Do it.”

LI KE HUTCH, MOGAMBO had no way to penetrate the books. He wandered through the
Retreat, touching the open vol umes, brushing his fingertips along the spines
of the volumes on the shel ves. Those hours brought a m xture of pleasure and

| ongi ng, of exquisite pain, quite unlike anything he' d experienced before
during a long and eventful life.

H s subordi nates were already | aying plans, deternining how best to nove the
structure and its contents back to Arlington. He di sapproved of the idea, and
had already fired off a nessage to Sylvia telling her how wongheaded t he pl an
was. He hadn’t realized until he’d arrived on the scene that the Retreat and
its environment were what mattered, that it wasn't possible to nove it back to
Virginia, that the essence was here, and that it needed to be |left here.

And damm the inconveni ence to anybody who didn’'t want to nake the trip.

It seened as if Yurkiewicz had barely left when he was back on the circuit.
“It’s still out there,” he said.

“I't hasn’t junped yet?”

“No. "

“l don’t understand that at all. Well, have you inforned Hutchins?”

“Yes sir. Sent the message out a few minutes ago.”

“What’' s it doing? The chindi?”

“That’ s what amazes ne. It’s up to a quarter cee. That doesn’t seem possible.”
“I would certainly think not. It's not still accelerating, is it?”

“No. It’s in cruise.”

Moganbo sighed. A quarter light-speed. And in cruise. Did that mean what he
t hought it did? How coul d they possi bly have been so wong?

“Are you okay, Professor?”

“Yes,” he said. “I'mfine.” But he suspected he would never, in this lifeting,



set foot on the chindi

AFTER SHE SENT of f her nessage to the Longworth asking for a sensor sweep,
Hutch settled down to wait through a long and increasingly discouraging
eveni ng. The chindi had to be com ng. The bottle satellite, the marker, was
here. The Venture was here. Were else could it be going?

If it was operating with Hazeltine technology, it had to nmake the transition
i nto hyperspace within a reasonable time after achieving junp velocity.

What ever that mght be for a ship so massive. “Reasonable” was defined by the
capability of the vessel to go on burning fuel in order to maintain

accel eration after it was no | onger necessary.

Ni ck had dozed off in his chair. Al yx was reading when Bill notified her that
a transm ssion had conme in fromthe Longworth. “From Captain Yurkiew cz.”

“Hol d your breath, Alyx,” she said. “Let’s see what the good captain has to
say.”

Yur ki ewi cz was a big, ruddy man, a bit rough around the edges conpared with
nost of the superlum nal captains. He'd been around a long tine, and had done
a brief stint with the Acadeny when they first went out to Pinnacle. “Hutch,”
he said, “it’s still out there. It’s at the limt of our |ong-range sensors.
But it's there.” He | ooked both relieved and worried. “Thank God we haven’t
lost it altogether.

“It’s 323 A Us fromGemni. Mwving at .26c. | say again, .26c. In cruise.
doubt it could junmp nowif it wanted to.”

In cruise. No | onger accel erating.

When the transm ssi on ended, when the screen had gone back to the Menphis
icon, Alyx |ooked hard at Hutch. “How bad is it?” she asked carefully.

They’' d mi ssed the obvious. My God. A quarter |ight-speed. Tor was dead. How
could they not have known what was happeni ng?

“Isn’t it com ng?” Al yx asked.

“It’s coming,” she said. Nick stirred, but didn't wake. “But it’'s going to be
| ater than we expected.”

“How nuch | ater?”

“l don’t know. Maybe two centuries.”

** Chapter 30

Al one, alone, all all alone,

Al one on a w de wi de seal

And never a saint took pity on

My soul in agony.

—SAMUJEL T. COLERI DGE, THE RIME OF THE ANCI ENT MARI NER, 1V, 1798

TOR' S CONDI TI ON HAD deteriorated from nervousness to dismay to despair.
To give himhis due, he was not only afraid for hinmself, but a grimconviction

crept over himthat something terrible had happened to the Menphis. Maybe
anot her of those ship-eating gadgets that had junped the Wendy. O maybe



they’ d never gotten out of the Slurpy. It was distinctly possible they were
all dead.

That Hutch was | ost anong them What el se could explain their silence?

The days passed, and the chindi floated quietly anong the stars, where anyone
who happened to be in the nei ghborhood could easily collect him But no one
cane.

He coul d go outside now that the ship had stopped (or seened to have stopped),
and often did. He wandered across the bare rock, searching the stars for
nmovi ng lights, asking his comink why sonmeone, sonewhere, didn’'t answer up.
Even i f somet hing had gone wong on the Menphis, Mganbo was out there
somewhere. And Moganmbo knew he needed rescui ng.

He ate well. There was plenty of food and no reason to ration. H's power
supply would last only a few nore days. |If that ran out before Hutch, or
somebody, got to him life support would fail. He’d then have only the
si x-hour supply in his air tanks.

The reddi neal s prepared for Acadeny personnel were not at all bad as field
rati ons went, and he enjoyed nandarin steak and neat |oaf, chicken teriyaki
and gulliver stew. He had BLTs and pork sandw ches, and he drank too nuch
Wi ne.

Several times he started a journal, determined to | eave a final record for
whoever eventually showed up. The long nights w thout rescue, w thout any
reasonabl e expl anati on why no rescue canme, began to wear hi mdown. He was
inclined to conclude that he would die there. That he shoul d nake his peace
with his Creator.

So he wote. And he drew.

The entries, reviewed each nmorning (he insisted on maintaining the diurna
standard in this tinmeless place), invariably sounded angry and bitter. It
wasn’'t the tone he wanted to convey. But it was hard to pretend to be
cheerful.

H s sketches, he thought, captured the ghostly chanbers and the enpty
doorways. He gave hunmanity to the werewol f, and conpassion to the war between
t he ai rships.

If the worst had happened, if the Menphis had i ndeed been | ost, Mganbo and
t he Longworth knew about his predicanent. Last he’d heard, Mbganbo had been
approaching the Twins. That put himout of radi o range.

He | ooked at the relay transmitter and wi shed he’d | earned somnet hi ng about
el ectroni cs. The device was capable of putting out a | ong-range signal. But
the chindi had to conplete its junp first to armit, or whatever the proper

termmght be. It wouldn't start transmitting until it had reached its
desti nati on.

Maybe Moganmbo t hought Hutch had al ready taken himoff. Wio knew? Certainly no
one was telling himanything.

So he waited, hoping to hear Hutch on the |link. Sonebody on the Iink
Anybody.

HE' D READ SOVEWHERE t hat banks and churches and corporate headquarters and



ot her public buildings were designed to | arge scale, with thick colums and
hi gh arches and vaulted ceilings, because it induced a sense of insignificance
in the individual. One could not help feeling hunble wal king up the broad
stone steps of the Amal ganated Transportation Corporation, Limted, in London

The endl ess passageways of the chindi had the sanme effect.

He was of no consequence to the ship, its designers, its operators, or its

m ssion. Like the greater universe outside, it was not at all mndful of him
He could even play vandal if he liked and do a little damage. But it would be
very little, no one would notice, and in the end the ship’s sheer

i mpassi veness woul d overwhel m him

He woul d have slept out anmpbng the stars, had it been possible. But the
six-hour limtations of his air tanks kept himanchored to the base.

So it occurred to himfinally that being several kiloneters fromthe exit
hatch wasn’t a good idea. He deflated the donme and noved it to Main Street and
set it back up in the passageway al nost directly under the exit. He needed
several trips to transport the supplies and gear and air and water tanks, but
when it was finished he | ooked at it with a sense of satisfaction. He |iked
the exit hatch. Not only did being near it give himhis best possible chance
to get through this, but he also slept better knowi ng the way out was just a
few steps away.

** Chapter 31

I love thee with a love | seenmed to | ose

Wth nmy |lost saints,—+ love thee with the breath,

Smiles, tears, of all ny lifel—and, if God choose,

I shall but |ove thee better after death.

—ELI ZABETH BARRETT BROMWNI NG SONNETS FROM THE PORTUGUESE, 1847

THEY WERE ACCELERATI NG toward junmp. “Were we went wong,” said Hutch, “was
assum ng because it travel ed between the stars, that it had FTL technol ogy.”

“All right,” Alyx said. “So it’'s slower than we thought. Why’'s that a probl en?
| thought all we needed was for the chindi to settle into cruise, which it has
done. Wy don’t we just go back and take him off? Wat’'s changed?”

Ni ck was | ooking fromAlyx to Hutch. “It kept accelerating,” Hutch said. “W
assuned a few hours. Maybe a bit nore. But it kept going for several days.
It's cruising now, but it’'s nmoving so quickly, we can’t catch it, so we can't
put anyone aboard. O take anyone off.”

Alyx felt angry, desperate, cheated. Someone had changed the rules. “How is

t hat possi bl e?” she demanded. “If it’s slower than light, why can’t we catch
it? | mean, compared to us, it's just tottering along. R ght? Wat aml

m ssi ng?”

Hut ch shook her head. “Alyx,” she said, “we can get from one place to another
a lot quicker than the chindi can. But that’'s not the same thing as saying
we're faster. Not in the common use of the word.”

Ni ck was nodding, as if he’'d already figured it out.

“Can’t we take a shortcut to get in front of hin?” Hm not it.

“Sure. But it wouldn’t do any good. AlIl we'd be able to do is wave as he went



by.” Hutch | ooked at Nick, and a signal of recognition passed between them It
was an irritating nmoment, the two of themtelling each other, be gentle with
her, this is a bad tine, she’s not used to this you know, not very nuch able
to withstand this kind of news. “W nade the wong assunption. W should have
realized that the thing didn't have FTL technol ogy.”

“How shoul d we have done that?” Al yx asked quietly.

“I'ts propul sion system |If we’'d thought about it at all, we'd have figured out
that a superlum nal had no use for anything as advanced as gravity projection
It’s like putting a paddle in a jet boat.”

Alyx felt the world closing down. Tor was there, but they couldn’t get to him
Was that really possible? She stared out at the Venture, drifting a few

hundred neters away. It was bright and polished in the light of the sun

“Well,” said Nick, “I guess that explains why the chindi’'s course for 97 put
it out in the woods.”

Hut ch’ s usual supply of high energy seenmed to have abandoned her. She | ooked

exhausted. Depleted. “I think you' re right, N ck,” she said, after a long
hesitation, as if she’'d had to give serious thought to the coment. “The
course is ained at the place where 97 will be in a couple hundred years.”

“So what do we do now?” asked Al yx.

Nick’s leg was propped up in front of him He tried to nove it. To get nore
confortable. “It seens as if there should be sone way to do this,” he said.

“What about the Longworth?” asked Alyx. “Maybe it’s fast enough.”

“No. We're talking a quarter light-speed. Nothing we have can get close to
that kind of velocity.”

Alyx refused to accept it. “Wiy?” she denanded. “What [imts our speed? How
fast can we go?”

“W can get up to about point oh-three. Maybe a little faster if we have to.”

“What stops us fromdoing better? | nmean, all we have to do is keep
accelerating for several days. Like the chindi. R ght?”

“W’d have to do it in stages, or the engines would burn out. But the problem
is that we’'d run out of fuel |ong before we got anywhere close. That’'s what
[imts us to .03.”

Alyx was thinking bitterly that at |east the chindi wouldn’'t get conpletely
away. It’d be hanging out there for a long tinme to conme, but they d apparently
have to build a special kind of ship to catch it.

“I mght have an idea,” N ck said. “How about if we try a booster?”

“How do you mean?”

“Can these ships refuel each other in flight?”

“I'f need be, yes.”

“Ckay. Suppose we and the Longworth both went back to Autumm and filled up the
tanks again. Then we junp out in front of the thing. Accelerate to the best



speed we can nmake. Except that when the tanks are half-enpty, the Longworth
gives us everything it has. That, | assume, |eaves themw th no power, but we
can keep going. Wuld that work?”

Hut ch shook her head. “They're big enough to refill our tanks. Now we’'re at
.05,” she said. “A quarter of the way there.”

HUTCH TOLD HERSELF to cal m down. Rel ax. There was no way to help Tor if she
took to running around in a panic.

The possibility of using a booster had been her first thought. There were
reports of a second Acadeny ship due in the area shortly, and the UNN vesse
was conming. But even with four ships refueling each other, they couldn’t get
close. They' d need a fleet to get sonebody up to chindi velocity.

