file:/l/F|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfal | %20%20(Jerry%20Pournel | e%620c0%20author).txt

Pr ol ogue Xi i
PART ONE: THE ROGUES 1
1 Di scovery 3
2 Announcenent s 15
3 Flintridge 30
4 Blind Mce 45
5 See How They Run 61
6 Preparati ons 73
7 Great Expectations 85
8 Launch 97
9 Anti ci pations 112
PART TWO. ARRI VAL 127
10 The Arrival 129
11 Lights in the Sky 144
12 Message Bearer 157
13 The Morning After 171
14 The Dam 183
15 The Wheat Fiel ds 195
16 Subni ssi on 207
17 Far mhouses 219
18 The Jayhawk War 232
19 The Schol ars 243
20 Schenes 260
21 War Pl ans 274
22 Sonething in the Air 287
PART THREE: FOOTFALL 297
23 C eanup 299
24 Meet i ngs 310
25 The Garden 320
26 Confrontation 331
27 The Phony War 342
28 The Prisoners 355
29 Foot fal | 370
PART FOUR; THE CLI MBI NG FI THP 385
30 Footprints 387
31 Maxi mum Security 397
32 Mudhat h 408
33 Ar changel 415
34 The M nstrels 428
35 The Washing of the Spears 445
36 Tr eason 458
37 The Iron Crab 473
38 Prayers 485
39 The Sil ver-Tongued Devils 498
40 Thy Dastardly Doi ngs Are Past 510
41 Br eakout 523
42 The Men in the Walls 535
43 St eam 544
44 | mpact 561
45 Ternms of Surrender 571

DRAVATI S PERSONAE
THE DI SCOVERERS

Linda Crichton G Il espie, a Washi ngton debutante
Jeanette Crichton, her sister

Dr. Richard Onen, astrononer

Dr. Mary Alie Muton, astronomer

Maj or General Ednund G |1 espie, USAF astronaut

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfall%20%20(Jerry%20Pournelle%20c0%20author).txt (1 of 283) [1/14/03 8:15:26 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfal | %20%20(Jerry%20Pournel | e%620c0%20author).txt

WASHI NGTON

David Cof fey, President of the United States

Ms. Jeanne Coffey, First Lady

The Honorabl e Wesley T. Dawson, a Congressnan from California
Ms. Carlotta Trujillo Dawson, his wfe

Roger Brooks, Special Assignnments Reporter, WAshington Post
Janes Frantza, Wite House Chief of Staff

Henry Morton, Vice President

Dr. Arthur Hart, Secretary of State

Hap Ayl esworth, Special Assistant to the President for Political Affairs
Ted Giffin, Secretary of Defense

Adm ral Thorwald Carrell, National Security Advisor

Peter McC eve, Attorney Ceneral

Ti m Rosent hal, Secretary of the Treasury

Conni e Fuller, Secretary of Comrerce

Arnold Riggs, Secretary of Agriculture

Jack dybourne, Presidential Protection Unit, Secret Service

THE SOVI ETS

Acadeni ci an Pavel Al eksandrovi ch Bondarev, Director, Lenin Institute

Lorena Polinova, his secretary and m stress

Mari na N kol ayevna Bondarev, his wfe

Boris Ogarkov, Party Secretary at the Institute

Andrei Pyatigorskiy, Assistant Director, Lenin Institute

General N kol ai N kol ayevich Narovchatov, Party Third Secretary, |ater
Party First Secretary

Chai rnman Anatoliy VI adi mrovich Petrovskiy, Chairnan of the Suprene
Sovi et

Ilya Trusova, Chairman of the KGB

Drmitri Parfenovich Gushin, KGB officer

Marshal Leoni d Ednundovi ch Shavyrin, Marshal of the Long Range Strategic
Rocket Forces

SURVI VORS AND OTHERS

Harry Reddi ngton, unenpl oyed minstrel

Jeri WIlson, Senior Editor, Harris Wckes Press
Melissa WIson, her daughter

W 1iam Adol phos Shakes

Kevi n Shakes

M randa Shakes

| sadore and O ara Leiber

George and Vicki Tate-Evans

Jack and Harriet MCaul ey

Martin Carnell, Show dog breeder

Ken Dutton, Bookstore manager

Cor a Donal dson

Sarge Harris, friends of Ken Dutton

Pat sy C evenger

Ant hony Graves

Maxi m | ian Rohrs, general contractor, Bellingham
Evel yn Rohrs, former Washington socialite

Ben Lafferty, Sheriff Watcom County, Washi ngton
Lei gh Young, Deputy Sheriff

Whi tey Lowent hal, wel der

Carol North, citizens of Lauren, Kansas

Rosal ee Neill

KOSMOGRAD

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfall%20%20(Jerry%20Pournelle%20c0%20author).txt (2 of 283) [1/14/03 8:15:26 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfal | %20%20(Jerry%20Pournel | e%620c0%20author).txt

Col onel Arvid Pavl ovi ch Rogachev, Commander of Kosnograd
Ni kol ai, onetine Sergeant, Red Air Force

Al'l ana Al eksandrovna Tut si kova, Deputy Comander

Dr. G selle Beaunont, French scientist

The Honorabl e G orge N Bruhna, Nigerian politician
Captai n John G eel ey, USAFU astronaut

THE FI THP

Her dnast er Past enpeh- keph

Advi sor Fat hi steh-tul k

K' turfookeph, the Herdnaster's nate
Chowpeent ul k, Advisor's nmate

Fookerteh, the Herdnaster's son

Attackmast er Koot hf ektil-rnsp

Def ensermaster Tantarent-fid

Breaker - Two Takpusseh (Il ater Takpusseh-yanp)

Br eaker - One Razt upi sp-ni nz

Fi stareth-thuktun, priest and historian

Kool pool eh, mal e assistant to Fistarteh-thuktun
Paykurtank, fenale assistant to Fistarteh-thuktun
Cct upl e | eader Pret heet eh-danh

Tashayanp, fenal e assistant to Takpusseh (later his mate)
Cctupl e Leader Chintithpit-mang, sleeper

Shreshl eemang, Chintithpit-nmang's mate

Ei ght - cubed Leader Harpanet

Ei ght - cubed Leader Siplistepth

Rashi nggith, warrior (Year Zero Fithp)
Birithart-yanp, warrior in Africa

Pheegorun, warrior in Africa, died by spear

Thi parteth-fuft, guard officer

COLORADO SPRI NGS

Sergeant Ben Mailey, U 'S. Arny
Sherry At ki nson
Robert and Virgi nia Anson

the Threat Team

Wade and Jane Curtis

Bob Bur nham

Li eut enant General Harvey Toland, U S. Arny

The Honorabl e Joe Dayton, Speaker of the House

Senat or Al exander Haswel |, President Pro Tenps of the Senate
Senat or Raynond Carr, Senator from Kansas

WARRI ORS AND PRI SONERS

Nat Reynol ds

Joe Ransom

John Wodwar d

Carrie Whodward, prisoners
Al'i ce MeLennon

Gary Capehart

Ensign Jeff Franklin
Hani | ton Ganbl e

Dr. Arthur Gace
"Tiny" Pelz, crewnan
M chael Jason Dani el s
Sanuel Cohen

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfall%20%20(Jerry%20Pournelle%20c0%20author).txt (3 of 283) [1/14/03 8:15:26 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfal | %20%20(Jerry%20Pournel | e%620c0%20author).txt

Roy Cuber, shuttle pilots

Jay Hadl ey

Commander Anton Villars, Captain, USNS Ethan All en
Col onel Julius Carter, U S. Special Forces

Li eutenant Jack Carruthers, U.S. Special Forces

Li eutenant |van Seneyusov, Soviet Expeditionary Force
Brant Chisholm South African farner

Katje Chisholm his wife

Msubi, Zulu warri or

Ni kl aus Van Der Stel, Afrikaner Commando

Juana Trujillo Morgan, wife of Mjor Mrgan
Li eut enant Col onel Joe Hal verson

Maj or David Morgan, Kansas National Guard
Captai n Evan

Corporal Jimmy Lew s

Captai n George Mason

PROLCGUE

Where are they?
-Enrico Ferm

The Fifth Part of the Year Three

Wthin its broad array of nested rings, the planet was a seething storm It had al ways
been so. Patterns chased thensel ves across its brown-on-brown face in bands and curlicues. The
space around it churned with activity: billions of icy particles in a broad array of nested rings;
ei ghts of noons; streaners of dust whi pped by powerful magnetic fields; all whirling around at
terrific velocities, at several mmkasrupkithp per breath. Message Bearer naneuvered within that
storm

The Herdmaster's Advisor, gazing raptly through the thick doubl e wi ndow, seened to notice
only the beauty of the scene.

The Herdmaster found that irritating. His own domain included collisions, industrial
operations, internal quarrels, and the peaceful integration of sleepers with spaceborn. He had
qui te enough problens without . . . that.

Message Bearer's main tel escope was the equal of any astronomical installation on the
worl d they had | eft behind. The alien probe was close now, by astronom cal standards, and the
screen showed it in fine detail

A circular antenna. A pod at the tip of a long boomradiated infrared warmh. That woul d
be the power supply. Two nore boons thrust instrunents outward. Clasp digits with ne, that | nmay
know your herd! One extension held what had to be caneras, the other sone kind of electronic
sensi ng devi ce.

Si xty-four sleepers, the Breaker's team were working now to infer what they could about
the creatures who had built that machine. They hadn't told the Herdnaster anything useful. When
the canera platformbegan to turn, the Herdmaster's digits flexed restlessly.

"You nmade your decision half a year ago,"” Advisor Fathistehtulk said placidly. "You did
not destroy it then. How can you destroy it now?"

"Here is where their fragile spy probe nust pass through endless orbiting debris, It nust
survive collisions, radiation, orbital fluctuations, and any unreal danger the prey nmay inagi ne.
Here is where sone m schance is nost likely to smash it!"

"We agreed that the probe will find no trace of us. Message Bearer is tiny on this scale
Surely the probe is not seeking us: it was |aunched |Iong before we arrived. But if there were
sonet hing to see, yonder canmera night have seen it by now. Sone evidence of our presence, vivid in
their receivers ... and now conmes a flash of light, then silence fromthe probe, ever after. Wuld
that tickle your suspicions?"

"I'f you were Herdmaster, would you continue to worry?"

That was cruel. At the beginning of things, Fathisteh-tulk had been Herdmaster. He had
entered his death-sleep expecting to be Herdmaster again. In his present subservient position the
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concerns of a Herdmaster seened not to bother himat all. Sonetines Herdnaster Pastenpeh-keph
wondered if he was bei ng nocked.
"Were | Herdmaster," the Advisor said placidly, "I would do as you have done. Rest quiet

whil e the probe passes through. Make no attenpt to nove the ship, send no nessage to our work
force on the Foot. Let the probe pass. Wen the second probe cones, we will be established on the
Foot. Let themtry to distinguish us agai nst an unknown background. "

And he turned fromthe tel escope screen, perhaps pointedly, to gaze on the great brown-
patterned world and its vast rings.

The Herdmaster said, "I worry. For much of their history the prey nust have studied this

great gaudy ornament in their sky. They would know what to expect better than we do after |ess

than a year. Wiat have we m ssed?"

Qutside the broad main ring system a narrower ring still roiled fromthe wake of Message
Bearer's drive

Novenber 1980

As she closed the gate and autonatically picked up a scrap of paper that had blown into
the yard, Linda Gllespie realized that she was beginning to think of this house -- a typica
Cal i fornia devel opment split-level -- as hone. That woul d ni ke the second honme since she was
marri ed. There had been three other places they hadn't stayed in | ong enough to think about as
honeli ke at all. Five noves in four years. The Air Force was a nobile service, especially for hot
fighter pilots. The best place had been in Texas, when Ednmund had been with the astronaut office,
and they'd lived in El Lago.

But this couldn't really be hone. It was just a rented house, a place to stay during
Ednmund' s tour at the Space and M ssiles Systems Organization in Los
Angel es. Now that he'd been assigned as a shuttle pilot, they'd nove again. Back to Houston! That
woul d be nice. Houston treated astronauts and their fanmlies very well indeed.

It was a gl oony Los Angel es Novenber norning, chilly even through her cashnere sweater,
with low clouds and fog. The air snelled danp, with a trace of the odor of snpbg. There was no
sunshi ne, although by noon there would be. It wasn't pleasant outside.

I nside was better. She poured coffee and sat at the kitchen table. Too early for Ed to
call. He wouldn't anyway. He never did when he was out of town. It's all very well to be nmarried
to an astronaut hero, but it would be nice to have a husband at honme once in a while. The Los
Angel es Tines lay on the table, and she thunbed through it.

She didn't |like to be alone at hone, but she didn't want to go anywhere, either. Ed could
assure her she was perfectly safe, nuch safer than in
Washi ngt on, where she'd grown up, and she could believe him-- but she knew
Washi ngt on, and Los Angel es was a nystery. One San Franci sco col umi st kept teasing Los Angel es
about being invisible.

There was al so the Hol |l ywood Strangler, and a man alleged to be the Freeway Killer was on
trial for the torture sex nurders of a dozen young boys. Great place to raise children. She fol ded
the paper. Tinme to wax the kitchen floor, she decided. Ed didn't care much, but his col onel would
cone to dinner next week, and Col onel MReady's wife was inclined to snoop. Besides, it wasn't
that hard to do floors.

Ed woul dn't approve. Not now. She grinned and | ooked down at her stomach. Didn't show a
bit. She wasn't sick, either, and if it hadn't been for the nissed periods and nedical reports
there'd be no reason to suspect she was pregnant. Even so, Ed treated her |ike she was nade of
Dresden china. He carried out the garbage, did all the lifting, and worried about hurting her
during sex.

That thought made her frown. Ed went all gooey over her pregnancy, but it turned himoff!

Maybe 1'Il lose interest in a nonth or so. | sure hope so, the way he acts.

Li nda poured nore coffee. The tel ephone rang, startling her so that she dropped the cup
It was Corningware and didn't break, but it clattered loudly on the floor, spilling coffee
ever ywher e.

"Hel | o?"

"Li nda?"

"Yes?"

"By golly, it is you! It's Roger."
"Ch. How are you, Roger?"
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"Great. dad you haven't forgotten ne."

"No, | haven't forgotten." You don't forget your first, she thought. First love, first sex
experience, first--a lot of firsts with Roger, back in high school and just after. And what should
| say? That he hasn't called in a long tine, but that's all right because | didn't want himto?
"Roger, how did you get our nunber?"

"W reporters have our ways. Hey, |'d like to see you. What about a really unusua
experi ence?"
She giggled. "Roger, I'ma married wonan."

"Sure. Happily?"

"Yes, of course!™

"Good. Good for you and Ednmund, anyway. What | have in nmind is in Ednund's line. JPL. The
Saturn encounter. Voyager is out there getting pictures nobody understands, and we can see them
firsthand." He paused a nonent. "It's this way. |'mhere in Los Angel es covering the Saturn story.
Not exactly Pulitzer Prize material, but | took the assignnent to get away from Washi ngton for a
while. So I"'mout at the Jet Propul sion Laboratory where the pictures cone in. W get briefings
fromthe scientists, and there's science-fiction witers, and it's a hell of a show. Let ne pick

you up on ny way out, you're alnbst on the way. |I'll have you hone by dinnertine, and | won't try
to seduce you."
And Ed was gone for a week. "It's tenpting. It really is, but I can't."

"Sure you can."

"Roger, ny sister is staying here!"

"So what? 1I'Il have you home before dinner."

Li nda thought about that. Jenny was off somewhere for the day. Saturn pictures. Reporters.
It might be fun. "You said science fiction witers. Is Nat Reynol ds there?"

“Yeah, | think so. Just a second, there's a list -- yeah, he's there. Know hin®"

"No, but Edmund |ikes his books. | bought one for his birthday. Think |I could get it
aut ogr aphed?”

"An astronaut's wife? Hell, those sci-fi types will turn flips to neet you."

Nat Reynol ds was hung over, and it was far too early to be up. It was a mracle he'd nade
it up the arroyo to the Jet Propul sion Laboratory parking | ot and got the Porsche into the tiny
slot the JPL guard had showed him

There were cars parked for half a mle along the road | eading to where JPL nestled in what
had once been a lonely arroyo. The sweet imedi ately outside the press center was nearly bl ocked
by TV vans, and a thick web of cabl es spanned the sidewal k to vani sh through open | oadi ng doors.
The press corps had turned out in force, bringing al nost as many caneras and crews as they'd send
to the site of a bank robbery in progress.

The von Karman Auditoriumwas a nmadhouse. Nearly every square foot of floor space was
covered by sonmeone: scientist, public relations, press corps, nost hol ding coffee cups or carrying
bul ky obj ects.

The press corps was divided. There were the working press and there were the science-
fiction witers, and no doubt about who was who. The press was there to work. Some had fun, but
all had deadlines. The SF types were there to gawk, and be part of the scene, and absorb the
at nrosphere, and maybe soneday it would get into a story and maybe not. Their world was bei ng
created and they were here to see it happen

This is Saturn!

Huge TV screens showed pictures as they canme in fromthe Voyager. Every few mnutes a
pi cture changed. A close view of the planet, black-and-white streanlines and whorls. Rings
hundreds of them |like a close-up of a phonograph record. Saturn again, in color, with his rings
in wide angle. Sections of the rings in closeup. Shots of moons. Al just as it cane in, so that
the press saw it as soon as the scientists.

At the Jupiter passings the pictures had conme in faster, in vivid swirls and endl ess
storms, God making nerry with an airbrush, and four noons that turned out to be worlds in their
own right. But to balance that they'd soon see Titan, which was known to have an at nosphere. Sagan
and the other scientists weren't saying they hoped to find life on Titan -- but they were
certainly interested in the giant noon, which had so far been di sappointingly featureless.

The screens shifted, and the babble in the roomfell off for a noment. A nmoon like a giant

eyebal | : one tremendous crater of the proportions of an iris, with a central peak for the pupil
Anyt hi ng bi gger, Nat thought, would have shattered the whol e noon. He heard a fenmal e voi ce say,
"Well, we've located the Death Star," and he grinned without turning around. Wat do the

newspeopl e think of us? He could picture hinself: the idiot grin, nmouth slightly open, drifting
down the line of screens w thout |ooking where he was going, tripping over cables.
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Nat couldn't nmake hinself care. A screen changed to show sonmething like a dry riverbed or
three twi ned plunmes of snoke or ... F-ring, the printout said. Nat said, "Wat the hell "

"You'd know i f you'd been here |ast night."

"I'"ve got to get sonme sleep." Nat didn't need to | ook around. He'd witten two books with
Wade Curtis; he expected to recognize that voice in Hell, when they planned their escape. Wade
Curtis talked like he had an anplifier in his throat, turned high. Partly that was his nilitary
training, partly the deafness he'd earned as an artillery officer

He al so had a tendency to lecture. "F-ring," he said. "You know, like A, B, C rings, only
they're naned in order of discovery, not distance fromthe planet, so the systenms all screwed up.
The F-ring is the one just outside the big body of rings. It's thin. Nobody ever saw it until the
space probes went out there, and Pioneer didn't get nuch of a picture even then."

Nat held up his hand. | know, | know, the gesture said. Curtis shrugged and was quiet.

But the F-ring didn't ook nornal at all. It showed as three knotted streanmers of gas or
dust or God knows what all braided together. "Braided," Nat said. "What does that?"

"None of the astronomers wanted to say."

"Ckay, | can see why. Catch ne in a mstake, | shrug it off. A scientist, he's betting his
career."

“Yeah. Well, | know of no | aw of physics that would pernit that!"

Nat didn't either. He said, "What's the matter, haven't you ever seen three earthwornms in
| ove?" and accepted Wade's appreciative chuckle as his due. "lI'd be afraid to wite about it.

Soneone woul d have it explained before | could get the story into print."

The press conference was ready to start. The JPL camera crew unlinbered its gear to
broadcast the press conference all over the |aboratory grounds, and one of the public relations
| adi es went around turning off the screens in the conference nmom

"Hm Interesting stuff still coming in," Curtis said. "And there aren't any seats. | had
a couple but | gave themto the Washi ngton Post. Front-row seats, too."
"Too bad," Nat said. "What the hell, let's watch the conference fromthe reception area.

Jilly's out there already."”

On the norning of Novenber 12. 1980, the pressroom at Jet Propul sion Laboratories was a
tangl ed maze of video equi pnrent and novi ng el bows. Roger and Linda had cone early, but not early
enough to get seats. A science-fiction witer in a bush jacket gave up his, two right in the front
r Ow.

"Sure it's all right?" Roger asked.

The sci-fi man shrugged. "You need "emnore than I do. Tell Congress the space progranis
important, that's all | ask."”

Roger thanked the man and sat down. Linda Gllespie was trapped near the |ife-size
spacecraft nodel, fending off still another reporter who was trying to interview her: what had it
been |ike, marooned on Earth while her husband was aboard Skyl ab?

She | ooked great. He hadn't seen her since -- since when? Only twi ce since she'd narried
Ednmund. And of course he'd been at her wedding. Linda's nother had cried. Danmn near cried nyself,
Roger thought. How did | let her get out of circulation? But | wasn't ready to marry her nyself.
Maybe | shoul d have. .

The trouble was, he wasn't getting any story he could understand. People were excited, but
they didn't say why. The regul ar science press people weren't telling. They all knew each other
and they resented outsiders at big events like this.

Roger doodl ed, | ooking up when anyone called a greeting, hopi ng nobody woul d want his
attention. He hadn't asked for this assignment.

He heard, "Haven't you ever seen three earthworns in |ove?" and | ooked. A clunp of science-
fiction witers stood beneath a screen that showed.. . yeah, three earthworns in |ove, or a bad
photo of spaghetti left on a plate, orjust noise. He wote, "F ring: Three earthwornms in |ove,"
and tapped Linda's shoul der. "Linda? Save ny seat?"

"Where're you goi ng?"

"Maybe | can get something fromthe science-fiction witers." Nobody el se was trying that;
it mght get hima new slant. At least they'd talk English. "It looks like things are starting."

Frank Bristow, the JPL newsroom manager, had taken his place at the podium Roger had net
himbriefly when signing in. The regular press corps all seened to know himas well as each other
Roger didn't know anyone.

Bri stow was about to make his opening statenment. The Voyager project manager and four
astrophysicists were taking their seats at a raised table. Brooks sat down again. He w shed he
wer e sonmewhere el se. Roger Brooks was approaching thirty, and he didn't like it. There were
tenptations in his job: too nuch free food and booze. He took care to nmaintain the nuscle tone
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when his lifestyle didn't. H s straight blond hair was beginning to thin, and that worried hima
little, but his jaw was still square, with none of the, softening he sawin his friends. He had

gi ven up snoking three years ago, flatly, and suffered through horrid withdrawal synptons. H's
teeth were white again, but the scars between the index and mddle fingers of his right hand woul d
never go away. He'd been taken drunk one night in Vietnam and a cigarette had burned out there.

Roger Brooks had been just old enough to cover some of the frantic |last days in Vietnam
but he had been too late to get anything juicy. He had nissed Watergate: his suspicions were
right, but he was too junior to follow themup. Qher reporters got Pulitzer prizes.

Somet hi ng had changed in himafter that. It was as if there were a secret somewhere,
calling to him Little assignnents couldn't hold his interest.

"He m ssed one chance to be played by Robert Redford," one of his |adies had been heard to
say. "He isn't about to mss another."

This was a little assignnent. He wondered if he should have taken it, even for the chance
to get to California, even though half the Washi ngton newsroom staff woul d have sold fingers and
toes for the chance. But nobody was keeping secrets here. \Watever Voyager One told them they
woul d shout it to the world, to the Moon if they could. The trick was to understand them

No big story, maybe, but the trip was worth it. He glanced at Linda and thought:

definitely worth it. - He twi sted unconfortably as old nenories cane back. They'd been so

i nexperienced! But they' d | earned, and no sex had ever been as good as his nmenory of Linda that
last tinme. Maybe he'd edited that menmory. Maybe not. |'ve got to stop thinking about that! It']
show ... What in hell aml going to wite about?

Anot her group was clunped beneath the full-size nodel of the Voyager spacecraft. They had
to be scientists, because nobst of themwere nen and they all wore suits. A couple of the
sciencefiction witers stood with them nore |like colleagues than press. No reporters did that.
Wul d that make an interesting angle? The sci-fi people didn't pretend to be neutral. They were
ent husi asts and didn't care who knewit, while the reporters tried to put on this smug air of
inmpartiality.

The briefing began. The Program Director tal ked about the spacecraft. M ssion details,

spacecraft performng well. Sonme data | ost because it was raining in Spain where the high-gain
antennae were |located -- was that a joke? No, nobody was | aughi ng.

"Three billion mles away, and they're getting pictures," sonebody said on his right. A
pretty girl, long legs, slimankles, short bobbed hair. Badge said Jeri WIson, sone geol ogi ca

magazi ne. Wedding ring, but that didn't always mean anything. Maybe she'd be here the rest of the
week. She seened to be al one.

The nission planning people |left the podiumand the scientists, Brad Snith and Ed Stone
and Carl Sagan, cane up to tell what they thought they were | earning. Roger listened, and tried to
think of an interesting question. In a situation like this, the inportant thing was get yourself
noticed, for future reference, then try for an exclusive. He jotted useful phrases:

"New noons are going to get dull pretty soon."

"Not dozens of rings. Hundreds. We're still counting."” Long pause. "Sonme of themare
eccentric."

"What does that nean?" soneone whi spered.

The sci-fi man in the khaki bush jacket answered in what he probably thought was a
whi sper. "The rings are supposed to be perfect circles with Saturn at the center. Al the theory
says they have to be. Now they've found some that aren't circles, they're ellipses."”

Q her scientists spoke:

"May be the largest crater in the solar systemin relation to the body it's on ..."

"There isn't any Janus. There are two noons where we thought Janus was. They share the
same orbit, and they change places every tine they pass. Oh, yes, we've known for sone tine those
orbits were possible. It's a textbook exam question in celestial nechanics. It's just that we
never found anything like it in the real universe.”

Brooks jotted down details on that one; it was definitely worth a nention. Janus was the
nmoon naned for the two-faced god of begi nnings--

He whi spered that to Linda, and got an appreciative nod. The Wlson girl wote sonething
t oo.

"The radial spokes in the rings seemto be caused by very tiny particles, around the size
of a wavelength of light. Also the process seens to be going on above the ring, not init."

Radi al spokes in the rings! They ought to di sappear as the rings turned, because the inner
rings were noving faster than the outer rings. They didn't disappear. Wird news from everywhere
in Saturn system Sone of Brooks' colleagues woul d understand the expl anations, when they cane...

Yet the press conference offered nore than Brooks had expected. He had interviewed
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scientists before. It was the |lack of answers that was interesting here.

"W don't know what that means."

"W wouldn't like to say yet."

"The nore we | earn from Voyager, the | ess we know about rings."

“"I'f we fiddle with the nunbers a little we can pretty well explain why Cassini's Divide is
so rmuch bigger than it ought to be." Dranmatic pause. "Of course that doesn't explain why there are
five faint rings inside it!"

“If I'd had to make a long list of things we wouldn't see, eccentric rings would have been
the first item™

"Brad, what about braided rings?"

"That woul d have been off the top of the paper."

Everyone up there | ooked happy, Brooks noted. Fun things were going on here. If Brooks
didn't have the background to appreciate them who did?

A newsperson asked, "Have you got any nore on the radial spokes? |'d have thought that
violated the | aws of physics.™

David Morrison from Hawaii answered, "I'msure the rings are doing everything right. W
just don't understand it yet." Brooks jotted it down. "Were | want to be," Roger said, "is in a
motel roomw th you." They were wal king the grounds of JPL: |awn, fountains, vaguely oriental rock
gardens, a bridge, all very nice.

"That was years ago," Linda said. "And it's all over."

" Sure?"

"Yes, Roger, |I'msure. Now be good. You pronised you would. Don't nmake ne sorry | cane
with you."

"No, of course | won't,"’
you' re happy wth Edmund."

Are you? Linda wondered. And am|? O course | am |'mvery happy with Edmund. It's when
he goes off and | eaves nme to take care of everything and I'malone all the time and | see these
goddam ronmantic perfune ads and things |ike that that | get unhappy about Mjor Edrmund G|l espie
I wonder if the femnists did us any favors, letting us adnit we get horny just |ike nen!

She grinned broadly.

"Yeah?" Roger denanded.

“"Nothing." Nothing I'd tell you. But it's nice to see | could have some conmpany if |
want ed.

Lunch was in the JPL cafeteria. Roger and Linda were rmade wel conme at the science-fiction
witers' table, but the witers didn't know any nore than Roger did. They were having fun with not
knowi ng.

Soneone passed a cartoon down the table. It showed hanging off to one side, either the
Star Wars Death Star or Saturn's nobon M mas, Saturn huge across the background. In the foreground
a spacecraft used nechanical arms to twist the F-ring into a braid. The caption: "You' ve a w cked
sense of hunor, Darth Vader!"

Anot her witer | ooked up and yawned. "Oh. It's just another goddam spectacul ar picture of
That earned hi m appreciative | aughter

But no one knew, which nmade it a frustrating lunch. Saturn had secrets, nmaybe, but he
wasn't telling them and the witers didn't have any | ogical guesses about the strange pictures.

Hal fway through the lunch Linda called to soneone. "Ws. W didn't expect to see you

Roger said. "It really is good to see you again. And |'m gl ad

Sat urn.

herel ™

He was a trimathletic man in a faded baseball cap. Linda introduced himaround the table.
"Wes married Carlotta," she told Roger. "You remenber Carlotta. She was ny best friend in school."

"Sure," Roger said. "How are you?"

One of the witers | ooked thoughtful. "Ws Dawson . . . You're running for Craig Hosner's
old seat."

"Right."

"Wes has al ways been for the space program" Linda said. "Maybe you fellows will vote for
hi "

"Not our district," Wade Curtis said. "We live north of there. But maybe we can hel p.
We're always interested in people who'll pronote space."

It was | ate afternoon when they got back to the house. Roger pulled into the driveway.

"You might as well cone in and neet Jenny," Linda said. "Renenber her?"

"Sure | remenber The Brat. | had to bribe her to | eave us al one!"

"Well, she's grown a bit now " Linda led the way to the house and unl ocked the door. It
was strangely silent inside. She went to the kitchen and found a note held to the refrigerator by
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a tonmat o- shaped magnet. Roger was standi ng behind her, scanning over her shoul der, as she read it.
515: Had to run down to San Di ego. Beach party. Charlene's with me. Back tonorrow. Jenny
"She's a freshman at Long Beach State. Anthropol ogy. But she took up scuba diving in a big
way. Her curient boyfriend is at Scripps." Linda shook her head in dismay. "Mother will kill nme if
she finds out | let her go to an all-night party."”
Roger shook his head. "The Brat's in college? Jeez, Linda, she can't be nore than, what,
fifteen?"

" Sevent een. "

Roger sighed. "I guess it's been longer than | thought."
"Yes, it has been. Want sone cof fee?"

"Sure."

She got out the filters and put water on. Roger hadn't said anything, hadn't done
anyt hi ng, but she could feel the vibes. Had Jenny planned this? But no, she didn't know Roger was
in/town, and she wouldn't if she had. She'd always |iked Roger, but she |iked Ednund nore. No,
Jenny woul dn't have deliberately ananged to | eave her alone with a |Iover fromthe past.

It had been a long tine, but she renenbered every detail. Panpered Georgetown University
freshman dating the reporter fromthe Washington Post. They'd planned it, a weekend together in
her parents' Appal achian cabin. It had been sumrer, and no one was using the place. The weather in
t he mount ai ns had been perfect. There'd been a delicious thrill of anticipation as they drove up
the twi sting highway. She hadn't had that feeling since.

Ednmund was different. Edmund was ol der too, and nore gl anorous. Fighter pilot. Astronaut.

Everything a hero should be. Everything but a great lover. . . That's not fair, not fair at all
There' d been anticipation when she net Ednund. It lasted all during their courtship -- and
died on their weddi ng night.
I'd forgotten all this, but | feel it now Just as | did then. But -- the coffee machine

was set up and there wasn't any reason to watch it any |longer. She turned. Roger was standing very
close to her. She didn't have to nmove very far to be in his arns.

PART ONE: THE ROGUES

1 DI SCOVERY

"When you have elimnated the inpossible, whatever remains, however inprobable, nmust be the
truth.”
-- SHERLOCK HOLMES in The Sign of the Four

COUNTDOMN: H M NUS SI X WEEKS

The lush tropical growth of the Kona Coast ended abruptly. Suddenly the passionfl ower
vines and palmtrees were gone, and Jenny was driving through barren lava fields. "It |ooks |ike
t he back side of the Mwon," she said.

Her conpani on nodded and pointed toward the slopes off to their right. "Mauna Loa. They
say it's terrible luck to take any of the | ava hone."

"Who says?"

"The A d Hawaiians, of course. But a surprising nunber of tourists, too. They take the
stuff home, and later they mail it back." He shrugged. "Bad luck or no, so far as anyone knows,
she -- Mauna Loa is always she to the O d Ones -- she's never taken a life."

Captain Jeanette Crichton expertly downshifted the borrowed TR-7 as the road began anot her
steep ascent. The terrain was deceptive. Fromthe beach the nmountains | ooked |ike gentle slopes
until you tried clinbing them Then you realized just how big the twin vol canoes were. Mauna Kea

rose nearly 14,000 feet above the sea -- and plunged 20,000 feet downward to the sea bottom
making it a bigger mountain than Everest.
"You'l | turn left at the next actual road,” R chard Owen said. "It'll be a way. Mnd if

doze off? | had a late night."

"Al'l right by ne," she said. She drove on

Not very flattering, she thought. Picks me up in Kona, gets ne to drive himup the side of
a vol cano, and goes to sleep. Romantic.

She ran her fingers along her shoulder-length hair. It was dark brown with a trace of red,
and at the nonent it couldn't be very attractive since it was still danmp from her norning swi m
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She hadn't much of a tan, either. Sometinmes her freckles ran together to give the illusion of a
tan, but it was too early in the spring for that. Danp hair, no tan. Not really the popul ar imge
of a California girl.

Her figure was all right, if a bit athletic; the Arnmy encouraged officers to run four
m |l es a day, and she did that although she could get out of the requirenent if she really wanted
to. The mediumlength skirt and T-shirt showed her off pretty well. Still, it couldn't be | ooks
that attracted this astrononer to her, any nore than she was overwhel med by his appearance. Al
the sane, there'd been sone electricity earlier. Nowit was nearly gone.

He was up all night, she thought. And will be again tonight. Let himsleep. That should
liven himup. God knows what |'d be Iike if | had to live on a vanpire's schedul e.

They drove through alternate strips of pasture and lava fields. At irregular intervals
soneone had made crude stacks of |ava rocks. Three or four rocks, each snaller than the one bel ow,
the bottom one perhaps two feet across, piled in a stack; she'd been told they were religious
of ferings made by the Od Hawaiians. If so, they couldn't be very old; Mauna Loa erupted pretty
often, and certainly this field had been overfl owed several tines during the twentieth century.