Tor was down to three days, six hours. The Menphis was going to need nost of
that just to get back to Gemi ni

Anot her possibility was to try to break through to whatever intelligence was
controlling the chindi and enlist its aid. But even if she could do that, she
woul d have to sol ve the | anguage barrier and make the problemclear. There
just wouldn’t be tine.

Thi nk, Hut chi ns.

First things first. Was there a way to conmuni cate?

The chindi had to know Tor was onboard. Its robots had seen him If it knew he
was in trouble, mght it attenpt in sone way to assist?

She called Bill. “Put us back along the chindi’s course. | want to be two
hours in front of it. Wen we get there.”

“And what are we going to do?” asked Bill. “Wave as it goes by?”

“At the very least, we'll have a chance to talk to him Maybe, by then we'll
t hi nk of sormet hing.”

“Hutch.” He broke off, not saying whatever it was he’d intended. “Junp status
i s seventeen m nutes away.”

She shook her head. Talking to the chindi was just trying to pretend she
hadn’t given up. The Peacekeepers had a tradition that every problemhad a
solution. It was a nice slogan. Wasn't true, but it sounded good.

“Hutch, be aware we’ |l be nmaking the junp back into what passes for the | oca
oort cloud.”

“Ckay. Do it. Whatever it takes.”
“The rocks are spread pretty far apart. There's no real danger.”
How to put out a distress signal that the chindi would recognize?

She let her head drift back and cl osed her eyes and waited for the slight
di sorientation that usually acconpanied a junp.

SHE RAN THE probl em by Mganbo, but his only coment was that Tor was |ost,
and the sooner they faced the reality the better it would be for everyone. He
was sorry.



When, on the second day, she received a communication fromVirgil, a sinple
nmessage i nform ng her that Tor was fortunate, that Hutch would rescue himif
anybody could, it only inspired a simering resentnent. Hutch didn’t even know
whet her the director was aware of the | atest conplication

She caught herself wi shing it was over

But she continued to press the only course of action that seened to offer a
gli mer of hope: “W’ve got lots of the chindi records on board,” she told
Alyx and Nick that afternoon. “Let’s try to find one with a distress signal.”
They | ooked through nmilitary engagenents. “Organi zed mayhem” N ck coment ed,
“seens to be the chief preoccupation of intelligent species everywhere.”
Eventual ly, they found an airship in trouble.

It was going down at night over a storny sea. It was inpossible to determ ne
its size because there was nothing with which to conpare it. But the w nd
battered it, and gales of rain swept it toward an angry ocean. Lights in the
gondol a burned brightly, and they could make out novenent inside.

“Bill,” said Hutch, “does the record show a radi o signal ?”

“Yes, it does.”

He put it on audio for them It was not voice, but rather a sinple series of
bl eeps. Short. Two longs. And a short.

And agai n.

And again. Then with an added transm ssion. Location, probably.
Then it returned to the original signal. Short. Two | ongs. Short.
“Bill ?" said Hutch.

“I't is certainly easy enough to reproduce the signal.”

“W’ || want to add a picture of Tor.”

“WIl the chindi be able to receive a visual ?” asked Nick. “It mght just
conplicate things.”

“No,” said Hutch. “Reception gear for visuals is pretty straightforward. W'l
send the picture. It may be the only way to make them understand the problem”

That night Hutch finally slept reasonably well. She didn't think nuch of their
chances, but at |east she was doi ng somet hi ng.

WORD CAME THAT the McCarver, the UNN nmedia ship, had arrived at the Retreat,
where they were busy taking pictures and interviewi ng Mboganbo. One network
program was passed al ong by Yurkiew cz.

Moganmbo was tal king with Henry C aynoor, the heavywei ght anchor for UNN s

Sci ence News Sunday. Mogambo wore a |ight khaki shirt and shorts, de rigueur
for a working physicist-turned-archeol ogi st, and he had a scrunched hat pulled
raki shly down over one eye. The image was perfect.

He gallantly gave credit to George Hockel mann and the Menphis, first on the
scene. But anyone, he seened to suggest without saying so, could blunder



across a mmjor discovery.

He said nothing that could be described as factually inaccurate, but

everyt hing was shaded, and the overall inpression was that the amateurs had
had a good day and deserved some credit, and now it was tine to | ook seriously
at the inplications to be derived fromthe Retreat. It took sonebody I|ike
Moganbo, he made clear, to do that.

Ceorge, had he been present, would have had a stroke

EVERYONE ABOARD THE Menphi s was anxi ous. But the pressure on Hutch was nore
personal . She tried to distract herself by playing chess, by doing
conput er - gener ated puzzles, by eating too nuch. On the | ast eveni ng, when
there was really nothing to do, Al yx suggested they use the holotank to visit,
say, a Berlin cabaret, or to do a Jack Hancock adventure. But Hutch decli ned.
The first night out she had used the VR technology to attend a Mbzart concert,
whi ch she’ d hoped mi ght prove a distraction. But nothing had come of it, other
than a weepy coupl e of hours.

Now, however, after Alyx and Nick had retired for the evening, she changed her
m nd and used it again. To visit the hull of the Menphis. During hyperflight.

After a delay while it searched renote databanks, the hol otank duly created
the ship’s exterior. And the light mst noving slowy past. She sat down near
the main sensor array and did something she’d been resisting: She directed the
systemto create an inmage of Tor. To let himappear up near the ship’'s prow
and come slowy toward her. She wanted hi mwearing the sanme cl othes he had
worn when they’d been out there together, but had to describe themto the
conputer. “Yellow shirt with an open collar. Wite slacks. Gip shoes. Blue
ones.”

He appeared, shadowy, not quite real. Waiting to be activated. “The smile’'s
not right,” she said.

The smil e changed. Sone of the tension cane out of it. And some of the vacuity
left the eyes.

“That's better,” she said.

She | eaned forward and wrapped her hands around her knees. Tor was standi ng,
gazi ng past her shoul der, out into the mst.

“How you doi ng?” she asked, starting the program
“Ckay.” He sat down beside her. “Waiting for you.”
“I know. W' re doing what we can.”

“I't doesn’t | ook good, though, does it?”

“No. | hate to say it, but I don't have much confidence in the plan.”
“I could tell. It’s in your eyes.”
“I"'msorry.”

“I't’s okay. | got nyself intoit.”

“Yes, you did. But listen, hang in. Ckay? Don’t give up.”



“You nean that?”
“Sure.”
Lying to the construct, she thought, when the Iights came on. How pathetic.

SHE RECEI VED ANOTHER transnission fromSylvia Virgil, who | ooked harri ed.
Virgil was reacting to the news that the chindi had not jumped, that there was
now a serious doubt that a rescue could be effected. “W’'ve | ost too nany on
this mssion, Hutch,” she said, her voice strained to breaking. “lI don’'t care
what you have to do, but get himout of there. Spare no expense.”

IN THE MORNI NG they had a casual breakfast and began waiting out the | ast
hal f - hour before the junp. The distress signal seened, |ike nost weak i deas,
| ess pronmising after a night in bed. But it remained the only arrowin the
qui ver.

A wi ndow opened on her overhead screen. TRANSM SSI ON FROM SYLVI A VIRG L. Even
Bill was becom ng w thdrawn.

“Put it up, Bill,” she said.

The director was behind her desk. She |ooked, if anything, even nore drained
than she had a few hours earlier. It occurred to Hutch this experience was
raising hell with everybody. Poor woman thought she was sendi ng sone

fund-rai sers out on a holiday. And | ook what it had turned into. “Hutch,” she

said, “l’ve passed this separately to Mbganbo, but | thought you d be
interested: W’ ve found stealth satellites in orbit around Earth. Early

i ndi cations are that they ve been there for a considerable tine. | can report
that we’ve | earned from our experience and are taking every precaution
examning them | also wish you every good fortune in your effort to extract
Kirby.”

Wth it cane another bundle of mail.

Bill observed a discreet silence before asking whether she wi shed to view the
contents page. “Distribute it where you can,” she said. “Put mne on hold.”

Alyx was receiving offers for an account of her experiences. Publishers wanted
it, two top composers wanted to do the score and lyrics, Paul Vachon hinsel f
had bid on the rights to a nusical stage version (offering to hire her to
direct), and at |east three ghost witers were angling to do the brute work.

“I will say,” she told Hutch, “if you live through one of these things, the
payoff is fairly decent.”

A few nminutes later, they made their junp.
A MARKER BEGAN bl i nki ng on the navigation console. “Wat is it?” asked N ck

“A comet,” said Hutch. “Or it would be if it ever breaks out and gets close to
the sun.”

“It’s a piece of the oort cloud,” he suggested.
“More or less. Actually, we're off in the fringes. The chindi’s track stays
well belowit.” She frowned at Bill’'s screen, which was blank. “Bill, how s

our position | ook?”

“Wrking on it.”



“Ckay,” she said. “lI don't see any reason to hold back. Start sending the
message.”

Alyx’ s hand touched her arm squeezed it hopefully. Her status board blinked,
signaling that transni ssion had begun. Short, two Iongs, short. And Tor’'s
picture. Over and over. They would continue until there was no | onger any
hope.

“l can’t be precise about our position,” Bill said, “until we |locate the
chindi. It does appear, however, that we are close to her vector.”

“Ckay,” she said.

Wth nothing el se to occupy her, Hutch sat back in her seat and | ooked
hel pl essly at Al yx.

“You can only do what you can do,” Alyx said.

Ni ck asked whet her anyone wanted coffee. No one did, so he settled for pouring
hi nsel f a cup

“Tinme like this,” Alyx said, “and the best | can think of is a cliché. But you
know what | nean.”

“Tinmes like this,” Nick said, “people always use clichés. It’'s what we need.
Keeps things famliar and lends a kind of stability to the world.”

Hutch smiled. “That what they teach in funeral-director school ?”

“I't’s the first order of business, Hutch. \Watever el se happens, we' |l get
through it. We cone out the other side, and the world goes on.”

Hutch nmet his eyes. He really neant it. Everything was going to be okay.

Ni ck, reading her thoughts, relaxed. “I can see why he | oves you, Hutch,” he
sai d.
In the context of the conversation, it was a bolt out of the blue. “I don't

t hi nk—= she said. “He doesn’t—+ nean, there’s no, uh, relationship..”

“I't’s been obvious since he came on board. Did you think we're blind?”

“No. No, | didn't.”

She broke away from his blue eyes. Looked at the navigation screen. There was
anot her rock out there. And at the Phillies sketch. And the coffee di spenser

“Maybe | will have sone.”

“THE CHI NDI WLL pass us in one hour, forty-seven mnutes. Plus or minus 5
percent.”

Hutch took a deep breath. “All right. Bill, open a channel to Tor.”

Alyx and Nick said nothing. But she could read their expressions. \Wat are you
going to tell hinP

She had no idea. Tor would not be able to respond. He was still too far away.
But he might be able to hear her.

Odinarily, Bill would have told her the channel was open. This tine, a green



[ight blinked on, w thout coment.

“Tor,” she said, “I don’t know whether you can hear ne. | wanted you to know
we haven’t given up.”

Time slowed on the bridge. Sonebody’s chair creaked. The bl eeps and squeal s of
el ectroni c systenms throughout the ship grew audi ble. The air was thick and
warm and heavy.

“But the situation at the nonent isn’t good.” She laid it out for him
expl ai ned that the chindi had never junped, that it was slower than light,
that it was neverthel ess noving so fast they couldn’t come alongside it to
take himoff. It was too slow to catch. They were making a new attenpt to
contact whoever was running the chindi. They had an idea how it mght be
acconplished. It was a |ong shot, but they weren't going to give up

“—+ don’t want to hold out false hope,” she said.

A wi ndow opened in the navigation screen: ESTI MATED DI STANCE TO CH NDI: 3.6
AU’ s.

And below it: CH NDI MOVI NG AT .26C WHEN LAST SEEN BY LONGWORTH

“This transmi ssion won't get to you for alnost a half hour. You'll pass us a
bit later. About an hour and twenty mnutes fromthe time you receive this.
Tor..” Her voice broke, and she stopped.

OBJECTS I N OORT CLOUD PREDOM NANTLY ROCK AND | CE. SOVE | RON.

The Phillies sketch smiled down at her. Had the world ever really been that
sunlit?

“Tor, we're asking the crew to help. The aliens.” She sank back in her chair

and stared out through the bul khead into the darkness. “lI’msorry, Tor. | w sh
there were nore we coul d do.

“You won't be able to talk to me. You'll only be in range for an instant. W
estimate you' Il pass us at seventy-five thousand kil ometers per second.” She

t hought about trying to lighten the nonent, to find something clever to tel
hi m

Just as well.

“Bill,” she said, “are we still transnmitting the package for the chindi?”
“Yes, Hutch.”

“Course and speed still constant?”

“Yes, Hutch.”

“No way it could work,” she told Al yx and Nick
Al yx nodded. Nick’s jaw nuscles worked.

Hut ch kept the channel open, talking to himthroughout the approach. Wen the
chindi had closed to within 200 mllion kiloneters, she went down to the cargo
deck, collected a tel escope out of storage, and put on an e-suit. “Tor,” she
said, “I'll be outside when you pass.”



“Hutch.” Bill sounded unhappy. “There’'s a danger. If the chindi has collected
any | oose rock—=

“Bill?”

“Yes, Hutch?”

“I"I'l be outside. | won’t fall off.”

She pulled on grip shoes and a set of air tanks and activated the suit.

Thr oughout the process she continued to talk to Tor. But her voice kept going
hi gh, and she had to fight down occasional spasns of rage. Al your fault,

dummy.

“Hutch,” said Bill, “range is 40 million kilonmeters. Sensors have acquired it.
It will pass us in about eight mnutes.”

She let herself into the airlock, closed the hatch, and depressurized.
“Hutch, | wish you wouldn’t do this.”

“Don’t worry, Bill.”

Alyx’s voice: “Be careful, Hutch.”

“I' will. Bill, open the hatch.” The system hadn’t responded when she touched
the press pad. Now it cycled up into the overhead. She stepped outside and

gazed at the stars. The Twins weren't visible, of course. Even their sun was
| ost out there sonewhere.

She stood quietly until Bill interrupted her thoughts. “Hutch,” he said,
“chindi range is 4.1 mllion kilonmeters. It is fifty seconds away.”
She set the chrononeter built into her sleeve. “Were will it pass?”

“Approxi mately three hundred kil oneters off the port side.”
“Cet pictures as it goes bhy.”
“They won’t be very clear. It’s nmoving too fast.”

“Do the best you can.” She retreated to the portside sensor array, where Tor
had thrown his coin into the night. The wei ght of the sky pressed on her.

“There’s a configuration of four stars in a line two degrees off the stern
The second star is the class-B, the sun in the Genini system The chindi wll
be com ng alnmost directly out of it. Maybe a little to the far side as you
ook at it.”

“Ckay. Thanks.” She raised the tel escope.

“Don’t expect to see anything.”

“1 know.”

“I mean, even if we were only a hundred neters away, you wouldn't see
anyt hi ng.”

“Shut up, Bill.”



“I will. But | hope you don't get pinged while you' re out there. They’'l
saddl e me with making out the reports.”

She held on to the array, her feet planted on the hull, straining toward the
four stars. “lI’'moutside, Tor,” she said, quietly. “You re only a few seconds
away now. | wish you could talk to me. | wish | could nmake this easier for
you.”

The scopes lined up to try for pictures. A shadow crossed the stars. Not the
chindi. This was noving too slowy and in the wong direction. She didn’t get
a good |l ook, sinply felt its passage. A piece of the oort cloud. A rock.

Possi bly a cloud of dust.

“I love you, Tor,” she said. And she inmagi ned she heard a voice on the link, a
di stant whisper. Then it was gone, and she was left staring out at the stars.

** Chapter 32

If you listen closely, you can hear Betel geuse.
— 1 NE FROM “ HYPERLOVE, "
COVPOSED AND SUNG BY PENELOPE PROPP, 2214

TIME TO G VE up.

She wal ked across the hull and clinbed back in through the airlock. N ck asked
if she was all right, and Alyx was waiting for her when she came up the ranp
out of cargo.

Tor had stood casually at the exact spot where she’'d been and had | obbed his
dol l ar at the universe.

She thought about the coin, and the array of scopes turning to try to pick up
the chindi, and the shadowy object that had passed nearby. And the sketch
depicting her as a young goddess gazi ng down on | cepack

And al ways there would be Hutchins in the on-deck circle. A Philly. (Was that
the way they would have said it? Was the female version a filly?) Mich nore
realistic, that version of herself. Closer to the real Hutchins. Hutchins with
a smle, vulnerable, looking a little at sea about what to do with the four
bats. No, hardly w el ding them Supporting. Hanging on for dear life as she
had al ways hung on when things got tough

Ni ck | ooked at her encouragingly as they filed onto the bridge. W' Il get
through it. She tried to look as if she was in command of her own enotions,
and called up Bill. “Did we get the pictures?”

“First one com ng on-screen now.”

It was blurred.

“1"ve had to do sone enhancenent.”

The chindi took shape. It seemed el ongated, stretched to the rear, |onger and
sl eeker than she renenbered.

“There has been no reply fromits command structure,” he added unnecessarily.

“Ckay, Bill.”



”

“But | would call your attention to sonething.
focusing on the area around the exit hatch

He magnified the imge,

There was a figure. Sneared, but unquestionably Tor! He was standing with his
hand rai sed.

WAvi ng.

Letti ng her know he’d been |istening.

Soneone squeezed her shoul der. Hutch fought back tears and eased into her
chair. It was inpossible to nmake out the face, to be sure even that it was a

mal e. But she knew the yellow pullover shirt and the frunpy brown sl acks.

Tor’s clock showed that he had seventeen mnutes left. Plus six hours on the
t anks.

Her mind kept returning to Tor tossing the dollar off the hull, to the batting
circle, and to sonething else. The object that had drifted by while she was
out si de.

“Just a rock,” Bill said when she told himabout it.

A comet waiting to be born.

Swi ng four bats so one seens |ighter

My God. There was a way. But she didn’'t have enough tine.

“What’' s wrong, Hutch?” Nick was getting her a glass of water. Did she | ook
t hat beaten down?

G eenwat er.

Li near nmomentumis never |ost during a hyperspace transit.

And the conversation with Tor.

“The monentum of the coin is preserved. It gets transferred to the Menphis. So
the ship is traveling that nmuch faster when it makes the junp back into
standard space.”

“By a dollar.”

HYeS. ”

“How nuch does that conme to?”

She wi ped her eyes and | ooked again at the clock. The power cell was all but
dead. He was on his tanks. She cal cul ated what they would have to do. What
woul d be needed. It would take a half day. No less than that. No way it could
be | ess.

She put herself in his place, riding into the night, waiting for the air to
run out. She didn’'t think she’'d put up with that. Mre likely, she’d turn off
the suit. Get it over wth.

“W m ght have been able to do it,” she whispered to Bill. Her voice shook

“Do what ?” he asked gently.



She didn't reply, but Bill knew what she was sayi ng. He appeared besi de her
wearing a dark jacket and tie.

“The Greenwater Effect,” she said.
He gazed steadily at her.

“l needed to think of it sooner.” The bridge was blurry. “W can't get it done
in six hours.”

“What's the Greenwater Effect?” asked Nick

But Bill was hol di ng sonething back. “What?” she asked. “Wat aren’t you
telling me?”

“He has npbre than six hours.”

“How do you nean?” He was wrong. She was sure of it. She’'d done the
cal cul ati on herself. Set the clock herself.

“Hut ch, the chindi has been noving at a quarter |ight speed. Think about it.”
Ni ck was staring at her with a quizzical expression, asking her to explain.

Relativity! In terms of traveling through space, the superlum nals are sl ow.
Hutch wasn’t accustonmed to thinking in relativistic terns.

“Yes,” she said. Tinme was running nore slowy on the chindi. “l never
t hought =

“That’s correct, Hutch.”
“How nuch tine do we have?”
“The tenporal differential at their velocity is roughly 3 percent.

“Forty-five mnutes a day. Three days to accelerate. So make that nmaybe twenty
m nutes each. He’d been out here..

“It conmes to about four nore hours, Hutch.”

“You knew this all along.”

“Yes.”

“And you weren’'t going to tell ne.”

“l saw no reason to. It would only have caused additional pain.”

“All right. Tell me if this works.”

“Co ahead.”

The superlum nals could get up to about .027c, roughly one-tenth what she
needed to match the chindi. “If we found a rock ten tines our nmass, would the

Longworth be able to haul it up to half delta-vee?”

“Yes. | see no reason why not. But not within the specified tine.”



“I't would take nore than ten hours?”

“Yes.”

“How nuch nore?”

“Wel |l outside your paraneters. He’'d be dead before we could get there.”

“How about the nedia ship, the McCarver? It only carries a handful of people,
ri ght?”

“Its capacity is listed at five plus the captain.”
“How does its mass conpare with ours?”
“I't is 43 percent.”

kay. Maybe there was a chance yet. “Could the Longworth get a rock that was
ten tines their mass up to half delta-vee? In ten hours?”

“ Yes. ”

“Ckay. Now add the McCarver’s mass to the rock. Can it still be done?”

She saw understanding dawn in Bill’s eyes. That was another effective trick
he’d nastered. “I nmake it eight hours, fifteen minutes, with a fudge factor of

about 6 percent.”

“Wuul d sonebody,” asked Alyx, “please tell me what we’re tal king about?”

“A rescue, love,” said Hutch. “Bill, we need a channel open. Quick.”

“To whon®”

“To Tor.”

“You have it,” he said.

The Iight came on, but she thought a noment before saying anything. Don’t put
any ideas into his head. “Tor,” she said, “we have an idea that mght stil
work. Better than the other one. Hang on.”

SHE TALKED W TH Yur ki ewi cz on the Longworth and with Yuri Brownstein on the
McCarver. No one could tell her why her idea wasn't feasible, but when she' d
fini shed expl ai ni ng, Brownstein | ooked pai ned. “What happens to us when it’'s
over?” he asked. “We're adrift with no way | can see of ever getting back to

port.”

“Nobody’ s going to | eave anybody adrift. As soon as | know you're willing to
help, 1'll forward a nessage to the Acadeny. Let them know what el se we need.”

Brownstein was a small, bullet-headed nman who never smiled. “Hell, Hutch,” he
said, “it's a crazy idea, and we could be stuck like that for weeks. 1'd like
to top off ny tanks first.” He nmeant scooping off sone hydrogen from one of
the Tw ns.

“W don’t have time,” she said. “What’'s your fuel |ook |ike?”

“About 80 percent.”



“That’ s enough. How about you, John?”

“Alittle less. Seventy-three. It should be sufficient. Although we're
probably going to end up adrift out there, too.”

Brownstein | ooked |i ke a man whose pocket was being picked. “Dam it all,
Hutch, we’'re going to a lot of trouble for this guy. How d he get stuck over
there in the first place?”

“You don't want to hear it, Yuri. Right nowlet’'s concentrate on bailing him

out. And we’' |l be doing it under spectacul ar circunstances. You'll both be
her oes.”
Yur ki ewi cz’ s gaze hardened. “Yeah. |'msure.”

“It’s just the game for us,” said Brownstein. “UNN to the rescue.”

“What worries me,” said Yurkiewicz, “is that none of these engines are
designed for the kind of strain we’'re about to put on them What happens if
t hey bl ow?”

“Party’s over,” said Hutch. “But the Acadeny will accept liability for any
danages.”

“Does that,” he continued, “include funeral expenses?”

Hutch resisted the tenptation to point out she had just the man on board the
Menphi s.

Yur ki ewi cz | ooked at her skeptically. Like Matt Brawl ey he was an independent,
hired because he was available and in the right place at the right tine. “You
have the authority to speak for the Acadeny?”

Did she? Not likely. “OF course,” she said. “I"Il put it in witing if you
like.”

He considered it. “Yes,” he said. “That m ght be a good idea.”

“Meantine, we need to get this show on the road. | don't need to rem nd you
gentlenmen that time is of the essence.”

Brownst ein i nforned her he was al ready warm ng up his engines.

“Come to think of it,” said Yurkiewicz, “there m ght be a problem The
Prof essor and his people are at the Retreat. | can't |eave themthere.”

“Take himw th you,” said Hutch
“You haven't seen himthere yet. | don't think he’s going to want to | eave.”

“Tell himit’s his chance to see the chindi up close. Maybe the only one he's
going to get.”

“I HAVE A likely candidate,” said Bill. “lIt’s not ideal. There's a bit nore
mass than we would wish, but it has the advantage of being nearby.”

“We can neke it work, then?”

“ 'vaybe. ”



“Maybe? Way maybe? What’'s the hitch?”

“In theory, it should be fine. But I’mnot aware that the theory has been
tested.”