She turned left at the intersection, and the way becane even steeper. The TR-7 | abored
through the clinb. There were fewer fresh lava fields here; now they were on the side of Mauna
Kea. "She" was supposed to be pretty thoroughly dormant. They drove through endl ess mles of
ranchl ands given by King Kanehaneha to a British sailor who' d becone the king's friend.

Ri chard Omen woke just as they reached the "tenporary" wooden astronony base station. "W
stop here," he said. "Have sone lunch."

There wasn't much there. Long one-story wooden barracks in a sea of lava and nmud, with a
few straggly trees trying to live in the lava field. She pulled in al ongside several GMC Ji my
fourwheel -drive vehicles. "W could go on up," she said. "I don't really need |unch."

"Regul ati ons. Acclimatization. It's nearly fourteen thousand feet at the top. Pretty thin
air. Thin enough here at ten thousand It's not easy to do anything, even walk, until you get used
toit.”

By the time they reached the clapboard barracks buil dings she was ready to agree.

There were half a dozen observatories on the lip of the volcano. Richard parked the Ji my
in front of the NASA building. It |ooked Iike an observatory in a Bugs Bunny cartoon: a square
concrete building under a shiny netal done.

"Do | get to look through the tel escope?" she asked.

He didn't |augh. Maybe he had answered that one too often. "No one | ooks through
tel escopes anynore. W just take pictures.” He led the way inside, through bare-walled corridors
and down an iron stairway to a | ounge furnished with chrome-steel office tables and chairs.

There was a worman in the | ounge. She was about Jeanette's age, and she woul d have been
pretty if she'd washed her face and put on sone lipstick. She was frowning heavily as she drank
cof f ee.

"Mary Alice," Onen said, "this is Jeanette Crichton. Captain Crichton, Arny Intelligence
Not a spook, she does photo reconnai ssance and that sort of thing. Dr. Mary Alice Muton. She's an
asteroid specialist.”

"H ," Mary Alice said. She went on frowning.

"Probl en?" Ownen asked.

"Sort of." She didn't seemto notice Jeanette at all. "Rick, | w sh you d conme |ook at
this."

"Sure."

Dr. Mouton led the way and Rick Oaen followed. Jeanette shook her head and tagged after
them through another corridor and up some stairs, past an untidy conputer room All mad, she
t hought. But what did | expect?

She hadn't known what to expect at all. This was her first trip to Hawaii, courtesy of an
engi neeri ng associ ation neeting that invited her to speak on satellite observation. That
conference was over and she was taking a couple of days |leave, swimring the Big Island's reefs and
enj oyi ng the sun. She didn't know anyone in Hawaii, and it had been pretty dull. Jeanette began to
make plans to visit Linda and Ednund before going back to Fort Bragg.

Then Richard Onen had nmet her at the reef. They'd had breakfast after their swim and he'd
invited her to come up to see the observatory. She'd brought a sleeping bag; she didn't know
whet her Onen expected to share it with her, but fromlittle things he'd said at |lunch and on the
drive up after lunch she was pretty sure he'd make the offer. She'd been trying to decide what to
do when he did.

Now it was as if she weren't there at all

She followed theminto a small, cluttered room There was a big viewscreen in one corner.
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Dr. Mouton did things to the controls and a field of stars showed on the screen. She did sonething
el se, and the star field blinked on and off; as it did, one star seened to junp back and forth.

"New asteroi d?" Omen asked.

"That's what | thought,"” Dr. Muton said. "Except ... take a good | ook, Rick. And think
about what you're seeing."

He stared at the screen. Jeanette came closer. She couldn't see anything strange. You take
the pictures on two different nights and do a blink conparison. The regular stars won't have noved
enough to notice, but anything that noves agai nst the background of the "fixed stars,"” like a
pl anet or an asteroid, will be in tw different places on the two different photos. Blink back and
forth between the two plates: the "noving" body would seemto junp back and forth. That was how
Cl yde Tonbaugh discovered Pluto. It was also a standard photo reconnai ssance techni que, to see
what had changed in the interval between two satellite photos.

"What's the problenfP" Onen asked.

"That's moving too far for the interval."

"It's close ..."

"Not that close," she said. "I got the plates froma few weeks ago. Rick, | had to trace
back damm near night by night, it's noving so fast! It's in a hyperbolic orbit."

"Cone on, it can't be!"

"It is," Dr. Mouton said.

"Excuse me," Jeanette said. They both turned to | ook at her. They'd obviously forgotten
she was there. "Wiat's a hyperbolic orbit?"

"Fast,"” Owen said. "Mwving too fast for the sun's gravity. Objects in a hyperbolic orbit
can escape fromthe solar system altogether."

She frowned. "How coul d somet hing be noving that fast?"

"Big planets can make it happen." Richard said. "Disturb sonething's orbit

"I't's under power," Mary Alice Muton said.

"Aw, cone on!"

"I knowit's silly, but it's the only explanation | can think of. Rick, |I've followed that
thing backward for weeks, and it has decel erated nost of the way."

"But ..."

"Jupiter can't do that. Nothing can."

"No, of course it -- Mary Alice?"

"The conputer plot fits perfectly if you assume it's a powered spacecraft.” Dr. Muton's
voi ce had taken on a flat, dry note. "And nothing el se does."”

An hour later. Two nore astrononers had cone in, |ooked at the plates, and | eft shaking
their heads. One had insisted that whatever else they found, the early plates were genuine; he'd
taken them hinmsel f. The other hadn't even adnmitted seeing anything.

Onen used the tel ephone to call Arizona. "Laura? Rick Onen. W' ve got sonething funny
here. Did any of your people happen to get pictures |ooking south of Leo the past few weeks?" He
read off a string of coordinates and waited for a few nonments.

"Good! Looked at then? Could you please go | ook? Yes, now. | know it's not convenient, but
believe ne, it's inportant.”

"You don't really believe that's a powered ship, do you?" Jeanette asked.

Mary Alice | ooked at her with haunted eyes. "l've tried everything else, and nothing fits
the data. And yes, | renenber the pulsars!" which neant nothing to Jeanette.

They drank coffee while Onen tal keth. Finally he put down the phone. He | ooked fli ghtened.
"Kin Peak has seen it," he announced. "Chap nanmed Tom Duff, a conputer type, spotted it. They
didn't believe it. It's just where we sawit. Mary Alice, you nmay have a probl em about credit for
di scovery."

"Bother the credit, what is it?" Dr. Muton denmanded. "Rick, it's big, and it's under
power, and it's com ng here."

In California it would be three in the norning. Linda heard the phone ring three tines,
then the sl eepy voice. "Yes?"

"Linda, this is Jenny."

"Jenny? But -- well, hello, is sonething wong?"

"Kind of, Sis. | need to talk to your husband. Fast."

"What ?" There was a pause. "Al right."

"And get him sone coffee," Jenney said. "He's going to need it."

Presently she heard the new y awakened voice of Major CGeneral Ednund G |l espie. "Jenny?
What ' s wrong?"

"General, | have something strange to report
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"General . Are you being official?"

"Well ... formal. Yes, sir. |I've already called ny colonel, and he agreed that it would be
a good idea to call you."

"Just a second, Jenny. Linda, where's that coffee? Ah. Thanks. Ckay, shoot."

"Yes, sir." As she spoke, she tried to inmagine the scene. General G llespie sitting on the
edge of the bed, growi ng nore and nmore awake. Hi s hair probably | ooks like his head is expl oding.
Li nda pacing back and forth wondering what in the world is going on. Maybe Joel had been awakened.
Well, there wasn't any help for that. A lot of people were going to be |losing sleep

"Jenny, are you seriously suggesting that this is ... an alien ship? Men from Mars and al
t hat ?"

"Sir, we both know there can't be any nmen from Mars. O anywhere else in the solar system
But this is a large object, it's noving faster than anything that could stay inside the solar
system it has been decelerating for weeks, and it appears to be com ng here. Those are facts,
confirmed by three different observatories." Suddenly she giggled. "Ed, you' re an astronaut. Wat
do you think it is?"

"Dammed if | know," G llespie said. "Russian?"

"No, " Jeanette said.

There was a long silence fromthe other end. "You'd know, wouldn't you? But are you that
sure?"

"Yes, sir. I'mthat sure. It is not a Soviet ship. It's nmy job to know things like that.
I've been nmonitoring the Soviet space programfor ten years, and they can't build anything |ike
that. Neither can we."

"Jenn--Captain, if this is ajoke we're all going to be in trouble.”

"For God's sake, General, why would | joke about this?" she demanded. "I told you,
al ready got ny colonel out of bed! He's going through channels, but you can inmagi ne what's goi ng
to happen to a UFO report."

"I can think of people to call,’

"Yes, sir," Jenny said dryly.

"Yeah, | know, so nust you," Ed Gllespie said. "But | see your point. If it's an alien
ship, we've got sone preparing to do. Jenny, who is your C. O ?

"Col onel Robert Hartley G2 Strategic Arnmy Command, Fort Bragg. Here's the phone nunber."

Li nda wat ched as her husband put the phone down. He | ooked worried. "Wat's ny kid sister
done now?"

"Maybe earned herself a medal,"” Ednmund said. He lifted the phone and began diali ng.

"Who are you calling now?" Linda asked. "This is crazy!"

"Hell o, Colonel Hartley? General Ed G Illespie here. Captain Crichton said you'd be

Gllespie said. "I'mjust having trouble believing it."

expecting ny call ... Yeah. Yeah, she's always had a | evel head. Yeah. Yeah, | believe her too.
Ckay, so what do we do about it?" This is crazy, Linda thought. Absolutely crazy. My kid sister
di scovers flying saucers. | don't believe it. | will not believe it. Only ... Only Jenny never
pulled a practical joke in her life. She doesn't drink, she doesn't take drugs, and ... Aliens? An

alien ship approaching Earth?

She saw that Ednund had put the phone down. "So now what ?" she asked.

"I don't know. Hard to think. Have to | et people know. Have to let the President know. |'m
not sure how to do that."

"Wes Dawson could do it," Linda said.

"By God!" He | ooked at his watch. "After six in Washington. Ws might be up. 1'll wake him
up. You got his honme nunber handy?"

Davi d Cof fey had al ways thought of hinself as a night person, but that wasn't possible
now. The President of the United States couldn't sleep late. It just wasn't done.

He couldn't even insist on being left alone for breakfast, although he tried. As he sat
down on the terrace to enjoy the lovely spring day in Washington, the Chief of Staff said, "Wes
Dawson. California--"

"l know who he is."

"I nsists on joining you for breakfast."

"l nsi sts?"

"He didn't put it that way, but yes. Said he was calling in any favors he had coni ng
Vital, he said."”

David Coffey sighed. He felt the pressure of his belt. There was a cabi net neeting at
el even, and he'd hoped to get in a half hour swimbefore then. Tighten up the gut a bit. "Tel
Congressman Dawson |'mflattered,"” he said, "And ask the housekeeper please to set another place
at the table."”
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Fl yi ng saucers. Spaceships. Silly, the President thought. The sort of stuff the mdwestern
papers ran when there wasn't any other news. Fakery. O insanity. Except that Ws Dawson wasn't
crazy, had never been crazy, and even though he was acting manic, he wasn't crazy now.

"Let me get this straight, Ws," Coffey said. "The astrononmers have seen a spaceship
approaching Earth. It will be here next nonth. You want to go neet it."

"Yes, M. President."

"Wes, do you know -- scratch that. O course you know how goofy this sounds. Al right,
assune it's all true. Wiy you?"

"Sonebody has to," Dawson said. "And the fact that | used up all ny favors to be the first
to tell you about it ought to show |I'minterested."

"Yeah, | give, you that."

“I'"'mon both Space and Foreign Rel ati ons. You ought to have sonebody fromthe Congress
when we go out to nmeet them"

"Why go out to neet themat all?"

"Because ... it's nore fitting, sir," Dawson said. "Think about it. M. President, they
came froma |long way off. From another star--"

"Sure about that?" the Chief of Staff asked. "Wy not from another planet?"

"Because we've seen all the likely planets close up, and there's no place for a
civilization," Dawson said patiently. "Anyway. M. President, they came froma long way off. Even
so, they'll, recognize that the first step is the hard one. W want to nmeet themin orbit, not
wait for themto conme here.

"Let ne try to put it in perspective,” he said. "Wuld the history of the Pacific Islands
have been different if the first tine the Europeans encountered Hawaii ans, the Pol ynesi ans had
been well out at sea in oceangoi ng boats? Mghtn't they have been treated with nore respect?"

"I see," the President said. "You know, Ws, you just nay be right. That's assuning
there's anything to this."

"If there is, do | get to go?" Dawson asked.

David Coffey |aughed. "We' ||l see about that," he said. He turned to the Chief of Staff.
"Jim get hold of General Gllespie. Get himon a plane for Washington. And the Arny captain who
di scovered this thing." He sighed. "And get it on the agenda for the cabinet neeting today. Let's
see what the Secretary of State has to say about wel coming the Men from Mars. "

Wes Dawson wal ked back fromthe Wiite House to his offices in the Rayburn Buil ding. He
didn't really have tine to do that, but it was a fine norning, and the wal k woul d do hi m good, and
he was too excited to work anyway.

The President hadn't said no!

Wes strolled quickly through the Federal Triangle and al ong | ndependence Avenue. He'd done
that often, but he still tended to gawk at the great public buildings along the way. It was al
there. Government granite, nagnificent buildings in the old classic style, built to [ ast back when
Anerica had craftsmen able to conmpete with the great builders of old Geece and Ronme. And nore
than that, The Archives, with the original Constitution and Declaration of |ndependence to make
you m sty-eyed and silent and rem nd you that we'd done things even the Romans couldn't, we'd
invented a stable government of free citizens. Beyond that was the Smithsonian, old castle and new
ext ensi on.

The President hadn't said no! I'mgoing to space! Only -- only would President Coffey
renenber? It wasn't an ironclad prom se. No one had heard it but JimFrantz. If the President
forgot, the Chief of Staff would forget too, because Coffey m ght have had a reason to forget. O

It's too fine a nmorning to think that way. Coffey didn't say no! | really could go to space!

Ahead was the Space Museum with its endless traffic, the only building in Washi ngt on t hat
drew crowds during weekend blizzards. Ws wanted to look in. Just for a noment. There was work to
do, and Carlotta would be waiting in the office to hear what happened in his neeting with the
President, and he ought to hurry, but dammt. Across fromthe nmuseum was NASA itself.

Wes grinned fromear to ear, startling passersby who weren't used to peopl e | ooking happy.
A coupl e of runners cane past and returned the grin, although they couldn't know what nade hi m so
cheerful.

"I know a secret," he said aloud as he | ooked up toward the eighth-floor corner office of
the Adm nistrator, Have they told himby now? Maybe they' ||l even have him at the Cabi net neeting

But I'mthe one who told the President, and |I've got my claimstaked ... And I'mthe right
man. |'ve been waiting for this day all nmy life. I"'min good shape -- well, reasonably good. ['1lI
be in better. I'll run every day . . . He ran a couple of steps, realized that wasn't practica
for a man in a dark pinstripe three-piece suit, and grinned again. Starting this afternoon, he
thought. And |I'Il get to Houston for training. Real training. |I've been there before. Good thing,
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bei ng on the space conmittee ..

Aliens! The full force of it hit himjust as he reached the Capitol reflecting pool
They're really here. Aliens. This is where human history breaks into two pieces. The search for
extraterrestrial intelligence is over, the aliens are coming. . . Take that. Bill Proxmre

He clinbed the hill to the Rayburn buil ding and wal ked between the two nonstrous statues
that faced each other across the granite steps. They were the ugliest statues in Washi ngton, crude
attenpts to portray the najesty and conpassion of the law in Geek classical style but done by a
very bad scul ptor who hadn't understood what the Greeks were trying to do -- and who hadn't known
much about human anatomy either. Ws grinned as he passed them It was obvi ous what had happened
Soneone had insisted on statues, and sone forgotten congressman had said 'Al, nmy cousin Cindy Lou
married a guy who nakes statues...'

His aides hurried to intercept himas he entered his suite of offices. Ws knew he was
late, but danmit! Now here cane Larry with a fistful of nessages. Wes waved hi m asi de and went
past the receptionist and into his office, bursting to tell Carlotta. She was seated in his chair.
A dozen Boy Scouts fromhis district were draped on the other chairs and couches. Ch, damm, Ws
t hought, and put on his best smle

Carlotta saw the fixed political grin on her husband's face. but she could see beyond it
to the glow of enthusiasmin Ws's eyes. He didn't need to say anything. After all, they'd lived
together nearly twenty-five years, and had been married for twenty-two. She could tell

Wes has a chance. A chance to be the anbassador of the human race. No, make that consul or
what ever the hell they call the second in charge of an enbassy. The Russians are likely to provide
the anmbassador. Thank God | nade Wes | earn some Russian, Her bed would be enpty now, and that
woul dn't be so good, but he sure | ooked happy. Couldn't wait to tell her about it.

But the Scouts were here. Bad timng, but the appointnment was made weeks ago. How coul d
anyone know Congressnman Dawson woul d eat his breakfast at the Wiite House?

The boys swarmed around Wes. He seenmed friendly enough. Not too friendly. He wasn't making
many political points with this visit. Wiy couldn't the damm ki ds go away?

That wasn't really fair. She'd encouraged themto conme herself. Carlotta |iked boys. Al
congressnmen wel comed visiting Bdy Scouts, but Wes and Carlotta were happi er than nbost when they
came to Washington. Not just Scouts. Al boys.

If Simon had lived ... Carlotta thought. But he hadn't. Sinon Dawson, age three nonths,
dead of whatever it was that killed babies in their first year: Silent Killer, Crib Death.

The doctors had told her she couldn't have nore children. She'd ganbl ed anyway, and very
nearly died in childbirth. It was a nonth before she could hold her daughter in her arns, and
anot her before she recovered, and it was obvi ous that Sharon would be the only child of the Dawson
famly, the only heir to two | ong and respectable |ines. That was al nost twenty years ago. Sharon
was enrolled at Radcliffe now, and didn't think much of her father's career. Carlotta had never
been able quite to understand why.

Doesn't matter. Al colleges teach nonsense. She'll outgrowit. Carlotta got up and went
to Ws. He was bursting to tell her, but he had control of his face now "H ," she said. "This is
Troop 112. Johnny Brasicku is the Senior Patrol Leader. Johnny, this is ny husband, Congressnan
Dawson. "

They were nice boys, and they came fromthe district. Wes shook hands with each one of
them Wen he'd finished he gave Carlotta a rueful grin. She wi nked at him

The nost inportant news we've ever heard, she thought. Possibly the nobst inportant thing
anyone ever heard. And here we're chatting with Boy Scouts while the staff deci des what we ought
to think and how Ws ought to vote, and there's nothing we can do about it. If congressnen spent
any time being congressnen and thinking about the job, they wouldn't have the job. It's a strange
way to run a country.

2 ANNCUNCEMENTS
Suspicion is the conpani on of nean souls, and the bane of all good society.
-- Thomas Pai ne, Common Sense

COUNTDOWN: H M NUS SI X WEEKS

"I really don't think you should do that," Jeanette Crichton said. R chard Onen paused
with his hand on the tel ephone, then snorted. "Nothing you can do about it. The Army doesn't have
any jurisdiction over ne."
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"I never said we did," Jeanette said. "And why be paranoi d? But you ought to think it
over."

"I already did," Omen said. "The Soviets have to know. They may al ready, in which case
it's better if they know that we know about it. And you're nice and friendly, but sonehow |I've got
the feeling that if | wait very long a real spook m ght show up." He lifted the receiver and
di al ed.

And now what ? Jeanette thought. He's right, the Arny doesn't have any jurisdiction, and
t he Russi ans probably know all about it anyway. If they don't now, they' |l |earn soon enough. They
have a lot nore in space than we do, with their big manned station

"Acadeni ci an Pavel Bondarev," Ownen said. "Da. Bondarev," H's fingers drunmed agai nst the
desk, "Pavel? Richard Oxen in Hawaii. Un ... yes, of course, I'll wait," He put his hand over the
transmitter, "They have a policy," he told Jeanette. "They're not allowed to talk to Americans
unl ess there are three of themtogether. Even sonebody as hi gh as Bondarev. Tal k about paranoid,
these guys own the copyright. . . Ah. Acadeni ci an Bondarev? Your colleagues are there? Excellent.
This is Professor Richard Omen, University of Hawaii, W've turned up sonething interesting
think you better know about..."

Pavel Al eksandrovi ch Bondarev put down the tel ephone and stared thoughtfully at the
ceiling.

"Is it real?" Boris Ogarkov's flat peasant |ace was twisted into an inquiring frown, which
made hi m | ook very unpl easant.

"Yes," Bondarev said absently. Boris was the Institute Party Secretary. He was not well
educated. Boris was fromthe working class. Uninspired but tireless Party activities had brought
himto lie attention of his superiors He was one of those raised to a position of power, who knew
that loyalty to the systemwas the only way be would ever be nore than a nenial. He had cunning
enough to know that the Institute was inportant to the Soviet Union, and so not to interfere with
its work. instead be busied hinself with seeing that there was a portrait of Lenin in every
office, and that everyone, scientist, secretary, clerk, or janitor, voted in every election. "I
know this Anerican well,"” Bondarev continued. "W have published two papers together, and worked
together when | was in the United States. He would not call ne for a hoax."

"Not as a hoax;" Andrei Pyatigorskiy said. "But could he be nistaken? W have seen no
evi dence of this."

"Per haps we have," Bondarev said. "And perhaps not, As a favor, Anditi, will you please
call Dr. Nosov at the observatory, and ask his staff to exam ne all the photographs that m ght be
rel evant ?"

"Certainly."

"Thank you. | need not say that Nosov nust not speak of this to anyone. No nmatter what he
finds."

"l can call the Party Secretary at the observatory,"” Boris Ogartov said. "He will help to
keep this secret."

Bondar ev nodded agreenent.

"But, Pavel Al eksandrovich, do you believe this story? Alien spacecraft coning to Earth?"
Pyati gorskiy gestured hel pl essly. "How can you believe it?"

Bondarev shrugged. "If you agree that they did not lie, we have no choice but to believe
it. The Americans have excellent equi pnent, and enough so that every observatory has conparators
and computers. As you well know. "

"If we had half so nuch,” Pyatigorskiy said. Half the tinme he had to build his own
equi pnent, because the Institute could not get the forei gn exchange credits to obtain electronics
and optics fromthe West, and unless it had been built for the mlitary, Russian |aboratory
equi prent did not work well.

Bondarev shrugged again. "Certainly. But there are many reasons why the Americans woul d
see it first."

"Perhaps it has been seen from Kosnograd." Boris QOgarkov said.

Pyati ggrskiy nodded agreement. "Their tel escopes are nuch better than those we have here."

"I will ask," Bondai ev said. And perhaps get an answer, perhaps not. Reports fromthe
Sovi et space station were closely guarded. Oten Bondarev did not get them for nonths.

"W shoul d see their photographs,” Pyatigotskiy said. "lInstantly when they cone in. And
you should be able to call Rogachev and tell himwhere to point his instruments.”

"Perhaps," Bondarev said. He | ooked significantly at his subordinate. Andre
Pyati gorskiy was an excel |l ent devel opnent scientist, but his career would not be aided by
criticizing policy in front of Boris Ogarkov. Boris probably would not report this, but he would
remenber. ..
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"It is vital," Andrei continued. He sounded stubborn. "If aliens are com ng, we nust nake
preparations."

"Is it not likely that they know in Mscow?" Qgarkov asked.

"Perhaps they have heard from Kosnograd, and al ready know. "

“I think not." Bondarev said quietly. "It is of course possible. They know nuch in Mdscow.
But | think we here woul d have heard, if not what they know, that they have | earned sonething of
i mportance. In the neantime, it is vital that we | ook at our own photographs. |If this object
shows, then we know it is no hoax."

He | ooked thoughtful. "No ordinary hoax, at all events."

"So that's that," Richard Omen said. "They hadn't seen it." He wal ked over to the w ndow
overl ooki ng the road up Mauna Kea.

"Or said they hadn't," Jeanette said.

"Yeah, that's right." He glanced at his watch. "Next thing is a press conference." He
| ooked at her defiantly.

She shook her head. "Richard, there's nothing | can do to stop you |I think you re wong,
t hough. "

"Don't the people have a right to know?"

"l suppose so." she said. "Do you think the Russians believe you?"

"Why shoul dn't they?" Owen denanded.

"They don't often believe anything we say. They see plots everywhere," Jeanette said.

"Not Bondarev," Omnen protested. "l've known hima long tine, He'll believe ne."

"Yes. But will his superiors believe hin? Anyway, it's not ny problem.."

"Sure about that?"

"What ?"
"There's a nmess of cars coming up the road," Oaen said. "State police, and an Arny staff
car. | never saw anything like that up here before..."

Li eutenant Hal Brassfield was nervous. He couldn't have been nore than twenty years old,
and he wasn't sure who Jeanette was. Small wonder, she thought.

"Captain," he said, "I don't really know any nore than that. The orders said to get you to
Washi ngton by first available transportation, highest priority, and we arranged that. A chopper
will rmeet us down at the five-thousand-foot level. He'll get you to Pearl. There's a Navy jet
standi ng by there."

Jeanette frowned, "lIsn't that a bit unusual ?"

"You bet your sweet -- yes, ma'am that's unusual. Leastwi se | never did anything like
this before."

She | ooked at the sheet of orders. They'd been hastily typed fromtel ephone dictation, and
| ooked nothing like standard nilitary orders. She'd never seen anything |like them Cone to that,
she thought, not very many officers had. At the bottomit said "By order of the President of the
United States," and bel ow that was "For the President, James F. Frantz, Chief of Staff."

"Those cane in about an hour ago,"” the lieutenant said. "And it's all | know. W're a
trai ni ng command, Captain."”

"Al'l right, Lieutenant, but someone will have to go to ny hotel. | have things there, and
the bill has to be paid."

"Yes, ma'am Major Johnston said |I'd have to take care of that. 1'll send your bags on to
you, only | don't know where to send them" He chuckled. "I wouldn't think the Wite House woul d

be the right address for a captain. But that's the only place listed on those orders.”

Jeanette nodded, nore to herself than to the |ieutenant. Wienever she was i n Washi ngton
she stayed at Flintridge with her aunt and uncle, so that was no problem Only it was probably a
"hurry up and wait" situation. There wasn't any need for her at the Wite House. Not that

urgently, and probably not at all. The President would want to confirmthe sighting, but before
she coul d get to Washington he'd have a dozen others to tell him about the nysterious -- what? She
gi ggl ed.

"Penny for your thoughts,” Richard Onen said.

"What do we call it?" she asked. "UFO? But it isn't flying."

Li eutenant Brassfield | ooked puzzled. "UFO? All this is over a flying saucer?"

"Yes," Jeanette said.

"Hey, now wait a minute ..

"It's all true,” Richard Omen said. "W've spotted an alien spaceship. It's onits way to
Earth. Captain Crichton called the Arny."

"“"Maybe | better not know any nore about this," Brassfield said.

Jeanette thought of Richard Oaen's upcom ng press conference and | aughed. "It won't hurt.
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Li eutenant, do you have anyone in Kona? O sonmebody who can get there fast?"

"Yes, ma'am"”

"Good. Have himgo to the Kanehaneha Hotel and collect ny bags. He's to be careful with ny
uniform but get it packed. Al ny stuff. Then drive like hell to neet us where that helicopter is
picking us up. If I"'mgoing to the Wiite House, | amdamed if 1'll go bare-Iegged!"

KGB Headquarters was across the city square fromthe Institute. It was a drab brick
building, in contrast to the Institute's pillars and nmarbl e facade. Pavel Bondarev wal ked briskly
across the square. It was a pleasant day, warm enough that he did not need an overcoat.

A new nan sat at the reception desk in KG headquarters. He | ooked very young. Pave
Bondarev grinmaced, then shrugged. Wat cannot be cured nust be endured. He had | earned patience,
and he forced hinself to be still, although he was bursting with the news.

Along line of citizens waited in front of the reception desk. Men in ill-fitting suits,
wonen in stained skirts and scarves, farners, workers, mnor factory officials: they all held
forns to be signed, pernission slips of one kind or another. Today there were not so many farners;
in fall there would be hundreds wanting to sell the produce fromtheir tiny private plots.

Bondar ev shook his head. Absurd, he thought. They should be working, not standing in |ines
here. But it is typically Russian, and if they didn't stand in Iines they woul dn't work anyway.
They' d just get drunk.

If there were not residency controls, everyone would live in Moscow. Once while visiting
Washi ngton he'd heard a song at an Anerican's party: "How you going to keep them down on the
farn?" It was evidently a problemfor the Americans as well as the Russians.

He wal ked past the line. A man at the head of the line, roundfaced |ike Boris Qgarkov,
glared at himsullenly but didn't say anything. Bondarev stood at the desk. Two nmen were at
anot her desk nearby. He thought he recogni zed the one who was typing a report on a battered
machi ne of German make. Bondarev wondered idly if the typewiter had been brought to Russia by the
Wehrmacht. It was certainly old enough. Provincial establishnments, even KGB, did not often get new

equi prrent .
The reception officer ignored himas |ong as possible, then | ooked up insolently. "Yes?"
You will be that way, will you? Bondarev thought. Very well. Bondarev spoke quietly, but
| oud enough so he was certain that the nmen at the next desk could overhear him "l am Bondarev. |

wi sh to see the duty officer."

The desk officer frowned. The man at the next desk ceased typing.

"What is the nature of your business?"

"If I had meant for you to know, | would have told you,"” Bondarev said. "Now you wl |l
pl ease informthe senior officer present that Academ cian Bondarev, Director of the Lenin Research
Institute of Astrophysics and Cosnography, w shes to see himand that the matter is urgent."

The receptionist's frown deepened, but his face lost the insolent |ook. A full Acadenician
woul d have powerful friends, and the Institute was inportant in their provincial city. The officer
who had been typing got up fromthe desk and cane over. "Certainly, Conrade Acadenician," he said.
"I will go and tell Conrade Orlov at once." He | ooked down sideways at the receptionist, then
left.

"I amrequired to ask," the receptionist said. Hs voice was sullen

He has not long held his commission as an officer of the KGB, Bondarev thought. And he has
rat her enjoyed having everyone act respectful, even fearful. He did not expect to find sonmeone to
fear.

"This way, Conrade Academ cian." The other agent indicated a doorway.

As Bondarev passed through, the receptionist was saying, "How should I know he was an
Academi ci an? He did not say so." Bondarev snil ed.

The of fice was not |arge. The desk was cluttered. Bondarev did not recogni ze the officer
at the desk, but he was certain he had seen him before.

"Yes, Conrade Acadeni ci an?"

"I must use your scranbler tel ephone to call Mscow, Conrade Orlov. Party Third Secretary
Narovchatov in the Kremin. It is urgent. No one nust listen. It is a matter of state security."”

“If it is a mtter of state security, we nmust record--"

"Yes, but not to listen," Bondarev said. "Conrade, believe ne, you do not want to listen
to this call."

It took nearly an hour to conplete the call. Then General Narovchatov's voice cane on the
line. "Pavel Al eksandrovich! It is good to hear fromyou." The hearty gravel voice changed. "Al
is well?"

"Da, Conrade General. Marina is well, your grandchildren are well."

"“Ah. Another year, Pavel. Another year and you may return to Mdoscow. But hard as it is,
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you must stay there now. Your work is needed."

"I know," Bondarev said. "Marina will be grateful that it is only one nore year. That,
however, is not why | have called.”
"Then?"

"I have called fromthe KGB station in order to use the scranbler tel ephone. The officer
on duty is watching to see that no one listens. It is a matter of great inportance, N kol ai
Ni kol ayevi ch. The greatest inportance.”

General Ni kol ai Ni kol ayevi ch Narovchat ov put down the tel ephone and carefully finished
writing his notes in the |eather-bound book on his desk. Once in Paris a wealthy |ady had given
hima score of the | eather books, full of blank pages of excellent paper. That had been | ong ago,
| ong enough that his baggage had been searched when he returned, and the border guards had
wonder ed what sinister nessages were written on the blank paper until the superiors he travel pd
with had becone inpatient and the guards wordl essly passed himthrough. Each book |lasted nearly a
year, and now only two were |eft.

He stared at his notes. Aliens. An alien spaceship was com ng to Earth. Nonsense.

But it is not nonsense, he thought. Pavel Bondarev woul d not have been ny ideal of a son-

in-law. | would have preferred that Marina marry a diplomat. Still, there is no questioning that
the Acadenmician is intelligent. Intelligent and cautious. He would not call if he were not
certain. The Americans have seen this object -- the Anericans say they have seen this object. An

Anerican scientist calls a Soviet scientist. Afriendly gesture, one scientist to another.

Could this be? Narovchatov stared at his notebook as if the notes he had taken could tel
hi m somet hi ng he didn't know. Pavel Bondarev was intelligent, he knew this Anmerican, and he
believed that this was real. But of course he would. The Cl A was clever. Alnost as clever as the
KGB.

And nmore to the point: the KG would not believe the Americans. He thought of the problens
a provincial KGB officer would have in trying to notify Mscow of a devel opnent |ike this, and
nodded in satisfaction. it would be hours before the senior officials of the KGB would know.

The Americans have seen sonething, or say they have. Mrre inportant, now that they knew
where to | ook, Russian astrononmers at the Urals Observatory have seen it as well.

Not nonsense. It is real. Something is there. Could the Anericans have done sonething like
this? It didn't seemlikely, but the Americans had surprised them before.

| rmust do sonething. | do not know what.

Nar ovchatov's ornately carved desk stood at one end of a long, high-ceilinged room The
inevitable portrait of Lenin dom nated rugs covered the floor. The roomwas confortable, full of
qui et el egance, tasteful and restful, a roomwhere he could work; but it was also a room where he
could relax, as was necessary nore and nore often now.

He had first seen this roomas a very young soldier at the beginning of the G eat
Patriotic War. Hi s special reginent had been assigned to guard duty in the Kremin just before the
Germans were driven away. It was not a long tour of duty. The OVSBON were sent to chase Gernmans
soon after.

It had been | ong enough, and he had seen enough. N kol ai N kol ayevi ch Narovchat ov woul d

never return to Kirov, where his father worked in the hammer mll. Communi sm had been ki nd enough
to Ni kol ai Narovchatov. It had taken himfromthe villages to Kirov, fromthe stolid peasant
nmsery of a Russian winter to the conparative warnth of the city and industrial life. It had nmade

his children literate. N kolai never wanted nore, but his son did. If that office came from
Communi sm then Communi sm was worth studying.