But that wasn’t the problem and they both knew it. “What el se?”

“l have no way to neasure the precise mass of the rock. | need that
information to calculate the velocity at which we should enter the sack, and
the tine we will spend there. Those factors will determine the ship’s velocity

on reenergence into sublight space.”

“Can’t you make an estinmate based on fuel expenditure when we begin to
accel erate the thing?”

“Yes. But keep in mind that three ships are involved, and the nethod, even

with one, is not precise. A small inexactitude can bring us out at a velocity
that will lead to serious consequences.”
“Ckay. We'll just have to do the best we can. Forward the coordinates to the

other ships, and let’s get over there.” She got on the allcom and inforned her
passengers they were noving out. “One hour twelve mnutes to destination,” she
sai d.

She sent a nmessage to the Acadeny, personal to Virgil, detailing precisely
what she was going to do and expl aining the position the ships were going to
be in afterward. “W’' ||l need substantial help,” she said, “and we'll need it

as quickly as you can get it out here to us.” She then detailed the nethod the
Acadeny woul d have to use to recover the ships and the people. Sylvia wasn't
going to like it very much, but she'd like |osing another nenber of the

Cont act Soci ety even | ess.

Next she woul d need cable. Superlum nals always carried a fair amount of spare
cabl e, which was used primarily to secure cargo and supplies in flight. Sone
of the Menphis’s supply, however, had gone over to the chindi. The Longworth,

t hough, shoul d have plenty.

“WIl it be strong enough?” she asked Bill
“I"1l give you a design for the web,” he said. “If you put it together
properly, the web should be reasonably strong. W will be able to accelerate

within acceptable linmts.”

The Al supplied detailed i mages of the asteroid. It was |ong, m sshapen
swol I en at either end, a dogbone. The surface was choppy and broken, sl ashed
by ridges, pounded by rocks.

Dogbone was smaller than the Menphis, but it was five tines as massive. It was
tumbling slowy, noving in an orbit that would circle the central |um nary
every fifty thousand years or so.

They went down to the cargo bay, spread out Bill’'s plans, collected the cable,
and began putting it together. Wiile they were in the mddle of the effort,
Moganmbo came on the circuit, asking to speak with her. Very inportant. Was she
al one?

Hutch withdrew to a wor kroom

“I"’mdelighted to hear that you' ve come up with a way to rescue your man,” he
said. “Delighted. Very ingenious.”



“Thank you.”

“l should have thought of it nyself.”

|"msure you will, Professor. “Wiat can | do for you, sir?”
“I want to go on board the chindi.”
“I"'msure that’ || become possible in tinme.”

“No, that’s not what | mean, Hutch.”

“Not a good idea, Professor.”

“Hutch, I'’mtransferring to the McCarver. |1’ve already cleared it with Captain
Brownst ei n. When you take your man off, | want you to put me and a small party
of ny people on board.”

“Prof essor =

“Please don't tell me it’'s hazardous and you can’'t do it.

The chindi has set course and is now noving at a steady velocity, which it

will maintain for the next two centuries. It will still be cruising exactly as
it is nowwhen | retire. Wen you retire. Your grandchildren will be able to
cone out here and visit this thing. So there’s absolutely no reason not to do
this.”

“Why are you asking ne? 1'Il only be a passenger on board the MCarver.”

“Captain Brownstein refuses. Says he has no authority. Says there are safety
regul ati ons.”

“And you think I can di ssuade hi n®?”

“l know you can. You understand the inportance of this m ssion, and you have
instructions fromthe Acadeny to assist ne in every way possible. This is
essential, Hutch. Please talk to your fellow captain and explain to himwe
must go on board.” He | ooked at her. The man was desperate. “Please, Hutch

You’' ve been directed to help. | need your help.”
“You'll only have a limted time over there. And when | tell you it’'s done, to
cone back, you'll conme. Right?”

“Yes, of course.”

Where’'ve | seen this show before? “And no one will be held liable in the event
of m schance.”

“No. There won’t be any problemthere. | assure you.”

“I"1'l want it in witing.”

** Chapter 33

O ny baby’s comn’ get ne
O f the Babyl on Express—
—HAVMURABI SM TH, THE BABYLON EXPRESS, 2221



“ T(P. ”

Hut ch had spoken to himout of the void. Her voice sounded strange, but it was
her: “Tor, | don’t know whet her you can hear ne. | wanted you to know we
haven’t given up.”

G ve up? Wy woul d she give up? The chindi was drifting quietly, if indeed it
was drifting at all. It seened stationary, |ocked against the imovable
background of stars. A child could navigate al ongsi de and take him off. What
was goi ng on?

“Hutch,” he’d whispered into the link, as if soneone night overhear, “where
are you? Where' ve you been?”

It came again: “But the situation isn't good.”

They were having a problemwi th the Menphis. Wat he'd feared all al ong was
true. He called her nane, begged her to answer, demanded to know what was

W ong.

“The chindi never junped.”

He knew that. So what ?

“—Sl ower than |ight—" Reception wasn’t good. She sounded far away.

“Hut ch. Where the hell are you?”

“—Moving too fast—=

And then it was gone. Not so rmuch as a whi nper cane back to him

He' d spent nobst of his time out on the surface. He'd been there now al nost a
week and he had no idea why they’'d | eft himbecause even if the Menphis had
devel oped nechani cal problenms, the Longworth was in the area. Were was

ever ybody?

What ever had happened, he knew fromthe way Hutch had sounded, knew with a
terrible certainty, that he was not going to survive. He had not nuch nore
than a day left. And if Hutch's voice had conveyed anything, it was despair.
Then she was back: “—transmi ssion won't get to you for alnost a half hour
You' |l pass us a bit later. About an hour and twenty minutes fromthe tinme you
receive this. Tor-—=

Thank God. They’'d get himoff in two hours. They were waiting out there for
him He raised a fist in triunph. Two hours was good. He could live with that.
Yes indeed. He | aughed at his little joke. “Thank you, Hutch.”

“Tor, we're asking the crew to help. The aliens.”

The aliens? “Hutch, can you hear ne?” Hell, there were no aliens. “Hutch
where are you? Pl ease respond, damm it.”

“I"'msorry, Tor. | wish there were nore we could do.”
It nmade no sense. “Hutch, there’'s nothing alive out here except nme.”

“You won't be able to talk to me. You'll only be in range for an instant. W



estimate you' Il pass us at seventy-five thousand kil oneters per second.”

No, that wasn’'t true. Couldn’'t be true. The stars were notionl ess. The chi nd
was notionless. “There’'s been a m stake,” he told her. “I’madrift. Not noving
at all.”

He waited, and then he called her name. He stood up and | ooked out at the
stars. “That’'s not what happened,” he said. “Hutch..

SHE CONTINUED TO talk to him telling himthey were trying to figure out what
they could do, that she was sorry, that she would do anything to get him

of f . The transm ssion was periodically overwhel med by | ong periods of

i nterference. Betel geuse saying hello.

He' d been strolling about on the outside, wandering anmong the hills and rock
barrens. He remenbered Hutch, | ong ago, comenting how archeol ogi sts were
forever unearthing antique structures and extracting what they could from
them and how they al ways ended by commenting What a story you could tell if
you coul d only talk.

They liked to think they were able to nmake the old tenples talk. That they
listened to the tools and the pottery and, at Beta Pac, the |ong-dead alien
orbiter. But they knew, Hutch had said, it was a very limted conversation
Even the king's nanme tended to get |ost.

But the eyes of the chindi were, it seemed, everywhere. And its voice spoke to
anyone who could figure out how to get aboard. Had that been the intention?
Was this thing a gift to anyone able to find it? O had it gotten l[ost?

He was running low on air, so he went back to the exit hatch, |ooked down, and
was pleased to see that his done was still there. Every time he returned he
held his breath, aware there had been a chance that, while he was gone, the
robots would have hauled it off. C eanup crew, you know. Can't have trash
 yi ng about.

He' d experinented by |eaving a few crunpl ed pi eces of paper in various
corridors. They'd invariably disappeared a day or so later. But they never
took the donme away.

Sonebody knew. Maybe they didn't know how to help him

He clinbed back down the | adder. One of the robots was approaching. It had to
nove to one side to get around the done.

He stepped in front of it and it stopped. The bl ack discs that served,
presunmably, as eyes, |ocked on him

“Hello,” he said. “Take nme to your captain.”
The robot waited.
“Can you understand ne? |I'’mstranded. | need help.”

It tried to nmove past, but he stayed in front of it. “You guys are interested
in everything el se. But we invade you, and you don’t notice. Wiy is that?”

They were caretakers. He'd clinbed aboard one several days ago and ridden it
until it turned into one of the chanmbers. The thing had begun running a
program a bl oodcurdling spectacle in which a city built of marble,

overl ooking a sea, was attacked by a cloud. One of the omega cl ouds, he



t hought, the things that came out of galaxy central in waves every eight
t housand years or so to attack pieces of geonetry. One of the |ast great
nysteries.

The i mages had been indistinct, and the robot put everything back into focus
and left. It had never paid any attention whatever to Tor

He spent a lot of time on his journal, recording his experiences anong the

di spl ays and outside on the hull. (Since the Menphis had | eft he no | onger had
the capability of recording the displays thenselves.) But when he read over
his comments and found that they’'d become maudlin, he went back and nade

del eti ons. Rerecorded everything. Eventually, he knew, someone would cone. Any
| ast words he left would becone part of the chindi |egend. So he tried to
remai n cool, aloof, archly amused. He pictured people at the Snithsonian

| ooki ng at a nock-up of one or another of the display chanmbers. And eventually
conm ng to the Thoughts of Tor Vi nderwahl

Yes, cool and al oof. The sort of person they’'d all have wanted to know.

He watched the robot trundl e away, disappearing finally around a corner

t hi nking how glorious it would be if it worked, if it went directly up to the
bri dge and sunmoned the captain. Tor’s waiting down near the exit hatch, sir.
He needs a couple of canisters of oxygen. Just enough to get himthrough unti
t he Menphis can come al ongsi de and collect him It’s been good to have you
aboard, M. Vinderwahl. Do come again when you' re in the nei ghborhood.

HE VENT I NSIDE the donme and refilled his tanks. The status | anp was getting
dim He stood in front of the punp feeling | ost and al one and very sorry for
himsel f. And then he shook it off as best he could and went back outside to
wait for the Menphis to pass by.

Hutch was al so outside, on the hull of her ship. She said so, twice. He
checked the time. Only a few m nutes away now. OF course, there was no way to
know whet her she was bei ng exact. Usually when peopl e use an expression |ike
we'll be there in an hour and a half, there’'s a certain anbunt of |oose change
in either direction.

“Hutch,” he said into the comlink, “I wanted to spend the rest of my life
with you.” He grinned. It |ooked as if that was going to happen

The flat |evel buzz of the universe cane back. If you listen closely, the old
song lyric went, you can hear Betel geuse.

“I"'mstill here, Tor.”

Hutch’s voice again, electrifying in its inmmnence, as though she sat behind
him or behind one of the ridges.

“Hut ch, can you hear ne yet? Tell ne if you can hear ne.”

“You're only a few seconds away now. | wi sh you could talk to ne.”

As do I.

The ridges out on either side of the exit hatch were low. Barely ripples in
the rock. But he selected a spot that seened the highest place, although he
coul d al nost have seen over it. He walked to it, shook his head, and clinbed

it. The Menphis should be strai ght ahead. Somewhere beyond the front of the
chindi. Beyond where the ridges neet. Sonewhere.



He waited patiently, shielding his eyes froma nonexistent glare. There was
noverrent off to one side. But it was only a spray of dust. A m croneteor

And then: “I |ove you, Tor.”
Wl |, that |ast was good news anyhow.

THERE WAS A subtle change in the transm ssion, in her voice, infornmng himhe
was on the downsi de of the Doppler. “Good-bye, Priscilla,” he said.

He stayed on his feet, wishing that a stray rock would take him renove any
need for decision on his part. Get it over.

She’ d been right. Nothing in the chindi had been worth his life. It mght have
been worth dying for in sone obscure philosophical sense. But only if soneone
el se did the dying. Wien Pete and Herman and the others had lost their lives
it had seened brave and noble, making the ultimate sacrifice for the ultimte
cause. Opening a wi ndow through which the species could at |ast get a sense of
its nei ghbors.

But the presence of Priscilla Hutchins on the Menphis underscored why it was
better to live.

HE WENT BELOW agai n, and wandered back to say good-bye to Wl fie.

The corridors that had once seened so broad and spaci ous now crowded him The
werewol f waited in the dark. Another creature far from hone.

Lost travel ers.

He stood gazing at it by the light of his wistlanp. The inplications of what
Hut ch had said about the chindi’s velocity had begun to nmake sense, and he was
feeling even nore isolated. Wile he stood facing the i mage he realized why

t he chindi had never junped, why it travel ed at high speed. And he began to
sense how truly old the ship must be.

CGeorge had hoped, when they' d first discovered it, that they’'d be able to
engage its crewin a dialogue. Hello, we're fromEarth. Were are you fol ks
fron?

“How are you doing, Wl fie?” Hutch had thought he was someone’s idea,
somewhere, of the ruler of the universe. Tor gazed at the i mge for severa
mnutes. It did ook rational. And serene. One might even say it possessed a
touch of majesty.

If anything is made in Hi s image, it should reflect reason. Anatonical design
seenms hardly rel evant.

“I never believed in You,” he said. “Still don't.” He switched off the |ight.
“CGood-bye, Wlilfie. | won't be along this way again.”

Its eyes seenmed to have becone visible.

He backed toward the door. “If you could see your way clear to help, though
|"d be grateful.”

HE TOPPED OFF his tanks, probably for the last tinme, and set them aside. The
cell was near exhaustion. Best course now, if he wanted to drag things out,
was to stay in the done until the lights went off. Figuratively, of course,
since everything that could be turned off was off. But he should wait it out



here until life support shut down and the air started to go bad. Then switch
to the tanks.

That was what he should do. It might be easier to end it. But he did not
bel i eve he could bring hinself to deactivate the suit.

He was still relatively young, and he loved the sunlight. He had a sudden

vi sion of the Menphis pulling up alongside and finding himdead. O Hutch in
tears, inconsolable, clasping himto her breast. Regretting the lost tinme they
m ght have had toget her

Qdd. There was a degree of satisfaction in that.
Hut ch continued to speak to him her voice carried by the relay. He knew it
was hard on her. But it would have been hard even if he’d been a stranger. It

wasn’'t easy standi ng around watchi ng soneone die.

Vel |, whatever happened from here on, he wasn't going to turn out his own
lights. You wouldn’t find Vinderwahl pulling the plug. No, nma’ am

“Tor.” Her voice again. She sounded far away now. “We have an idea that m ght
work. Better than the other one. Hang on.”

Anot her idea. He hoped they weren't trying to raise the chindi’s chief
engi neer.

Ten mnutes later, life support failed. Fans stopped. The hunming in the walls
stopped. He turned on a lanp and was surprised to see that it still worked. It
was dim but it worked. No point in conserving. He left it on and sat quietly
until the air in the dome started feeling heavy, until it rem nded himof his

washroom adventure. And then he tugged on the e-suit, connected his tanks, and
activated the energy field.

He turned the lanp off and went back up through the exit hatch

** Chapter 34

There is in every true wonan’s heart a spark of heavenly fire, which lies
dormant in the broad daylight of prosperity; but which kindles up, and beans
and bl azes in the dark hour of adversity.

—WASHI NGTON | RVI NG THE SKETCHBOOK, 1820

AT ABOUT THE time power was shutting down in Tor’s pocket dome, the MCarver
and the Longworth reported they were on the way, and bringing lots of cable
and connectors. Bill began broadcasting so they'd have no trouble finding the
Mermphi s when they cane out of the sack

For Alyx, it was becom ng unbearably exciting. Wen Hutch excused herself
because she had to start preparing Dogbone for the operation, she vol unteered
to go al ong.

“You sure?” asked Hutch, while N ck suggested it was dangerous.

Was she sure? Alyx was beginning to feel like a veteran. She strolled down to
the cargo bay, pulled on her e-suit and air tanks w thout help, and activated
the Flickinger field. Hutch wore a go-pack. She’d made up three | oops of
cabl e, exhausting all that they had left. She tied two of themtogether and
gave the third to Alyx, who pulled it over her shoul der. They went into the
airlock (Alyx was still linping a bit, but this was no tinme to give in to



m nor injuries) and | ooked across at Dogbone, which was al nost cl ose enough to
touch. It was imense. A boulder nore than three-quarters the size of the
ship. “I don't believe it,” she said. “We're going to hustle that up to
several thousand kil ometers per second?”

“l hope so,” said Hutch, “But we’'ll have help.”

If it |ooked far too massive to accel erate to any appreciable velocity, it was
pretty small to wal k around on. This wasn't like going into the nponbase at
1107. O even onto the chindi

It struck her as a far nore unnerving act, but she wasn't scared, as she'd
expected to be. Instead she had to danp down her elation. (Did she actually
feel enthusiastic about sticking her neck out like this?) Wth luck, Bil
woul d be taking pictures, and she could see them playi ng around the world.
ALYX BALLI NGER | N DARI NG RESCUE.

Lovel y.

Hut ch pushed herself gently out the door, crossed the void, descended snoothly
ont o Dogbone, turned, and waved. Easy as pie. The wonman shoul d consider a
career in dancing.

Al yx waved back and followed. The gravity went away and she di scovered that
floating across to Dogbone cane as easily as if she’d been born to it. She was
tethered to Hutch, who smiled at her as she arrived, and patted her shoul der
Good show and all that. Alyx glowed in the warnth of her approval.

Bill had matched the tunble and rotation of the asteroid fairly closely so
that the Menphis noved only slowy across the sky. That was good. Kept her
fromgetting ill.

The stars rotated pretty quickly though. And there was no horizon. It was |ike
standi ng on the edge of a piece of rock with a precipice all around and no
bottom The stars rolled up one side, scranbled thenselves, and drifted back
down the other.

“Don’t look at them” Hutch warned. “Keep your eyes on the ground.”

Such as it was.

They stroll ed across Dogbone, exam ning the terrain. Hutch found what she

wanted, a relatively snoboth spot in the center of the long axis. “W' Il put
the McCarver here,” she said. They wapped three pieces of cable conpletely
around the object, literally walking around it to do so. Alyx would have

preferred to stay put and let Hutch circle the rock, but they were tethered,
so she had to foll ow

They cinched the cable to secure it. Hutch began | ooking at the rock, making
faces, jabbing her finger, and maki ng comments |like “Yes, right here,” and “I
think that’ Il work.”

Hutch al so spent a lot of time talking to Tor. She told himin detail what
they planned to do, how they were nmoving as quickly as they coul d. She sent
himthe tinetable, encouraged him assured himthat the situati on now | ooked
encour agi ng.

Sonetimes she handed it off to Alyx, who was too accustomed to having an
audi ence to be able to talk confortably into a commink with no indication
there was even anybody |istening. Nevertheless, she tried. “It’Il be good to



have you back, Tor,” she said. And, “Hutch is confident we can pull this off.”
And, “We’re planning a party in your honor.”

Henry C aynoor’s producer, a man naned Easter, called over in the mddle of
everything, while they were connecting additional cable to the base units. He
was delighted to find Alyx al ong on the m ssion. Wuld she consent to an

i nterview?

O course she would. O aynoor was a popular figure with a big audi ence. She'd
wat ched himdo his comentaries, C aymbor on the Mddle East, C aynoor on why
religious belief grew stronger as the evidence for a nechanical universe
mount ed, C aynoor on why we shoul d di scontinue the Methusel ah Project, which
prom sed a thousand-year |life span

H s professional persona had al ways seenmed a bit stodgy, and she’ d have
preferred an interviewer who was closer in spirit to the younger generation
But out in the boondocks, one took what was avail abl e.

Wth about nine hours to go, they finished everything they could do and sat
back to wait for the other ships. “So this is what a comet |ooks like,” Alyx
said, kicking at the frozen surface. “It’s not much of an oort cloud. | don’'t
see anything el se out there at all.”

“You woul dn’t if you were back home in our oort cloud either,” said Hutch
“The rocks tend to be spread out over a pretty w de space.”

The chunk on which they stood was probably several billion years old, left
over fromthe formation of the planetary system “W’re lucky,” Hutch said.
“This thing is in close. It’s right where we needed it to be.”

“How far out is the one at hone?”

“The oort cloud? About a light-year away fromthe sun.”

“And this one?”

“A few light-days.” Hutch kept |ooking at the tine.

”

“I wonder why that is,” said Al yx.

Hut ch shrugged. She didn’t know the details. “Cort clouds format all Kkinds of
different distances. It seens to be dependent on the nunber, size, and
| ocation of the planets, as well as solar mass.”

“Let’s get to details,” said Alyx. “Wen the tine cones, who's going to cut
the cabl e?”

“I"m hoping we can find a qualified volunteer on one of the other ships.”
Hut ch, of course, would be aboard the MCarver. They needed three people on
t he Longwort h.

“You really think you can find somebody?”

“Probably.”

“How about me?”

“You're not experienced outside.”

“l beg your pardon, Priscilla, but where did you think we are at the nonent?



Where have we been several tinmes over the past few weeks?”

“l know you’ ve been out, Alyx. But you're still newat this. W'd |ike to have
some experienced people.”

“Look. | can do this. It’'s not exactly conplicated. Anyway, you’ ve already
admtted there probably isn't anybody el se.”

“I know. | was going to ask you.” Hutch | ooked down at the icy surface.

“I't’s just a matter of cutting a cable, right? | already know where to make
the cut. And the | aser seens sinple enough to operate. \Wat el se do | need?”

“You need to know how to run the go-pack.”
“ W]y?”
“I'n case you fall off.”

“So show me.”

“ MM!!

“What el se do you have to do for the next couple of hours?” Al yx | ooked deep
into Hutch’s blue eyes. “Listen, |I'mpart of this. As much a part as you are,
or anybody else. | want to help. And I'mready, willing, and able.”

Hut ch turned shining eyes on her. “Thanks, Al yx,” she said.

They enbraced, briefly. On the periphery of her vision, Alyx noticed a flash,
somet hing barely glinpsed, but gone when she tried to focus on it. Starlight
and passing ice, she thought.

“The Longworth has just conpleted its junp into the area,” said Bill. “ETA
fifty-six mnutes.”

THE LONGAORTH WAS enornous. It dwarfed both the Menphis and Dogbone. And it
turned out they had plenty of help. Half a dozen volunteers, sonme faniliar
with e-suits, and some apparently learning, piled out and joined the effort to
secure the rock to the two ships.

They brought substantially nmore cable. People in shorts and shirts enbl azoned
wi th university sl ogans swarmed over the ice, stringing |lines, connecting
links, drawing a web around the rock. Unfortunately, they had no push-button
devices that would all ow them when the tine cane, to separate the cables from
the ships. They’'d have to do that nanually.

Moganmbo surprised Hutch by seeking her out, introducing her to two people he
wanted to take with himon the McCarver. He was trying to be friendly, but he
had to work at it. He wanted so desperately to get to the chindi that she
suspected he’'d have a stroke if the tactic didn't work and they failed to
catch up with it.

Hs two ai des were a physicist and an engi neer, a woman and a nan, both old
enough, she thought, to know better than to board the chindi. But they
conplimented her on her “ingenuity,” and thereby won her over. Hutch knew she
was a sucker for a few words of praise, but then who wasn’t? She advi sed t hem
to stay away fromthe chindi, but otherwise let it go.

Moganmbo asked whet her she had arranged for himto be taken on board the



McCarver. “Brownstein’s being a horse’s ass. He doesn’t understand how
i mportant this is.”

Hutch had forgotten the request.

She had no social connection with the captain of the McCarver. But the pilots
usual | y accomodat ed one another. “1’ve been a little preoccupi ed, Professor
Let me see what | can do.”

“You won’t forget?”
She nodded wearily. “1’lIl do what | can, Professor.”

The McCarver reported in. She had materialized on the far side of the
uncertainty envel ope, but she was en route and woul d nake the rendezvous
within two hours.

HUTCH SUPERVI SED THE conpl eti on of the web. She stayed as close as possible to
Bill's design. But there were areas that created problens, particularly a set
of sharp-edged ridges al ong what woul d becone the rear of Dogbone. The ridges
| ooked capable of cutting through the Iines, so they went after themwth

| asers, but gave up because it was taking too |l ong, and instead redesigned the
net.

When they were satisfied it was strong enough, they ran lines up to the
Longworth and secured the rock to her underbelly. Bill rotated the Menphis on
its long axis and eased her in along the opposite side of the asteroid. Lines
wer e exchanged in both directions, secured, and tightened. The asteroid was
now supported between the undersections of the two ships by a network of

cabl es sixty or so neters |ong.