It took himthirty years, but he never doubted that he would arrive. Party work in the
Arny, then Mdscow University, where he studi ed engi neering and al ways took excellent marks in the
political courses. He could have had better grades in his acadenic subjects, but he did not want
to show up his friends, for he always sought out the relatives of high party officials. If you
wi sh power, it is best to have friends in high places; and if you know no one in high places, neet
their children

Great Stalin died, and Khrushchev began his slow rise to power. Those were not easy years
for it was difficult to tell who would win in the inevitable struggle. Beria had fallen, and with
himfell the NKVD, to be divided into the civil mlitia and the KG&... Nikolai Narovchatov chose
his friends carefully, and kept his ties with the Party. Eventually he married the daughter of the
Party Secretary of the Russian Soviet Federated Socialist Republic, largest of the fifteen
republics that together nmade up the USSR Shortly after, Khrushchev fell, and the Party nmen becane
even nore doni nant.

Fromthen on his rise was rapid. He becane a "political general." Mstly he despised that
group, but the title was useful. it paid well, and gave himties within the Arny and the Rocket
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Forces; and unlike many political generals, he had fought in the Great Patriotic War, and
el sewhere. He had earned his nedal s.
As | have earned ny place, he thought. Party work, arse kissing, yes, enough of that, but

I have also built factories that actually produce goods. | have hel ped keep the Gernans hel pl ess,
cannot the Anericans understand why we nmust? | have disnmissed corrupt officials where | could, and
m ni m zed the danage of those | could not do without. |I have been a good manager, and | have

earned ny place. A good place, with ny son safely established in the Mnistry of Trade, and ny
daughters well narried, one grandchild in Moscow s Institute of International Relations..

And now this.

At least | shall be the first to informthe Chairman. Marina, Marina, | did not approve
your choice of a husband, but | see | was wong. It was a good day when you net Pave
Al eksandrovi ch Bondarev. A very good day.

He pushed back his chair and stood, and feeling very weary, went down the ornate hall to
the office of the Chairman

The biggest story in history, and David Coffey was president when it happened. Aliens,
com ng here

He sat at the center of the big table in the Cabi net Room The others had stood when he
entered, and didn't take their seats until he was settled. It upset David, but he'd becone used to
it. They didn't stand for David Coffey, but for the President of the United States.

Cof fey was aware that at |east half the people in the roomthought they could do the job
better than he could, and one or two might be right. They'd never get the chance. Not even Henry
Morton. The political witers all like to talk about Henry being 'a heartbeat away fromthe
Presidency,' but | never felt better in ny life. The Party wanted Morton as Vice President, but
he'll never have a clear shot at this chair.

David was a little in ame of the Secretary of State. Dr. Arthur Hart had witten a best-
seller on diplonmacy, made a fortune trading in overseas comodities, and was a favorite guest on
the TV tal k shows. Hart's face was probably better known to the average citizen than the
President's. But he'll never sit here either. Hasn't enough fire in his belly. He'd |ike to be
President, but he hasn't the killer instinct it takes to get high elective office.

Davi d | ooked around the table at the others. Certainly Hart was the nost distinguished man
inthe room It wasn't an overwhel mingly distinguished cabi net.

“I don't think I have it in me to be a great president," David had told his wife the night
he was el ected. When Jeanne protested, David shook his head. "But then | don't think the country
wants a great president just now. The nation's about worn out with great this and great that. |
can't be a great president, so I'll just have to settle for being a damed good one -- and that |
can manage. "

And so far | have. It's not a great cabinet, but it's a damed good one.

"Gentlenen. And | adies," he added for the benefit of the Secretary of Commerce and the
Secretary of the Interior. "In place of our regular agenda, there is a sonewhat pressing item
which the Chief of Staff will explain to you. Jim if you wll "

"It's just plain dammed crazy," Peter McCOeve said. "M. President, | will not believe
it." He turned toward the President in his place at the center of the big conference table. "I
simply do not believe it."

"You can believe it," Ted Giffin said. The Secretary of Defense spoke directly to the
Attorney General, but he talked nostly for the President's benefit. "Peter, | heard it just before
| cane over."

"Sure, fromthe sane people who told Dawson," Md eve said.

"They do seemto have checked it thoroughly.” Ted Giffin was a big nman, tall and beefy
and built like the football player he'd been. He | ooked as if he might shout a lot, but in fact he
al nost never did.

"You accept the story, then?" the Secretary of State asked.

"Yes."

"I see." Arthur Hart put the tips of his fingers together in a gesture he'd nade fanous on
Meet the Press. Constitutionally, the Secretary of State was the senior Cabinet officer. In fact
he was the fourth nost inportant man in the room counting the President as top. Numbers two and
three (the order was uncertain) were Hap Ayl esworth, Special Assistant to the President for
Political Affairs, and Adnmiral Thorwald Carrell

"Assune it's true," Hart continued. "I do. So the inportant thing is, what do we do now?"

"l suppose you want to tell the Russians,"” Al an Rosenthal said. Arthur Hart |ooked at the
Secretary of the Treasury with anusenment. Rosenthal couldn't always contain his dislike of
Russi ans. "I think someone nust," Hart said.
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"Soneone did," Ted Giffin announced. VWen everyone was | ooking at him he nodded for
enphasis. "I got that news just before | cane over here. That astronomer guy in Hawaii called
sonmeone..." he glanced at a note on the table in front of him a Pavel Bondarev at the
Astrophysics Institute near Sverdl ovsk. Yeah, well, who could stop hin? He dialed direct."

"How | ong do you suppose it takes a story like that to get from Sverdl ovsk to the
Krenmlin?" the Attorney General asked.

"It could be quite a while," Arthur Hart said. "I was thinking that the President night
call the Chairman..."

"Moscow al ready knows," Admiral Carrell said. H s gravelly voice stopped all the
extraneous chatter in the nom "Payel Bondarev is the son-in-law of General Narovchatov.
Narovchat ov' s been with Chairman Petrovskiy for twenty years."

Everyone turned to |l ook at the Chief of Staff. JimFrantz al nost never said anything in
Cabi net neetings.

"What pronpted that, JinmP" Arthur Hart asked.

"I often wonder if any country in the world could operate if conmunications went only
t hrough channels," Ted Giffin said. "So. The Russians know, and by the tinme we |eave this
meeting, the country will know." He smiled at the startled | ooks that caused. "Yes, Captain
Crichton said this astrononer chap was calling a press conference."

"So we have to decide what to tell the public." Hap Ayl esworth was short and beefy,
perpetually fighting a wei ght problem H s necktie was always | oosened and his collar unbuttoned.
He sel dom appeared in photographs; when canmeras canme out, Aylesworth would usually urge sonmeone
el se forward. As Special Assistant he was the President's political advisor, but for the past nine
years he'd given David Coffey political advice. The Washi ngton Post called himthe Ki ngnaker

"There may be a nore pressing problem" Admiral Carrell said.

Ayl esworth rai sed a bushy eyebrow.

"The Russians. | don't know it would be such a good idea for the President to cal
Chai rman Petrovskiy, but | think 1'd better get on the horn to General Narovchatov."

"Why?" Ted Griffin asked.

"Cbvious, isn't it?" Carrell said. He pushed back a gray pinstripe sleeve to glance at his
wat ch. "One of the first things they'Il do once they're sure of this is start nobilizing.
Mlitary, civil defense, you name it. Ted, |I'd hate for your nilitary people to get all upset ..."
"Are you certain of this?" David Coffey asked.

"Yes, sir," Admiral Carrell said. "Sure as anything, M. President.

"Why woul d they assunme this..." Attorney General M:C eve had trouble getting the words
this alien spacecraft is hostile?"

"Because they think everything is hostile," Carrell said.

"Afraid he's right, Pete," Arthur Hart said. The Secretary of State shook his head sadly.

"I could wish otherwise, but that's the way it will be. And they'll very shortly be demandi ng an

of ficial explanation of why one of our scientists called one of theirs, instead of passing this

i nportant news through channels as it ought to be done.”

"That's crazy," Peter McC eve said. "Just plain crazy!"

"Possibly," Secretary Hart said. "But it's what will happen."”

"To sumup, then," David Coffey said. "The Soviets will shortly ask us for our officia
position, and they will begin nobilizing without regard to what that position is."

Admiral Carrell nodded agreenent. "Precisely, M. President."

"Then what should we do?" Hap Aylesworth asked. "W can't let the Russians nobilize while
we do nothing. The country won't stand for it."

"I can think of senators who would be delighted," Coffey said.

out .

"On both sides of the aisle,” Aylesworth said, "Doves who'll say there's never been
anything to be afraid of, and will nove resolutions congratul ating you on your steady nerves --
and hawks who'll want to inpeach you for selling out the country."

"Admiral ?" David Coffey asked. Adnmiral Canell was another advisor the President was in awe
of . They'd known each other for nore than a dozen years, since the day Vice Admral Carrell had
wal ked into a freshman congressnan's office and expl ai ned, patiently and with brutal honesty, how
the Navy was wasting noney in a shipyard that happened to be one of the najor enployers in David's
district.

Since that tine, Carrell had beconme Deputy Director of the National Security Agency, then
Director of the ClA David Coffey's first officially announced appoi ntnent was Dr. Arthur Hart to
be Secretary of State, but he'd decided on Thorwald Carrell as National Security Advisor before
his own nom nation, and the announcenment cane the day after Hart's appointnent.

"I think a partial mobilization," Admiral Carrell said. "We'll need a declaration of
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nati onal energency."

"This is senseless."” Comerce Secretary Connie Fuller had a surprisingly |ow voice for
such a small lady. "If we believe this is really an alien ship -- and | think we nmust -- then this
is the greatest day in human history! W're sitting here tal king about war and nobilization when

when everything is going to be different!"

"I agree," Arthur Hart said. "But the Soviets will begin nobilization."

"Let them" Fuller said. Her brown eyes flashed. "Let them nobilize and be dammed. At
| east one of the superpowers will behave like ... like responsible and intelligent beings! Do we
want these aliens? M. President, think of the power they have! To have cone from another star! W
want to wel cone them not appear hostile."

"That's what Wes Dawson thinks," President Coffey said. "Matter of fact, he wants to neet
themin orbit. He thought that might inpress thema little."

"An excell ent suggestion," Secretary Hart said.

"Couldn't hurt,"” Ted Giffin agreed.

"Except that we don't have a space station,” Adnmiral Carrell said.

"The Soviets do," Connie Fuller said. "Maybe if we asked them-"

"That's what | planned to do," David Coffey said. "Manwhile, we have a decision to nake.
What do we do now?"

"Put the mlitary forces on standby alert,”" Adniral Canell insisted. "Get the A teanms on

duty. "

"That works," Aylesworth said. "We can call in the congressional |eadership before we do
anyt hing el se.”

"Spread the blane," Admiral Carrell nuttered.

"Sonmething like that," David Coffey agreed. "I'Il call in the standby alert fromthe Oval
Ofice." He stood, and the others, after a monent, stood as well. "M. Giffin, | think it would
do no harmto exam ne our civil defense plans."

"Yes, sir, but that's not in the Departnment of Defense."

Cof fey frowned

"The Federal Energency Managenent Agency is an i ndependent agency, M. President."

"Well, for God' s sake," Coffey said. He turned to JimFrantz. "Statutory?"

"No, sir. Created by executive order."

"Then get out an executive order putting the dammed thing under the National Security

Council. Ted, | want you to stay on top of this. The news will be out in an hour, God knows what
people will do. I'msure sone will panic.

"You'll all want to call your offices," Coffey said. "There's no point in denying
anything. | think the official policy is that we do in fact believe an alien spaceship is com ng

here, and we're trying to figure out what to do."

"M. President!" Hap Ayl esworth was shocked.

David smiled. "Hap, | know you'd like the public to think I"minfallible, but it doesn't
work that way. The Pentagon gives out infallibility with the third star, and the Vatican's got a

way of handing it to the Pope, but it doesn't cone with the job of President. | think the people
know that, but if they don't, it's tinme they found out. W'll tell the sinple truth."
“Yes, sir."

"Meanwhile, let's figure on getting back together in two hours." Coffey turned to the
Chief of Staff. "Jim | think you'd better get the crisis center activated. It looks to be a |ong
day."

3 FLI NTRI DGE

Along a parabola Man's fate |like a rocket flies, Mainly in darkness, now and then on a rai nbow. --
ANDREI VQOZNESEVI SKY, "Parabolic Ball ad"

COUNTDOMN: H M NUS SI X WEEKS

The noving belt cane to life. Luggage spewed out of the bowels of Dulles Internationa
Airport. Jenny reached for her suitcase, but before she could get it, a fat lady in a yellow
fl owered dress shoul dered her aside to grab her own. "Excuse ne," the fat woman said. Wiy shoul d
I ? Jenny thought. |'m supposed to defend a tub of lard |ike you? Wiy? She tried to nove past the
wonan, but that wasn't going to be possible. It had been a long flight. Jenny's hair was in
strings, and she felt sticky. She drewin a breath to speak, but thought better of it. No point,
she told herself. She was resigned to letting her bag go around the carousel when she recognized
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Ed G Ilespie. He reached past the fat woman and caught the suitcase before it could escape. It was
big and heavy, but he lifted it effortlessly.

"Good norning," he said. "Any other |uggage?"

"No, sir," Jenny said. He was wearing a dark blue blazer and gray flannel trousers, and
didn't look mlitary at all. She giggled. "I don't often get a general for a porter. And an
astronaut at that." Gllespie didn't say anything, but the look on the fat woman's face when she
said 'astronaut' was worth a lot. "I hadn't expected you," Jenny said. "I got in fromcCalifornia
about an hour ago. Called Rhonda and found out which flight you were on. Seened reasonable to wait
for you."

Jenny opened her big purse and fished out the clear plastic strap for the suitcase.

G llespie snapped it on and |led the way out of the baggage area, up the ranp to the taxi stands.
The suitcase followed |like a dog on a |l eash, which was the way Jenny al ways thought of it, As far
as Jenny was concerned, wheels on | uggage had done nore for wonen's |iberation than nost

organi zations. She didn't mind letting a strong al pha nale take care of her suitcase. She did have
some misgivings about letting General Edmund G Il espie haul her luggage. Still, there was no point
intelling her brother-in-law that she could take care of her own suitcase when they were both in
civvies. If they'd been in uniformshe'd have pulled her owmn no nmatter what he said.

They reached street level. Gllespie waved to a waiting taxi. Hi s luggage was already in
its trunk. The taxi was new, or nearly so. The driver was M ddl e Eastern, probably Pakistani, and
hardly spoke English. They got into the backseat, and she sank back into the cushions. Then she
took a deep breath and let it out.

"Tired?" Gllespie asked

"Sure. Yesterday afternoon | was in Hawaii." She | ooked at her watch. Seven-thirty AM "A
Navy jet took ne to El Tom They stuffed ne in a helicopter and got me to Los Angeles just in tine
to catch the red-eye."

"CGet any sl eep?”

"Not really.”

"Try now," Gllespie said

"I"'mtoo keyed up. What's the schedul e?"

"Early appointnments,” Gllespie said. "At the Wite House." He saw her | ook of dismay and
grinned. "You'll have tine to change."

“I'"d better. I"'ma weck."

The taxi pulled out of the airport Iot and onto the freeway, putting the soaring structure
of the terminal building in their view "My favorite airport,” Jenny said.

G llespie nodded. "It's not too bad. | didn't used to like it, but it grows on you. Except
it's so damed far out."

"I like the building."

"So do I, but it ruined the architect's reputation,” Ed G|l espie said. Jenny frowned
"H s nane was Eero Saarmmen, and he didn't build a glass box," Gllespie said. "So they kicked him
out of the architects' |odge as a heretic."

The taxi accelerated. A fine nmst hung in the air outside, and the freeway was slick
Jenny gl anced over the driver's shoulder at the speedoneter. The needl e hovered around seventy-
five. "I'mglad there's not nuch traffic," she said. "I didn't know you were interested in
architecture. "

"Um Tom Wl fe wote a book about it."

"Ch." He didn't need to explain further. After The Right Stuff, Wl fe had becone required
readi ng for the astronauts.

"How s it feel to create a sensation, Jenny?"

“"I'mtoo tired to feel anything at all. Was it a sensation?"

G llespie laughed. "That's right, you've been on airplanes.”
bri ef case and took out a Washi ngton Post.

The headl i ne screaned at her, "ALIEN SPACESH P DI SCOVERED. " Mst of the front page was
devoted to the story. They didn't have many facts, but there was a | ot of speculation, including a
background article by Roger Brooks. Jenny frowned at that, renenbering the last tine she'd seen
Roger. She glanced at Ed. He coul dn't know about Roger and Linda. My sister's a dam fool, she
t hought .

There were interviews with fanpbus scientists, and pictures of a Nobel cosnologist smiling
approval. There were also pictures of Rick Oven and Mary Alice Mouuton. Onen's snile was broader
than the cosnvol ogi st's.

"Looks like Dr. Onen has nmamde hinself fanous," Jenny said.

"You're pretty fambus too," Ednund said. "Your Hawaiian boyfriend took nost of the credit,

He reached down into his
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but he did mention your nanme. Every reporter in the country would like to interview you."

"Ch, God."
"Yeah. That's one reason | waited for you. It's a wonder the stews didn't recognize you."
"Maybe they did," Jenny said. "I thought one of themwas extra attentive. She didn't say

anyt hi ng, though."

The taxi wove through the sparse traffic. The freeway to Dulles had few on-ranps.
Oiginally it wasn't supposed to have any, so it would bear no traffic except airport traffic, but
the politicians had nanaged to add a couple, probably near where they owned property. \Werever

there were ranps a cluster of houses and a snall industrial park had sprung up
"What do you think they' Il be Iike?" Jenny asked.
G |l espie shook his head. "I don't read nuch science fiction anynore. | used to when | was

a kid." He stared out the wi ndow for a nmonment, then | aughed. "One thing's sure, it ought to give a
boost to the space program Congress is already talking about buying nore shuttles, expanding the
Moon Base -- to listen to those bastards, you'd think they'd been big space boosters all along."

"What about Hol | i ngswort h?" Jenny asked.

"He doesn't seemto be giving interviews."

"Maybe he does have sonme shane." She | eaned back in the seat. Senator Barton
Hol I i ngswort h, Denocrat of South Dakota, had | ong been an eneny of the space program and for that
matter of every investment in high technology and al nost anything el se except dairy subsidies.

Li ke his predecessor WIlliam Proxmre, the one thing Hollingsworth really hated was SETI, the
Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence, which he clainmed was a 'golden fleece' of the
taxpayers. Proxmre had once spent two days trimm ng one hundred and twel ve thousand dollars for
SETI research fromthe NASA budget, at a tine when the welfare departnment was spending a mllion
dollars a minute.

Toward Washington the traffic began to thicken. They cane off the Dulles access freeway
into a solid wall of red taillights. The driver nmuttered curses in Pakistani and began to weave
through traffic, ignoring angry horns. They drove past a turnoff. A long tine before, the sign at
that turnoff had said "Bureau of Public Roads Research,” but nowit admtted that the Cl A building
was invisible in the trees at the end of that road. Jenny paid it no attention. She'd been there
bef ore.

The aliens are conming, and |'m fanmous, Jenny thought. "Who are we seeing at the Wite

House?"

G |l espie shrugged. "Probably the President."

"Ch, dear. | don't know anything,"” Jenny said. "Nothing |I didn't tell you on the tel ephone
yest erday. "

He shrugged again. "We'Ill just have to play it as it lies."

“Yes, but ... Ed, | don't even have any guesses!"

"Neither do I, but we're the experts,” Gllespie said. "After all, we knew about it
first..."

They crossed the Potonac and drove al ong the ol d Chesapeake and Chi o canal. The norning
drizzl e had stopped, and the sun was trying to break through overhead. A dozen or nore joggers
were out despite the chilly norning. Jenny cl osed her eyes.

Gllespie and the driver were in a heated argunent. The driver didn't understand anything
Ed was saying. He was al so getting nervous, while G|l espie got angrier

"What's the matter?" Jenny asked.

"Damm fool won't follow directions.”

"Let me. Where are we?"

"Dammed if | know -- that's the problem W crossed a bridge a m nute ago. One | never saw
before. Had buffaloes on it."

"Buf fal oes? Ch. We're near the Cathedral," Jenny said. She | ooked around. They were in a
typi cal Washi ngton residential nei ghborhood, ol der houses, each with a screened porch. "Which way
is north?"

G | | espi e poi nt ed.

"COkay." She |leaned forward. In New York, they had Plexiglas partitions to seal the driver
away from his passengers, but there weren't any here. "Go ahead, then left."

The Paki stani driver |ooked relieved. They drove for a couple of blocks, and Jenny nodded
satisfaction. "It's not far now. W' re on the wong side of Connecticut Avenue, that's all."

Gllespie was still angry. "Wiy the hell can't they get drivers who speak English?" he
demanded. "All the people out of work in this country. O say they're out of work. And none of the
damm airport taxi drivers at our nation's capital can speak English. The goddam politi cians
woul dn't know that, though, would they? They have drivers to pick themup at the airport
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Now t hat she'd dozed off, she wanted to sl eep again, but she stayed awake to direct the
driver. Finding Flintridge Manor on its hill in Rock Creek Park could be plenty tricky even if
you' d been there before. "They won't | et WAshi ngton cabs pick people up at Dulles,” she said.

Wi ch was strange, if you thought about it, since it was a federal airport, operated by
the Federal Aviation Adninistration, and reachable only by a federally constructed throughway. Wy
shoul dn't cabs |icensed in Washington be able to pick up passengers at Dulles? But they couldn't,
and not hi ng was going to be done about it, just as nothing would be done about a hundred thousand
ot her bureaucratic nightmares, and why worry about it? The governnent had nore i mmedi ate probl ens
com ng at them out of the sky.

Then again, maybe the aliens would solve it all. Those advanced creatures could be
carrying a mllion-year-old quantified science of governnent and a powerful nissionary urge, and
the governnment's probl ens woul d be over forever.

Flintridge nestled in colonial splendor atop a large hill. There weren't a dozen pl aces
like it in Washington. Fromits big columed porch you couldn't see another house. Mst of the
woods surrounding Flintridge were part of Rock Creek National Park, which was perfect because no
one could build there, while the Westons didn't have to pay taxes on the park property.

Jenny directed the taxi up the gravel drive. Phoebe, the Haitian nmaid, cane to the door
saw them and dashed back inside. A few nonents |ater her uncle canme out.

Col onel Henry Weston had inherited nost of the noney; Jenny's nother's share had been
useful, but hardly what anyone would call wealth. There were advantages to having a rich uncle,
especially if you had to stay in Washington. Flintridge was much nicer than a hotel

Jenny's roomwas on the third floor, up the back stairs; Flintridge had a grand stairway
to the second floor, but there weren't enough bedroons there. The top floor had once been a series
of garrets. They'd been redesigned to be confortable, turned into small suites with attached
bat hroons, but the only stairway was the narrow twi sting encl osed back stairs designed to keep
servants frominterfering with famly

Servants, not slaves. Flintridge wasn't that old. Ei ghteen seventies. Jenny set her
sui t cases down and col | apsed on the bed. Thank heaven Aunt Rhonda wasn't up yet! She'd have
gushed, admired Jenny's nonexistent tan, asked about young nen; now that Allan Weston was safely
married and established in a New York bank, Jenny was the only possible target for Rhonda Wston's
tirel ess nmat chnaki ng.

Aunt Rhonda was | ovable but very tiring, especially at eight in the norning when you had
an appoi ntnment at the White house at el even!

She gl anced out the w ndow toward the |arge arbor and gazebo, and al nost blushed. It had
been a long tinme ago, in that gazebo after a school dance. . . She shook het head, and |ay down,
sinking into the thick eiderdown conforters and pillows. The bed was far too soft and | uxurious.

She could easily have grown up in this house. There'd been several tinmes when Col one
Weston, U. S. Air Force Reserve and owner of Weston International Construction, had rel ocated
sem pernmanently, leaving Flintridge vacant. Each tine he'd offered the place to Jenny's father

Li nda and Jenny al ways hoped to nove into Flintridge, but Joel MacKenzie Crichton had too
much of the dour Scot in hin living in Flintridge would be |iving conspi cuously above his
station, even though Col onel Wston would have paid the taxes and nost of the upkeep. It was a
great place to visit, and they could keep an eye on it for the Westons, but they wouldn't |ive
there, much to the girls' disappointnent.

"What would it look like for a GS5-14 to live in that house?" Jenny's father demanded. "I'd
be investigated every nonth!" And after he left government service and becane first noderately,
then quite wealthy, Joel Crichton wouldn't consider Flintridge.

He hadn't much cared for the parties Rhonda Weston had thrown for his daughters, either
"Al'l nonsense, this coming-out stuff," he'd said, but he had enough sense not to try to stop them
First Linda, then Jeanette, had been presented to the eligible young nen of WAshington in grand
balls held at Flintridge. A former President of the United States had come to Linda's party. Jenny
had to settle for two senators and the Secretary of State.

The norning after Jeanette's ball, their confortabl e house seened shabby. It nust have
seened that way to their father, too, because he quit his government job a couple of nonths |ater
to beconme the Washi ngton representative of a California aerospace conpany. There'd even been sone
tal k of an investigation, but it never cane to anything. The Crichtons had far too many friends in
Washi ngt on.

No one who knew themwas at all surprised when Jenny went into Arny Intelligence.

Ed Gllespie turned the Buick Riviera into the iron-gated drive at 1600 Pennsyl vani a
Avenue. A unifornmed policenman | ooked at Gllespie's identity cards, then at a list on his
cli pboard, and waved t hem t hrough. Wen they reached the garishly ornate building once known as
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ad State, then the Executive Ofice, and now called the "Od EOP," a driver materialized. "I'II
park it for you, sir."

A Marine opened the car door for Jenny, then stepped back and saluted. "General, Captain
if you'll follow ne, please ..."

He | ed them across to the Wiite House itself. From sonewhere in the distance they heard
the chatter of grade school children on a tour. The Marine | ed themthrough another corridor

In all her years in Washington, Jenny had never been to the Wite House. Her parents and
Col onel Weston had been to White House parties and even a state dinner; it seemed ridicul ous for
the Crichton girls to take a public guided tour. One day they'd be invited.

And this is the day, Jenny thought.

They cane to another corridor. A young man in a gray suit waited there. "El even o' clock,"
the Marine said.

"Right. H, I'mJack dybourne. I'm supposed to check your identification."

He smiled as he said it, but he seened very serious. He | ooked very young and cl ean-cut,
and very athletic. He inspected CGeneral G llespie, then Jenny.

They took out identification cards. Cybourne glanced at them but Jenny thought he | ooked
at themsuperficially. He was nuch nore interested in the visitors than in their papers. Doesn't
nmss a detail. Joe G and, thinks he's irresistible.

Finally he seemed satisfied and led themalong a corridor to the Oval Ofice

The interior |ooked very much the way it did on television, with the President seated
behi nd the big desk. They were both in unifonn, so they saluted as they approached the desk

David Coffey seenmed enbarrassed. He acknow edged their salutes with a wave. "G ad to see
you." He sounded as if he neant it. "Captain Jeanette Crichton," he said carefully. His brows
lifted slightly in thought, and Jenny was sure that he'd renenber her nane from now on. "And
General Gl espie. Good to see you again."

"Thank you, M. President," Ednund said.

Ed's as nervous as | am Jenny thought. | didn't think he would be. She glanced around the
office. Behind the President, on a credenza, was a red tel ephone. The phone, Jenny thought. At SAC
headquarters the general in conmand had two tel ephones, one red to communicate with his forces,
and one gold. This would be the other end of the gold phone..

"Captain, this is Hap Aylesworth," the President said. He indicated a seated nan.

Ayl esworth's face seemed flushed, and his necktie was | oosened. He stood to shake hands with her.

"Pl ease be seated,” the President said. "Now, Captain, tell nme everything you know about
this."

She took the offered chair, sitting on its edge, both feet on the floor, feet together
her skin pulled down over her knees, as she'd been taught in officer's training classes. "I don't
know much, M. President," she said. "I was at the Mauna Loa Observatory."

"How di d you happen to be there?" Ayl esworth asked.

"I was invited to Hawaii to address an engi neering conference. | took a couple of extra
days leave. While | was swinmng | nmet Richard Oasen, who turned out to be an astrononer, and he
invited me up to see the observatory."

"Onen," Ayl esworth said pensively.

"Cone on, Hap, we have confirmation fromevery place we logically could get confirmation,"
the President said. He snmiled thinly. "M . Aylesworth can't quite get over the notion that this is
a put-up job. Could it have been?"

Jenny frowned in thought. "Yes, sir, but | don't believe it. Wiat would be the
not i vati on?"

"There nust be forty science-fiction novels with that plot," Aylesworth said. "Scientists
get together. Convince the stupid political and mlitary people that the aliens are conmng. Unite
Earth, end wars ..."

"The Air Force Cbservatory reports the same thing," Ed Gllespie said. "Now that they know
what to |l ook for."

The President nodded. "As do a nunber of other sources. Hap, if it's a plot, there are an
awful lot of plotters involved. You'd think one would have spilled the beans by now "

“"Yes, sir," Aylesworth said. "And | suppose we're sure this isn't sonething the Russians
cooked up to get us off guard."

Both Jenny and General Gl espie shook their heads. "Not a chance," G llespie said

"No, | suppose not," Aylesworth said. "My apol ogies, Captain, |I'm having trouble getting
used to the notion of little green nen fromouter space."

"Or big black ones," Ed G|l espie said.

The President eyed Gllespie in curiosity. "Wat nmakes you say that? Surely you don't have
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any know edge?"

"No, sir. But they're as likely to be big and black as they are to be little and green. If
we had any idea of where they cane from we mght be able to figure sonething out."”

"Saturn," Jenny said. "Dr. Muton had a conputer program" Alice Muton had wanted to
| ecture, and Jenny had l|istened carefully. "W don't know how fast they cane, and Saturn nust have
moved since they left, but if you give them al nost any decent velocity, they started in a patch of
sky that had Saturn init."

"Saturn," Aylesworth said. "Saturnians?"

"I doubt it," Ed Gllespie said. "Saturn just doesn't get enough sunlight energy for a
conpl ex organismto evolve there. Mich less a civilization."

"Sure about that?" the President asked.

“No, sir,"

“"Neither is the National Acadeny of Sciences," the President said. "At |east those | could
get hold of. But the consensus is that the ship nust have gone to Saturn from somewhere el se. Now
all we have to do is find the sonewhere else.”

"Maybe we can ask them" Jenny said.

"Qddly enough, we thought of that,"

"Wth what result?" G llespie asked

"None." Aylesworth shrugged. "So far they haven't answered. Anyway. M. President, |'m
satisfied. It's real."

"Good," the President said. "In that case, if you' d ask M. Dawson and Admral Carrell to
come in ..."

G |l espie and Jenny stood. Wes Dawson cane in first. "Hello, Ed, Jenny,'

"Ah. You both know Congressman Dawson, then," the President said.

"Yes, sir," Ed Gllespie said.

"Of course you would," David Coffey said. "You told M. Dawson about the alien ship. Have
you nmet Admiral Carrell?"

"Yes, sir," Ed said. "But | think Jenny hasn't."”

Admral Carrell was approaching retirenment age, and he |looked it, with silver hair and
wrinkles at the corners of his eyes. He shook hands with her, nmasculine fashion. H's hand was
firm and so was his voice. Hs manner nade it clear that he knew precisely who Jenny was. He
waited until the President invited themto sit, then again until Jenny was seated, before he took
his own seat. "Nice work, Captain." he said. "Not every officer would have realized the
signi ficance of what you saw. "

Interesting, she thought. Does he take this nuch trouble with everyone he neets? "Thank
you, Admiral.'

Congressnman Dawson had taken the chair closest to the President. "How wi |l Congress treat
this, Ws?" the President asked.

"I don't know themall, M. President," Dawson said.

"WIIl | get support for a declaration of energency?"

"I don't know, sir," Dawson said. "There will certainly be opposition."

"Damm fools," Admiral Carrell said

"What makes you think the aliens won't be friendl y?" Ws Dawson demanded.

"The aliens may be friendly, but a Russian nobilization w thout reaction fromus would be
a disaster. It might even tenpt themto sonething they normally wouldn't think of," Carrell spoke
evenly.

"Real | y?" Dawson said. His tone nade it |ess a question than a statenent.

"WIl they nobilize?" the President asked.

"We'll let Captain Crichton answer," the Admiral said. "Perhaps M. Dawson will be nore
likely to believe someone he knows. Captain?"

|'ve just been set up, Jenny thought. So that's howit's done. But |'ve no choice. "Yes,
sir, they will." She hesitated. "And if we don't react, there could be trouble."

"Why is that?" the President pronpted.

"Sir, it's part of their doctrine. If they could liberate the world fromcapitalism
wi thout risk to the honeland, and didn't do it, they'd be traitors to their own doctrine."

Admiral Carrell said, "They're jaming all our broadcasts, and they haven't told their
peopl e anythi ng about an alien coning."

"It's too big to keep secret,” Dawson said. "Isn't it?"

Once again. Admiral Carrell turned to Jenny. This tine he nerely nodded to her

Is this a test? she wondered. "Whatever it is Sir, the East Germans and Pol es are bound to
find out. Unless the Soviets want to conpletely disrupt their econony, they can't cut off al

Ayl eswort h sai d.

he said.
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conmuni cation fromthe Eastern European satellites, so the news is bound to get to Russia. To the
cities, anyway."

The Admi ral nodded behi nd hal f-cl osed eyes.

"Meanwhi | e, whatever the Russians are doing, there's an alien ship conmng," the President
said. "It may be that in a few weeks all our little squabbles will |ook very silly."

"Yes, sir," Wes Dawson said. "Very silly."

"There are other possibilities." Adnmiral Carrell spoke in |ow tones, but everyone
listened. Even the President.

"Such as?" Dawson demanded

"I want to assenble a staff of experts at Col orado Springs. One task will be to | ook at as
many possibilities as we can."

“Very reasonable," the President said. "Wy Col orado Springs?"

"The hole," Admiral Carrell said.

NORAD, Jenny thought. The North Anerican Air Defense Conmand base, buried deep under the
granite of Cheyenne Mountain. It was supposed to be the safest place in the United States,
al t hough there were sone argunents about just how hardened it really was..

"WIl you be going out there?" the President asked.

"Not permanently."”

"But you'll be busy. Meanwhile, | need sonmeone to keep ne informed." The President |ooked
thoughtful . "We have two problens. Aliens, and the Soviets. Captain, you're a Soviet expert, and
you di scovered the alien ship."

"I didn't discover it, sir."

"Near enough," the President said. "You recognized its inmportance. And you al ready have
all the clearances you need, or you wouldn't be in nilitary intelligence." He touched a button on
the desk. The Chief of Staff came in inmediately.

"Jim" the President said, "I'mcomuander in chief. Does that mean | can pronote peopl e?"

"Yes, sir."

"Good. Pronpote this young lady to major, and have her assigned to the staff. She'll work
with you and the Admiral to keep ne briefed on what the aliens and the Soviets are doing." He
chuckl ed. "Major Crichton and General Gllespie are nmlitary. | can give themorders w thout going

through civil service hearings. At |least | assunme | can?"

"Sure," Frantz said.

Maj or Crichton. Just like that!

"Good," the President was saying. "General G| lespie, Congressman Dawson wants to go neet
the aliens in space.™

Ed G|l espie nodded. "Yes, sir."

"You approve?”

“Yes, sir."

Jenny sniled thinly. Ed woul d approve nmore if it was going to be himneeting the aliens.
For that matter, 1'd like to go.

"Help himdo it," the President said. "I want you to work with him Go to Houston and
personally see to his training. It's possible you'll go along, too, although that's up to the
Russians." He grimaced slightly, then glanced at his watch. "They're expecting both of you over at
NASA headquarters. | wanted to see you before | nmade up my nmind. If you hurry you won't be too
| ate"

"Yes, sir." Ed glanced at Jenny but didn't say anything.

The President stood, and everyone else stood with him "The Sovi et Anbassador has demanded
an official explanation of why news of this inportance was transmitted via private tel ephone call
rat her than through official channels,” he said. "One of your first tasks, Major, will be to think
of ways to convince themthat this isn't a trick."

"That may not be easy to do," Admiral Carrell said.

"I realize that,"” the President said. "Qhers will be working on the problem" He

indicated dismssal: "Major, they'lIl find you a place to work, Lord knows where, and don't be shy
about asking for equipnent. M. Frantz will see that you get what you want. |'ll expect daily
reports, sent through Admiral Carrell. If he's not available you'll brief me yourself."

Jenny's thoughts raced giddily. Here |I've been pronpbted and amin the middl e of one of the
nmost uni que events in history and |'ve been assigned to the National Security Council and persona
Presidential briefings in the Oval Ofice! Al because | went for a swimand |l et an astronomer

pick ne up in Hawaii. My friend Barb believes nothing is ever a coincidence. Synchronicity. Mybe
there's sonething to it..
“"Now all | have to do is figure out where to put you," the Chief of Staff was saying. "The
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President will want you in this building. | guess I'll have to exile soneone else to dd EOP."

He was striding briskly down the hail. Jenny followed. They reached a desk at the end of
the hall. The man who'd led her to the Oval Ofice was seated there.

"Jack," the Chief of Staff said, "nmeet another nenber of our famly, Major Jeanette
Crichton. The President has assigned her to his staff. NSC. She'll have regul ar personal access."

"Right." He studied her again.

"This is Jack O ybourne,” JimFrantz said. "Secret Service."

"I worry about keeping the chief healthy," d yboune said.

"Get word to all the security people, Jack." Frantz turned to Jenny. "Major |1'd like you
to check in this evening about four ... | should have sone roomfor you by then. Meanwhile -- oh
You canme with General G llespie. You ve lost your ride."

"No problemsir."

"Right. Thanks." He started down the hall, stopped, and turned his head but not his body.
"W\l come aboard,"” he said over his shoulder. He scurried off. Jenny giggled, and C ybourne gave
her an answering snmle. "He's a worrier, that one.™

"I gathered. What's next?"

"Fingerprints. Have to be suit you're you."

"Ch. Who does that?"

"I can if you like." Cybourne lifted a phone and spoke for a few nmonents. Presently
anot her cl ean-cut young man entered and sat at the desk.

"Tom Bucks, " C ybounme said. "Captain Jeanette Crichton ... Next time you see her she'll be
wearing oak | eaves. The President just pronoted her. She's the newest addition to NSC. Persona
access. "

"Hi," Bucks said. He studied her, and Jenny felt he was nenorizing every pore on her face.
They both act that way. O course. Not Joe G and, just a Secret Service agent doing his job.

Clybourne led the way downstairs and through a small staff |ounge. "I keep gear back
here," he said. He took out a large black case and put fingerprinting apparatus on the counter of
t he cof fee machi ne.

"You really have to do this? My prints are on file."

"Sure. What | have to be sure of is that the pretty girl I"'mtalking to nowis the sane
Jeanette Crichton the Army conmi ssioned. "

"l suppose," she said.

He took her hand. "Just relax, and let me do the work."

She' d been through the routine before. Cybourne was good at it. Eventually he handed her
a jar of waterless cleanser and sone paper towels.

"How di d you know the President had pronoted ne?" she asked.

"The appointment list said 'Captain,' and the Chief of Staff called you '"Major."' Jim
Frantz doesn't make that kind of m stake."

And you don't m ss nuch, either.

She cl eaned the bl ack goo from her hands while C ybourne poured two cups of coffee from
the pot on the table. He handed her one. "Sonebody said you live in Washi ngton?"

"Grew up here," she said. "Wich renminds me, can you call ne a cab?"

4 BLIND M CE

Only one ship is seeking us, a black Sailed unfanmiliar, towing at her back A huge and birdless
silence. In her wake No waters breed or break
-- PHILIP LANJARD, "Next, Please"

COUNTDOMN: H M NUS SI X WEEKS

"Sure. \Where are you goi ng?"
"Flintridge. It's out Connecticut, Rock Creek Park area."
"I know where it is." He glanced at his watch. "If you can wait ten ninutes, | can run you
out."
"I wouldn't want to put you to any trouble..."
"No trouble. I go off duty, and |I'm going that way."
"Al'l right, then. Thank you."
"You can wait for ne at the nmain entrance," Cybourne said. He took a neno pad bearing the
Whi te House seal from his pocket and scribbled on it, then took a small triangular pin from
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anot her pocket. "Put that in your |lapel, and keep this pass,"
m nutes." He snmiled again, and she found hersel f answering.

Ceneral Narovchatov paused at the door and waited to be invited inside even though Nadya
had told himthat Conrade Chairnman Petrovskiy was expecting him Petrovskiy did not like
surprises.

The Chairman was witing in a small notebook. Narovchatov waited patiently.

The of fice was spartan in conparison to his own. Petrovskiy seened not to notice things
like rugs and tapestries and paintings. He enjoyed rare books with rich | eather bindings and was
fond of very old cognhac; otherwi se he did not often indul ge hinself.

There had been a tine when N kol ai N kol ayevi ch Narovchatov was concerned that it would be
dangerous to enjoy the trappings of wealth and power while the Chairnan so obviously did not. He
still believed that in the early days that concern had not been m splaced; but as Narovchatov rose
in status, the gifts sent himby Petrovskiy had becone nore numerous and nore valuable, until it
was obvi ous that Petrovskiy was encouraging his old associate to indulge hinself, to enjoy what he
did not hinself care for

Nar ovchat ov had never discussed this with Chairnman Petrovskiy. It was enough that it was

he said. "I'll see you in ten

so.

Chai rman Petrovskiy | ooked up. His welconmng smle was broad. "Cone in, cone in." Then he
grimaced. "l suppose it was not a joke. They continue to cone, then?" He lifted his glass of tea
and peered at Narovchatov over its rim

"Da, Anatoliy M adimrovich." General Namvchatov shrugged. "According to the astronomers,
at this point it would be difficult for themnot to come. The rocket forces will be brought to
full strength, and we are anticipating their arrival. They nove toward us very fast."

"And they arrive, when?"

"A few weeks. | amtold it is difficult to be nore precise because it is a powered shinp.
That makes it unpredictable.”

"And you continue to believe that this is an alien ship, and not nore ClA tricks?"

"I do, Anatoliy M adimrovich."

"So, | think, do I. But the Arnmy does not."

Nar ovchat ov nodded. He had expected nothing el se. And that could be a great problemfor a
man who had no need of nore problens. The Chairnman | ooked old and tired. Too ol d, Narovchatov
t hought. And what mi ght happen when ... Perhaps the Chairman had read his thoughts. "It is long
past tinme that you were pronoted, N kolai N kolayevich, ny friend. I w sh you to have the post of
First Secretary. W will elevate Conrade Mayarovin to the Politburo, where he can rust in honor."

"It is not necessary."

"It is. Especially now Nikolai Nikolayevich, |I have |long hoped to be the first |eader of
the Soviet Union to retire with honor. One day, perhaps, | will, but not until | can give the post
to soneone worthy. You are the nost loyal man | know. "

"Thank you."

"No thanks are needed. It is truth. But, ny friend, | may not be with you so |ong. The
doctors tell nme this."

"Nonsense. "

"That it is not. But before | amgone, | hope to see us acconplish sonething never before
done. To give this land stability, to allowits best to serve without fear of their lives."

The czars had never done that. Not the czars, and not Lenin. This was Russia. "That
requires law, Anatoliy VlIadimrovich. Bourgeois |ands have | aw. W have--" He shrugged
expressively. "W have had terror. It is not enough. You will renmenber little of Stalin's tineg,
but | recall. Khrushchev destroyed hinself in trying to destroy Stalin's nmenory, and we shal
never make that nistake; but Khrushchev was correct, that man was a nonster, Even Lenin warned
against him"

"He did what was necessary," Narovchatov said.

"As do we. As will we. Enough of this. Wat shall we do about this alien spacecraft?"

Nar ovchat ov shrugged, "The Arny has begun nobilization, constructing new space weapons."

He frowned. "I do not yet know what the Anericans will do."

“Nor |," the Chairman said. "I suppose they will do the sane."

I hope so, Narovchatov thought. If they do not... There were al ways young of ficers who
woul d begin the war if they thought they could win it. On both sides. "Al so, we have warned the
commander of Kosnobgrad. | scarcely know what else to do."

"W nust do nore," the Chairman said. "Wiat will these aliens want? Wat could bring them
here, across billions of mles? If they are aliens at all, and not a CIA trick."

This again? "Such a trick would make our space program |l ook like children's ganes. It is
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alien, and powered. | would believe a spacegoi ng beast with a rocket up its arse before | thought
it a CCAtrick. But | think it nmust be a ship, Anatoliy WVl adintirovich."

"I do agree,"” the Chairnman said. "Only |I cannot believe what | believe. It is too hard for
me! What do they want? No one would travel that far nerely to explore. They have reasons for
com ng. "

"They nmust. But | do not know why they have cone."

"No, nor will we, until they are ready to tell us. W know too little of this." Petrovskiy
speared Narovchatov with a peasant's crafty |ook. "Your daughter has married a space scientist. An
intelligent man, your son-in-law. Intelligent enough to be loyal. Intelligent enough to understand
what your pronotion to First Secretary will mean to him

"Soneone must conmand the space preparations. Wo?"

He means sonet hi ng, Narovchatov thought. Always he nmeans things he does not say. He is
clever, always clever, but sonetinmes he is too clever, for I do not understand him

VWho shoul d command? The news of the alien ship had brought sonething |ike panic to the
Kremin. Everyone was upset, and the delicate balance within the Politburo was endangered. Wo

could command? Narovchatov shrugged. "I had assuned Marshal Ugatov."

"Certainly the Arny will have suggestions. W will listen to them As we do to KG." The
Chai rman continued to | ook thoughtful

VWhat is his plan? Narovchatov thought. The neeting of the Defense Council is in an hour

The heads of the Arnmy and the KG. The chief Party theoretician, Chairman Petrovskiy, and ne
because Petrovskiy has naned ne his associate. At that neeting everything will be settled, then
conmes the neeting of the entire Politburo, and after that the Central Committee to endorse what we
have al ready decided. But what will we decide? He | ooked at Petrovskiy, but the Chairman was
studyi ng a paper on his desk. -- Wiat did Anatoliy Vladi mrovich want? The Sovi et Union was rul ed
by a troika: the Arny, the K@, and the Party with the Party the weakest of the three, yet the
nmost powerful because it controlled pronotions within the other two organi zati ons. O her schenes
had been tried, and nearly brought disaster. Wen Stalin died, Party and Arny had feared Beri a,
for his NKVD was so powerful that it had once elimnated nearly the entire central commttee in a
matter of weeks.

Party and Army together acted to elinnate the threat. Beria was dragged froma neeting of
the Politburo and shot by four colonels. The top | eadership of the NKVD was |i qui dated.

Suddenly the Party found itself facing the uncontrolled Army. It had not |iked what it
saw. The Arny was popular. The military could command the affections of the people. If the Party's
rul e ever ended, it would not be the Arny's | eaders who woul d be shot as traitors. The Arny could
even elimnate the Party if it had full control of its strength.

That could not be allowed. The NKVD was reconstructed. It was shorn of nmany of its powers,
divided into the civil militia and the KGB, never allowed to gain the strength it once had. Still,
it had grown powerful again, as always it did. Its agents could conpromni se anyone, recruit anyone.
It reached high into the Kremin, into the Politburo and Party and Arny. Alliances shifted once
again. ..

Here, in this room origins did not matter. Here, and in the Politburo itself, the truth
was known. No one of the three power bases could be allowed to triunph. Party, Army, KGB nust all
be strong to naintain the balance of power. Ruling Russia consisted of that secret, and nothing
nor e.

Petrovskiy was a master at that art. And now he was waiting. The hint he had given was
pl ai n.

"I believe Acadenici an Bondarev might be very suitable to advise us and to direct our
space forces during this emergency," Narovchatov said. "If you approve, Anatoliy Vladinirovich."

"Now that you nmake the recommendation. | see nuch to commend it," Petrovskiy said. "I
bel i eve you shoul d propose Academ cian Bondarev at the Central Conmittee neeting. O course, the
KG will insist on placing their man in the operation."

The KGB woul d have its man, but the Party nust approve him Another decision to be nade
here, before the neeting of the full Politburo.

"Grushin," Narovchatov said. "Dmtri Parfenovich Gushin."

Petrovskiy raised a thick eyebrow in inquiry.

"I have watched him He is trusted by the K@, but a good diplomat, well regarded by the
Party people he knows, And he has studied the sciences.”

"Very well." Petrovskiy nodded in satisfaction

"The KGB is divided," Narovchatov said. "Sone believe this a ClA trick. OQhers know
better. We have seen it for ourselves. Rogachev has seen it with his own eyes, in the tel escopes
aboard Kosnograd. The Americans coul d never have built that ship, Anatoliy WVl adimrovich."
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Petrovskiy's peasant eyes hardened. "Perhaps not. But the Arny does not believe that.
Marshal Ugatov is convinced that this is an American plot to cause himto aimhis rockets at this
thing in space while the Anericans nobilize against us."

"But they would not," Narovchatov said. "It is all very well for us to say these things
for the public, but we nust not delude ourselves."

Petrovskiy frowned, and N kol ai Narovchatov was afraid for a nonent. Then the Chairnan
smiled thinly. "W nmay, however, have no choices,"” he said. "At all events, it is settled. Your
daughter's husband will take charge of our space preparations. It is better that be done by a
civilian. Conme, let us have a cognac to celebrate the pronotion of Marina' s husband!"

"Wth nuch pleasure.” Narovchatov went to the cabinet and took out the bottle, crysta
decanter, and glasses. "What will the Americans really do?" he asked.

Petrovskiy shrugged. "They will cooperate. \Wat el se can they do?"

"It is never wise to underestimte the Americans."

"I know this. | taught it to you."

Ni kol ai N kol ayevich grinned. "I renenber. But do you?"

"Yes. But they will cooperate.”

Nar ovchat ov frowned a nonent, then saw the sly grin the Chairman wore. "Ah," he said.
"Their President called."

"No. | called him"

Ni kol ai Narovchatov thought of the inplications of a deal. Petrovskiy was the only man in
the Sovi et Union who could have spoken to the American President w thout Narovchatov know ng it
wi thin nmonents. "Does Thisov know this?" he asked.

"I did not tell him" Petrovskiy said. He shrugged.

Nar ovchat ov nodded agreenent. The KGB had many resources. Who could know what its
commander night find out? "You will discuss this in the Defense council then?"

Ni kol ai Narovchatov poured two gl asses of rare cognac and passed one across the |arge
desk. The Chairnman grinned and lifted the drink in salute. "To the cooperation of the Anericans,"
he sai d. He | aughed.

Naruvchatov lifted his glass in reply, but inwardly he was confounded. This alien ship
could be nothing but trouble at a time when had cone so close to the top! But nothing was certain
now. The KGB woul d have its own devi ous ganmes, so twi sted that even Bonderev woul d not understand.
And the Army was reacting as arm es always reacted. Mssiles were made ready.

Many fingers hover over many buttons.

Ni kol ai Naruvchatov felt much Iike the | egendary Tatar who had saddl ed a whirlw nd.

The shows were over and Martin Carnell was driving hone with his awards, one Best Bitch
three Best of Breed, and a Best Working. One nore than he expect ed.

From behind him fromthe crates in the back of the heavy station wagon, canme restless
sounds Martin flipped off the radio to listen. None of the dogs sounded sick. Barth was just a
puppy, and he wasn't used to traveling in the station wagon. H s nood was affecting the others.

Martin was taking it easy. He stayed at fifty or belowwith half a mnute to change | anes.
You couldn't drive a station wagon |like a race car, not with star-quality dogs in the back
O herwi se they'd be ready to take a judge's hand off by the day of the show

Martin saw a | ot of country this way. This had been a typical dog-show circuit. Two shows
on Saturday and Sunday, sixty miles apart, five weekdays to be killed somehow, and three hundred
mles to be covered; two nore shows, nmuch closer together, the foll owi ng weekend; two thousand
mles to be covered on the trip.

"Take it easy guys," Martin said, because they liked the sound of his voice. He turned on
t he radio.

The nusic had stopped. Martin heard, "I have spoken with the Soviet Chairman." It sounded
like the President hinself -- that unm stakable trade union accent. Martin turned up the sound.

"We are also consulting on a joint response to this alien ship

"My fellow Americans, our scientists tell us that this could be the greatest event in the
hi story of manki nd. You now know all that we know. a |large object, well over a mle in length, is
approaching the Earth along a path that convinces our best sc entific mnds that it is under power
and intelligently guided. So far there has been no comunication with it.

"W have no reason to believe this is a threat." Martin grinned and shook his head,
wi shing he'd heard the begi nning of the broadcast. Woever was playing the part, he sure had the
President's voice down pat. Martin laughed (as J started all three dogs barking) at a different
t hought: George Tate-Evans tuned in at the sane nonent he had; he woul dn't know whether to bell ow
with the joy of vindication, or hide under the bandstand.

The Encl ave was still going, Martin knew that nuch. He coul dn't understand now, how he'd
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got sucked into the survivalist nmind set. Spent sone real noney, too, before he cane to his
senses. The only thing that little fling had ever done for himwas to turn himfromm niature
poodl es to Dobermans. He'd bought Marten burg Sunhawk because a Doberman m ght be better equi pped
to defend his house and found that he flat out preferred the | arger dogs.

But the rest of the Enclave fanmlies nust still be nmeeting on Thursday nights, all ready
for the end of civilization on Earth. George and Vicki, what would they do? Warn the rest of the
the Enclave and head for the hills, of course: their natural reaction to, any stimulus. And they
say dog people are scary.

A newscaster's rich radi o voice continued the theme, speaking of war and politics. It
i ntroduced a professor of physics who also wote science fiction and who predicted wonderfu
things fromthe com ng confrontation. Martin, easing down old U S. 66 with a |oad of prinm donna
dogs, began to wonder if he really was listening to a renake of "War of the Worlds." He hadn't
found a plot line yet.

There was heavy traffic in the San Fernando Valley. |sadore Leiber cursed lightly, half
listening to the news station, half worrying about how | ate he woul d be.

| sadore had sinply forgotten. It wasn't a Thursday. His brain hadn't ticked over unti
four-thirty, and then: Hey, wasn't sonethi ng happeni ng tonight? Sure, Jack MCaul ey called an
emer gency neeting of the Enclave. Probably has to do with that ... light in the sky. 1'd better
call dara, renind her

Cl ara had renmenbered, and wondered where he was. He fought abnormally dense rush-hour
traffic straight to the Tate-Evans place, one house anbng many in the San Fernando Valley. dara
met himat the curb, |aughing, insisting that she'd followed himright in, in her ow car. He
grabbed her and ki ssed her to shut her up. They held each other breathlessly for a nonment, then by
nmut ual consent |let go and wal ked up on the porch

Clara rang the bell and they waited. In those few seconds O ara stopped | aughing, even
stopped smiling. "Do you think they'll be angry?”

"Yeah. My fault, and | guess | don't care that nmuch. Relax."

"They did tell us. O Jack did."

The door opened. George Tate-Evans ushered theminside. He wasn't angry, but he wasn't
happy either. "Clara, |sadore, cone on in. What kept you?"

"My boss," Isadore lied. "Wat's happeni ng?"

George ran his hand over bare scalp to long, thin blond hair. He wasn't yet forty, but
he'd been half bald when |Isadore first met him "Sign of virility," he'd said. Now he answered,
"Jack and Harriet taped sonme newscasts. W're playing themnow. Cara, the girls are in the
ki tchen cooki ng sonething."

Grls, kitchen, cooking sonething. What? This was serious, then; or else George was sure
this was serious. Could it be? That serious?

Survivalism Specialization. Wartine rules. |sadore made his way into a darkened |iving
room He knew where the steps and the furniture were; he'd been there often enough. The |ight of
the five-foot screen showed himan enpty spot on the couch

There were only nmen in the room The house bel onged to George and Vi cki Tate-Evans, but
Vi cki wasn't present.

And Cl ara had gone to the kitchen. Cara! Ye gods, she thought it was real...

George waved himto a seat, then went to the Betamax recorder. "Here it is again," he
sai d.

The set lit up to show the presidential seal, then the Oval Ofice. The canera panned in
on President David Coffey. The President |ooked cal mand rel axed. Al nost too nuch so, |sadore
t hought. But he does | ook very presidential..

"My fellow Anericans,"” Coffey said. "Last night, scientists at the University of Hawai
made an amazi ng di scovery. Their findings have since been confirmed by astrononmers at Kitt Peak
and ot her observatories. According to the best scientific information | have been able to obtain,
a very large spacecraft is approaching Earth fromthe general direction of the planet Saturn."”

The President | ooked up at the canera, ignoring his notes for a nonent. He had a way of
doing that, of looking into the canera so that everyone watching felt he was speaking directly to

them Coffey's ability to do that had played no small part in his election. "I have been told that
it is not possible that the ship came from Saturn, and that it nust have conme from sonewhere much
farther away. \Werever it cane from it is rapidly approaching the Earth, and will arrive here

within a few weeks, probably at the end of June.”

He paused to | ook at the yell ow sheets of paper that |ay on his desk, then back at the
canmera again. "So far we have received no communication fromthis ship. W therefore have no
reason whatever to believe the ship poses any threat to us. However, the Soviet Union becane aware
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of this ship at the same time we did. Predictably, their reaction was to nobilize their arned
forces. Qur observation satellites show that they have begun a partial strategic alert.

"We cannot permt the Soviets to nobilize w thout some answer. | have therefore ordered a
partial nobilization of the United States' strategic forces. | wish to enphasize that this is a
defensive nobilization only. The United States has never wanted war. W particularly do not desire
war at a time when an alien spacecraft is approaching this planet.

"No Anerican President could ignore the Soviet mobilization. | have not done so. However,
I have spoken with the Soviet Chairman, and we have reached an agreement on limting our strategic
mobi l i zation. W are also consulting on a joint response to the alien ship.

"My fellow Americans, our scientists tell us that this could be the greatest event in the
hi story of manki nd. You now know all that we know. a |large object, perhaps a nile in length, is
approaching the Earth along a path that convinces our best scientific mnds that it is under power
and intelligently guided. So far there has been no comunication with it.

"W have no reason to believe this is a threat, and we have many reasons to believe this
is an opportunity. Wth the help of God Al mighty we will neet this opportunity as Anericans have
al ways net opportunities.

"Good night."

The Oval O fice faded, and news anal ysts canme on. Ceorge switched off the set. "W can
skip the anal ysis. Those birds don't know any nore than we do. But you see why | called an alert."
They had cal |l ed thensel ves the Encl ave before there was anything nore than four nen

meeting at George and Vicki's house.

That was at the tail end of the seventies, when the end of civilization was a serious
matter. There were double-digit inflation and a rising crinme rate. lIran was holding fifty-odd
ki dnapped anbassadors and getting away with it. OPEC s banditry regarding oil prices seened
equal ly safe. What nation would be next to see the obvious? The United States coul dn't defend
itself. The value of her money was falling to its linit: a penny and a half in 1980 noney, the

cost of printing a dollar bill. US. mlitary forces were in shreds, and the Soviets kept buil ding
m ssiles long after they caught up, then passed, the United States' strategic forces.
If the econony didn't collapse, nuclear war would kill you. Either way, there were |ong

odds agai nst survival of the unprepared. The Encl ave was born of equal parts desperation and play-
acting. Wich was nore inportant depended on the norning headlines.

Thi ngs | ooked better after Reagan was el ected. The hostages were returned minutes after
the old cowboy took office. . . but the Enclave continued to neet. The dollar ceased to fall, then
grew strong. The econony was turning around, the stock narket was show ng signs of health; but
there was no noney for the nmlitary, and the Soviet Union kept building rockets. The Encl ave nade
lists of what a survivalist ought to own, and checked each other's stocks. A year's supply of
food, just like the Mornons. Guns. Gold coins. And they dreaned of a place to run, just in case.

The late eighties: Wlfare had not increased to match inflation, and unenpl oynent was
down. There m ght have been a connection. Inflation had sl owed too. General Mdtors had won its
|l awsuit agai nst the unions, for damages done by a strike, and collected fromthe union funds;
strikes ought to be less conmon in the future. The weapons of war had noved into a science-
fictional realm difficult for the avenge citizen to assess. But the Soviet space program had been
novi ng steadily outward until they virtually owned the sky from Near Earth Obit to beyond the
Moon

The Encl ave continued to nmeet. They had grown ol der, and generally wealthier. Four years
ago they had bought a piece of |and outside Bellingham a decaying city north of Seattle that had
been a port and shipyard before the silt noved in and the trade noved south. It was as far from
any likely targets of war as anyplace that seemed able to support itself. There had once been a
navy shipyard, but that was |ong ago.

They all made noney, but they weren't rich. Their jobs kept themin Los Angeles. Over the
years one or another had found wealth or peace or even both in small towns. The dropouts were
repl aced, and the Encl ave endured, an aging group of m ddleclass survivalists unwilling to break
away from Los Angel es and their not inconsiderable incones.

Al this tine they had been neeting, every Thursday night after the dinner hour, I|ike
cl ockwor k. Toni ght was Mnday; they had left work early, and |sadore was getting hungry; the
di nner hour shoul d have been just beginning. But the terrible strangeness of this night did not
derive fromthat. |sadore Lei ber sought for what it was that was bothering him and it cane, not
in strangeness but in famliarity, as he reached for a cigarette.

Four years ago he'd given up snoking for the last tine. He'd given it up, but he borrowed
fromhis friends at every opportunity. G ving up snoking becane his lifestyle. It got to where his
friends couldn't stand him the sight of a faniliar face triggered his urge to snoke; he would
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roll pipe tobacco in toilet paper if he had to. But he was giving up snoking, yes indeed. And he
was getting ready for the end of civilization, yes indeed. But he'd been doing it for well over a
decade, and that had becone his lifestyle. Tonight was weird. No | aughter, no conpl ai ni ng about
fools in Congress.

Toni ght they neant it.

"I hate the timing," George said. "Corliss is about to graduate, and the rest of the kids
won't like missing the tail end of the school year, and if they do, | don't."

There were echoes of agreenent. "I can't go," |sadore said.

The noi se stopped. Jack MCaul ey said, "Wat do you nean, can't?"

"I can't quit my job. | can't take |eave, either. George said it, it's timng. Trave
agenci es get hectic with summer com ng on."

Jack nmade a sound of disgust. CGeorge asked, "Sick | eave?"

“"Mm ... a couple of weeks."

"Wait till, oh, the tenth of June. Jack, this nakes sense." George junped the gun on an
automatic protest. "W're bound to forget something. We'll keep la posted. la, you take your two
weeks sick |leave just before the ETlI's reach Earth. You cone up then. Two weeks later you'll damm
wel | know whet her you want to go back to the city."

"I't's still costing us a pair of strong arms," Jack groused.

| sadore decided he liked the idea. "I'lIl ask Clara if she wants to take the kids up early.
Maybe we'll want to keep themin school as long as we can."

"Al'l right, it can't be hel ped,"” Jack said. "But the rest of us are going, right?" He
snowbal | ed on before there could be an answer. "Bill and Gwven are already up at the Enclave. W' ve
got the second cistern systemrunning, and he's got the top deck poured on the shelter. Bill says

the well has to be cleaned out, but we can do that with rmuscle when we get there." He pursed his
lips in a famliar gesture. "One thing, la. You conme up a full week before the ETI's get here. Cut
it any finer, and you may not nake it at all. \Wen people really believe in that ship, God knows
what they'll do."

"If the Soviets give us that |ong," Ceorge said.

Jack frowned. "For that matter, if there's any alien ship at all. Maybe this is sonething
t he Russi ans cooked up."

They all shrugged. "No data," |sadore said. "But you'd think the President would know "

"And he'd sure tell us, right?" Jack said. "la, are you sure you want to wait?"

"Yeah, | have to." Christ, he's right, |Isadore thought. Who the flick knows what's
happeni ng? Aliens, Russians -- a nuclear war could ruin your whole day. "I think Clara will go up
early," he said. "1'll have to ask her."

The ot hers nodded under st andi ng.

When they'd first started the Enclave, they nmade a decision. One vote per adult, but al
the votes of a family would be cast by one person. The theory was sinple. If a famly couldn't
even agree on who represented it, what could they agree on?

There'd been a problemat first, because |Isadore thought C ara ought to vote rather than
him but she didn't get along with Jack, or maybe Jack didn't get along with her. There'd been too
many arguments. After the first year things had settled in, and only the nen voted, but |sadore
often went off to ask Clara's opinion before making a decision

"Who el se goes?" Jack denanded.

The inevitable question struck each of themdifferently. Jack was al ready belligerent.

George | ooked di sconcerted, then guilty. "Well. . . us, of course,” he said. "Qur w ves and
children."

"Of course. Wo el se? Wio do we need, who do we want? John Fox?"

| sadore | aughed. "Hell, yes, we want Fox. He's a better survivor than any of us. That's

why he's not conming. | talked to him He'll be canping sonewhere in Death Valley, and that's fine
for him but he didn't invite me along."

"What if Martie shows?"

“Aw, hell, Jack."

Martin Carnell had been with the Enclave for a tine. He'd | asted | ong enough to hel p buy

the house and land in Bellingham Then. . . maybe he'd run into financial trouble. He'd quit.
Later he'd noved further north into the Antel ope Valley.
"You read ne wrong, Ceorge. | just want to point out that he's got some |egal rights.

W're betting that won't matter nuch, but suppose he shows up at the gate? Before or after the
ETI's get here.”

"We've turned that place into a fortress since he quit. Expensive." |Isadore grinned at
them "Wat he owns is sonething like half his fair share. Awkward."
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"Yah. Well, | see himsonetines, and he's still single. There's just him"
"And t hose damm Dobennans," George said.
"I's that bad? W can use sone guard dogs. W'll make himbuild his own kennels."

"These are show dogs. They're gentle and dignified and everybody's friend. Anything el se
woul d cost Martie sone prizes. They're not guard dogs."

"Woul d | oot ers know t hat ?"

A silence fell. Jack said, "Shall we let himin if he shows at the gate? Assumi ng he's got
equi prent and supplies. But | see no reason to phone himup and invite him"

There were nods, and sone relief showed. George said, "Harry Reddi ngton wants to cone."”

Two heads shook slowy. Jack McCaul ey asked, "Have you seen Hairy Red |atel y?"

George hesitated, then nodded. "W used to be friends. | guess we still are. Hell, we took
nmot orcycl es up along the Pacific Coast H ghway one tinme. Three hundred niles. W'd stop in a bar
and Harry would sing and play that guitar and get us our drinks that way, and naybe our dinners.
Hairy Red the M nstrel. I--"

"Lat el y?"

"Yeah, |'ve seen himlately."

"He | ooks like he's about to have twins, and he has to use that cane. It isn't because he
had those accidents." Jack shook his head in bew |l dered pity. "Rear-ended twice in two weeks, in
two different cars, and neither of them had head rests! Typical of Harry. But that's not the
poi nt. The insurance conpany's been fastshuffling himfor two years, and his | awer tells himhe
won't win if he's too healthy when he gets on the stand.” Now Jack's speech slowed and his
enunci ation inproved, as if he were making a point for soneone who didn't quite understand
English. "Harry Red has been letting his insurance conpany tell himto stay sick! So he doesn't
exercise, and he lets his belly grow |like a parasite."

"All right, all right. Ken Dutton?"

"He had his chance."

"Interesting mind. He collects some odd stuff, and it all seens to make sense. Maybe we're
too much alike, the four of us.”

"Ceorge, you offered to et himin. He waffled. Now there's sonething com ng, and suddenly
it's not fun and ganes anynore. He could have got in when it was fun and ganes -- Wy didn't he?
Was it the noney?"

"Ch, partly. Not just the dues for the Enclave, but the gear we nmake each other buy. He
has to pay alimony. . . Only he's got gear. It's just not like ours. And partly it's because he
never really gets all the way into anything."

"Hardly a recommendati on. What has he got for weapons?"

George sniled reluctantly. "That crossbow. It'd kill a bear, that thing, and it's
advertised as 'suitable for SWAT teanms.' And his liquor, he calls it 'trade goods,' and he really
does keep an interesting bar "

"A crossbow. And a rocket pistol! I've seen his little 1960s Gyrojet. How many shells has
he got for it? It's for damm sure they'll never make any nore. He could have been in and he didn't
pay his dues, George!"

| sadore said, "You could say the sanme about Jeri WIson. W want her, don't we?"

“"You're married, la. And |'mvery married."

"Martie isn't. John Fox isn't, and we'd take him There are nen we want besides us, aren't
there? Do we want the nen seriously outnumbering the wonen? | don't think we do."

"W can't invite the whole city,"” Jack said. "W don't have the room 1zzie, who else are
you going to try to drag in? You knew we woul dn't have Harry, and you wouldn't want hi m anyway."

“"It's just that a nonth fromnow ... | can see us all being terribly apol ogetic."

"The hell you say," said Jack

"This could be our invitation to join the Galactic Union. It could be a flock of.
funny | ooking alien grad students here to give us cheap jewelry for answering their questions.”

Ceorge nade a rude noise. Jack, at |east, |ooked nore thoughtful than anused. |sadore
steaned on through the interruption. " and who knows what they nmight consider cheap jewelry?
Ckay, so we're going off to hide. Sonebody has to. Just in case. But | can hear the remarks from
some people | like, because we |eft them outside."

Jack' s ook was stony. "Renenber a science-fiction story called 'To Serve Man'?"

"Sure. They even made, a Twilight Zone out of it. About an alien handbook on how to dea
with the human race.™

George smled, "Sone science-fiction fans actually published the cookbook," and sobered.
"Yeah. Sonebody has to hide till we know what they want. And just in case, we do not take
liabilities."
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5 SEE HOW THEY RUN

Do unto the other feller the way he'd like to do unto you an' do it fust.
-- EDWARD NOTES WESTCOIT, David Ilarum (1898)

COUNTDOMWN: H M NUS SI X WEEKS

The Areo Plaza Mall was deep underground, with four-story shafts reaching high to street
| evel . Around the corner fromthe governnent bookstore was a B. Dalton's, and near that was a
radio station with its control roomin showase w ndows. A few people with nothing better to do
sat on benches watching the radio interviewer. Hi s guest was a science-fiction author who' d cone
to plug his latest book but couldn't resist talking about the alien ship.