There foll owed an unconfortable hour while they waited for the McCarver. Too
long. It was taking too |ong.

If everything worked, they were still going to have to go hunting for the
chindi. And tinme was becomni ng desperately short.

Hut ch t ook advantage of the delay to open a channel to Brownstein.

“I don't like him” Brownstein said. He had an accent she couldn’t quite
pl ace. Eastern Europe, probably.

“As a favor,” Hutch persisted, turning on the old charm

She was standi ng beneath the Longworth’s hull. It was an ungainl y-1| ooki ng
craft, long and bl ocky, a series of boxes of different dinmensions stuck
together like a child s puzzle. Symretry seened to be the only concession to
aest heti cs.

He gazed at her, and she knew he woul d make the acconmodati on. “ Suppose
somet hi ng happens to one of thenf”

“You've no liability. | have it in witing.”
After a long pause: “All right. I'lIl do it for you.”

“Thanks, Captain.” She shifted tone. AOd friends, just between us. “Was there
a probl en?”

“He forgot to ask. He started telling me he would cone aboard and | woul d do



so and so.”
“Yeah. Ckay. I’'ll have himmake the request again.”
“I't’s all right. You want him al ong, he cones.”

She also talked to Tor, told himthe operation was on schedul e, assured him
everything | ooked pretty good. “We're com ng,” she said. “Just stay put.”

Stay put. She regretted the remark al nost before she’d said it. But it was too
late to call it back

“THEY' RE HERE,” HUTCH told Tor as she watched lights nmove through the sky. The
McCarver, the Mac, was little nore than a yacht.

“Ckay,” sonebody said. “Let’s roll.”

The Mac went to reverse thrusters, aligned itself with the other two ships,
and drifted between themto take her place on the asteroid. Unlike them she
touched her hull to the rock

The McCarver was |ess than half the size of the Menphis. Dogbone was
consi derably bi gger than she was.

The work crew tied her down.

Her main hatch opened while Hutch and Yurkiewi cz were giving the web a fina
i nspecti on. Brownstein appeared, waved, and descended to the surface. “Sorry
I"'mlate,” he said.

Hut ch shook hands and t hanked himfor his help. Meantine, lines were attached
to the media ship, and she was secured to the asteroid.

Moganmbo and his two conpani ons appeared. He told Brownstein how happy he was
to see him how pleased to be able to ride along with him (He appeared to be
getting smarter.) He introduced his coll eagues, Teri Hankata, fromthe
Quraquat space station, and Antonio Silvestri, who' d been | eadi ng an

i nspection teamthat had been trying to find out why terraform ng on that
wor | d had been goi ng wong. They were wearing go-packs, and carrying ot her
equi prent, which, with Brownstein’s pernission, they stored in the MCarver.

They’ d brought a pocket dome with them a |arger nodel than the one Tor had,
whi ch woul d be put to use while they canped out on the chindi. Mganbo al so
did what he could to reassure everyone. “lI know all this is an inconvenience,”
he said. “But we only want to take a quick |ook.”

“l hope so,” said Brownstein. “You' re aware we nay be stranded al ongside this
thing for a while. In which case | won’t care nuch whether you're with ne or
over there. But when |I'mready to leave, |I'Il expect you to conme back. Wthout
any delay.”

“Cf course.”

“I haven't the luxury of being able to wait around. If you' re not on board
when we're ready to go, it'll be sayonara.”

Moganmbo wasn’t used to being talked to in that fashion, and he struggl ed
visibly to keep everything am cabl e.

Hutch and the others in the party got a quick introduction to Henry C aynoor.



G aynoor was one of those tall, self-inportant types, |oaded with a kind of
sticky charm who had never learned to turn it off. Dark hair, dark eyes,
brandy voice that seened to lend significance to every detail of existence. He
was a di stant man working hard at being casual. Tendencies, she thought, that
had been magnified by the rejuvenation treatments, which had fended off the
debilities of aging w thout naking himyouthful. He seened |ike one of those
unf ortunates who had never been young. Hutch couldn’t imagi ne himhaving a
good ti me.

The McCarver lay flat on Dogbone’'s surface. The work crews secured it by
| ashi ng cabl es around the central stem and over the Mac's hull

Hutch tried to help but it turned out the work team had practiced while en
route. “Just stay clear, ma’am” one of themtold her

And nore quickly than she coul d have hoped, they were finishing up

Hut ch said good-bye to Alyx and Nick. “Been a pleasure,” she said. “See you at
hone.” She offered to get a volunteer fromone of the other vessels to provide
what ever assi stance they m ght need.

They declined, and Hutch rem nded themthey d be nmarooned on the Menphis
indefinitely. Alyx said they’'d be fine, could take care of thenselves. And
Ni ck | ooked delighted. Stranded with Al yx? A man could do worse.

The Iine crew announced everything was ready to go, and Brownstein wasted no
ti me warning everyone that they were about to | eave, that they would be in a
“fast forward” node (by which he neant they’ d be accelerating) for two hours.
“Let’s nove out,” he said.

As the volunteers retreated to their respective ships, all but one to the
Longworth, Brownstein invited Hutch to sit with himon the bridge. They waited
through a tense few nmi nutes, exchanging comrents on how they woul dn’t want to
go through anything like this again, until the Al inforned themthey were
ready to depart. The captain warned his passengers, then | eaned over and shook
Hut ch’ s hand. “Good |uck,” he said.

The engi nes on the Menphis and the Longworth ignited. They began to nove.

The McCarver remmined quiet. For the early part of the voyage, she would be
strictly cargo.

Hutch spoke to Tor over her link. “Under way,” she said.

PROCEEDI NG W TH DELI BERATI ON, the two superlum nal s dragged Dogbone out of
orbit, turned in the direction of the chindi, and began to accelerate. Bill
had predicted the cable would take the strain, but it was neverthel ess
unconfortable to watch the net between the rock and the ships pull tight and
begin to stretch.

Bill was relaying all significant data to the McCarver. Hutch was especially
concer ned about engi ne tenperatures. The propul sion system was designed to run
continually for about an hour maxi num whi ch—dander normal conditi ons—was nore
than sufficient to provide adequate power to the junmp engines. On this

excur sion, because of the deadwei ght they were hauling, they were going to
need nore than two hours of non-stop acceleration to achieve that objective.

Brownst ei n provi ded coffee, and they sat tal king, watching their velocity
mount, watching the clock. Occasionally, Hutch talked to Tor, and to Al yx and
Nick in the Menphis. And to Bill



They passed .005c. Half of 1 percent of |ight-speed. Target velocity was
. 026¢.

“1'"1l believe it when | see it,” said Brownstein.

From the Longworth, Yurkiewi cz reported all in order. “Burning nmore fuel than
| want to. But we’ve nmade sone adjustments.”

Later, C aynoor appeared beside her in virtual. “Eventually, I'd like to do a
show with you, Hutch,” he said. “But 1'Il want to get some background first.
Aren’t you the same wonman who was caught on Deepsix | ast year? Got rescued by
Gregory MacAllister?”

That wasn’t exactly the way it had happened, but he wasn’t interested in
corrections. He asked where she’d grown up, how she’'d becone a pilot, why
she’ d become a pilot, whether she had kids, what she did in her spare tine.
What was her connection with the guy caught out on the alien rust bucket, Tor
What zi s- nane?

“He’ s a passenger,” she said.

“Just a passenger?” He | ooked suspicious and di sappoi nted. “No persona
feeling for the man?”

“He’s a passenger. |I’mresponsible for all my passengers.”

She answered his questions as best she could, and finally asked to be excused.
“l need to communicate with him” she said.

“Wth whon?”
“Tor.”

G aynoor was visibly surprised. “You're in touch with hin 1’'d been given to
under stand-¥eél 1, never mind. May | speak with him too?”

“He can’t answer you,” she said.
“Why not ?”

“He’s too far away. The transm ssion fromthe chindi doesn’'t have enough power
to reach this far.”

“Then how do you know he's listening? Do we know for certain he’'s stil
alive?”

“We know he was alive a few hours ago.”
“And how do you know t hat ?”

She showed himthe picture. Tor standing atop one of the ridges with his arns
rai sed. Waving. The hatch open off to one side.

“Magni ficent,” he said. “And this is the outside of the chindi? Wy,
that’ s”—he hesitated—very affecting. Good stuff.”

Brownst ei n | ooked over at her. “Passing .008c,” he said.

“Doubl e-oh eight cee? Is that significant, Hutch?”



“It’s a bit less than 1 percent of light-speed. It's as fast as |’ ve ever
travel ed.”

“HUTCH,” SAID BILL, “our number two is overheating.”

They were still alnost fifty mnutes fromthe junmp. “lI know,” she said. “W’ ve
been watching it on the board.” Sone rise in tenperature was inevitable with
this kind of sustained use. Less than six minutes |ater they began seeing it
in the Longworth. But there were nmeasures the ships could take. The cool ant
could be nodified, the fuel m xture adjusted, danping procedures instituted.

I f necessary, they could even shut down for a few minutes, but it was tine
they didn’t have to spare.

Hutch conferred with Bill and directed sone changes. The tenperatures
stabilized.

Moganmbo got on the link periodically to reassure hinself. Are we still on
schedul e? How are the engi nes hol ding up? Had there been any evidence at all,
any at all, of life aboard the chindi? How far forward had they been on the

shi p? How deep? Had they seen any sign at all of engineering spaces?

Antonio Silvestri, who'd cone aboard with Mbganbo, came by the bridge. “You
don’t remenber ne, do you?” he asked.

He was smallish, not much taller than she. dive skin, black hair, dark eyes.
Quite good-1ooking, with features that were al nost fem nine.

She’ d seen hi m sonmewhere, but she was terribly sorry. Don't recall where.

“Call me Tony,” he said disarmngly. “You took ne over to Pinnacle fromthe

station once, years ago.” He spoke English with a slight Italian accent. "It
was only a two-day flight, and | really shouldn’t expect you to renmenber. But
I remenber you.” The eyes flashed. “1 understand your concern for your

passenger, M. Kirby. He is an artist, is he not?” Nodding. “I |ooked up his

work when | heard.” He smiled. “He is worth saving. If | can do anything,
pl ease don’t hesitate to ask.”

Hutch also had a few mnutes with Teri Hankata, Mganbo' s other outrider. She
was nmore |ike her boss, perfunctorily polite, but anbitious and, Hutch
t hought, desperately intent on boarding the chindi

“TH RTY-NINE M NUTES TO system junp,” said the McCarver’'s Al, which responded
to the nanme Jennifer and, unlike Bill, exhibited a no-nonsense attitude. “Two
mnutes to ignition.”

Br ownst ei n nodded and i nforned the passengers. “Not that it really matters,”
he added. “1 don’t think you'll notice any difference.”

The captain had turned the entire operation over to Jennifer—pointedly not
Jenny, Hutch | earned when she tried to use the dinm nuti ve—who counted down the
final mnute in ten-second increments, and then the |ast few seconds. It was
all very dramatic, and the yacht’'s engines fired precisely on schedule. The
McCarver lifted against the lines securing it to the asteroid. It didn't have
much push, but it did have sone, and that reduced the stress on the other
vessels. The rise in their engine tenmperatures, which had reached al arning

| evel s, declined somewhat. When it began to clinb again it did so nore slowy.

“We are gulping fuel like bandits,” Yurkiewicz inforned themfromthe
Longwort h.



“Long as it holds out another half hour,” said Hutch

They were by then approaching .018c, and had broken every record for attained
velocity. “And we’ve done it,” said Brownstein, “hauling that son of a bitch
along with us.” He jerked his thunmb out at Dogbone.

G aynoor came on-line again. Audio only. “Hutch? Are you busy? May | have a
nonent ?”

“Yes, M. Caynoor? What can | do for you?”
“Hutch, is it true you' re going outside when the big ships unhitch?”

“No,” she said, knowi ng i medi ately where the conversation was headed. “I’m
staying right where | am”

“l heard something different,” he said, disappointed. He turned his attention
to Brownstein. “Yuri.’

“Yes, sir?”

“Can you arrange for me to go outside during the operation? I'll want to get
some cl ose-ups.”

“Not a good idea, M. C aynoor.”

“Why not?” Hi s voice rose slightly.

“W have to get that over and done with in the shortest possible tine.”
“l can get in and out in a couple of mnutes.”