The government bookstore had been crowded all day. Ken Dutton noticed Harry shuffling in,
but was too busy to hail him

Harry Reddi ngton was still using a cane. Ken renmenbered himas a biker. He still had the
massive frame, but it had turned soft years ago. He'd trinmred his beard and cut his hair short
even before the two successive whiplash accidents. He night have | ost some weight lately -- he'd
clained to when Ken saw himlast -- but the belly was still his nost prominent feature. He stopped

just past the doorway and | ooked around at shel ves upon shel ves of books and panphl ets before he
sought out Ken Dutton behind the counter. "Hi, Ken."

"Hell o, Harry. Wat's up?"

Harry ran his hand back through graying scarlet hair. "I was listening to the news. Not
much on the intruder. It's still comng and | got to thinking how nost of these books will be
obsol ete an hour after that thing sets down."

"Some will." Dutton waved toward a shelf of mlitary books. "Qthers, maybe not. History
still means sonmething. Sonme will go obsolete, but which books? Maybe nedi ci ne. Maybe they've got
sonmething that'll cure any di sease and they're just dying to give it away."

"Yeah." Harry didn't smle. "I remenber there's one on howto take care of a car-"

"More than one."

"Cars and bikes and. . . and bicycles, for that matter. Okay, maybe they've got matter
transmtters. Tal ked to CGeorge today?"

"No. | guess | should have,” Dutton said. Hell's bells. | should have joined that
survivalist outfit when | had a chance. Now. "I'Ill call after we close."

"Good luck," Parry said.

"You tal ked to then®"

"Yeah. They're not recruiting. But they're running scared. Scared of the aliens a little,
and of the Russians a lot." Harry | ooked thoughtful. "George nentioned a book on canni bal cookery.
Supposed to be funny, but it was well-researched, he said-"

"W don't carry it. And, Harry, I'mnot sure | want to think you' ve got a copy."

"Well, you never know Harry couldn't keep it up, and |laughed. Al right, but naybe what
we'll need is survival nmanuals. | thought I'd come in and | ook around."

The shel ves had been seriously depleted. Harry chose a few and cane to the counter. "There
was a new book fromthe Public Health Service, on stretching exercises. Got it in yet?"

"Sure, but we're out. Others had the sane thought you did." "Ken, you're actually one of the
Encl ave group, aren't you?"
Ken hesitated. "They invited me in. | haven't noved yet." And maybe it's too | ate, maybe

not. Jesus.
"Are you hooked for dinner?"
"I don't know. Need to make a phone call."’
nunber. Vicki answered.
"H ," Ken said. "Unh-this is Ken Dutton."
"I know who you are."

He went to the back room and di al ed George's

"Yes-uh-Vicki, is there a meeting tonight?"

"Not tonight. Call tonorrow "

"Vicki, I know dammed well there's a nmeeting!"

"Call tonorrow. Anything else? Bye, then.' The phone went dead.

Ken Dutton went back out to the custoner area and found Harry. "No. | don't have anything

on tonight. Let's eat here in the plaza. Saves us worryi ng about rush hour."
Jeri W/ son kissed her daughter, and was surprised at how easy it was to hold her smle unti
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Melissa went up to her room She's a good-1ooking ten-year-old, Jeri thought. Going to be pretty
when she grows up.

Mel i ssa had Jeri's long bones and slender frame. Her hair was a bit darker than Jeri's,
and not quite so fine, but her face was well shaped, pretty rather than beautiful

Jeri waited until she heard the toilet flush, then waited again until the |ight under
Melissa's door vani shed.

She' d sl eep now. She'd be exhaust ed.

So aml. Jeri's snile faded. It had been such a wonderful day, the nicest for weeks, unti
she came honme to find the mail

She went to the living room An expensive breakfront stood there, and she took out a red
crystal decanter and a matching crystal glass. W bought this in Venice. W couldn't really afford
the trip, and the glassware was nuch too expensive. Cod, that was a beautiful sunmer.

The sherry came from Fedco, but no one ever noticed the sherry. They were too enchanted
with the decanter. She poured herself a glass and sat on the couch. It was inpossible to stop the
tears now.

Dam you, David WIson! She took the letter fromher apron pocket. It was handwitten,
post mar ked Cheyenne Wells, Colorado, and it wasn't signed. She thought the handwiting | ooked
mascul i ne, hut she couldn't be sure.

"Dear Ms. Wlson," it said. "If you're really serious about keeping your husband, you'd
better get out here and do sonething right away, 'cause he's got hinmself a New Cookie."

O course he has a New Cookie, Jeri thought. He's been gone al nobst two years, and he filed
for divorce six nonths ago. It was inevitable.

I nevitable or not, she didn't like to think about it. Pictures came to mind: David, nude,
steppi ng out of the shower. Lying with David on the beach at Malibu, late at night long after the
beach had cl osed, both of them buzzed with chanpagne. They'd been celebrating David's Ph.D., and
they made |l ove three tines, and even if the third time had been nore effort than consunmation it
was a wonderful night. After the first time she'd turned to himand said, "I haven't been taking
my pills-"

"I know, " he said.

She liked to think Melissa was conceived that night. Certainly it happened during that
wonder ful week. Five nmonths later, Jeri quit her job as general science editor for UCLA' s al umi
magazi ne. David's education was finished, he'd found a great job with Litton Industries, and they
could enjoy thensel ves..

She si pped her sherry, then, convulsively, drained the glass. It was an effort to keep
fromthrowing it on the floor. Who am| so dammed nad at?

At nyself. I'ma damed fool. She crunpled the letter, then snpbothed it out again. Then
poured nore sherry. No matter how often she wi ped her eyes, they filled again.

She' d had three gl asses when the phone rang. At first she thought she'd ignore it, but it mght be

about Melissa. O it might even be David; he still called sonmetinmes. Wiat if it's him and he says
he needs ne?

"Hello."

"Jen, this is Vicki."

"Ch

"You've heard the news?" Vicki asked.

How t he devil woul d you know about David- "What news?"
"The alien spaceship." What?"
"Jeri, where have you been all day? Hi bernating?"

"No, Melissa and | drove up to the Angeles Crest. W had a picnic."

"Then you haven't seen the news. Jen, the astrononers have di scovered an alien spaceship
in the solar system It's conming to Earth."

Aliens. Conming to Earth. She heard the words, but they didn't nmake any sense. "You're not
putting ne on?"

“Jeri, go turn on Channel Four. I'Ill call back in half an hour. W have to talk."

Saturn. They were coming from Saturn, and no one knew how | ong they'd been there. Jeri renenbered
a TV nonitor at JPL. Three lines twisted into a braid, and David's grip on her armwas hard enough
to hurt.

That was a lot note than ten years ago! | was about twenty. | had David, and everything
was wonder f ul

The phone rang just as the news programwas ending. Jen lifted the receiver. "Hell o,

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfall%20%20(Jerry%20Pournelle%20c0%20author).txt (38 of 283) [1/14/03 8:15:27 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfal | %20%20(Jerry%20Pournel | e%620c0%20author).txt

Vi cki . "

"Hi . OCkay, you watched the news?"

"Yes." Jeri giggled.

"What ?"

"Aliens from Saturn, that's what! Vicki, |I'll bet they were there when the Voyager probe
went past. | renmenber all the bull sessions after that probe. John Demi ng and Gregory and David
and |, trying to think how an orbiting band of particles could be twisted like that. David even
said '"aliens,' once. But he wasn't serious."

"Yes, well, that's what we need to talk about," Vicki said. "W ve deci ded-the Enclave is
going north. To Bellingham You and Melissa are invited."

"Ch. Why?"

"Well, for one thing, you and David were part of the group for a long tine."

"That's one reason," Jeri said. "\Wat are some others?"

Vi cki Taj e- Evans sighed. "Because you know science-and all right, because you're pretty
and unattached, and we nay need to attract a single guy."

An interesting conplinent. I'mglad they think I"'mpretty, at ny age | see. So | can be
a playmate for Ken Dutton."

"Jeri, he wasn't invited."

" Good. "

"I thought you liked Ken. In fact, | thought-"

You can keep that thought to yourself, Vicki Tate-Evans.

O course it was true. Ken Dutton had invited hinmself to dinner with Jeri and David after
his wife left him and when David noved to Col orado, Ken continued to come over. She wasn't
interested in an affair, although it was pretty difficult sleeping alone. She missed David a | ot,
and in every way, and Ken wasn't unattractive, and he was very attentive. The night she | earned
that David had filed for divorce, Ken had been there, and held her, and listened to her, and in a
blind rage she seduced him For a few days he'd shared her bed. Then she found out what he was
t hi nki ng.

"He thought |I'd be convenient," Jeri said. "He wouldn't have to drive far. Sonehow that
didn't seem a good foundation for a relationship.”

"Ch." Vicki |aughed awkwardly. "Anyway, he's not invited.

In fact | was supposed to tell you not to invite him WlIl. That's good. Jeri, we'll be going up
to Bellinghamthis week. Isadore and Clara will stay down here until a few days before the aliens
come. W'd like you to cone up with us, but you could wait and go up with Isadore if you want."

"I see. Thanks, Vicki. Uh-1"Il get back to you, shall I?"

“You'll have to. W need to go over your gear, find out what David |l eft you, and what you
have to take. |I'Il help with that."

"Thanks. There's a lot of it here. I'lIl get it out. Thanks for inviting ne."

"Sure. Bye."

Jeri put the phone down and thoughtfully pulled at her lower lip

Aliens. Com ng here, soon.

And they hid at Saturn. No sign of them nothing that nade sense, anyway. They stayed
hi dden for nmore than a dozen years. Is that a sign of friendship?

Don't be paranoid, she told herself. But it nmight be a good idea not to be in a big city
when they cane. Just in case.

She and David and Melissa had visited George and Vicki at the Enclave house in Bellingham
That had been nice, a good vacation. It had been their |ast vacation together. A nonth later
David was transferred to Col orado.

"It's a big raise," he'd told her. He sounded excited.

"But what about ny job?"

"What about it, Jeri? You don't have to work,"

"David, | don't have to, but I want to." Wen Melissa started school, Jeri needed
sonet hing to do, and becane an editorial assistant with the West Coast branch of a big publishing
house. She'd been good at the job. Her experience with the alumi paper had hel ped. Wthin a year
she'd becone an associate editor, and then there'd been a | ucky break: she'd discovered a wonan
who needed a | ot of help, hand-hol ding and reassurances, and |lots of editing, but whose first book
becane an instant best-seller.

After that, Jeri becanme a senior editor. "I"'minportant at Harris Wckes."
"You're inmportant to ne. And to Melissa."

"Davi d-"

"“Jeri. It's a big pronotion.”
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I was a damm fool. So was he. Wiy didn't he tell ne they'd fire himif he didn't transfer?
That a | ot of eager young petrol eum geol ogi sts were graduating fromthe schools, and the big firns
woul d rather hire a recent graduate than a man so | ong out of school..

He didn't tell nme because he was ashaned. They didn't really want himanynore, but he
couldn't tell nme that. And he woul dn't beg ne.

Dam it, | begged him But it's not really the sane, and David, David, why can't | just
call you and say |I'mconing to you..

Wy can't |7

It was a beautiful spring day in Washington. The city was surprisingly calm despite the
headlines. It took a |ot to shake up Washi ngton peopl e.

Roger Brooks wal ked from NASA headquarters back toward the Wite House. There'd been
not hing for himat the NASA press conference. It was great for Congressman Wes Dawson that he was
going to go up to the Soviet Kosnbgrad space station to watch the aliens arrive. It mght even
make a story, but Mavis would take care of the news part, and there was plenty of time to collect
background.

For a mnute he'd thought he had sonething. Jeanette Crichton discovers the satellite and
Wes Dawson goes to the President.. Not too many woul d know about the connection between Linda
Crichton G llespie and Carlotta Dawson. He was still thinking about that when the NASA press
peopl e explained it all in loving detail
Captain Crichton calls her brother-in-law, who calls Congressman Dawson, who goes to see the

President. Al out in the open for everyone to see. Nothing hidden at all. Dam.
It was a good twenty-mnute walk to the Mayfl ower. Even so, Roger got there before his
| unch appointnent. The grill at the Mayfl ower was convenient, even if the food wasn't

di stingui shed. Roger woul d have preferred one of the French cuisine places off K Street, but today
he was neeting John Fox. Fox wasn't soneone you ate an expensive lunch with, no matter who was
payi ng. Brooks ordered a glass of white wine and | eaned back to relax until Fox showed up.

You can't get anywhere in Washington, D.C., without a coat and tie. Sure enough, Fox was
in disguise, in a gray business suit and a tie that didn't glare. It wouldn't have fool ed anybody.
H's shirt cuffs gave himaway: they were nuch larger than his wists. Lean as a ferret, with bony
shoul ders and fat-free nuscle showi ng even in the hands and face, John Fox | ooked |ike he'd just
wal ked out of a desert.

Roger worked his way out of the booth to shake his hand. "How are you, John? Have you
heard the news?"

"Yeah." They slid into the booth. "I'm surprised you're here."

For a fact, this wasn't the day a mlitant defender of deserts could get the public's
attention! Roger had toyed with the idea of chasing after news of the "alien spacecraft." But
those who knew anything would be telling anyone who would listen, and he'd be fighting for scraps.

For a while Roger had wondered. Aliens, coming fromSaturn. It didn't make sense, and
Roger was sure it was some kind of trick, probably CIA Wen he tried to check that out, though
he ran into a barrage of genuine bew |dernent. If there were any secrets hidden inside the
Presi dent's announcenment, it was going to take a lot nore than a few hours to find them And John
Fox had gi ven Roger stories in the past.

So he said, "The day | skip an appointnent with a known news source, you call the police,
because |'ve been ki dnapped. Now tell ne what you' re doing in Washington. | know you don't Iike
cities."

Fox nodded. "Have you heard what they're doing to China Lake?" Wen Brooks | ooked bl ank
he amplified. "The H ghBeam ™"

For a nmonent nothing clicked. Then: of course, he neant the m crowave receiving station.
An orbiting solar power plant had to have a receiver. "It's just a test facility. It's only going
to cover about an acre."

"Ch. sure. And the orbiting power plant only covers about a square mile of sky, and won't
send down nore than a thousand nmegawatts even if everything works. Roger, don't you understand
about test cases? if it works, they' Il do it bigger. They'll cover the whole damm sky with silver
rectangles. | like the sky! | like desert, too. This thing has to be stopped now."

"I wonder if the Soviets won't stop us before you do."

"They haven't yet." Fox | ooked thoughtful. "Al the science types say this thing isn't a
weapon. | wonder if the Russians believe
t hat ?

Roger shrugged.
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"Anyway, | thought |'d better be here. Flewin on the red-eye |last night. But nobody's
keepi ng appoi ntments. Nobody but you." He glanced up to see the waitress hovering. "Bacon burger.
Tormato slices, no fries. Hot tea.”

"Chef's sal ad. Hei neken." Brooks nmamde notes, but nobstly out of habit. O course no one was
keepi ng appoi ntnments! Aliens were comng to Earth. "They tell nme it'll be Cean power," Roger
said. "Help elininate acid rain."

Fox shook his head. "Never works. They get nore power, they use nore power. Look. They
tell you an electric razor doesn't use nuch power, right? And it doesn't. But what about the power
it took to nake the damm thing? You use it a few years, maybe not that |ong, and Qut it goes.

"The nore electric power we get, the nore they're tenpted to keep up the throw away
society. No real conservation. Nothing lasts. Doesn't have to |ast. Roger, no matter how cl ean
they make it, it pollutes sone. They'll never learn to do without until they have to do w thout."

"Ckay." Brooks jotted nore notes. "So they'll clutter up the deserts and bl ock the stars
and give us bad habits. Wat else is wong with thenP"

Roger Brooks l|istened hal fheartedly as Fox marshal ed his argunents. There weren't any new ones.
They weren't what Roger had come for, anyway. Fox could argue, but the real stories would cone
fromlearning what tactics Fox intended to use. He had | oyal troops, |loyal enough to chain
thensel ves to the gates of nuclear power plants or clog the streets of Washington. Fox had |ed the
fight against the Sun Desert nucl ear power plant, and won, and his tips had put Roger in the right
place at the right tine for good stories.

Not today, though. No one was |istening to Fox today. Not even his friends.

Not even nme, Roger thought. This wasn't going to nake any ki nd of news. Brooks was tenpted
to put away his notebook. Instead he said, "This could be just a puff of snoke tonorrow, or |ater
today, for that matter. Have you thought about what an interstellar spacecraft m ght use for
power? By the tinme the aliens stop talking, these orbiting solar plants could | ook |like the first
fire stick, even to us."

Fox shook his head. "Hell we may not even understand what these ETI's are using. O maybe
it's worse than what we've got. Anyway, nothing changes that fast. Wiatever that light in the sky
does for us, the Hi gh-Beamis going ahead unless | stop it. And | intend to. | had an appoi nt nent
with Senator Bryant. He canceled, for today, so I'll just wait himout."

Brooks jotted, "John Fox is the only man in the nation's capital who doesn't care beans
about an approaching interstellar spacecraft.”

"Hell, | wish | had sonething nore for you," Fox said' . "Thought | did."

“"It's all right."

"No, it's not," Fox said. "You're |ike me, Brooks. A nut. Mnonmaniac." He held up his hand
when Roger started to protest. "It's true. | love ny deserts, and you | ove snooping. Well, heft,
I'"d help you get a Pulitzer if | could. You ve always played fair with ne." He chuckl ed. "But not
today. Nobody's paying attention to a damm thing but that ETI comin'. Do you really believe in

t hat thing?"

“I think so. You know that arny officer who was in Hawaii when they saw it com ng? | know
her. | just don't think she's part of anything funny. No, it's real all right."

"Coul d be."

"There are a lot of scientists in the Sierra Club," Roger said. "Any of them have an
opi ni on?"

"On Hi gh-Bean? Damm right-"
"l neant on the ETlI's, John."
Fox grinned. "I haven't heard. | will, though, and I'Il be sure to let you know "

Jenny surveyed her office with satisfaction. The furniture was battered. Fortunately, there wasn't
much of it, because if there'd been nore, the office couldn't have held it all. She had a desk
with nothing on it but a tel ephone. There were also a small typing table, three chairs, and a
thick-walled filing cabinet with a heavy security lock. They said they'd get her a bookcase, but
that hadn't cone yet. Neither had the conputer terninal

The roomwas tiny and wi ndow ess, in a basement, but it was the Wite House basenent, and
that nmade up for everything.

The phone rang.

"Major Crichton,"” she said.

"Jack d ybourne."

"Ch. H." He'd cone in for coffee after he drove her hone. They'd sat outside under
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Flintridge's arbor, and when they noticed the time, two hours had passed. That hadn't happened to
her in years.

"H, yourself. I've only got a nonent. Interested in dinner?"

Aunt Rhonda woul d expect her to eat at Flintridge. "Wiat did you have in m nd?"

"Af ghan place. Stuffed grape |eaves and broiled |anb."

"It sounds great. But-"

"Let me call you after you get home. No big deal, if you can't nmake it, I'Il go to
McDonal d' s. "

"You're threatening suicide if |I don't have dinner with you?"

“I have to run. 1'll call you-"

"I haven't given you the nunber,"’

"W have our ways. Bye."

She put the phone carefully on its cradle. Holy catfish, I'mactually Iight-headed.
Stupid. | just need lunch. But | was thinking about himjust before he call ed.

she said. "How will you call?"

The private phone on Wes Dawson's desk was hidden inside a | eather box. It rang softly.

"Yes?" Carlotta said.

TV

"How s Houst on?"

"Hot and wet and windy. I'min the Hilton Edgewater, room 2133."

She nmade a note of the room nunber. "I niss you already," he said, "Sure. You probably have a
Texas girl already." "Two, actually.”

"Just be careful. |I've seen the Speaker. W'I| arrange for you to be paired whenever we
can, so it'll go in the Congressional Quarterly."

It was standard practice: a congressman who couldn't be present for a vote found another
who intended to vote the opposite way, and fornmed a pair. Neither attended, and both were recorded
as "paired" so that the outcone of the vote wasn't affected, but neither congressnan was bl aned
for mssing aroll-call vote

"Good. Can you ask Andy to | ook after my conmittee work?"

"Already did. What kind of adm nistrative assistant do you think I am anyway?"

"Fair to mddling."

"Hunph. Keep that up and 1'll ask for a raise | suppose Houston's full of talk about the
al i ens?"

"Lord, yes," Ws said. "And the TV shows-did you watch the Toni ght Show? Not hi ng but alien
j okes, sone pretty clever | think the country's taking it all right."

"So do I, but I've got WIbur checking things out in the district," Carlotta said. "So far
not hi ng, though. Not even phone calls, except Ms. MNulty."

“Yeah, | expect she's in heaven." Ms. MNulty called her congressman every week, usually
to insist on protection against flying saucers. "Look, they've got ne on a pretty rigorous
schedul e. Up before the devil's got his shoes on. Physical training, yet! Ugh."

"You'l | be all right. You' re in good shape," Carlotta said.
“"I'"l'l be in better in a nonth. You'll love it-"

"Good. Call ne tonorrow. "

"I will. Thanks, Carlotta."

She sniled as she put the phone down. Thanks, he'd said. Thanks for |ooking after things,
for letting me go to space. As long as she'd known Wes, he'd been a space nut. He'd even signed up
to be a lunar col onist, and was shocked when she told himshe wasn't really interested in living
on the Moon. His ook had frightened her: he would have gone without her if he'd had the chance.

That chance never cane. The U. S. Lunar Base was a tiny affair, never nore than six
astronauts and currently down to four. The Russians had fifteen people on the Mon-and they made
it clear that a larger U S. effort wouldn't be wel cone.

VWhat woul d they do to the Americans sent nore people to the Mon? President Coffey hadn't
wanted to find out. Maybe it wouldn't matter now.

Carlotta went back to the papers on Ws Dawson's desk. Aliens mght or m ght not be
comng, but if Ws Dawson wanted to remain in Congress, there was a ot of work to finish here in
Washi ngt on.

6 PREPARATI ONS
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There are periods when the principles of experience need to be nodified, when hope and trust and
instinct claima share with prudence in the guidance of affairs, when, in truth, to dare, is the
hi ghest w sdom

-W LLLAM ELLERY CHANNI NG The Uni on

COUNTDOMWN: H M NUS FI VE WEEKS

Academi ci an Pavel Bondarev sat at his nassive wal nut desk and flicked inmagi nhary dust specks from
its gleam ng surface. The office was large, as befitted a full menber of the Soviet Acadeny who
was also Director of an Institute for Astrophysics. The walls were decorated with photographs
taken by the new tel escope aboard the Soviet Kosnbgrad space station. There were spectacul ar vi ews
of Jupiter, as good as those obtained by the American spacecraft; and there were col or photographs
of nebul ae and gal axi es, and the endl ess wonders of the sky

There was al so a portrait of Lenin. Pavel Al eksandrovich Bondarev needed no visit fromthe
local Party officials to remind himof that. Visiting Party officials mght know nothing of what
the Institute did, but they would certainly notice if there was no picture of Lenin. It might be
the only thing a visiting Party official was qualified to notice.

He waited inpatiently. Because he was waiting, he was startled when the interphone buzzed.

" Da"

"He has arrived at the airport,’

"There are papers to sign-"

"Bring them" Bondarev said brusquely.

The door opened seconds later. His secretary canme in. She carried a sheaf of papers, but
she nade no nove to show themto him

Lorena was a small woman, with dark flashing eyes. Her ankles were thin. One wist was
encircled by a golden chain which Pavel Bondarev had given her the third time they had sl ept
toget her. She had been his nmistress for ten years, and he could not imagine Iife w thout her. To
the best of his know edge, she had no life beyond him She was the perfect secretary in public,
and the perfect mistress in private. It had occurred to himthat she genuinely [oved him but that
thought was sufficiently frightening that he did not want to deal with it.

Better to think of her as mistress and secretary. Enotional involvenment was dangerous.

She came in and closed the door. "Wo is this nman?" she demanded. "Wy is Mdscow sending
an i nmportant man who does not give his nane? What have you been doi ng Pavel Al eksandrovich?"

He frowned slightly. Lately she had begun speaking to himthat way even at the office.
Never when anyone was around, of course, but it was bad for discipline to allow her to address him
in that way inside the Institute. A rebuke cane to his tongue, but he swallowed it. She would
accept it, yes, but he would be nade to pay, tonight, tonorrow night, sone evening in her
apartment. ..

"It is not adifficulty," Bondarev said. "He was expected."

"Then you know him"

"No. | neant that someone from Moscow was expected."” He sniled, and she noved cl oser to
himuntil she was standing beside his chair. Her hand lay on his arm He covered it with his own.
"There is no difficulty, ny lovely one. Cal myourself."

"I'f you say so-"

"I do. You recall the tel ephone call fromthe Anmericans in Hawaii? It concerns that."

"But you will not tell me-"

his secretary said.

He | aughed. "I have not told ny wife and children."
She snort ed.
"Well, yes. Even so, this is a state secret. It is a nmatter of state security! Wiy should

| deceive you?"
"What have we to do with state security? How can the state be affected by distant

gal axi es?" she demanded. "Wat have you been doing? Pave |, you must not do this!"

"But what-"

"You wish to go to Moscow " she said. "It is your wife. She has never been happy here."
Her voi ce changed, becane nore shrill, accented with the bored sophistication of a Miscovite great
| ady, daughter of a nenber of the Politburo. "Yes, the Party found it necessary to send Pavel here
for a few years. The provincial people are so inefficient. | suppose we sinply nust nake the
sacrifice."

"I wish you would not nmock Marina," he said. "And you are wong. This has nothing to do
with a return to Moscow. Resides, when we do go back, | will take you with ne. Al Russians want

to live in Mscow. "
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"l do not want to go. | want to stay here, with you. Your wife is not so careful here. In
Moscow she woul d be concerned, |est her friends | earn her husband has a m stress."

That was true enough, but it hardly mattered. "None of this is inportant.
now. Things will change soon. Sooner than you know. Great changes, for all of us

She frowned. "You are serious."

"l have never been nore serious."

"Changes for the better?"

"I do not know. " He stood and took both her hands in his. "But | pronise you there will be
changes beyond our power to predict, as profound as the Revol ution."

" he said. "Not

Pavel Bondarev studi ed the papers he had been given, but fromtime to tinme he | ooked past them at
the man who had brought them Dmitii Parfenovich Gushin, a Lieutenant Colonel in the KGB despite
his seem ng youth. Gushin wore a suit of soft wool that fit perfectly, obviously nade in Paris or
London. He was of average height, and slender, but his grip had been very strong, and he wal ked
with an athletic spring to his step.

The papers told hi mwhat General Narovchatov had already said. "I see," Bondarev said. "I
amto go to Bai konur."

"Yes, Conrade Acadenician." Gushin spoke respectfully. It was difficult to know what the
man was thinking. He seened perfectly in control of his face and his voice.

He brought a letter from General Narovchatov, inviting Marina and the children to Moscow,
and encl osing the necessary travel permts. Marina would be pleased. "There is nuch unsaid here,"
Bondar ev sai d.

"Yes. | can explain,

"Pl ease. "

"Ceneral Narovchatov has becone First Secretary of the Party."” Gushin said carefully. He
paused | ong enough to allow the full weight of that to wash across Bondarev. "This will be
announced within the week. The Politburo finds this alien ship a natter of sone concern. Many of
the marshals of the Soviet Union do not believe in aliens."”

"Then they think-"

"That this is a CIAtrick," Gushin said. "It cannot be."
"I believe that. So does Chairman Petrovslciy."
"And Conr ade Trusov?"
Grushin shrugged. "You will understand that | do not often see the Chairnman of the KGB

Grushin said.

however, | aminforned that the vote of the Defense Council was unaninous, that a civilian
scientist should command the preparations for receiving the aliens. You, Conrade."
"So | was told. | confess | amnot especially qualified."

"Who is? | amtrained as a diplomat. Yet what training is there, to neet with aliens from
anot her star? But we nust do what we nust do."

"Then you have been assigned as ny deputy?" That would be conmmpn enough practice, to have
a KGB officer as chief of staff to a project of this inportance. Certainly the K@ would insist on
having its agents high within the control organization

"No, another will do that," Gushin said. "My orders are to proceed to Kosmnograd."

"Ah. You are a qualified astronaut?"

"No, but I have been a pilot." Gushin's smle was thin. "Conrade Acadenician, | have been
ordered by your father-in-lawto trust you, to tell you everything I can. This is unusual
Stranger yet, Conrade Trusov hinself instructed ne to do the sane.”

Strange i ndeed. So. The Politburo did take this alien craft seriously. Very seriously. And
General Nikolai Narovchatov had said, "You will trust the man sent by KGB. As nmuch as you trust
any man from KGB." Wat that could nmean was not obvi ous.

"So," Bondarev said. "Wat is there that | nust know?"

"The mlitary," Gushin said. "Not all wll cooperate, and not all will be under your
command. You will need great skills at Bai konur to |earn which marshals trust you and which do

not. | need not tell you that this will not be easy."
"No." It was safe enough to say that nmuch. Not nore
"It is also vital that the Americans do not learn the extent of our nobilization."
"I see." | see a great deal. Sone of the nmarshals are out of control. They nobilize their

forces regardl ess of the wishes of the Kremlin. The Americans can never be allowed to know this!
"What el se nust | know?"
"The crew aboard Kosnograd," G ushin said. "W is there now, and whomwe shall invite."
"Invite-"
"Anericans. They have already requested that we allow their people aboard Kosnmograd when
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the alien ship arrives. The Politburo wi shes your advice within three days." He paused. "I think,
though, that they will invite the Americans no matter what you say."

"Ah. And if the Anericans wish this, other nations will also." He shrugged. "I do not know
how many Kosnograd can accommopdate.”

"Nor |, but I will tell you when | arrive there. As | will advise you of the personne

aboard. O course you will also receive reports from Commander Rogachev."

"A good man, Rogachev," Bondarev said.

Grushin's smile was crafty, like a peasant's, although there was little of the peasant
about the KG man. "Certainly he has a | egend about him But he is not everywhere regarded as you
regard him™"

"\ 2"

"He is a troubl emaker when he feels his mssion is in danger. A fanatic about carrying out
orders. Make no nistake, technically he is the best conmander we have for Kosnograd."

"But you doubt-doubt what? Surely not his |loyalty?"

"Not his loyalty to the Soviet Union."

"Ah." There had been an edge to Grushin's voice. Rogachev had not always shown proper
deference to the Party. In what way is he a troubl e- maker?"

Grushin shrugged. "M nor ways. An exanple. He has aboard Kosnbgrad his ol d sergeant, the
mai nt enance crew chief of his helicopter during the Ethiopian conflict. This man | ost both legs in
the war. When it came time for this sergeant to be rotated back to Earth, Rogachev found excuses
to keep him He said that no better nman was available, that it was vital to Kosnograd that this
man remain. "

"Was he right?

Grushin shrugged. "Again, that is something I will know when | arrive there. Understand,
Conr ade Academician. | amto be only a Deputy Commander of Kosnmograd when | board. Thtsikova will
be First Deputy. But I will report directly to you. If there is need, you nmay renpove Rogachev from
command. "

Bondar ev nodded conprehendi ngly. Inside he was frightened.

I command this space station, but there are many technical matters. | will not know which
are inportant and which are not. | require advice-but whose advice can | trust? He smled thinly.
That woul d be the dil emma faced by Chairnman Petrovskiy and First Secretary Narovchatov. It is why
| have been given this task

It will be a great opportunity, though. At |ast, Pavel Bondarev thought, at last | can
tell themwhere to ai mthe space tel escope. And be able to see the pictures instantly.

It was a bright clear spring day, with brilliant sunshine, the kind of day that nade it worthwhile
living through Bellinghams rainy seasons. The snow crowned peaks of Munt Baker and the Twin
Sisters stood magnificently above the foothills to the east. The view was inpressive even to
afiative; it was enough to have Angel enos gawki ng. They stood near the old Bellinghamcity hail, a
red brick castle conplete with towers and Chuckanut granite, and alternately | ooked out across the
bay to the San Juan Islands, then back to the mpuntains.

When Kevi n Shakes saw a uniformcom ng toward them he wondered if sonmething was wong. H's
eyes flicked toward the truck-had he parked in the wong place? Acity kid's reaction. In a snall
town |ike Bellinghamyou could park nearly anywhere you |iked.

The uni form was brown, short-sleeved, decorated with badges and a gun belt. The man
wearing it was three or four years older than Kevin's eighteen. He was grinning and taking off his
hat, showing fine blond hair in a ragged cut. "Hello. Mranda,"” he called. "Is this the whole
cl an?"

"Al'l but Dad and Mom" Mranda was smling, too. "Leigh, neet Kevin and Carl and Ownen. W
were just doing sone shopping."

Carl and Owen-thirteen and el even, respectively, with identical straight brown hair but a
foot's difference in height between themwere |ooking mstrustfully at the unifornmed man, who
seenmed mainly interested in Mranda. He said, "Looks like you bought out the store.”

Kevin said, "Wll, maybe Mranda told you. we, don't own the ranch all by ourselves. There
are three other fanlies, and they each own a fifth, and they're all comng up for a vacation."

"Wn't that be crowded?"

Kevin shrugged. Mranda lost a little of the smile. "Yeah. W' ve never done this before.
The idea was to take turns, one week Qut of five, a vacation spot, you know? But it never seems to
work out that way. W've |lucked out a lot. This tine, well, maybe it'll work out. The ot her
famlies aren't as big as we are. But | don't know themvery well."
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M randa and the cop drifted away, and Kevin |l et them have their privacy. Later, when they
were in the truck, he asked, "Who is he? How did you neet hinP"

"Lei gh Young. He was at the club and we played sone tennis. He's not very good, but he
coul d be."

"“You |ike hin®"

"Sone. "
"l think Dad woul d approve of your dating a policeman. Useful."
Mranda smiled. "It doesn't hurt that he's got good |egs, either.”

Kevin | ooked back to be sure his younger brothers were settled inside the truck with the
nmounds of groceries before he started the truck. "Sure going to be crowded.”

"Yeah. "

"Rafidy, what do you think about all this? Is Dad right?"

She shrugged. "I didn't used to think so. Al our friends |augh at George, old Super-
Survivor. | think Dad used to laugh at him too."

"You never know with Dad," Kevin said. Mranda was only a year ol der than Kevin, and
they' d becone good friends as well as brother and sister. They both knew about their father's half
sml es.

He al so kept their home conputers busy analyzing the cost of everything they did. WIlliam
Adol phus Shakes hadn't wasted a nickel in years.

CGee, Kevin, there really is an alien spaceship."

"Yeah. And Ms. W/l son says it's been hiding for a long tinme. dains she was out at some
| ab when-when sonet hi ng happened. But nobody knew it was the aliens, then. Wiy woul d they hide out
that | ong?'

"I don't know." She opened the glove conpartnent. "At least it's pretty here," Mranda
pushed a tape into the player, and the stereo crashed out with the sounds of a new group. "d ad we
have the tapes," she shout ed.

"Yeah." There sure wasn't anything on radio up here. WIliam Shakes and Max Rohrs wal ked
back toward the house, across the concrete apron Rohrs had poured |ast week. It felt dry and solid
beneath their feet. Rohrs was a tall, broad-shoul dered, nuscular nman. W/l liam Shakes felt |ike a
dwarf beside him though there wasn't that nuch difference. Rohrs said, "Looks like we're
finished. If it gives you any trouble, you know ny nunber."

"Yeah. Thanks. | guess I'Il be seeing you."

"I hope so. You're good for business," Rohrs said. "The way you've been planting pipe, |

wonder if you're planning to open up a hotel." Wen Shakes didn't react he said, "Just kidding."

"Well, I"'mnot laughing. It's going to feel like a hotel. W' ve got three nore fanmlies
com ng up. | expect we've finally got enough septic tanks to keep everyone happy, and | know we've
got enough beds."

"That's still a lot of elbows to be taking up your el bow room"

Shakes nodded. A secretive snmile lived just underneath his blank expression. Rohrs had
built the septic tank last April. He'd been told that the second septic tank on the other side of
the house was too old, too snmall. It was neither. Rohrs had just finished pouring this concrete

apron; but he had no way of knowi ng that there was a second concrete apron under it, covered with
rock and dirt. And under that, a roomy bonb shelter that nobody knew about.
W1 liam Shakes' snile showed in Max Rohrs' rearview mirror as Rohrs drove away.

Jack and Harriet McCauley had invited theminto the Enclave six years ago. The Shakes had known
pretty well what they were getting into. Jack and Harriet, and several others, were survivalists,
perpetually prepared for the end of civilization. They coll ected news clippings on Soviet
encroachments and econonic failures and the national collapse of Iaw and church and patriotism
They were bores on the subject.

Why had they picked on Bill and Gaen Shakes? Was it only because they lived in the
nei ghbor hood, or because they could afford the expense? O because they were good |isteners and
never called the McCaul eys fools? In fact neither Bill nor Gaen thought that any man was a fool to
prepare for disaster. But disasters couldn't be predicted. The Enclave was preparing for sonething
far too specific. Reality would fool themwhen it cane.

So the Shakes had not junped at the chance. They had tal ked around the subject. . . until
Bill realized what the Enclave group had in mnd

They joined. They paid their dues, a nobderately hefty fee. They bought and nai ntai ned
equi pnment as they were told to. GQuns and spare food were good to have around anyway. They stored
t he panphl ets and books and even read some of them and taught the kids firearns safety. At the
Thur sday neetings they argued strongly for buying a place of refuge in sone near-w | derness area,
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preferably near some small agricultural village. Utimtely they found such a place, and when the
rest of the Encl ave agreed, the Shakes had paid 20 percent of the costs.

Bill enjoyed such ganes. It wasn't as if he were cheating anyone. The Encl ave was getting
exactly what it had paid for. But Bill and Gmven Shakes now owned a vacation site for a fifth of
what it would nornally have cost them

In dollars and cents-and Bill Shakes al ways thought in dollars and cents-it was nore like

30 percent. The place wasn't just being repaired, it was being turned into a refuge, and that cost
intinm and effort and noney. But Bill and Gmen both |iked working with their hands, and so did
the boys. Wen they had the | eisure they would drive the truck up to Bellingham M randa and Kevin
were ol d enough to spell Bill at the wheel-and nake order out of chaos, and play at turning the
huge, roony old house into a fortress. It backed onto a woods, w th enough grounds for a garden
There was work to do, but also plenty of tinme out for goofing off and sailing their twenty-five
footer in the San Juan Islands, sone of the greatest sailing water in the world. By all odds the
end of civilization would never cone, or would come in sone formthe Enclave could never predict.
Meanwhi | e t he Shakes used the place nore often than the rest of the Enclave fanilies put together.

But this vacation hadn't been pl anned.

When Bill got honme two eveni ngs ago, Gaen and the kids could tal k about nothing but the
approaching alien spacecraft. The el even o' cl ock news featured fanci ful sketches of what an
interstellar craft might ook Iike, reminding Bill of equally fanciful cartoons of the late
forties: varying designs for a nucl ear-powered airplane. That one had certainly come to nothing.
But this..

When the tel ephone woke himat one in the norning, he had felt no surprise whatever. Gaen
had said nothing, only turned on her side to |listen while George Tate-Evans ordered the Shakes
famly to Bellingham

| don't take orders worth a dam. Bill thought, but he didn't say it. He was al ready
t hi nki ng, muzzily, of how his boss would react to Bill's taking a sudden week or two of f. Because
George was right, and this was what the Enclave was for

It was still a game, but they were playing for points now Bill wasn't sure how the kids

were taking it. Mranda and Kevin were into the social scene; Carl and Oanen were having trouble
adjusting to a new school. They should never have been shifted this close to the end of the school
year. But they all did their stints working in the vegetable garden and shoppi ng for nmasses of
groceries.

Bill tried not to resent the expense, the disruption. He couldn't take this Star Wars
stuff as seriously as the kids. . . or George and Vicki for that nmatter. Neither did Gaen,
al t hough she wasn't so sure. "Vicki is really worried," Gaen had said.

"Think of it as a fire drill," he'd answered. "Get the bugs out of the system If
sonet hi ng real ever happens, we'll know howto do it right."

At that level it nade sense

What Max Rohrs told his wife that night was, "I think | nake Shakes nervous."
They were in bed, and Evelyn was reading. It wasn't a book that took concentration. She
said, "You said he was little?"

"Yeah." Max Rohrs was a tall, broad-shoul dered, muscular nan, blond and hairy. He |iked
the occasional fight, and sone nmen could see that. "Bill doesn't quite reach nmy shoulder. His
wife's just his height, and a little wider, and his sons tower over him Even so, he's hiding
sonet hi ng. "

" Bodi es?"

She wasn't all that interested, she was just being polite. Max, recognizing this, |aughed.
"No, not bodies-but there's too nany pipes. Too nuch plunbing. They keep adding to the septic
tanks, and it doesn't |ook |like they'd have to. | think they' re survivalists. That house"- he
rolled over onto his elbow"it's twice as big as it looks. Any angle you see it, it |ooks L-
shaped. but it's an X. Count on it, they've got guns and food stores and a bonb
shelter, too. | bet it's under that tennis court | poured them In some of the big cities there
are bookstores just for survivalists."” He frowned. "They' ve sure been frantic the past week or
so. "
"I heard from Linda today," Evel yn said.
"Li nda? And why are you changi ng the subject?"

"G llespie. She's back in Washington. The President sent Ed and Wes Dawson to Houston
They' Il train together. Ws Dawson finally gets to space-"

Max felt a twinge of envy. "That'll be nice."
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"Linda's at Flintridge. Her kid sister you renmenber jenny?", had sonmething to do with
di scovering the alien ship."

"Ch. Hey, that's what set Shakes off! Sure, those guys are survivalists.” He knew his wfe
was smarter than he was, and by a lot, It didn't bother him Wat was anmazi ng was that she was so
obviously in love with him and had been since the night they net in Washington. He'd been a
sailor on liberty with no place to go, and sonebody suggested a social club in a church up near
the National Cathedral. There'd been girls there, lots of them and all pretty snooty. Al except
Evel yn and her friends Linda and Carlotta. They were college girls, but they weren't ashaned to be
seen with a petty officer. Maybe it would have been better if she had been snooty, Mx thought.
But not for ne.

Three weeks after they net, Evelyn was pregnant. There'd never been any discussion of an
abortion. They were nmarried in the church they'd net in, with a wedding reception at Flintridge.
It was a nice wedding with a lot of Evelyn's family, and Linda's and Carlotta's fanmilies too,

i mportant peopl e who tal ked about Max's future, and jobs he could get. It |ooked like he'd Iucked
into a great future

And when he got out of the Navy he had to cone back to Bellinghamto | ook after his
not her. Evelyn's father helped a little, enough so that Max could open his own boiler shop, but
t here was never enough busi ness.

That was al nost twenty years ago. He glanced over at his wife. She was readi ng agai n. Her
fancy ni ghtgown |looked a little ratty. Jeer, | gave her that four years ago! Were does the tine
go?

The kids were raising some noderate hell on the other side of the wall, not enough to
bot her them Evelyn adjusted her position. The bed sagged on his side. Sonetines that would rol
her toward himin the night, before she had quite nmade up her mind, and that was nice; but it nade
reading difficult.

She set the book aside and turned off her bed lanmp. "A lot of people say this is
survivalist country,” she said. "But nobody we know tal ks about it."

"Yeah. Hey, I'mtelling you, but that's as far as it goes. They wouldn't give nme any nore
busi ness if they knew I was shooting nmy nmouth off."

"Al'l right, dear."

"The shipyard' s been phased out for years, and there's not nuch work there for
steanfitters. The Shakes pay on tinme-" But Evelyn was asl eep

7 GREAT EXPECTATI ONS

"Tis expectation makes a bl essing dear, Heaven were not heaven if we knew what it were.
--SIR JOHN SUCKLI NG, "Agai nst Friction"

COUNTDOWN: H M NUS TWO WEEKS

The bedroom was nore than neat; it was spotless. Jack Clybourne's entire apartnent was that way-
except for the second bedroom which he used as a den. That one wasn't precisely nessy, but he did
pernmit books to remain unshelved for days at a tine.

The first tine Jenny had visited Jack in his apartment, she'd remarked on its nearness.

He' d | aughed. "Yeah, we get that way in the Service. W have to travel a lot, and stay in
hotel s, and we never know when the President's schedule will change, so we stay packed. | renmenber
once the maid saw all ny stuff packed and the suitcases in the niddle of the room and the manager
checked us out and rented the roomto soneone else."”

Despite the neatness, his bedroomwasn't sterile. There were photographs, of his nother
and sister, and of the President. Pictures of the Kremin, and The Great Wall of China, and other
pl aces he'd been. Book club selections filled a tidy shelf along one wall. The shelves were ful
now, so when new selections cane in, old ones went to the used book stores. The residue gave sone
clues to dybourne's reading habits: voracious, partial to history, but interested in spy
thrillers.

Jenny got up carefully. She didn't think she'd awakened Jack, although it was hard to
tell. He slept lightly, and when he woke, he didn't even open his eyes. She teased himabout it
once, and he laughed, and it wasn't until later that she realized that kind of sleeping habit
m ght be an advantage in his job. The Secret Service did other things besides protect the
Pr esi dent .

She retrieved her uniformfromthe closet. The first tinme she'd cone there, her clothes
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ended on the floor, but Jack's apartnment invited neatness . . . She took her Class A's into the
bat hr oom

The bed was enpty when she cane out. She could hear the shower in the other bathroom He's
certainly the nost considerate |over |I've ever had.

She didn't much care for the word "lover," but nothing else fit. He wasn't a fiancé;
there'd been no talk at all about narriage. No lieutenants should marry, but mal e captains could,
and by the time they becanme najors nost nmale officers were nmarried; but nmarriage would be the end
to a woman officer's career.

He was certainly sonething nore than a boyfriend. They didn't |ive together, partly
because both the Arny and the Secret Service tended to be a little prudish even if they pretended
not to be, and even nore because Jenny wasn't ready for all the explanations Aunt Rhonda woul d
demand if she noved out of Flintridge. Even so, she spent a lot of time at Jack's apartment. They
both traveled a | ot and worked odd hours, but it was definitely understood that when they were
both in Washi ngton and had free tinme, they'd spend it together.

While on trips she'd twice dated other nmen, but it wasn't the sane. Sonething was ni ssing.
Magi ¢, she thought, and didn't care to put another nane to it. That it existed was enough, and it
was wonder f ul

"Ready for dinner?" His tie was perfectly knotted, but he'd left his jacket off.

"Sure. Want ne to cook?"

"You don't have to-"

"Jack, | like to cook. | don't get a chance very often.”
"All right. W'll have to shop, though. There's nothing here.”
"Sure. I'lIl get started, and you can go get-"

She stopped because he was shaking his head. "Let's go together. W can figure out what we
want on the way."

"Sure." She waited while he put on his jacket. As he always did before going out, he took
his revolver out of the holster concealed inside his trousers and | ooked into the barrel, then
checked the | oads.

She' d never seen Jack angry, or threaten anyone, but Jenny never worri ed when she went out
with him The Post might be full of stories about Washington street crine, but no one ever
bot hered Jack C ybourne. Jenny wondered if it could be tel epathy.

He lived in the newy rebuilt area off New Jersey Avenue,
where there were lots of apartments. It was on the other side of the White House fromFlintridge

She giggled. "Drive me hone, he said. It's on ny way, he said,"

"It worked, didn't it?"

She took his hand. "Yes, and I'mglad."

"Me, too."

They went toward Constitution Avenue and the Federal Triangle until they reached the w de
park i ke Mall between | ndependence and Constitution Avenues. \Wen they were in the mddle of the
Mal |, he stopped. "Jenny, what in hell is going on?"

"Wth what ?"

"This alien ship-look, being around the President, | hear a lot of things. | never talk
about them Not even with you, except it's your job too-the President's scared, Jenny. If you
don't know that, you'd better."

"Scared? Jack-Oh, hell, darling. Let's walk." She led himalong the path toward the great
granite shape of the National Miseum

He woul dn't talk about this in his apartnment. Qut here we ought to be safe if we keep our
voi ces down and talk directly to each other. That's silly. No one's listening to us. Still,
shouldn't talk to himabout this, but he knows already- "Jack, what do you mean, scared? |'ve
briefed hima dozen times, and he doesn't act scared with nme."

"Not with you, not with the Admral," Jack said. "But with Ms. Coffey. He's worried
because they don't answer."

“Well, we all wonder-"

“It's no wonder; he's scared! And | think he thinks the Russians are too."

“Yeah," Jenny said. "OF course we can only guess what they really think."

"It's true, though, isn't it? Every nut with a transnitter has tried to send t hem
nmessages, and they don't answer..."

"Not just every nut,"” Jenny said. "The National Security Agency, w th our biggest
transmtters. The Jet Propul sion Laboratory's Deep Space Net, with the big Gol dstone antenna. The
Russi ans are doing the sanme thing."

"And nothing." Jack shivered slightly, despite the warm June night. "Heck, maybe |'m

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfall%20%20(Jerry%20Pournelle%20c0%20author).txt (49 of 283) [1/14/03 8:15:27 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfal | %20%20(Jerry%20Pournel | e%620c0%20author).txt

scared too!"
She hesitated, then |aughed.

"What ?"
"Just thinking. If there's anybody with a higher clearance than a man who'l|l put his butt
between the President and a bullet, | don't know what it is." There was no one around, but she

| owered her voice anyway. "The Admiral's getting worried too."

"l guess the Soviets decided to nobilize."

Jenny chuckled. "No. That's like an Australian's first reaction to anything is to go on
strike."

"Wha- at ?"

"Or like the Watergate trials. The | awers asked one of them 'Wo ordered the cover' up?'
And he said, 'Actually, nobody ever suggested there would not be a cover-up.' Unl ess sonebody
actually says stop, the Soviets will nobilize."

"CGet enough of those weapons, and somebody's likely to use them"

"Yes. But things | ook reasonably stable over there. Their theoreticians are saying that
any race advanced enough to have star travel would have to be econom cally evol ved, neaning the
aliens will all be good comrunists."

“I wouldn't think that follows."

"Neither do I. We know for a fact it hasn't hel ped the Russians communicate with the
aliens. That ship isn't talking to anyone."

"Maybe it's a robot ship."

She shrugged. "W don't even have any good theories, and the Adnmiral wants sone."

"Who has he asked?"

"Who haven't we asked?" Jenny | aughed again. "Anybody we didn't ask has tried to tell us
anyway. Qut at the Air Force Acadeny we've got the damedest collection of anthropol ogists,
historians, political scientists, and other denizens of acadenia you ever saw. There's even a
psychic. But next week we go even further. The Admiral's rounded up a collection of science-
fiction witers."

Jack didn't laugh. "Actually that m ght not be such a bad idea."

"That's what | thought. Anyway, he's done it. Mdst of themare at the Air Acadeny, but
he's taking a smaller group into Cheyenne Mountain. GQuess what? |'m supposed to go out next week
and help get themsettled in. I don't know howlong I'll be."

"Ch. Ckay. But I'Il mss you."

She squeezed his hand, then glanced around. It was dark, and nobody was going to see her
behaving in an undignified nanner while in uniform and if they did, the hell with them She stood
on tiptoe and kissed him He was startled at first; then he held her close and they kissed agai n.
"We still haven't got dinner," she said finally. "No, Wat do you want?"

"Somet hi ng we can cook fast."
He | aughed, "Yeah. There are better things to do than eat."

"The Church has always considered the possibility of intelligence other than human," Cardina
Manel | i said. "Angels are one obvious exanple."

"Ah. And of course C. S. Lewis played with aliens,"” the Episcopalian bishop added.
"Certainly the Christian churches are interested in this alien ship, but I can't agree that the
exi stence of the aliens refutes Christian revelation."

Jeri WIson | ooked thoughtful. She'd turned on the TV, sonething she al nbost never did on
Sunday afternoons, and this program had been on. The Roman Catholic cardinal, the Episcopal bishop
of California, two Protestant mnisters whose faces she recogni zed, and a history professor from
the University of California. Professor Boyd seened to be acting as noderator, and also as a
gadfly intent onirritating the others.

"Lewis points out that the existence of intelligent aliens inpacts Christianity only if we
assune they are in need of redenption, that redenption must cone in the same manner as it was
delivered to hunmanity, and that it has been denied them" the -Episcopal bishop continued. "I
doubt we know any of that just yet."

"What if they've never heard of Christianity?" Professor Boyd asked. "If they have no
| egends of gods, no notion of sin, no thought of redenption?"

"It wouldn't change the facts of our revelation," Cardinal Mnelli said. "The Resurrection
took place in our history, and no alien ship will change that. W'Ill know soon enough. Wy

specul ate? If you want to ask '"what if?" then what if they have both the A d and New Testanents,
or docunents recogni zably related to thenf"
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That woul d be interesting, Jeri thought.

"I predict that what we'll find will be anbi guous,
doesn't seemto speak unequivocally."”

"Not to you," Cardinal Manelli said. The others |aughed, but Jeri thought sone of the
| aught er was strai ned.

The doorbell rang. She went to answer it, a little unhappy at mssing the program which
was interesting. Melissa raced down the hall and got to the door first.

The man at the door had red hair and beard fading to white. His gut spilled out over the
top of his blue jeans. He'd never be able to button his denimjacket. Mlissa stepped back
involuntarily for a noment. Then she snmiled. "H, Harry!"

Jeri didn't encourage Melissa to call adults by their first nanes, but Harry was an
exception. How could you call himM. Reddington? "Hello," Jeri said. "Wat brings you here?" She
stepped back to let himin and led himtoward the kitchen. "Beer?"

"Thanks, yes," Harry said. He took the can eagerly. "Actually. | was just over to see Ken
Dutton, and thought 1'd stop by."

Mel i ssa had gone back to her room "Horse crap, Harry," Jeri said.

He shrugged. "Okay, | have ulterior notives. Look, they're throwi ng ne out of my apartnent-

one of the mnisters said. "God

"Great God, Harry, you don't expect me -to put you up!"

He | ooked slightly hurt. "You don't have to be so vigorous about the way you say that."
Then he grinned. "Naw, | just thought, well, naybe you could put in a word with the Encl ave
people. | could go up to Washington state any tine."

"Harry, they don't want you." That hurt him She could see it. Even so, it had to be said.
Harry had done odd jobs for the Tate-Evanses, as well as for the WIlsons, and although he'd never
been invited to join the Enclave, he knew about it because David had tal ked about it with him

Harry shrugged. "They don't want Dutton, either. But they do want you."

"Possibly. I'"'mnot so sure | want them"

Harry | ooked puzzl ed.

"“I've been thinking of going east. To join David." Not yet, he said. But it wasn't no!

Melissa came in to get a Coke fromthe refrigerator. "lIs that your notorcycle out there?"
she asked.

"Sure," Harry said.

"WIl you take nme for a ride?

"Melissa, you shouldn't bother-"

"Sure," Harry said.

Jeri frowned. She wasn't worried about Melissa's going with Harry, but- "Is it safe?"

Harry grinned. "Safe as houses." He patted his anple gut. "If we fall off, I'll see she
| ands on ne."

He just mght do that, Jeri thought. "Look, Harry, not too fast-"

"Speed |limt, and no freeway," Harry said.

Mel i ssa was dancing around. "I'Il get ny jacket," she said. She dashed out of the kitchen

"Ch, all right," Jeri said. "Harry, do be careful."

An hour later, Melissa cane in the front door

"Have a good tine?" Jeri asked.

“Yeah, until his notorcycle blew up."

"Bl ew up!"

"Well, that's what he said. It just died. W were a long way off."

"How did you get hone?"

"Harry asked if you let me take the bus by nyself, and when | said sure, he waited at the
bus stop with nme." Melissa giggled. "He had to borrow bus fare fromne so he could get hone, too."

Linda G|l espie drained her margarita and set the enpty glass down too hard. Wen she spoke, her

voice was too loud for the dimy Iit Mayflower cocktail |ounge. "Danmit, it just isn't fair!"

Carl otta Dawson shrugged. "Lots of things aren't. At |least you had fair warning! You knew
you were marrying an astronaut. | thought 1'd married a nice | awer."

"They could let us go to Houston with them"

"Speak for yourself,"” Carlotta said. "lI've got work to do. Soneone has to think about his

career, and it's for sure Ws won't now that he's got a chance to go to space. If you're |ooking
for sonething to do, cone help ne with the constituent mail."
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"Yeah, sure-"

"I mean it," Carlotta said. "Sure, it gives you sonmething to distract you, but seriously,
I need the help. It's hard to find intelligent people who know California and Iive in Washi ngton."

"l don't blane them"

"So why don't you go hone"

"W were going to have the house painted anyway, and when the President ordered Ed to
Washi ngt on we decided to have an extra room put on the attic. The house is a madhouse, craw ing
with contractors.”

"You could go see Joel."

"No | can't. That expensive boardi ng school doesn't |ike having Momy drop in. Interferes
with their routine. O course if Ed wants to comne-"

Carlotta snmiled. "Astronauts are always wel come. You knew that when you nmarried him"

"Yes. And | still love him too. But it gets dammed | onesonme sonetimes." Linda signaled
the waitress. "Another round, please.”

"Not ne," Carlotta said. "Two's nore than enough. Linda, be reasonable. Ed and Ws don't

have any time at all, that's straight enough. They're living on the base
"I could stay in a hotel ."
"Be pretty expensive, and he still wouldn't have any tine for you
Li nda nodded. "I know. But it's still not fair."

Carlotta chuckled. "The aliens are com ng. Qur husbands are intimately involved in making
contact with themand we're sitting here grousing because we're not seeing themin Wshington
i nstead of being ignored by themin Houston."

"You don't like it either-"

"No. | don't. Congress recesses about the tinme Wes actually goes into orbit, and I'Il like
that even | ess-but there's nothing | can do about it." She stood and funbled in her purse unti
she found a five-dollar bill. She put the noney on the table. "I nean it, Linda, | could use sone
hel p. Call me at the office"

"Al right.”

"I like your enthusiasm Well, if you do, | guarantee I'l|l put you to work. Bye."

Li nda watched Carlotta | eave, and turned back to her drink. | probably should go help Carlotta.
It's something to do- "Five dollars for your thoughts."

"Uh-" She | ooked up at the man standi ng where Carlotta had been. "Roger!"

"Yep. Were you thinking about me?" He sat down without waiting to be asked.

"No." He still |ooks pretty good. He nust be-what, fifty? That's about right. Good-I| ooking
man for fifty. Good-looking for forty, for that matter. "After five years? Wiy should |?"

He chuckl ed. "Because you're alone in ny town. You ought to have been thinking about ne
for weeks."

"That's silly." | did think about you, damm you. "How do you know |'m not waiting for ny
husband?"

"Because he's in Houston, sheep doggi ng the Honorabl e Wsl ey Dawson. You were with
Carlotta Dawson until a mnute ago." He flashed a grin. "I passed up a chance to interview her

wai ting for you to be al one-"

"And if 1'd left with her?

"I'd have got ny interview, of course. O at |east had a chance to talk with the wfe of
the U S. Anbassador to Quter Space. Now | have to settle for the chauffeur's wife. How s Ed taking
it?"

"Not well ye never seen himso twitchy."

"He projects that "Right Stuff" inmage. Cool and collected, like all the astronauts."

"dint's on TV," Linda said. "And usually he really is like that. Now he doesn't know how

to feel.. . Well, look at it. That alien ship is the biggest thing since the invention of the
lung, Ed's sister-in-law discovers it even, and a congressman steals his mssion."
"You ought to be glad it's Wes. If it wasn't him it still wouldn't be Ed," Roger said.

"The Sovs don't want Ednmund G llespie. An Anerican nilitary officer, a general-he outranks
Rogachev, for God's sake!"

“Yeah, he knows that, really," Linda said. "But it doesn't help that he knows it. Roger,
what are you doi ng here?

"Trying to seduce you."

"Roger!"

He shrugged. "It's true enough. | had a lead on a story, brought her here for a drink
spotted you, and got rid of Ms. Henrietta Crisp of the Business and Professional Wnen's Alliance.
Surprised hell out of her, it did."
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"Well, you might as well go find her again."”
"Al'l right." He didn't nove.
Damm you, Roger Brooks! | should get up and | eave right now "I've mssed you," he said. "Sure you

have. Three tines in fifteen years.-" cone off it. You weren't about to get divorced, and when
Ed's around you don't want to see nme across a footbhall field. Wiwat was | supposed to do?"

"Yeah." The old feeling came back, excitement and anticipation. Go honme now That wasn't
goi ng to work, though

VWho is this? I|'mhappily married, and every five years Roger Brooks finds nme, and | fee
like a schoolgirl on her first heavy date. How does he do this to me? "I guess |I've mssed you
too. Remenber that novie Sane Tine, Next Year? It's like that with us."

"Except we don't see each other so often.” He picked at the scars on his |eft hand. "But
it doesn't mean | don't think about you."

"Ch, sure, and next you'll tell me |I'mthe reason you never married," O have you?

Roger spread his hands in an exaggerated gesture. "Dunno. There must be sone reason,"”

"You're too busy chasing stories. That's all you see in nme, a news source."
"Conme on, now. "

"WIl you pronise you won't try to get information from ne?"

"Of course not." -

"See? ood. | don't like it when you lie to me. So what do we do now?"

He glanced at his watch. "A bit early for dinner. Wat say we take a drive through the
Virginia countryside? | know a nice restaurant in Fairfax."

"And t hen?"

"Up to you." Roger stood and cane around to hold her chair.

"I'"ve got to be going," Linda said. She started to push back her chair from Roger's kitchen table,
but Roger stood behind her and bl ocked her way.

He put his hands under the bathrobe. She felt her nipples erect in the warnth of his
pal ns. "What's the hurry?"

"Stop that-no, don't stop that. Roger, what will | tell Aunt Rhonda?"

"Party at the Thai Enbassy. Cot late. Sonme senator fromthe Appropriations Conmittee
i nsisted on qui zzi ng you about the space program”"

"But - "

"There really is a big party there, so big that you coul d have been there and been lost in
the crowd." He bent around her, took her nipple in his nouth.

She thought she was thoroughly satiated, but his tongue reawakened sensations all through
her body. Roger had al ways been a tiger-they'd made I ove three tines that afternoon after JPL, all
those years ago. Are you serious?"

He straightened. "Possibly not."

Li nda gi ggl ed suddenly.

"Certainly not, then," Roger said. "What is it?"

"I never did get Nat Reynol ds's autograph.”

"Nat - oh. Yeah. Damm, damm, damm. That ship was there all the tine we were | ooking at
Saturn. The twisted F-ring. 'Haven't you ever seen three earthworns in [ove?" 'You ve a w cked
sense of hunor, Darth Vader.' Renenber? The drive flane fromthat thing nust have roiled the whole
ring system It settled down before Voyager Two got there."

Li nda stroked his hand, then put it back on her breast. He stood very close to her. "And
even if you'd known, if you'd said anything, they'd have put you away for a nice rest."

"Heh. Yes. | night have gone diggi ng. Found sone astronomi cal photographs. Sonething. |
didn't know enough science, then. |I've done sone studying since."

She grinned and | ooked up at himw thout raising her head. "I hadn't noticed."” Actually
it's not funny. Nothing you could learn, nothing will ever bring back that afternoon. | know that;

why do | go on looking? "It was a wonderful day, Roger. Al of it. Al those Scientists, and the
writers-you' ve been studying science; are you going to wite science fiction?"

"Hadn't intended to. Maybe | should. Mst of the SF witers have di sappeared.” He wet one
finger and traced a conplex pattern on her breast,

"What ?"

"Well, not all of them The ones who nake up their own science are being interviewed al
over the place. The ones who stick to real science are getting hard to find. Know anything about
it?"

"Not really."

He straightened and stepped away fromher. "My God, you do know sonet hi ng! What ?"
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"Roger, | said-"
"Bat shit! | can tell! You know something. Linda, what is it?"
"Well, it's not inportant. Jenny said something about going to neet the sci-fi people. In

Col orado Springs. It wasn't a secret."”
"Col orado Springs. NORAD or the Air Acadeny?"

8 LAUNCH

What we anticipate sel dom occurs; what we | east expected generally happens.
--BENJAM N DI SRAELI, Henrietta Tenple

COUNTDOWN: H M NUS ONE WEEK

"I don't know. Aunt Rhonda woul d know she'd have Jenny | eave her phone nunber in Col orado
Springs. Speaking of Aunt Rhonda, Roger, | really do have to | eave. Now |l et ne get up."

"Well, all right, if youinsist. I'll call you tonorrow

Say no. Tell himno. "Fine."
The house perched on stilts above a crag in the Los Angeles hills.
For years the engineers had worried that it would slide down in a heavy rainstorm but it never
di d.

Wes Dawson poked about the storage area built by enclosing the stilts. In a normal house
it would have been called a basement.

"It's getting late," Carlotta called down the stairs.

"I know." He opened an old trunk, Junk, clutter; nenories leapt up at him Wit a mnute,
| used to use this alot . . . the Valentine card she'd handed hi m one January norning after a
fight

So that's where that went! The huge mug that would hold two full bottles of beer, but the
chi pped rimkept gashing his Iip. A T-shirt faded al nost to gray, but he recognized the print on
the chest: an Anerican flag with a whirlpool galaxy in the upper left corner. A hundred billion
stars. ..

No tine! He closed the lid on nenories and went up the stairs.
The house | ooked hal f enpty, w th anything val uabl e or breakabl e packed away.

"Aren't you packed?" she asked. "I nean, what could you take?"

He grinned. "Renenber ny old baseball cap?"

"Good CGod! Whatever did you-"

“Luck. It won nmy first canmpaign. | wore it to JPL for the Saturn encounter, renenber?"

She turned away and he followed her. "I'msorry you can't cone with ne."

"Me too." She still didn't face him

"You' ve got to be used to it. I'mnot honme a lot of the tine-"

"Sure. But you're in Washi ngton. Maybe you don't get honme until I'min bed, but | know
you'll be there. Or | have to conme here, and you're still there, but we're- Jesus, Ws, | don't
know. But it feels wong." She opened the Thernos pitcher and poured coffee. "I talked to Linda,
and she feels it too, when Ed's not on the Earth. She can tell. Is that silly?"

Tel epat hy? That could be interesting. And if | say that, she'll blow up.

Wes tried to hide his eagerness to be gone. He couldn't. Before the aliens cane, Carlotta
really was the nost inportant thing in his life, nore inportant than Congress or anything el se,
but not now. Not with the Galactic Congress comng in just a few days, and he'd be there to neet
them She had himdead to rights. You'll be nowhere on the face of the Earth, and you won't be
t hi nki ng about ne.

The doorbell rang before he had to speak. Thank God. Wes thought Woever that is, | |ove
you.

It was Harry Reddi ngton

"La, Harry," he said. There was no point in asking why Harry was there. He'd find out
whet her he asked or not. "Cone in, but |I warn you" Forefinger prodding the zipper on the |ineman's
vest, you had to make things clear to Harry-"!' ye got to go, right now, and Carlotta has to drive
me. "

"Sure, Congressnman."” Harry used his cane to help himup the steps. "Hi, Carlotta.”

"Hello." Carlotta's greeting wasn't enthusiastic.

It had happened several years before. Ws Dawson, two-term Congressnan, stuck on the
transportation safety subcommittee, interview ng bikers. He'd been young enough and new enough
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then to go out looking for information, rather than sunmoning the interested parties to Washi ngton
to testify to a committee.

And in a San Bernardi no bar, Ws Dawson had let a Hell's Angel get his goat, and took a
swing at the bl oated barbarian, and was about to get his head stonped in, which would have been
bad, and in the newspapers, which would have been worse, when Hairy Red the Mnstrel nade a joke
of the whole affair and hustled Ws out of the bar, and only after they were outside did Harry
admt that he was so scared he'd pissed in his pants. O said he had, which nade Ws | augh too.

So | owe Harry one. And he's never really collected. Just uses
that to keep us polite to him And hell, | enjoy his conmpany Sonetinmes- "Wat brings you here now,
Harry?" Carlotta asked. She hadn't been in that bar. She'd only been told. If she'd felt the vibes
in that bar, she'd be nore polite to Harry. "Heard you're going up to neet the ETl's," Harry said.

"Yeah!"
"Everyone knows that," Carlotta said.
"I wondered if you needed anybody to keep an eye on things," Harry said. "I'msort of

| oose just now. "

"No," Carlotta said firmy. "Thanks, but no."

Harry must be heavily stuck for a place to sleep. Not only that he was here, but that he
was so cl ean, so massively sober..

Wes | ooked around the house. Al the valuable stuff was packed and stored. Especially al
the breakabl es. But there were el ectronics and keepsakes and things he hadn't had tinme to store
away (and sonewhere, his baseball cap), and he'd really hate to | ose them There hadn't been tine
to plan anything. And the breakable stuff was stored, and Ws was just feeling so danmed good. He
asked, "Harry, where are you living just now?"

Carlotta eyed hi m suspi ciously.

"Here and there-"

"Want to stay here?" Ws asked. "Just for a few weeks. Carlotta's going to Washi ngton and
then visiting her family in Kansas, so the place is enpty except for the gardener once a week.
Wuldn't hurt at all if sonebody kept an eye on it."

Carlotta | ooked di sgusted. "Harry-"

Harry grinned. He raised his right hand, the way he would in a courtroom "No visitors, no
friends, no parties. | swear. The kind of people |I know, |I wouldn't even tell themwhere I'm
staying."

"That's straight, - then," Ws said. "Your word of honor on record.”

"Sure," Harry said.