“Sir, we'll still be accelerating. You d get ripped off the hull. Not at al
good for your digestion.”

" O,]. ”
“It’s not like the last tine.”

Brownstein didn't explain what the last time referred to, but she could guess
that he’' d been allowed to wal k around somewhere in an e-suit.

“Dam,” he said. “W’ve got a hell of a story devel oping here, and we're
m ssing the pictures.”

“We’ || be getting pictures fromthe scopes.”

“I’”ve been watching them They' re not good enough.”

“Doesn’t matter. It’'s not physically possible.”

“Browni e, people are going outside to cut the cables. It nust be possible.”

He was right. There would be a couple of minutes during which the drives would

be shut down. But they were going to be noving quickly. No time for
picture-taking. If they missed their window, it would be over.

“I' will not get in the way,
agai n.

Cl aynoor said. He seened to be addressing Hutch



Brownst ei n gl anced over at her, his eyes suggesting it was her call.
“He’ s your boss?” she asked.

Yes, he is.

She turned back to the journalist. “M. Caynoor,” she said. “The captain’s
right. You go out there, we could |lose you. But if you insist, and you're
willing to come back in as soon as | tell you-=

“Ch, yes,” he said. “No problemthere.”

“You know how to wear an e-suit?”

“Of course.”

“Yuri thinks | should take you when I go out, so we'll do it.”
“Thanks. You too, Yuri.”

The Longworth’s tenperatures were starting up again, but Yurkiew cz reassured
themthey' d be all right, that he would hold it together as |Iong as he had to,
but she should know that he woul d need new engi nes when it was over.

Bill reported continued mld overheating, but under control. “W’re running
short of fuel though. W're using it at a substantial rate.”

There were fail-safes built into the engines on both the Longworth and the
Mermphi s that would cut in to shut themdown if conditions becane intolerable.
In fact, the failsafe on the Longworth woul d have acted al ready except that
Yur ki ewi cz had obviously overridden it. The unit on the Menphis didn’t allow
tinkering. But conditions were | ess severe there.

Brownst ei n passed her a sandw ch. “Relax,” he said. She wasn't sure where the

food had cone from
“Approachi ng junp node,” said Jennifer. “Eight mnutes to shutdown.”

Nei t her the Longworth nor the Menphis woul d have enough fuel left to halt its
forward notion. Wien the attenpt was over, Hutch thought, they were all going
to need rescuing.

The sandwi ch was roast beef. She chewed it slowy, tried to concentrate on it.
Enjoy it.

ALYX S MOMENT OF glory had arrived. She rel eased her restraints and cli nbed
out of her chair. On the Longworth, Yurkiewi cz's people would be doing the
same t hing.

She strode down to the cargo bay, slipped snoothly into an e-suit, picked up
her air tanks, and collected the laser cutter. Then she pulled on a go-pack

“Three mnutes,” said Bill. “I remind you that cutting the outside Iines
shoul d be done with expedition.” The Al was transmtting outside, speaking to
everyone in all three ships.

Al yx opened the airlock. She was going over the route she would foll ow once
she got on the hull



She stepped inside, |eaning against the bul khead to keep her bal ance agai nst
t he constant accel eration. She closed the i nner door and depressuri zed.

Hutch ran a quick check fromthe MCarver. Was everybody ready on the
Longwort h? Aye, they were all set. In their case, the three volunteers had to
cut eight lines, two of which were | ess accessible, neaning farther away from
the airl ocks, than anything Alyx had to worry about.

The Mac’s engines were hot. The little yacht, even with the hel p, was sinmply
haul i ng too much nmass for too | ong. Brownstein saw her gl ance at the nunbers
and shook his head. W're a little warm he seened to be signaling, but we're
okay.

Was Al yx ready?
“Yes, | am”

“Thirty seconds,” said Bill.

Al yx opened the outer hatch, but stayed away fromit. They were stil

accel erating, she was off-bal ance, pressed against the rear bul khead, and it
woul dn’t do to fall out.

Bill counted down the last ten seconds. When tinme expired, the engi nes shut
off on all three ships. The tendency to fall backward agai nst the bul khead was
gone. She stood away fromthe wall, checked her sense of bal ance, which needed

a few seconds to return to normal, and stepped out of the hatch. At the sane
time, three people noved out of the Longworth. She saw their lanps glitter as
they scattered across the hull

The Menphis was secured to the asteroid by cables attached to the docking gear
aft, a cargo hoi st am dships, and an auxiliary nultipurpose |inking nmount
forward. The docking gear was her first target. She noved quickly, resisting
the tenptation to use the go-pack, even though she wanted to. But she and

Hut ch had worked everything out, and there was tinme. If she started flying
around and screwed the operation, the price would get high

She arrived within nonments at the docking gear, ignited her cutter, and set to
wor k.

The entire scene was etched in starlight, the giant cargo ship and the nodest
Menmphi s, the miniature yacht, the bleak surface of the asteroid, the red

bl ades of the lasers. The stars, which had noved dizzily across the sky when
she and Hutch had first gone out onto Dogbone several hours before, were now
anchor ed.

The cabl e snapped apart, one whip end of it alnost taking her arm

A woman’ s voi ce, apparently one of the Longworth people, warned her that the
cabl es were under pressure and coul d behave unpredictably. “Look out when they
start to give way.”

She had al nost | earned that the hard way.

Alyx felt a surge of adrenaline and charged forward to the cargo hoi st, where
she started on the second phase. She was ahead of schedul e by about a m nute.
The Longworth people were chattering to each other, issuing instructions,

delivering profanity.

At the hoist, the cable was | ooped around the base of the mount, and she



didn’t see how she could cut it wthout punching a hole in the ship. That’'s
what comes of hurrying. She clinbed out along the line until she was cl ear of
the hull, using one hand to keep herself fromdrifting away, and wi el ding the
| aser with the other. Sonebody asked what she thought she was doi ng but she
didn't take tinme to answer.

On the circuit, Yurkiew cz was adnmoni shing his troops to hurry.

The cabl e bl ackened. Al yx kept the beamon it, and watched it separate.

The severed ends of the cable drifted apart. Al yx had hold of one of them but
she floated hel plessly and didn't have tine to go back hand over hand. Wat
the hell. It was the nonment she’d been waiting for: She lit the go-pack and
turned it off alnost immediately, as she’d seen Hutch do. She sail ed snmoothly
back toward the hull, caught hold of the cargo hoist, dropped neatly to the
nmetal surface, and scranbled forward. By God she was good.

“Alyx,” said Bill. “Two mnutes.”

“Al nost ready.”

She hurried forward to the |inking nmount, which was |ocated just over the

bri dge. She arrived, appraised her best angle, ignited the cutter and fini shed
t he j ob.

WHEN ALYX MOVED forward on the Menphis, she’d gotten out of imager angle, and
Hutch had |l ost her. She’'d watched with a mixture of pride and disquiet while
she used the go-pack and drifted off her display. But there’d been no scream

no frantic Oh-my-CGod-1'madrift-what-do-I-do-now. So she had to be okay.

Hutch hesitated to speak to her, didn’t want to distract her, didn't want to
admt that she didn't quite trust her.

Then Alyx’s voice, level, calm in charge: “Menphis clear.”
“Alyx,” she said, “you're going to be a | egend.”
“l already am Captain,” she said

Brownst ei n pressed his earphones down. “What’'s hol ding up the Longworth?” he
asked.

“Ready in a mnute.” Yurkiew cz sounded unperturbed.

“Jennifer,” said Brownstein, “prepare to reignite.”

Hut ch opened her channel to Bill. “I want you to disengage thirty seconds
after the Longworth frees up. Jennifer will take over.” She switched to Al yx.
“Well done,” she said. “Wen we get back we'll give you an award.”

“Be still, ny heart.”

“Cet inside now ”
“Yes, Ma.”
The woman had a flippant side.

“Longworth clear,” said Yurkiew cz.



Bill's image appeared on the overhead. “Congratul ations, all,” he said.

“Current velocity is .02633 |ight-speed.”

Hutch felt a surge of elation. That was within paraneters of where they'd
hoped to be at this point.

“Passing conn to the McCarver,” said Bill

Jenni f er acknow edged.
Brownst ei n | ooked pl eased. “Restart engines,” he said. The Longworth and the
Memphi s, released fromthe asteroid, were drifting away.

Now it was up to the Mac. The little ship that coul d, thought Hutch. The
engines ignited and it struggled to accelerate, to drag the Dogbone with it.

The Menphis turned on its axis and directed its tubes away fromthe Longworth,
the yacht, and the rock. It fired its engines and noved cautiously away. When
it had retreated to a safe distance, the Longworth executed a sinilar
maneuver. Both ships were so | ow on fuel that they woul d continue on

approxi mately the sane course, at the same velocity, until sonebody rescued

t hem

“CGood luck,” said Alyx, now safely back inside
“Two minutes to junp,” said Jennifer. “On schedule.”
The Mac’ s engi ne tenperatures were rising again.

Hut ch opened a channel to C aynoor’s quarters. “You ready, M. Caynoor?” she
asked.

“Ch, yes. Indeed | am”
“W’re only going to have a couple of mnutes. Meet ne at the cargo airlock.”

“ O] rTy \I\ﬁy. ”

“Be careful. We're still accelerating.” That was probably w shful thinking.
The asteroid was nmassive, and the instruments, not designed for the current
situation, were produci ng confused readi ngs. Red | anps were blinking

ever ywher e.

Brownstein's |lips were drawn back, revealing lots of even white teeth, through
whi ch he was sucking air the way people do when they’'re watchi ng sonmeone
suffer. He had the engine status display on his overhead. “Be good to shut
them down,” he said. “Even if it’s only for a couple of mnutes.”
“Everything’ s going to be okay, Yuri,” she said.

He nodded. Damm ri ght.

She clinbed out of her seat, felt her way back down the | uxuriously appointed
corridor—universal News treated its correspondents pretty well —and descended
to the | ower deck, where C aynoor was struggling into an e-suit. He had an

i mger clipped to his vest.

He seened to know what he was doing, so she busied herself with her own gear

“Hutch,” he said, “l appreciate this.”



“You're wel cone, M. C aynoor.”
“My friends call me Henry.”

“Henry,” she said, “be careful when you're out there. This is going to be very
qui ck. Point, click, and run.”

“l understand.”

She pull ed on her go-pack and clipped a cutter onto her harness.

Brownstein’s voice: “One minute.”

Hut ch heard the captain shut the fusion engi nes down. Their steady roar was
repl aced by the sonewhat erratic runble of the Hazeltines. She sat down on the

deck, signaled Caynoor to follow her exanple, and waited for her stomach to
tell her they were maeking the junp.

** Chapter 35

You gotta nove sudden and qui ck—

G ve no warnin’,

Waste no tine.

It’s velocity all the way,

That’ s what counts,

The only thing that counts.

—FHE WANDERERS, VELOCITY, FIRST PERFORMED 2221

HUTCH S VO CE WAS el ectric: “Under way.”
Tor was sitting outside under the sky. Yes, he thought, come get ne. |’m here.

Hutch stayed with him “Everything' s on schedule. W should be able to make
this work.”

And | ater:

“Tor, we're passing .01c. That's nowhere close to the chindi rate, but | think
we' ve just set a record for the MCarver.”

H s eyes drifted shut. The only sound, other than her voice, was his
br eat hi ng.

“Still running true. Getting sone overheating in the big ship, the Longworth,
but it’s nothing we hadn’t expected. In fact, it's less than we'd thought it
woul d be by this point. We don’t think it’ll be a problem”

He got nomentarily careless. He' d been standing near the rise where he’d been
when the chindi had passed the Menphi s—when there’s no gravity it doesn’'t much
matter whether you stand or sit—-and he was picturing the shuttle comng into
pi ck himup, how it would be, Hutch clinmbing out to enbrace him And he gave
way to habit and hunkered down on the side of the rise, breaking the contact
between his grip shoes and the hull. He was horrified to realize he'd begun to
drift.

“Alyx says not to worry.”

He was able to touch the ground, but there was nothing to hold on to. He



succeeded only in pushing hinself higher

Keep calm

The incline saved him Just before he floated out of reach, he remenbered it
was there, behind himnow, and he got a foot out and mashed it agai nst the

r ock.