"Good," Congressnman Dawson said. "You know, Harry. That works pretty good | was a little
worried, going off-Jesus, except for the Apollo crews, about as far as anybody ever went fromhis

famly. | was a little worried about leaving Carlotta. It feels better with you to | ook after
things." That can't hurt, Wes thought. Wth Harry, you had to be careful what you sai d, because he
took things too seriously sonetimes. - But he was pretty smart when he was sober, and dammit, he

didn't lie. He'd junp off a cliff before he'd steal fromfriends.
"Keys," Harry said. "And the al arn®?"

"Right." It was getting conplicated. Ws |ooked at Harry and the eager expression, and
knew it was already too late. Mght as well do it right. "Keys, alarmsystem |'Il wite you a
letter. And there's a drawer in here where we keep a thousand bucks in small bills, for
energencies. Only. We'll leave it for you. Kind of tricky to find."

Carlotta | ooked at himagain, and Wes grinned. She didn't know Harry that well. He'd never
touch that noney if they told himabout it. If he found it, rooting around, as he probably woul d,
he mi ght think of sonme reason why he ought to do sonething with it to help the Dawsons. Harry had
a real knack for rationalization, but he didn't violate direct orders.

"You'll need a letter," Ws said. "And maybe a phone nunber for your friend to call you."

"I won't give anybody yours," Harry said.

"That's all right,"” Carlotta said. "W change this top nunber, here, every nonth or two."
She indicated one of the three tel ephones. "Just don't give anyone the other nunber."
Wes typed up a letter to the police while Carlotta explained the alarmsystem She wasn't happy
about it. Maybe |I'm not happy, Ws thought. But what the hell else could | do? Throw Harry out?
Fat chance. And damm, he can be useful, and anyway- Anyway, it was tine to go. Ws |ooked at the
TV, withits
conti nuous stream of garble about ETI's and specul ati on about what was coning, and grinned. |'I
know before they do. Damm straight! He got his suitcases and headed for the downstairs garage, and
he'd forgotten about Hairy Red before he got to his car
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"FIVE." The unenotional voice spoke in his headset. My God! |'ve nade it!

"FOUR " Wes Dawson tried to relax, but that was inpossible. The count went on. "THREE
TWO. ONE. IGNITION. FIRST MOTI ON. LI FTOFE WE HAVE LI FTOFF. "

W do i ndeed. Goddam el ephant sitting on ny chest. He was vaguely aware that his
conmpanions in the shuttle were cheering. He tried to remenber every nonent of the experience, but
it was no use. Things happened too fast.

" SEPARATI ONS" The Shuttle roar changed dramatically as the two solid boosters fell free to
splash into the Atlantic Ccean for recovery. They were just worth recovering, according to figures
Dawson had seen, although he'd al so seen anal yses denobnstrating that it would be cheaper to nmake
new ones each tine-that recovery of the boosters was nostly for public relations value, to
denmonstrate that NASA was thrifty..

H s feeling of great weight continued as the Shuttle main engines continued to burn. He'd
been tol d they devel oped over a hundred horsepower per pound. Ws Dawson tried to inagine that,
but the image that cane to nind was silly.

He noticed the roar fading, and then the weight easing fromhis body. Silence and falling.
Bl ack sky and the blue-white arc of planet Earth, and Wes Dawson had reached space at | ast.

Ed Gllespie went out first. Wes waited inpatiently while G|l espie hel ped the Soviet crewren rig
tether lines between the Shuttle and the Sovi et Kosnbgrad space station. The Shuttle was far too
large to dock with the Soviet station; at |east that was the official reason they'd been given.

Finally the work was done, and it was Dawson's turn in the airlock. Captain John Geeley,
Wes's escort and aide, waited behind himto go last. Ed G|l espie would be waiting outside. Ed
must hate this a lot. Greeley and! go aboard Kosnograd. Ed takes the Shuttle hone. Enough of that.

Wes ran through the pressure-suit checklist once nore. The small conputer-driven display
at his chest showed all green, and Wes touched the Airlock Cycle button. He heard a faint whine.

He nmoved very cautiously. There was nothing out there but vacuum High school physics
cl asses and the science fiction he'd read in his teens spoke their lessons in his nmenory: space is
unforgiving, even to a powerful and influential congressman. He listened to the dw ndling hiss as
the airlock enptied; none of it was comng fromhis mllion dollars' worth of pressure suit. He'd
done it right.

The hiss and whine faded to nothing. Then the airlock display blinked green over red. In
the back of his throat was nausea waiting to pounce. H s senicircular canals danced to strange
rhythms. High school physics be dammed: his body knew he was falling. Skydiving wasn't |ike this.
Skydi vi ng, you had the wind; if you waited a few seconds the wi nd stopped your accel eration, and
it was as if you were being buoyed up. Here there was only the oxygen breeze in your face.

The outer door opened and the universe hit himin the face.

The Sovi et station was a wi nged hamrer that tunbled as it flew. At one end of the |ong
Il ong corridor that formed the handl e, three cylinders, born as fuel tanks, nestled side by side.
The living quarters mnmust have been expanded since the structure was built. There were few w ndows,
and all were tiny. Not nuch of a view fromin there. Best do ny sightseeing while |I'm outside.

Sol ar-el ectric panel s splayed out around the other end of the corridor. Dawson guessed

there was a nuclear plant too, well isolated fromthe crew quarters. Wiy el se would the joining
corridor be so |long? Though it would help the Sovs naintain spin gravity.
At the center of rotation, opposite a fourth tank that served as a free-fall |aboratory,

was the main airlock. Aline ran fromthe airlock to the hovering shuttlecraft. And behind it all
a great blue ball was slowy traversing a deep bl ack sky.

Obit! Free-fall! He'd done it! But what a strange path he'd travel ed,

There was a boy who had wanted to be an astronaut.

A young nman had wat ched that hope dwi ndle as he matured. Men had | anded on the Moon in
July of 1969, after eight years of effort. In 1980, a NASA official had stated that "the United
States could not reach the Moon again ten years fromnow, no nailer what the effort." The space
program had been nearly disnmantled. The United States had reached the Mon. . . and come back
and st opped.

The Soviets, beaten in the Mon race, dropped out; but when the United States rested, the
Sovi et space program began anew, this tine systematically devel oping capabilities, each new
exploit a bit nore difficult than the | ast; none of the spectaculars of the early days, but plenty
of solid achi evenent.

An angry man had grown into politics. Partly through Wes Dawson's efforts, the U S. space
program began again, led by the Shuttle and continuing toward industries in space, but too slowy.

The cold war began again, with all its inplications. Editorials in U S. papers and on
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tel evision: why challenge the Soviets in space? Nothing was there. O, alternatively: the Soviets
are so strong that they cannot be challenged. O: why begin a race no one can win? A drunfire of
editorials, threatening to drown the Anerican space effort.

Then had conme a speck in the night sky; and a powerful, determined politician in the best
of health now | ooked across thirty neters of line at a Soviet space station to which he had cone
as visiting dignitary.

It was a way into space; but he'd have had to be crazy to plan it that way...

"Do you feel all right, Congressnan?' The Sovi et crewran waited outside, clinging to a handhold on
the airlock door. He floated easily, his whole posture a statenent: for Soviets this is easy. W
have the experience to nake it easy.

He coul dn't see the expression behind the darkened glass of Ed G llespie's hel net.
Gllespie waited.

"I"'mfinel! Finel" Ws stayed uncertainly in the airlock. Space was wonderful, but there
was so much of it! He felt bouncy, happy; he sounded that way too.

"Good." The cosnonaut pushed into Dawson's gl ove a device vaguely resenmbling pliers; the
busi ness end was already closed around the Iine. "If you will nove out of the airlock-"

Wes grasped the line grip and noved out of the airlock door. Ed G|l espie came up beside
him G llespie said nothing, but Wes was grateful: someone famliar, in this strange and wonderfu
pl ace.

The airlock cycled again, and Greeley energed. The cosnonaut handed hima line gripper
"Rermenber, there is no way to get |lost. You need only junp. Wen you near the airlock, squeeze the
handl e and friction will slow you." The Russian's accent was noticeable even through the
el ectronics of the suit radios.

"Fine." They'd showed himnost of it in briefings, but it wasn't the sane.

"You're on your own, then," Ed Gllespie said. "See you in Houston." He clapped Ws on the
shoul der and clinbed into the airlock

"Right. My regards to Linda." he spoke automatically. He was watching the Sovi et
cosnonaut. Dawson took a deep breath.

The Russi an j unped.

Dawson waited until the Soviet was across before he noved. It took nerve, for a nan who
was already falling. A good junp maybe a bit too hard.., airlock comng up fast.., he wasn't
slowing at all! Dawson braked too soon, left hinself short of the airlock

Greel ey thunped into himfrom behind. G eeley was nmassive:
an Air Force Captain who had earned his letter in football as a hal fback. H's cheerful voicewas a
bit tinny in Ws's earphones. "No sweat. Sir, if you'll just ease up on the clanps-" Ws rel axed
his grip, releasing the line, and let Geeley guide himinto the airl ock.

Several people waited beyond the airlock. One was a woman in her forties. A legless man floated
toward Wes and deftly helped himto renove his helnet. No one spoke.

"Hi!'" Wes said.

"Hell 0." The wonman spoke grudgi ngly.

The airlock opened, and the Sovi et cosnonaut entered. The |l egless nman assisted himin

opening his helnet. The cosnonaut grinned. "Wl come to Kosnograd. | am Rogachev."
"Ah! Thank you," Wes said. "I hadn't expected the commander hinself to assist me-"
"l enjoy going outside," Rogachev said. "I have all too few opportunities."

The others seenmed friendlier now

"Allow ne to introduce you, but quickly," Rogachev said. "Wen we have renoved these
suits, you can be nore properly Wl conmed. This is First Deputy Commander Aliana Al eksandnvna
Tht si kova. Deputy Conmander Drnitri Parfenovich Gu shin. Station Engi neer Ustinov."

These three were lined up, Tutsikova closest to Ws. They all |ooked typically Russian to
Dawson's untrai ned eye. There were three nore in the crowded corridor, including the |egless man
but Rogachev nade no nove to introduce them

It would be difficult to shake hands in zero gravity, and Wes didn't try. The airlock door
opened again, to adnmt Captain Geeley. The |egless cosnbnaut went to help renove his hel net.
Rogachev was al ready | eading the way down the corridor, and Wes had no choice but to follow

“I'n here," Rogachev said. "Mtya will aid you with your suit. He will then show you where
we will await you." His tone changed. "N kolai."

"I come," the legless man said, and | aunched hinself after Rogachev.

The conpartnment Vies was led into was small, but |arger than he had expected. It had sone
gravity; hardly enough to notice, but sufficient that objects settled to one deck, and Ws coul d
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lie on that deck to allow his suit to be renoved.

Mtya did not |ook |ike the others. He was snmall, alnost tiny, and his face was very
oriental, alnost pure Tatar. He tal ked constantly as he assisted Dawson in getting out of the
pressure Suit. Vies couldn't understand a word, although Mtya seened to understand English

When they had the pressure suit off, Mtya produced a pair of dark blue coveralls. On the
| eft breast was the name DAWSON, in both Roman and Cyrillic letters. There was also a patch, with
the stylized hanmer-shaped synbol of Kosnograd. The station's inmage was marked with a Red Star and
the Sovi et CCCP.

That's why they said | needn't bring my own clothes. They want nme in their uniform Vies
grinned and reached inside his suit. There was a snmall pouch there. Vies took out a bright U S
flag pin, and pinned that above the Kosnobgrad patch. Then he | ooked directly at Mtya.

The Soviet was grinning. He said sonething inconprehensible, then waited for Ws to put on
the coveralls.

Sergeant Ben Miley was accustonmed to shepherding VIPs, but he'd never seen a group quite
like this one. Idly he listened to the chatter behind him They'd put five passengers in a
helicopter built for many nore. The trip fromthe Colorado Springs airfield to Cheyenne Muntain
wasn't very long. Civilians were tal kative anyway, but they rarely tried to conpete with the roar
of a helicopter notor. These were winning; though half of what they said didn't make sense.

He had his share of tall this trip. Sergeant Mailey tended to notice that. Five feet five
wi de and round, he dreaded what he would [ ook |ike w thout the Arny exercises they made hi mtake.
You'd want to roll himdown a bowing alley. But three of his passengers were six feet or taller
and two of those were wonmen. He gl anced at the passenger list. That tall man playing tour
gui de was Curtis, of Hollywod, California. It was easy enough to hear him even over the
hel i copter nmotors. "That's the Broadnoor Hotel. One of the world' s top hotels, and not built
because of the Air Force Acadeny or NORAD or anything el se. Renenber the old Penrose nachi ne? One
of the younger sons got too rough even for that crowd, and they sent him out here about the turn
of the century as a renittance man. Had nothing to do, so he built the world' s best hotel in the
shadow of Pi kes Peak.™"

Wi ch was interesting. Miiley had never heard that story before. Unfortunately, the guy
knew nore, and now he was revealing too nmany of the secrets of Cheyenne Mountain for Miley's
confort. How the hell did he ever get Inside? Because he'd sure been there.

Not that it mattered. They were all going inside, and maybe it wouldn't be so easy to get

out again. .

Four of them had cone in pairs, but the dark-haired wonman had cone alone, If you'd put her
in Playboy-she was that pretty- you' d have had to use the centerfold. She was that tall. Wen
Curtis shut up she said, "What | neant is, we ought to be the ones to greet the aliens!"

“"Maybe we will. But, Sherry, Ws Dawson's up there, and he's a science-fiction fan. | nean

serious. He was at the first Saturn flyby. You were there. Don't you renmenber hinf Congressiona
candidate in a baseball cap."

"No. "

"Well, he was wat ching the screens instead of naking speeches. That any hel p?

o

“I'n the meantine, if you were a governnent, who would you get to tell you about aliens?
Us! I'd like to know who thought of it."

The silver-haired wonman's | augh was a pl easant silvery tinkle. Her husband wasn't in
uniform but fromthe ID he'd shown Miiley he could have bean, although it would nake himthe
ol dest lieutenant in the Navy. He had a head |ike a bullet and a nustache |like a razor's edge.
The sheet on Mailey's clipboard naned them
Robert and Virgi nia Anson, Santa Cnn. They | ooked too old to be part of-whatever was going on
here. All Miiley was sure of was that there was a direct order fromthe President concerning this
new advi sory group, and Mailey had never seen anything |ike that before.

They were to report directly to the National Security Council. Not even to CGenera
Dei ght on, who conmanded NORAD and had taken up residence inside.

Anson | eaned forward in his chair, and Mailey noticed that the others stopped tal ki ng and
turned toward him "We'll see enough," he said.

"Sure," one of the others said. "Bob, we trust hell out of you, but can't you tell us what
we' re doi ng here?"

"Ten m nutes.'
i nsi de?"

' Anson | ooked up at Miiley. "That's about how long it will take to get
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Mai | ey nodded "Yes, sir." Another one who'd been in the hole. They had that distinctive
way of pronouncing the word. Inside. If you' d been there, you knew

"Anyway, " Anson said, "we'll |earn as much, and as quickly, as anyone in the United
States. Adniral Carrell assured me of that."

The grins on the others were unm stakabl e, although sonme of the wives didn't seem so happy
about it.

"Sounds good," soneone said. "And an audi ence that wants to be told what to do, and can do
it! Who could ask for nore?"

Virginia Anson |laughed in silver. Robert Anson | eaned forward again, and agai n everyone
else fell silent. 1've seen generals get |ess respect than that, Miley thought.

"What have you done with Nat Reynol ds?" Anson asked Curtis. "l thought you two went
ever ywhere together."

"We have since his divorce," Curtis said. "But he's got a convention in Kansas. Yeah, |
t hought of that too, but where is he safe?"

He'd be safe Inside, Mailey thought. If there's one safe place in the world, this is it.

The notors changed pitch and the helicopter descended.

Jenny watched the group clinb out of the helicopter, and hid her m sgivings. She got the
passengers | oaded into the stati on wagon for the short drive fromthe helipad to the entrance.
She'd only been Inside a fewtinmes, and it was still an awesome experience. The station
wagon drove through doors the size of a house, then on into the nountain- And on, and on
Eventually it stopped and they entered an
el evator that had no difficulty holding all of them wth roomfor the station wagon if they'd
wanted it.
No one was tal king nuch. People didn't, the first tine.

The buildings sat on coil springs as tall as people. Except for the springs, and the granite walls
over head and everywhere, the buildings mght have been standard military barracks and offices.

Jenny gave them an hour to get settled. Most of themwere in the briefing roomin half
that time. She waited the full hour. The inside of the conference roomwas set up like a novie
theater, with folding chairs in rows. Arny nmen ushered themto seats, alittle warily, as if they
didn't quite know what to nake of their guests.

The arny troopers stood when she canme in. So did Robert Anson, although Jenny had the
inpression that it wasn't the gold | eaves he stood for
They waited while she went to the bl ackboard.

Then one of themsaid, "I suppose you're all wondering why |I've asked you here," and
everyone | aughed. Wiich nade it a | ot easier

"l suppose you are wondering," Jenny said. "Admiral Carrell has assenbled an intelligence
group to advise the National Security Council. You are part of it."

"Makes sense. Wio el se knows about aliens?"

She | ooked at her seating chart. Curtis. She nodded. "The first thing is to explain why
you are here, rather than at the Acadeny with your colleagues and the anthropol ogy professors. You
are the Threat Team The others will assune the aliens are friendly. Qur group will exanine the
possibility that they will be hostile."

Everyone | ooked thoughtful. Then a hand was raised. Jenny consulted her chart again. "Yes,
Ms At ki nson?"

"Do we have a choice in the assignment?"

"Not now, " Jenny said.

"Too bad."

"I thought it valuable to have you with us, Sherry," Anson said. "The rest of us are
paranoid. You are not. It seened reasonable to have one intelligent but trusting person on this
team"

Sherry Atkinson nelted back into her seat.

“I'mafraid things will be a bit hectic," Jenny said. "You will have a series of intensive
briefings-"

"There that nuch to know about the aliens?"

"Actually, Dr. Curtis, there is very little to know about the aliens. However, you are to
be briefed on U S. and USSR strategi c weapons systens- One of the possibilities Admral Carrel
intends to exanmne is that the aliens nake alliance with the Soviets. Against us."
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Academ ci an Pavel Bondarev sat at his desk. His large | eather chair was sw veled toward the
wi ndow, with its view of the Black Sea. The weat her outside was pleasant. It was pl easant inside
the office as well. H s secretary sat on his lap. Slowy she unbuttoned her bl ouse.

This was far better than he had expected! He had nore power and prestige than he had ever
i magi ned possible. To add to his joy, Marina and his grandson had vacationed on the shores of the
Bl ack Sea and were now on an airplane to Mdscow.

It couldn't last, of course. Soon the aliens would cone, and things would change. He could
only guess at how t hey woul d change.

He may have been the proper man for this task. | know few who could have done it, and of
those, two are not reliable.

On his desk lay thick reports fromthe Soviet nilitary | eaders. The | argest was the report
of the Strategi c Rocket Conmand. Bondarev had al ways known that the Soviet Union possessed
thousands of intercontinental nuclear-tipped mssiles; now he knew the | ocation and targeting of
every one of them

He al so knew their reliability, which was not high. Despite the full alert, nearly a
quarter of the mssile force was not in readi ness, and the generals did not expect nore than two
thirds of those remmining to launch on the first attenpt.

The reports contained information on which nissiles could be retargeted and which coul d
not. O those, sone could be ained at objects in space, and sone could be targeted only toward
other points on the Earth, because their warheads could not be detonated until after re-entry. He
had turned so that he wouldn't have to | ook at those reports. Could he not keep his mind on Lorena
for these few precious noments? But his mind ran on- He had a |arge force that could be used to
engage the United States, and a small force that could fight an eneny in outer space if that
becanme necessary. It was not possible to estimate what that force could do because they knew

not hi ng of the onrushing alien spacecraft. Wat defenses did it have? How thick was its hull, and
how cl ose would it cone to Earth?

Al'l probably unnecessary. They will not attack. But if they do, | have forces to engage
themwith. Some forces. | should determine nore precisely what | have avail abl e.

That woul d not be easy, because it was no sinple task to conbine the targeting infornation
with the figures on readiness and reliability. The result would only be a probability. It is well
that | amdoing this. Fewmlitary officers would know how to do the mathematics. Nor would | be
able to in time except for-.

He gl anced at the table next to his desk. An American | BM home conputer stood there. It
was an excellent machine, sinple to use, and it had cone with a nunber of probability and
statistics programs that he had adapted to this purpose.

"You have no need of that machine at this noment,
and guided it to her breast.

He had been expecting the tel ephone, but it startled himanyway. Pavel Bondarev di sengaged
his hand fromw thin his secretary's blouse. The ringing phone was on a secure |ine, pernmanently
attached to a scranbler. He had been told that not even the KGB could listen to calls on that
line. Pavel didn't believe that, but it was well to act as if he did. He lifted the receiver
"Academi ci an Bondarev."

"Nar ovchat ov. The Voi ce of America announces that the Americans are aboard"

"I heard. There was no janm ng."

Nar ovchat ov chuckled. "So long as they do our work, why should we interfere? But it is a
good sign. They are not upset by our nobilizations."

Lorena said firmy. She took his hand

"I trust not," Bondarev said. "I have done nuch to keep such matters under contro
"You are now satisfied with the preparati ons?
"I believe so. Gushin reports that all is well aboard the spacecraft. The Strategic

Rocket Forces are alerted, the Fleet is at sea, but the Air Force remains grounded and visible to
the American satellites. This was not achi eved wi thout cost. Col onel General Akhmanov proved
uncooperative, and has been replaced by Genera] Tretyak. The transfer of power was acconplished
wi t hout incident, and Akhmanov has been pronmpbted to the General Inspectorate of the Mnistry of
Def ense. "

"Um You are becomnming accustoned to mlitary authority. Perhaps | should have you
appoi nted a general

"That could do no harm" Bondarev sai d. Generals have enornous perquisites Meanwhi | e, |
recei ve reports fromboth G ushin and Rogachev, and there are no contradictions. N kola
Ni kol ayevi ch, | believe we have done everything possible."

"Al'l we know to do. Wy, then, do | worry?"
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Bondarev grinned nmirthlessly. "W have nothing to guide us here. No history and no
theory. "

"Da." There was a pause, as if Narovchatov were thinking. Then the general said, "From
tonorrow on, this line will be connected directly to the Chairman. You will use it to keep us
i nformed. "

"Certainly." It would be an excuse to ask where you and the Chairman will be. "Perhaps
Marina and the children could visit you?

"That has been arranged."

"Then no nore rermains to be said.” Bondarev put the tel ephone down and stared out the
wi ndow.

"You are frightened," Lorena said.

"Yes."

9 ANTI ClI PATI ONS

Space will be col oni zed- al t hough possibly not by us. If we |ose our nerve, there are plenty of
other people on this planet. The construction crews may speak Chinese or Russian-Swahili or
Portuguese. It does not take "good old Anerican know how' to build a city in space. The | aws of
physics work just as well for others as they do for us.

--Robert A Heinlein

COUNTDOMN: H M NUS TWO DAYS

The neeting was called for 0900, but they were still straggling in at a quarter past. Some
had hangovers. Al had stayed up too |ate.
Too bad, Jenny thought. They'll have to get used to military hours. She had a strong urge

to giggle. Suppose they didn't? Maybe they' d make Cheyenne Mountain adapt to the hours science
fiction witers kept..

They took their places in the lecture room but they tended to sit for a nmoment, then get
up and gather in clunps. Most of themtal ked at once. Wrking with the science-fiction people was
an educational experience. They had no reverence for anything or anyone, except possibly for M.
Anson, and they argued with him they just didn't call him nanes.

They' d spent the past days |earning about U S. and Sovi et weapons. Now it was tine to
exanm ne what was known about the aliens.

Not that there's anything to know. Qur best photos don't show details. Just that it's
damed bi g.

One of the nmen, the one with the heavy nustache, began before she could. "Major Crichton
| assunme that the government has been no nore successful in comunicating with the aliens than all
the private attenpts were?”

"Correct. W've tried every neans of communicati on we can think of."

"And a few no one woul d have thought of," Sherry 'Atkinson added. They all | aughed,
renenbering that the mayor of San Di ego had persuaded the citizens of his city to blink their
lights on and off while they were in the alien ship's view

"Wth no result,"” Jenny said. "Qur best prediction is that the alien ship will arrive day
after tonmorrow. Sometinme day after tonorrow. We can't predict it closer than that, because the
shi p has begun random accel erati on and decel eration.”

"As if it didn't want us to know the precise ETA " Curtis said.

"ETA?" At ki nson asked.

"Estimated Time of Arrival" Jenny said. "And yes, we've thought of that."

"It might be their engines aren't working properly." Atkinson | ooked thoughtful. "O that
the concepts of tine and regularity don't nean much to them"”

"Bat puckey," Curtis said. "If they're space travelers, they have to have cl ocks."

"Doesn't mean they use them" soneone said.

Jenny spoke through rising voices. "Lieutenant Sherrad will review what we know " The
chatter stopped.

Sherrad was a Regul ar Navy man hoping for his bad foot to heat so that he could go back to
sea. Jenny wasn't quite sure how he'd been assigned to Col orado Springs, but she did know the
Adm ral thought well of him H's father had been a cl assmate.

The Navy seened to have even nore of that sort of thing than the Arny. He ran new bl owps of
filnms taken by the Mauna Kea tel escopes as far back as the late 1970s. A few showed a flickering
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star that nmust have been the alien ship, although at the tine no one had realized it.

Sherrad showed each filmin sequence. Then again. He brought the lights up and waited, as
i f teasing the audience.

"Son of a bitch."

"What, Joe?"

“I't dropped sonething."

Sherrad nodded. "It does | ook that way."

It took me four hours to see that, Jenny thought. Maybe there is a good reason to have
these birds here-.

"Qur best guess is that it cane fromthe southern region of the Centaur, dropped sonething
heavy, rounded the sun, and went to Saturn," Lieutenant Sherrad said. "Decelerating all the way."

"They knew where they were going, then."

"Well, Dr. Curtis, it does seemso."

Jenny nodded approval . Sherrad had nenorized the doctorates.

Voi ces arose fromone of the clunps. "Ckay, they refueled at Saturn-"

"Why not Jupiter?”

"It takes less delta-V to slow down for Saturn. Jesus, but they nust have been going on
the I ast teacup of fuel for that to matter!"

"Jupiter could have been around on the other side-"

"Could we see it agai n?" Anson asked.

Sherrad waited until they were quiet. "Certainly. W al so have the computer simnulation.”

The room dar kened agai n.

Bl ack dots speckled a white field: a negative of the night sky. Astrononers generally
preferred to use negatives; it was easier to see the spots that were stars. The scene junped
m nutely every few seconds. The stars stayed where they were-the photographs had been superi nposed-
but one dot junped too, and grew Larger.

"These were taken from Mauna Kea observatory. Notice the point that junps. Wen we
realized what we had, we nmade sanme graphs-"

The first showed a curve across the star background, not very infornmative.

"And this is what it would look |ike fromabove the Sun's north pole."

Three faintly curved lines radiated froma central point. Near that point, the sun, they
were dotted |lines-of course, no canera woul d have seen anything then-and they al nost brushed the
solar rim The Navy man's light-pointer traced the incomng line. "It came in at several hundred
mles per second,” he said, "decelerating all the way. OF course the Invader wasn't seen near the
sun, and nobody was even looking for it then. This-" The light-pointer traced a line outward. "W
have only three photos of it, and of course they could be artifacts, garbage. If they're real
then this one wasn't under power when it left the sun. It was dropped.” The third line ran nearly
parallel to the second, then curved away. 'This section was under power, and decel erating at
around two gravities, with fluctuations. W' ve got five photos, and then it's lost, but it mght
wel | have been on its way to Saturn.”

"Not good," said a voice in the dark

The |ights came on. The Navy nan said, "Wo said that?

"Joe Ransom " He had a gaudy nustache and the air of self-assurance the SF witers al
seermed to share. "Look: they dropped sonething to save fuel. Could have been a fuel tank-"

"I'd think it was a Bussard ranjet," someone interrupted.

Ransom waved it away. "It al nbost doesn't matter. They dropped sonething they needed to get
here. They probably planned to. Odds are they didn't take enough fuel to stop inside the solar
system wi t hout dropping-well, sonething nassive, sonething they didn't need any nore, sonething

that served its purpose once it got themfrom Al pha Centauri or wherever. [|f-"

Bur nham junped on it. "A Bussard ranjet wouldn't be any use inside the solar system You
need a thousand kil onmeters per second to intercept enough fuel-or there are sonme alternate
versions, but you still-"

Ransom rode hi mdown. "We can't figure out what it was yet and we don't care. They used it
to cross, and then they dropped it. Either they figure to make someone build them another one, or
they're not going hone. You see the problen??"

Sonething icy congealed in Jenny's guts. They don't expect to go home. Maybe a Threat Team
isn't such a bad idea. I'll have to call the Admiral

Meanwhi | e, the neeting was degenerating into isolated clunps of conversation. Jenny spoke
up to resune control. "Enough!" The noise dropped by half. "M. Ransom you said Al pha Centauri.
Why ?"

"Just a shot in the dark. It's the three closest stars in the sky, and two of themare
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yell ow dwarfs, stars very like ours.™

"Stars?"

"Yes. What we call Al pha Centauri, neaning the brightest star in the Centaur
constellation, is really three stars: two yell ow ones pretty close together, and one wetched red
dwarf."

"Qur own sun's a yellow dwarf," Curtis said.

"Interesting," Lieutenant Sherrad said. "Qur astrononmers say the object canme fromthe
Centaur region. Is Alpha Centauri really a good prospect?"

The neeting canme apart again. This tinme Jenny let it ride for a bit. Her patience was
rewarded when Curtis bellowed, "May | have a consensus? Wio |ikes Al pha Centauri?"

Two hands went up.

"Who hates it?"

Three hands. And three undeci ded.
"Sherry? Way don't you |ike Al pha Centauri?"

"Wade, you know how many other choices there are! There are al nost a dozen yell ow dwarf
stars near us; and we don't know they cane fromthat kind of star anyway!"

"Bob? You like it."

The wi de white-haired man with the gaudy vest |aughed and said, "I didn't at first it's
trite. But, you know, it's trite because it got used so nuch, and it got used so nuch because it's
the best choice. Wiy wouldn't they go |l ooking for the closest star that's like their own? And,
Sherry, there aren't many yellow stars in that direction. That clunp centers around Procyon and
Tau Ceti and-"

"That's what | was getting at," Dr Curtis said. "It's trite. As | see it, the way to bet
is that they came from Al pha Centauri, or else they cane a hell of a long distance - And if they
dropped half their ship-you see?"

Burnham said, "lIt'd be their first trip. They won't be very good at talking to us. Chances
are they'll want to watch us fromhigh orbit."

"Maybe it's good the Soviets can't go after them They night run.”

"It still isn't good. W should have net them around Saturn, just to get a little nore

respect-"

"Coul d have had a hotel on Titan by now"

"Proxnmire-"

They were at it again. Qut of the babble she heard Curtis say, "One thing's suit. They
came froma long way off. So the next question is, what do they want ?"

Rogachev's office was roony enough, by station standards. Mich of its furniture | ooked like
afterthoughts: the hot plate, the curved sofa that had replaced a standard air mattress; even the
wi ndow, shuttled fromEarth and welded Into a hole sawn in the hull: a thick-walled box, two panes
of gl ass sandw ching a goop that would foam and harden in near vacuum But it let |ight through

so that Station Commander Arvid Pavl ovlch Rogachev could see the stars.

They flowed past, left to right, while Arvid m xed powdered tea with boiling water in a
pl astic bag. The station was equi pped for free-fall, in case of emergencies. He served the tea
into two cups, and passed one to his second in conmand.

"The station will house twelve," Arvid said. "Twel ve are aboard. Four are foreign
observers. No nore inportant event has occurred aboard any spacecraft, and it will happen while
Kosnograd is both crowded and shorthanded. "

"Not quite so bad as all that," said Aliana Al eksandrovna Thtsi kova. "Recall that there is
not hi ng to be done about the alien ship. W don't have to go to neet them we don't even have a
nmot or . "

"Nei ther drive nor weapons. W could not flee either."

"Exactly. It will come, we are privileged to watch. | suggest that we are doing fairly
well."

"Perhaps we are." Arvid smiled. "It helps that our guests cannot talk to each other well"

"Their dossiers said that"

Arvid didn't entirely trust any dossiers but Aliana knew that. He said, "I've watched them

exercising their | anguage defi ci enci es.
"Do you see a security probl en?"
"Fromthen? No. It is nmy habit to make threat estimates. Shall we? As a gane?"

"My nother would call it gossip."
"Let us gossip, then. Wich of our guests do you find interesting?"
"The Nigerian. He's the blackest man |'ve ever seen. | actually have trouble | ooking him

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfall%20%20(Jerry%20Pournelle%20c0%20author).txt (63 of 283) [1/14/03 8:15:27 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfal | %20%20(Jerry%20Pournel | e%620c0%20author).txt

in the face."

"Real | y? What will you do when aliens are aboard?"

"Perhaps I'll hide in your office.” She lost her smle. "Conrade Conmander, | have an
irrational fear of spiders and insects.”

"Then we rmust hope that the approaching guests will be neither." But they will not be
shaped |i ke nmen, Arvid thought; and Aliana could not even see all nmen as nen. She woul d be of
little help to himif aliens came aboard. He had not suspected this weakness in her. It was well
he'd learned it now.

She said, "The Nigerian speaks English and three native | anguages. . which nust nmake him
effectively retarded. There are forty-three | anguages active within the borders of N geria.
Educated in England, then Patrice Lununba University in Mdscow, but he learned little Russian. He
favors econoni c i ndependence for Nigeria," -

"W won't cure that here. He spends all his tine with Dritri Parfenovich and Wes Dawson.
That woul d be good, except that Dmitri has been trying to convert Dawson to his own views, whereas
Dawson sonetinmes takes the time to try to tell George what's going on. Dawson is good at
expl ai ning conplex matters."

"Coul d you have a word with Dmitri?"

Arvid laughed. "Do you want ne to tell our Political Comr ssar how to convert the heathen?
Aliana, | do not seek converts."

She | aughed. Oficially, Dmtri Gushin was Deputy Commander and Information Oficer for
the station, but he was so little qualified for either job that his K& origins showed clearly.

"We may find ourselves seeking converts anong people with nightnmare shapes,” Aliana said. "If so,
Dawson is the one to watch. Nigeria and France would be no threat to us-"

"H s nation nade a good choice there, | think. The Honorable Ws Dawson is frantic to neet
aliens."

"Wasn't it politics that-"

Rogachev shrugged. "Certainly his dossier suggests that he forced hinmsel f aboard. Even so,
although I know little of American politics, | would not think a nere congressman could force the
Anerican President too far in a direction he did not wish to go."

Al'iana grinned. "Dawson is nore qualified than Dnmitri. Surely they have sinilar
posi tions?"

Rogachev shrugged. "I do not think so, but it hardly matters."

"Dawson's dossier calls himpolitically liberal.”