It stopped him

The epi sode had probably lasted | ess than three seconds, but it left him

trenbling. If |I ever get home, I'’mgoing to spend the rest of ny life on the
front porch. Hiding under a deck chair. The thought brought a snile

“When we get close,” Hutch continued, “I'Il let you know. Best will be to wait
for us outside. Where we can get to you without any waste of time... Well, you
know that, Tor. | don’t have to tell you.. | guess |I'’mjust making

conversation.”

He' d never tried to conduct a nonologue. It had to be hard on her. Hell, she
didn't even know for certain that he could hear her. And he wondered if she
was becom ng resentful of the burden he'd inposed, if when it was over,

whet her he lived or died, she’d remenber these hours, how she’'d stayed on the
link, talking away, trying to distract the idiot who d refused to take her
advi ce. How coul d she not be annoyed?

“Cetting ready to start the MCarver’s engines.”

He felt a psychological need to lie down. Take it easy for a bit. It occurred
to himhe hadn’t slept for a while. But he didn’'t want to spend what m ght be
his | ast hours unconsci ous.

He | ooked over at the exit hatch

Maybe just a few m nutes.

“Ckay, Tor. We're up and running. So far, we're doing fine.”

He clinbed back onto the | adder, grateful for the gentle tug of the chindi’s
gravity field. He descended back into the passageway, stretched out behind the
done, and cl osed his eyes.

THE MCCARVER AND Dogbone passed snoothly into transdi mensi onal space. Hutch
checked her go-pack, opened the airlock, and did a quick inspection. A few
nmeters bel ow, the rock | ooked enornous. It was a boulder tied to a | arge

pi geon. Drifting through fog

“Henry—- she said.

He nodded. “All set.”

“What ever you do, don’t | ose contact with the hull. W aren't going to have
tinme for retrievals.”

“Don’t worry, Hutch.” He did in fact ook as if he knew what he was doi ng.

The go-pack was strictly a safety feature, a backup. She left her feet and
glided toward the prow. Dogbone had been connected forward to the docking
assenbly, and in the after section the securing cable had literally been

| ooped around the hull



The rock had constituted a severe drag during the few m nutes after the
Longworth and the Menphis had cut | oose. Now however, the Mac and the rock
were drifting together, at the sane casual speed.

Hutch arrived at the docking gear, caught hold of a strut, ignited her cutter
and went to work on the cable.

“Three m nutes, Hutch,” said Brownstein.

“Why’'s the time so critical ?” asked O aynoor.

“I't determ nes where we show up on the other side.” In sublight space.

The cabl e parted, and she separated the |inks and cast them away, nmaking sure
the ship was clear.

“l thought these things, these junps, were pretty inexact.”

“Not at a range this close.” She turned and noved snmoothly toward the Mac’'s
after section, aimng for a sensor dish. “This is al nost pinpoint. Even a few
seconds’ delay can put us hopelessly off target.” She became aware that

G aynoor was tracking her, recording every nove. Details at el even.

“Two mnutes.”

She used the dish to stop herself, pushed down to the nmount, activated the
cutter, and applied it against the line. Like the other connecting cables, it
was really a triple. She realized belatedly she should have tried to work out
anot her pl an, had sonebody el se here to help. This was just too close.

“What are you going to call it?” she asked C aynoor.

“Call what?”

“The show. The report on the rescue.”

”

“Don’t take this the wong way,” he said. “If it succeeds, it’'ll be After the

Chindi .”

One of the strands separated. M st blew across the rocky surface bel ow her
“What if it fails?” she asked.

“I't’ll be different. Don’'t know yet what |'d want to call it, but it would
have to be different.”

“One mnute. Hutch, finish up and get inside. Everybody el se, prepare for
j uer. ”

She was still cutting. “Not going to nake it, Yuri.”

“Then let it go, Hutch. Get to the airlock.” It was too late to abort. Try
that now and he’ d danage the engi nes. Maybe bl ow them up al t oget her

The second strand part ed.
“Hutch. For God' s sake.”

And C aynoor: “Let it go, Hutch.”



Let it go and they' d drag the rock back out with themor even if they didn't
and it fell off it would weck the nunbers. Either way Tor was dead.

“Hut ch.”
“Wait one, Yuri.”
“Come on, Hutch, let’'s go.”

Sweat poured off her. God help her, there was a way, if she could anchor
herself to the hull. She shut off the laser

“CGood,” said Brownstein, obviously watching through one of the hull imagers.
“Now we’ re maki ng sense.”

She clipped the cutter to her harness.

“We’ || figure something out later.”

But of course he knew they woul dn’t.

She reached inside her harness, found the shutoff toggle for the e-suit. Then
she pushed the sl eeve control and sinultaneously pulled the toggle. The suit
shut off, the world went frigid, and her senses reel ed.

She tugged her belt off and | ooped it around one of the sensor nount’s
supporting bars. Then she let go of it and reactivated the suit. The field
re-formed around her.

“What are you doi ng?”

She turned the cutter on and went back to work. Caymoor was still watching
her. “Henry,” she said, “go.

”

No fool C aymoor. He was already at the airlock
“For CGod' s sake, Hutch—2 The captain’s voice was a grow .

She held the Iaser to the remaining strand, watched it begin to eat through
Jennifer broke in with a stern warning and started a countdown. Trying to
scare her. Wat kind of Al resorts to that sort of tactic? The hull beneath
the cabl e was getting scorched. Not good.

“Fifteen seconds,” said the Al.

G aynoor was | eaning out of the airlock, watching her. “Get inside, Henry,”
she cried. “Cose it up.”

“Not without you.” The idiot didn’t nove. He was still pointing the inmager at
her .

“Cet in. O you and After the Chindi will both stay here.”

She heard himtalking with Brownstein, instructing himto cease and desi st.
God hel p her, that was actually the term nol ogy he used. Then, at |ast,
apparently persuaded he had no option, he was gone, and the hatch cl osed.

The cabl e separated. Because the asteroid and the yacht were traveling at the
same vel ocity, Dogbone didn’'t fall away, and the strands remai ned where they
were. She had to heave them cl ear



She twi sted the belt around her arm “You're free, Yuri,” she said. “CGo.”

Brownst ei n had del ayed pushing the button, had given her an extra few seconds.
But it was the limt of what he could safely do. “Hold on,” he said.

The Hazeltines kicked in and the hull rose under her. Steering thrusters
adjusted their angle and fired. The yacht lifted away from Dogbone. The rock
began to grow m sty.

Hutch watched it fade. Felt the first sensations of approaching transition
“Stay with us, Hutch.”

I NSI DE A SUPERLUM NAL, people usually take transition with little or no

di sconfort. Some get mldly ill, suffer disorientation, |ose the contents of
their stomachs. It’'s why passengers are always cautioned to eat lightly, or
skip the neal altogether, when a junp is immnent. Theory holds that the
danping field, which protects agai nst nmomentum effects, also helps limt the
physi cal reaction. To Hutch’s know edge, that was a notion that had never been
tested, and consequently she had no idea what to expect riding the hull of the
McCarver as it went sublight.

Had there been time, she’d have run her belt through the harness, in one

sl eeve and out the other, to make sure she didn't fall off. But there hadn't
been tinme and now she was no | onger sure where the belt was, or her harness,
or her arm Her mind retreated into a dark cave whil e everything around her
swirl ed.

Sonmewher e she was hol di ng onto sonething. And she should continue to do that.
Hang on. Don’'t let go.

Her gorge rose. Not good. There was no provision in the e-suit for enptying
the contents of her stomach.

Once, at about the age of seven, she’d been playing with a swing that hung
froma tree linb. In an experinental nood, she’d stood beside the swi ng and
turned it round and round until the sustaining ropes were so tw sted she
couldn’t continue. Then she’d clinbed into it and lifted her feet and it had
begun to spin. It had continued spinning and suddenly the world was spinning
and the sky was underfoot and she crashed into the ground.

It was like that now The cave was turning, and she caught flashes of |ight
but the images were all indistinct, faces, clouds, a stretch of netal hull

voi ces far off talking to her, or about her or maybe about the weather. Who
knew?

Transition time is normally about six seconds. But vertigo went on and on
until she became convinced that she and the belt had somehow slipped into one
of the nether regions associated with TDI

She threw up. Couldn’t help it. The warmwet sticky stuff went into her nose
and back down her throat. She choked. Coul dn’t breathe.

Dar kness crowded t he edges of consci ousness.
There was a sudden bl ast of extrenme cold. Suit was off. How the hell ..?

It was her |ast thought as she slipped angrily into the night.



AS A RULE, d aynoor approved of heroic types. They nade good copy, and they
were generally self-effacing in interviews, unlike, say, politicians, who were
al ways trying to take over the conversation. But there was a problemwi th
heroes: They tended to get other, nore reluctant, people involved in the

heroi cs. Consequently, if a death-defying act was to be performed, it was

al ways a good idea to arrive after it had been, successfully or not,

conpl et ed.

He had tried to intervene when he saw what Hutchins was going to do, urging
Brownstein to call off the junmp. But he’'d been too late, had hesitated too
long. The ship might slip out of this ghostly place at any nonent, and he was
dammed sure Henry C aynoor was going with it.

G ven time, he’d have dragged the dammed fool inside. But he’'d had to settle
for whispering good-bye and closing the hatch, grateful to be inside, thinking
what a waste, sonebody that attractive. He'd sat down on the bench, propping
hi nsel f agai nst a bul khead, where he endured the brief giddiness that always
assaul ted hi mduring junps.

He' d | earned they were easiest for himif he rode backward and cl osed his
eyes. He' d done that. He knew when it was over, always knew because the
vertigo went away as if someone had thrown a switch. And he was listening to
Brownstein frantically calling Hutch's nane.

He reopened the hatch, and was delighted to see that she was still there. He
had the i mager ready and got pictures. But she'd apparently been knocked | oose
from her perch and was drifting away fromthe yacht. The running lights were
trained on her. Her arns and |legs were twitching, jerking, and he saw with
horror precisely what had happened. She’d thrown up, clogged the narrow
hard-shell air bubble that the e-suit provided over the face, and she was
strangling on her own vonit.

Her struggles were growing nore intense. She was already a | ong way fromthe
shi p. Maybe ten neters.

“Henry.” Brownstein' s voice. “Can you reach her?”

C aynoor paused in the hatch. Not really, he thought. Not ne. She's way the
hell out there. Of the port beam as they like to say in comand circles.

“ |_bnr y?n

If Claynmoor was devoted to anything, it was keeping risk to a mnimum Cone
out with a whole skin, that was his notto after a lifetime of working in, and
beyond, the world s trouble spots. But he' d produced when there had been
nothing else for it. He’'d been with the Peacenakers during the CGuatenal a
rescue, he’d gone down once at sea in a flyer, and in his time he' d faced
angry nobs and outraged heads of state.

And he’d hated every minute of it.

He gauged angle and trajectory, wondered what woul d happen if he nissed, and
junped for her. But his adrenaline was running and he put too much effort into
it. He was moving faster than he’'d expected, and feared he would pass their

i ntersection point before she arrived.

“Henry!” Brownstein' s startled voice. “Not like that. | wanted you to throw
her a line.”

Lot of good that would do. The captain apparently hadn’t seen what C aynoor



had.
Her struggl es had begun to | essen. He was going to pass in front of her, but
her belt was |eading her, and he was able to grab it as he went past. It

jerked her after him

He congratul ated hinself, and caught a glinpse of the McCarver through his
| egs as they tunbled away. It was al ready beginning to |l ook pretty far off.

He twi sted her around to get at her right arm found the red pad on the
sl eeve, and the energency toggle inside her vest and shut off the field.

Flickinger fields are reflective. In the glow of the ship’s lights, Hutch had
been surrounded by an aura. It blinked off, and the ejecta and a few frozen
fl akes of oxygen drifted away. He watched her spasm and cough. Next tine, baby
doll, don’t try to do everything yourself.

The vacuum hel ped. The air expl oded out of her lungs, bringing the vomt with
it. He released his vest, gave her face a quick w pe, and reactivated her
suit. She coughed a few nore times, but he was relieved to see that she was
br eat hi ng agai n.

“What happened?” Brownstein broke in on him

“She threw up,” he said

“Ckay. Hang on to her. I'lIl send the shuttle over for you.”

Hut ch struggl ed.

“Take it easy, Sweetcakes,” he said. “You're all right.”

She tried to speak but couldn’'t seemto get anything out. C aynoor sniled. She
was not at all the take-charge little fireball who' d come aboard.

“Just relax,” he told her. “W're still outside, but you' re okay.”

She | ooked at himand stiffened monentarily. Her eyes were bl oodshot, and she

wa