"A lazy agent wote that. 'Politically liberal'-he copied that out of some newspaper
Dawson has invariably favored the American space program" Rogachev's face twisted into a | ook he
didn't show to nmany people: a distinctly guilty grin. "I have closely watched the Honorabl e Ws
Dawson. He has been sick with envy since he cane aboard. He does not even care much for the
design. |Indeed, he knows precisely how he would rebuild the station if it were his. But as it is
not, it is killing him?"

Aliana smled back. "If we had the funding, wouldn't we nake inprovenents too? Very well
Dr. Beaunont has been a French communi st for two decades. W can count her an ally. She has a kind
of beauty, wouldn't you say?"

"Classic and severe, but yes."

"Have you nade advances?"

Arvid | aughed. "She would not be interested. A nale can tell before he commits hinself.

Perhaps | have grown too fat. She speaks little English. | have taken opportunities to put her
together with Dawson, to see what woul d happen."”

" And?"

"Ch, he shows sone interest. . . but Captain Greeley and G sell e Beaunont have spent nuch
nore tinme together. Aliana, | find that odd."

She nodded conprehension. "Captain John G eel ey, USAF A good-I| ooking man, three years
younger than the French doctor, but fourteen years younger than, for exanple, ne. Geeley probably
consi ders Dawson a step in his career, which nmight end in public relations or political canpaign
managenment. Yet he seenms to be trying to share a bed with the Frenchwoman. Dawson ni ght find her

attractive as well. Geeley is conpeting with a nman who could help or hurt him™
He shrugged. "Some nen have little control over their gonads.”
"What would you do? | hardly have to ask, do I, Arvid? You would hel p your superior seduce

t he wonan, and thereby advance your career."
"I no longer nust resort to such tactics. Yet | would have said that G eel ey does."
"Greel ey knows Dawson better than we do. Dawson may be honpsexual "
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“I't would be in his dossier. Even if the Americans do not know. The KGB woul d."

"Then again, sone narried people are nore thoroughly married than others.” That was a dig,
but nmeant in friendly fashion. Arvid found Aliana's position perfectly reasonable. Wth a husband
and a child on Earth, and a career to nmanage as well, her life was easily conpl ex enough wi thout
adding a | over.

Arvid poured nore tea for themfromthe plastic bag. (Oh, yes, he would nake changes here

if he had the funding. Powdered tea! A sanobvar woul dn't occupy that nuch room) "l enjoy gossiping
with you, Aliana."
"We are al so discussing security, are we not?" "Perhaps. Security isn't ny department either.

Deci si ons have al ready been nade, and not by me. My own inclination would be to bar any tourists
fromthe station during this crucial tine. But the Chairnan favors world opinion these days-"

"l generally find that reassuring."

"Too often it precedes an invasion. Not this time, perhaps. Mother Russia is about to
greet the first visitors frominterstellar space. They will cone here first; intelligent creatures
woul d not | eave potential eneni es above them when they |land. And that coup will nmake the U. S.
| andi ngs on the Moon look like a child reciting for his elders."

"Must we have visitors to watch our triunph? It could be filned."

"W can guess at a second purpose. Wen the aliens arrive we will seemto represent the
world. . . It doesn't matter. Security is out of my hands. | can forbid our foreign visitors to
enter parts of the station. | can forbid the crew to discuss technical matters. Information nay
| eak through anyway; it usually does. But the blanme will not fall on Arvid Rogachev."

The little truck groaned up Col dwat er Canyon. Harry clutched his twelve-string guitar and shivered
in the wi nd-wake behind the cab. It was cold for May in Los Angeles. Lately all the nights had
been cold. Cold or not, it beat walking. It was nice of Arline to duck her old nman and cone pick
hi mup. Too damm bad she had five other people with her, so he had to ride in the back

It had been a good evening in the Sunset Bar, where he played for free drinks and custoner
change. Once Harry had thought he'd be a real performer, but the auto wecks had finished that.
Twice within two weeks, in his own car and then his boss's borrowed car, and neither had
headrests! It went beyond bad luck. His head hurt, and his back hurt, and he cursed the two
separate sets of sons of bitches who' d separately rear-ended himand left himpart crippled. And
the insurance conpanies and their goddam | awers and- Ruby noved over to sit against him A
hundred and ei ghty pounds of fleshy cushion: her warnth felt good. "Want to cone to ny place?" she
asked.

"Love to," Harry said. And | don't like to sleep alone. "But you know, | have this place
have to watch."

"Take me with you, then."

"Can't do that, either,” Harry said. He didn't want to. Ruby had been a nice, soft,
af fectionate partner, and not just in bed, ten years ago. Naive but nice. Maybe he'd been
expecting her to grow up. God, how she'd changed! She'd grown out: forty pounds, nmnaybe nore. She'd
been soft, then, but she hadn't sagged! You noticed the lack of brains nore now. Arline, now she'd
be nice, but Jesus, she lives with her old man and he'd get sticky as hell.

For a nonent Harry thought it over. Arline would conme with him She'd | ove the Dawson house. And-
And word of honor on record. Heckfire. The truck was passing

Laurel Canyon on Ml holl and. He tapped on the glass. The pickup pulled over. Harry clinbed out. He
waved to Arline. "Thanks," he call ed.

"Sure this is all right?" she asked

"Fine," Harry said. He waited until she'd driven on up the hill and around a corner, then
started clinbing toward the Dawson house.

It's good for ne, Harry thought. It's got to be. And, by damm, my |legs are tightening up
He sl apped his thigh-it did feel nore solid than it had in a long tinme-and shifted the guitar from
his left hand to his right.

The little .25-caliber Beretta was too heavy in his shirt pocket. He knew he ought to
leave it at honme. It wasn't much of a gun, and even so, the cops would get soggy and hard to |ight
if they caught himwith it. But it was all the gun he had, and there were sone bad peopl e out
t here.

Not the only gun, he thought. He'd rooted around in the Dawson house-hell, Ws knew he'd
do that, that's why he told himabout the noney in the drawer behind the big drawer in the kitchen-
and he'd found the Arny .45, the one Ws bought for Carlotta on Harry's advice, and dam all, she
hadn't taken it with her. But it wasn't his gun, and Harry couldn't carry it. It would really hit
the fan if he was caught carrying a piece registered to a congressman.
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Hell, he'd never carry that weight up this hill! It was always steeper. Every fucking
night it got steeper

It's good for ne. It's really good for me. Ch, ny, God, | have got to get that notorcycle
fixed.

|'ve got enough for a deposit. They'll fix the engine. Maybe if | sing at three places,
the hell with the free drinks, get to places where the tips are good, | can scrape up enough to
get it out, because | can't go on clinbing this hill! And there's groceries. Jesus, |'mdown to
chili and cornmeal and Nutri Systens- For the first week it had been easy. There had been food in
t he

refrigerator. He ate vegetable onelets, then frozen stuff, then cans. But now he was down to the
Nutri System stuff Carlotta had bought years ago.

Diet stuff! Lord God. It tastes better than it ought to, and | could | ose sonme belly,
here. But opening the cans feels |ike opening cat food, |ooks |ike opening cat-food cans, and
Carlotta went off the diet two years ago! Fry it with eggs, and it |ooks like cat food and snot!
And |I'm out of eggs..

He shifted the guitar to his other hand. Nothing | eft but breakfast cereal! I'mgoing to
get that engine fixed.

Tonmorrow, Harry thought. He shifted the guitar again. | can take the Kawasaki apart, but
the engine has to be rebuilt. I'Il have to carry it in. Borrow Arline's pickup again.

If you pulled a drawer in the Dawson kitchen all the way out, there was another drawer
behind it, and a thousand dollars in fifties behind that. A good burglar would find it and go
away, Harry thought, and that was probably its najor purpose. Burglar bait, for God' s sake, and
thank God he didn't need it. He had enough for the deposit.

Jenny stood quickly as Admiral Carrell came into her tiny office in the Wiite House basenent.

"Sit down,"” he conmanded. "I'mjust old enough to feel unconfortable when |adies stand up
for me. Got any coffee?"

"Yes, sir." She took cups fromher desk drawer and poured from a Thernos pitcher

"Pretty good. Not up to Navy standards, of course. Navy coffee will peel paint. Dd we get
anyt hi ng out of that zoo?"

"Yes, sir," Jenny said.

"You sound surprised.”

"Admiral, | was surprised. | thought the exercise was a waste of tinme, but once those sci-
fi types got going, it was pretty good." She opened a folder that |lay atop her desk. "This, for
i nstance. Wen the alien ship cane into the solar systemal nost fifteen years ago, a few
tel escopes incl udi ng Mauna Kea happened to be pointed that way. . No one noticed anything then
but when we really | ooked-" She showed the photographs.

"It look like blobs to ne."

"Yes, sir. They looked like blobs to all of us. Maybe they are blobs. But the sc-fi people
suggested that the alien ship dropped a Bussard ranjet."
"

"Bussard ranjet, Admiral." She | ooked down at her notes and read. "Vacuumisn't enpty.
There's hydrogen between the stars. The ranjet is a device for using the interstellar hydrogen as
a nmeans for propulsion. In theory it will take ships-Ilarge ships-between the stars. It uses |arge
magnetic fields for scoops, and-"
"You may spare ne the technical details."

"Yes, sir. The inportant point is that they dropped sonethi ng nassive, sonething they my
need if they contenplate | eaving our solar system”

"Whi ch neans they intend to stay," Admiral Carrell said mldly.

"Yes, sir-"

"Rat her presunes on our hospitality. Alnost as if they didn't intend us any free choice."
He stood. "Well, we will know soon enough.™

“"Yes, sir"

"My congratul ations on your work with the advisors. Perhaps | can gl ean nore specul ations
fromthem?"

"You're going to work with them sir?

"I may as well. The President has deci ded that soneone responsi bl e nust be inside Cheyenne
Mount ai n when the aliens arrive. That soneone, apparently, is to be ne."

"Good choice," Jenny said.

Carrell smiled thinly. "I suppose so."

"Any special preparations | should nake, sir?"
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"Nothing that isn't in the briefing book. I've discussed this with the Strategic Air
Conmand and the Chief of Naval Operations. They're ordering a Yellow Alert starting tonorrow
afternoon.”

Yellow Alert. The A Teans on duty in the missile silos. All the missile subs at sea.

Bonbers on ready alert, fueled, bonbs aboard, with crews in quarters by the runways. "I do hope
this is a waste of time."

Admiral Carrell nodded agreement. "So do |, Mjor. Needed or not, | leave this afternoon
Before | do, we nust discuss this with the President. | give you one hour to reduce all we know to

a ten-mnute briefing.”

Jeri Wlson piled the last of the gear into the station wagon and slammed the tailgate. Then she
| eaned against it to catch her breath. It was warmout, with bright sun overhead, but the norning
| ow haze hid the mountains ringing the San Fernando Val |l ey. She gl anced at her watch, "Eleven, and
I"mready to go," she announced.

| sadore Lei ber eyed the aged Buick's sagging springs. "You'll never neke it, he
announced." C ara nodded agreenent.

"CGood roads all the way," Jeri said. "l've left enough tine so | won't have to drive too
fast. You're the ones who are cutting it close; you have farther to go."
"Yeah," |sadore said. "Jeri, change your m nd! Conme with us."

"No. | amgoing to find my husband.”
Clara | ooked unconfortable. "Jeri, he's not really-"

"He damed wel | is, that divorce isn't final. Anyway, it's not your problem It's nine
Thanks for worrying about nme, but | can take care of nyself."
"I doubt it," Isadore said with enbarrassed brutality.

Mel i ssa came out with a | arge bear named M. Pruett. Thank God there weren't any animals,
Jeri thought. Except the goldfish. She'd taken care of that problemby flushing the fish down the
toilet while Melissa was asl eep

| sadore showed her an entry in his notebook. "That's the right address and phone nunber?"

She nodded.

"Caddoa, Col orado,"” Isadore said, "I never heard of the place.
Davi d thinks they're crazy, but somebody thinks he can find oil there."

"Sounds smal | ."

"I guess it is. Harry nmarked out a route for ne-"

"Harry," Cara said contenptuously.

"Harry's all right," Jeri said. "Anyway, | went to the Auto Club too. They say the roads
are good all the way. |Isadore, Cara, it's sweet of you to worry, but you' ve done enough. Now get
out of here before George and Vicki get nad at you."

"Yeah," l|sadore said. "I sure would hate it if George got mad at ne..."

"You woul d, though," Jeri said. "Gve the Enclave nmy best. Melissa, get in the car. W're
on our way. Can, fromyour |ook you' d think you weren't ever going to see ne again!"

"Sorry." Clara tried to |augh, but she wasn't doing a very good job of it.

"Do you know sonet hi ng?" Jeri denanded

"Alittle," Isadore said. He sounded reluctant to talk, but finally added, "George caught
sormet hing on short wave. All the strategic forces are on alert. Al so, there's sonme kind of problem
in Russia, he thinks. |I'mnot sure what."

"CGeorge is always hearing about problens in Russia," Jeri said.

"“Yeah, but he's been right, too. Renenber how he predicts that shake-up-"

Jeri shrugged. "Too late to worry about it." She got into the station wagon and started
the engi ne. "Thanks again," she called, as she pulled away fromthe curb

The Bui ck was sl uggi sh, and she wondered if she really had | oaded it too heavily. It was

Jeri shrugged. "Me either

an old car, and for the past year it had been pretty badly neglected. | ought to have new springs
put in. And have the brakes | ooked at, and a tune-up, and-and no! If | wait, | nay never go at
all.

He didn't say no. He couldn't quite get hinmself to say yes, but he didn't say no. And
that's enough for me! "Melissa, buckle up. We've got a long ride ahead."

PART TWO. ARRI VAL

10 THE ARRI VAL

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfall%20%20(Jerry%20Pournelle%20c0%20author).txt (67 of 283) [1/14/03 8:15:27 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfal | %20%20(Jerry%20Pournel | e%620c0%20author).txt

Way neet we on the bridge of Tine to exchange one greeting and to part?
- The Kasidah of Haji Abdu El-Yazd

COUNTDOMWN:  H HOUR

The Arny had been at work in the Oval Ofice. Technicians had installed TV nonitors in al
the corners, as well as in front of the President's desk. They showed the command center of the
Sovi et Kosnograd satellite. At the nonent nothing was happeni ng.

Despite its large size, the Oval Ofice was jammed. There was the President and Ms.

Cof fey, nost of the Cabinet, the Wite House staff, diplomats, TV crew -

Jenny sat well back, behind the TV caneras, nearly in the corner. In theory she was there
as Admiral Carrell's representative, ready to advise the President, but there was no way she coul d
have spoken to himif he'd wanted her to, not in this zoo. Everyone wandered about - everyone but
the Secret Service men.

It was easy to spot them once you knew how. They were the ones who never | ooked at the
Presi dent. They watched the people who were watching him Jenny caught Jack O ybourne's eye and
wi nked. He didn't respond. He never did when he was on duty.

He didn't | ook happy. Jenny had overheard an argument between Jack's boss and the
President. "M . Dinming, | appreciate your concern, but | have told the country | would watch from
the Oval Ofice, and by God that's where I'll be, so there's an end to it," President Coffey had
sai d.

Sel ect ed newspeople were invited, which neant the Secret Service people as well. They knew
themall, reporters and canmera crew, and Jack | ooked as relaxed as he ever did when on duty, but
Jenny could see that he was worried. They had wanted the President in a bonb shelter.

But we're here. Jenny thought. Here and waiting, in the nost fanobus office in the world,
but we're only spectators. It's the Soviets' show Al the computer projections showed the alien
craft arriving at Kosnbograd. Only the time was uncertain.

She glanced at her watch. It was very late, well past mdnight. The aliens were due and
past due. Coffee service was available in the hall outside, but soneone woul d probably take her
chair if she went out. Better to wait -

The tel evision nonitors bl anked nomentarily, then showed the dark of space. In the far
di stance sonething flickered and fl ashed.

Heretofore the tel escopes on Earth and in Earth orbit had seen only a long, pure blue-white |ight
and the murky shadow at its tip. Now, as the trenendous hal f-seen mass approached Kosnograd,
sonet hi ng changed. Twinkling lights flashed in a ring around the central flame, round and round,
chasing their tails like light bulbs in a bar sign
The comruni cati ons | ounge was crowded. Eight present, four crew busy el sewhere. Wes
wat ched the picture being beamed fromthe tel escope to a screen half the size of the wall. The
ship was minutes away. Wes tried not to think what would happen if it cane a bit too fast. It was
decel erating hard. Those extra engi nes hadn't been needed until now. Sixty or seventy tiny engines
Symmetrical. Sixteen to a quadrant. Wes Dawson grinned in delight. Sixty-four engines: the
al i ens used base-eight arithnetic!

O base four, or binary digits ... engines nuch snaller than the nmain engine, and probably
|l ess efficient. Fission or fusion pulse engines, judging by the radiation they were putting out.
Why hadn't the alien slowed earlier? It still hadn't replied to any nessage.

It had grown gigantic in the telescope field. A blaze of |ight washed out the aft end: Ws
saw only the long flanme and the ring of twinkling jets. He nade out bul ges around the cylindrical
m dsection. He saw tiny fins and guessed at | anding craft spaced out around the hull. A knob on
the end of a long, jointed arm what was that, a cluster of sensing devices? It was ained at the
station.

"W have sonme shielding," Arvid said without being asked. "W can handl e this nmuch
radi ati on, but not for too nuch longer. | hope they have some way of maneuvering with chenica
rockets."

Wes nodded. He thought, You knew the job was dangerous when you took it, Fred, but nobody
aboard woul d have understood the reference. He said, "This may be a violation of the Geneva
Convention."

It sparked |aughter. Arvid said, "Use tact when you tell them Nikolai, that's enough of
the tel escope. Show us a canera view from-" and interrupted to strain forward.
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Wes' s hands cl osed hard on the arnms of his chair.

For the alien ship was sparkling like a fireworks display. Four of the twinkling jets
expanded outward, away fromthe drive flane; then four nore. Those pulse-jets were the nmain drives
for smaller spacecraft! Showers of sparks flowed fromthe hidden bow end. Mssiles? Mssiles in
trenendous nunber, then, and this was starting to | ook onmnously |ike a Japanese novie. Not first
contact, but space war.

The picture flickered white and di sappear ed.

Arvid was out of his seat and trying to reach God knows what, and Wes was checking his
seat belt, when the whole station rang and shuddered. Ws yelled and cl apped hands over his ears.
The others were floating out of their seats - free-fall? He swept an armout to push G selle back
into her seat, and she clutched the arns. He couldn't reach anyone el se.

Free-fall? How could that be? The connecting tunnel nust have cone apart! Nikolai was
scream ng into a mcrophone. He stopped suddenly. He turned and | ooked around, stunned, ashen

Behi nd Ws the wall smashed i nward, then outward. The buckle on Wes's seat harness popped
open. Wes grabbed instinctively, a death grip on the armof his chair, even before the shock wave
reached him The N gerian snatched at Wes's belt and clung tight. He was screani ng. Good! So was
Wes. Hol d your breath and you'd rupture your | ungs.

For the stars were glaring in at themthrough the ripped netal, and the air was roaring
away, carrying anything | oose. G selle Beaunont flapped her arns as if trying to fly. Her eyes net
Wes's in pure astoni shment - and fly she did, out into the black sky and gone. Shit!

Vacuum Dawson's eyes and ears felt ready to pop. Gorge's grip was growi ng feeble, but so
was the wind; the air was al nbst gone. So. Wiat have | got, a minute before the blood boils out
through my lungs? I'll never reach nmy million-dollar pressure suit, so where are the beach balls?
| located themfirst thing, every conpartment, the energency pressure balloons, where the hel
were they? If Americans had built this place they' d be popping out of the walls, because Ral ph
Nader woul d raise hell if they didn't.

Not hi ng was popping out of the walls. Dawson's intestinal tract was spewing air at both
ends. His eyes sought ... Rogachev, there, clawing at a wall. Dawson patted the shoul der at his
wai st and ki cked himsel f toward Rogachev. G orge hung on, in good sense or sinple panic.

His throat tried to cough but it couldn't get a grip

Wes bounced against a wall, couldn't find a handhol d, bounced away. Losing control. Dying?
The bl ack man caught sonething. but kept one arm around Wes's wai st. Rogachev | ooked like a puffer-
fish. He was fighting to tear open a plastic wall panel. It jerked open and he bounced away.

Bul ky di sks, four feet across, turned out to be flattened plastic bags. Wes skimed one at
Rogachev. He pull ed another open, craw ed inside and pulled the black man in too. Zipper? He
zi pped theminside. Tight fit. Sone kind of lock at the end of the zipper. Wth his chin on the
bl ack man's shoul der Wes reached around the man's neck and flipped the | ock shut, he hoped.

Air jetted i nmedi ately.

Reverse pressure in his ears. He pulled in air, in, in, no need to exhale at all. They
were going to live. They were floating | oose, and nothing to be done about it, because the
pressure packages were nothing but balloons with an air supply attached. Rogachev's too was
bounci ng about like a toy, but at least he'd gotten inside.

Wes' s passenger was beginning to struggle. It was unconfortable. Ws wanted to say
sonet hing conforting, or just tell himnot to rip the goddam beach ball! Rut now his throat had
air to cough with, and he couldn't stop coughing. He sounded like he was dying. So did G orge.

Not hi ng happened for a long tine. G orge discovered the blood pooling in his ears. He
wai | ed. He fought his way around until he could ook into Ws's face, and then he wail ed again
H s eyes showed bl oody veins, as if he'd been on a week-1ong drunk. Wes's own eyes nust | ook just
that bad. H s nose was filled with blood; a globule swelled at the tip

He had no idea how nuch air there was in these things.

Sonet hi ng showed through the ripped wall, just for an instant: reflecting glass that night
hi de eyes, and a glinpse of what m ght be a tentacle, a real honest-to-God tentacle.

G orge made a newl i ng sound and ceased struggling. Ws froze too. He hadn't believed. He'd
fought like a denon to be at this event, but sonewhere inside himhe'd been ready for
di sappoi nt nent .

There had been the pulsars: precisely tined signals coning fromsonmewhere in interstellar
space. Beacons for Little G een Men? He'd been in coll ege when the pul sars were shown to be
rapidly spinning neutron stars, weird but natural. Mich younger when the canals of Mars becane
mere illusion. The dangerously popul ated swanps of Venus were red hot, dry, and |ifeless.

The starship too would be sonething el se, some natural phenonenon -

The alien approached cautiously. A quick |ook, dodge back, naybe report to a conpanion
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Look again, reflecting faceplate swinging side to side, along with the snout of what nust be a
weapon.

It crawl ed through, being careful not to snag its pressure suit. It was conpact and bul ky
and three or four tinmes the size of a man. A dull black pressure suit hid nost of it, but it
wasn't even vaguely nan-shaped. It was four-footed. The boots were armed with ... claws? Pincers?
There was a tail like the blade of a paddle. The transparency at the front mght indicate its
face. Reflection hid the detail behind it. But a single rubbery-Iooking tentacle reached out from
just below the transparent plate, and then branched, and branched again

There was no doubting that the branched tentacle held a | arge bore gun. The handl e was
short and grotesquely broad, but the rest was easy to recogni ze: nagazine, barrel, trigger halfway
up the barrel -

Packs at the alien's sides puffed gas fromfore-and-aft snouts. The alien's approach
slowed, and it floated toward Wes with the gun barrel and the reflecting faceplate |ooking right
at him

Wes |lifted his hand in greeting, for lack of a better idea; waved, then opened and cl osed
his thunb across the palm He said, inaudibly, with vacuum between them "I'ma tool user too ...
brother." The alien didn't react.

He' d been prepared for disappointnent, but not for war. lIdiot. Yet he could hope. He
wasn't dead yet, and a border skirm sh did not constitute a war

The tentacle swept backward, slid the gun into a holster on the creature's back. The
tentacle pulled a line froma backpouch, fixed sonmething to the end, sonething sticky. Yes. The
alien was nmooring the beach ball to a line, using adhesive tape. Ws began to believe that he
woul d not be killed just yet.

Anbassador to the Galactic Enpire ... he could still nake it. Maybe they were only
paranoi d, only very cautious. He would have to be cautious hinself. A diplomat, was Wes Dawson,
good at finding the interfaces between disparate viewpoints. Let himcone to understand them he
could find the advantage in friendship between Earth and aliens.

Unl ess they really had come to conquer Earth. The specter of Herbert CGeorge Wells was very
much with him

Everyone in the Oval O fice was shouting. Jenny stared at the screen, not quite conprehendi ng what
she' d seen.

“Mpj or Crichton!"

The President! "Sir!"

"Please call Admiral Carrell. You people, nake roomfor her, please. Jack, help her get
over here."

"Yes, sir." Jack O ybourne shoul dered through the crowd, then hel ped her get to the
President's desk. Coffey was still seated. Hi s face was ashen. Jeanne Coffey sat beside him her
eyes staring at the blank TV screen

“I don't think we need the newspeople here just at the nonent," the President said. "O
the staff. Or the Cabinet, except for Dr. Hart and M. Giffin -"

State and Defense. Yes, we'll need them Hap Aylesworth stayed al so. Jenny al nost giggl ed.
The political advisor. Political inplications of war with the aliens - how would this affect the
next el ection?

There were three tel ephones on the stand behind the President's desk. Jenny lifted the
bl ack one and punched in nunbers before she realized there was no dial tone. "Dead," she said. The
Presi dent | ooked at her unconprehendingly. "Should | use this one?" she asked. The [sic - should
be "she"] indicated the red tel ephone.

"Yes."

There was no dial tone on that one either, but the Air Force officer on duty in the Wite
House basement cane on. "Yes, sir?"

"Priority," Jenny said. "HQ NORAD."

"Right. Wait one, there's sonething coning in - they're calling you. Here you are."

"M. President?" a fanmiliar voice said.

"Mpjor Crichton, Admiral. The President is here." She held out the tel ephone.

H's calmis going. Ms. Coffey |ooks horrible, and -

"What happened, Admiral ?"

The Secret Service had nanaged to clear nearly everyone out of the room Jack O ybourne
stood uncertainly at the door

The President touched a button. Admiral Carrell's voice filled the nom

"- little left. W have no operational satellites. Just before we | ost the |ast

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfall%20%20(Jerry%20Pournelle%20c0%20author).txt (70 of 283) [1/14/03 8:15:27 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfal | %20%20(Jerry%20Pournel | e%620c0%20author).txt

observation satellite, it reported a nunber of rocket plumes in the Soviet Union."

The President |ooked up and caught the eye of the Secretary of State. "Arthur, get down to
the hot line and find out!"

"Right." Dr. Hart ran to the door

Secretary of Defense Ted Griffin went pale. "If the crazy bastards have | aunched at us,
we' ve got to get our birds up before theirs hit!"

"We can't just shoot!" the President shouted. "We don't know they've attacked us. W have
to talk to them-"

"I doubt that you can get through,” Admiral Carrell said. "I took the liberty of trying.
M. President, it appears that a | arge nucl ear device has been detonated in the very high
stratosphere, far too high to do any harmto ground installations - except for the pulse effect,
whi ch has severely damaged our comuni cations capabilities. especially on the East Coast."

"W nust get through - Admiral, do you believe the Soviets are attacking us?"

"Sir, I don't know. Certainly the aliens have attacked our space installations -" Admra
Carrell's voice broke of f suddenly.

"Admiral !'"

There was a long silence. "M . President, | have reports of ground damage. Hoover Dam has

been destroyed by a | arge expl osion."

"“A nucl ear weapon?"

"Sir, I don't know what else it could be. A nonent There was anot her sil ence.

"God damm!" Ted Giffin shouted. "They did it, the crazy Russian bastards did it!"

The Admiral's voice cane on faintly. "One of mny advisors says it could have been what he
calls a kinetic energy weapon. Not nuclear. It could not have been a Soviet rocket, they couldn't
have reached here in tinme." Another pause. "lI'mgetting nore reports. Al aska. Col orado
M ssissippi - M. President, we are being bonbarded. Sone of the attacks are com ng from space.
May | have pernission to fight back?"

David Coffey | ooked at his wife. She shuddered. "Fight who?" the President denanded.

"The aliens,” Admiral Carrell said.

"Not the Soviets?"

"Not yet."

"Ted?" David Cof fey asked.

"Sir?" The Secretary of Defense | ooked ten years ol der.

"Is there any way | can authorize Carrell to fight a space battle w thout giving himthe
capability to launch against the Sovi et Union?"

"No. "

"I see. Jeanne, what do you think?"

"I think you're the President, David."

Jenny held her breath.

"You don't have any choice," Hap Aylesworth said. "What, you'll let them attack our
country without fighting back?"
"Thank you," Coffey said quietly. "Admiral, is Colonel Feinstein there?

"Yes, sir. Colonel -"

Anot her voice canme on. "Yes, M. President."

"Col onel, | authorize you to open the code container and deliver the contents to Adnira
Thorwal d Carrell. The authentication phrase is 'pigeons on the grass, alas.' You will receive
confirmation fromthe Secretary of Defense and the National Security Council duty officer. Ted -"

"Yes, sir." Ted Giffin took the phone, alnost dropped it, and read froma card he'd taken
fromhis wallet. Then he turned to Jenny. "Major -"

“Major Crichton here,” Jenny said. "I confirmthat | personally have heard the President
order the codes released to Admiral Carrell. My authentication code is Tango. X-ray. Alfa. Four
Seven. Niner. Four." And that's done. Lord, | never -

"Admiral ," the President said. "You will not |aunch against the Soviet Union until we have
absol ute confirmation that they have attacked us. | don't believe they're involved in this, and
Earth has troubl es enough w thout a nuclear war. |s this understood?"

"Yes, sir. M. President, | suggest you cone here as quickly as you can. Major Crichton
assi st the President, and stay with himas Iong as you're needed. |'Il put Colonel Hartley on

now. "
Sonmething rang in his head.

Harry Reddi ngton woke, and thrashed, and sl apped the top of his alarmclock: the pause, to
give himanother ten mnutes sleep. The ringing went on. The roomwas pitch dark, and it wasn't
the clock ringing, it was the tel ephone. Harry picked up the receiver. H's voice was nusi cal
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sarcastically so. "Hellooo ..
A breathy voice said, "Harry? Go outside and | ook."
"Ruby? It's late, Ruby. |I've got to get up early tonorrow "
There was party nusic in the background, and a woman's voi ce raised in |aughing protest.
Ruby's voi ce was bathetically nournful, She nust be ripped; at a late party she was bound to be.

"Harry, | went outside for a hit. You know Julia and Gaen, they don't |ike anyone snoking anythi ng
in there. They don't |ike tobacco any better than pot -"

"Ruby!"

"I went out and it's, it's ... It looks so real, Harry! Go out and |ook at the sky. It's

the end of the world."

Harry hung up

He rolled off the Dawsons' water bed and searched for his clothes.

He'd stayed up too |ate anyway. It would have been a good night to get drunk with friends,
but word of honor on record. He'd come hone and had a few drinks as consol ation for being al one
while interstellar anbassadors nmade first contact with humanity. The clock said 2:10, and he'd
been up past m dni ght watching the news. There hadn't been any; whatever the Soviets were
| earning, they hadn't been telling. Eventually he went to bed. Now -

Hi s eyes felt gritty. The cane was | eani ng agai nst the bedstead. He gave up on finding a
j acket; he wouldn't be out [ong. He unlocked the back door and stumbled out onto the Dawsons
| awn.

Ruby had been using marijuana, and spreading the word of it |like any missionary, since the
m d- si xties. She worked as a clerk in the head shop next to the Honda sal esroom Wat had Harry
outside in a coolish California May night was this reflection: a doper m ght see things that
aren't there, but she might see things that are.

The sky glowed. Harry was an Angel eno; he judged the mstiness of the night by that glow,
the glow of the Los Angeles lights reflected fromthe undersides of clouds. The gl ow wasn't bright
toni ght, and stars showed t hrough

Somet hing brighter than a star showed through, a dazzling pinpoint that devel oped a tai
and vani shed, all in a noment.

A long blue-white flame forned, and held for several seconds, while narrow |ines of Iight
speared down fromone end. O her lights pulsed slowy, |ike beating hearts.

The sky was alive with strange |ights.

Harry got back inside, fished the tiny Mnolta binoculars out of a drawer, found his
wi ndbreaker on a chair, and stunbled out, all without turning on a light. He wanted his night
vi sion. The sky seenmed brighter now He could see streaks of light rising fromthe west, flaring,
di sappearing. Narrow threads of green |anced west: down. There were phosphorescent puffs of cloud,
I azily expandi ng.

On anot her night Harry might have taken it for a nmeteor shower. Tonight ... He'd read a
hundred versions of the aliens conquering Earth, and they all sounded nore spectacul ar than this
flaring and dying of stars and snudges of |ights. Any novie would have had sound effects too. But
it | ooked so real

Still without turning on the lights he funbled his way back into the house to find a
transistor radio. He carried it outside with himand tuned to the all-news station

" have fired on the Sovi et Kosnograd space station," the newsman's voice said. "The
President has alerted all nmilitary forces. People are asked to stay in their homes. W cannot
confirmthat the United States Air Force has fired on the alien spacecraft. Pentagon spokesnen
aren't talking. Here is Lieutenant General Arlen Gegory, aretired Air Force officer. General, do
you think the United States will fight back?"

"Look at the sky, you silly buzzard," a gravelly voice said. "Wat the hell do you think
all the lights are?"

Harry wat ched and thought as a flanme curved around the western horizon, flared and died.
Then two nore. No question what that was. And now what do | do?

Stay and watch the house. Only - Jesus. Congressman Wes was in Kosnograd! And Carlotta
Dawson woul d be in western Kansas by now, present situation unknown. If she'd taken the gun ... if
she'd been the type to take the .45. But she wasn't.

The radi o began the peculiar beep beep of an incomi ng news bulletin.

"W have an unconfirmed report that San Di ego harbor has suffered a | arge explosion," the
announcer said. He sounded like a man who'd like to be hysterical but who' d used up all his
enoti ons.

Maybe | should go help Carlotta. Ws would want nme to. Jesus, how?

The Kawasaki was in pieces. There hadn't been nearly enough nmoney for everything that
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shoul d have been done to it, and Harry hadn't wanted to push. He'd done nost of the work hinself,
as much as he could. But only the Honda shop could rebuild the engine: He'd finished taking the
bi ke apart and carried the engine in, and as far as he knew it was ready. It had better be.

There nust be others watching tonight. They'd sure as hell know by norning.

Harry wat ched and thought and nade his plans. (That |ong blue flanme had fornmed again, and
this time it didn't seemto be dying. Stars rising fromthe west seenmed to be reaching for it
until threads of green light touched them then they flared and vani shed. The blue flane crept
east, accelerating. The binocul ars showed something at the tip. Harry's eyes watered trying to
meke out details.)

Then he went inside and washed his face

Carlotta didn't like him And so what? Harry opened Dawson's |iquor cabi net and opened a
bottle of Carlos Prinmera brandy. Sixty bucks a bottle; but it was all that was left. He poured a
good spl ash, | ooked at it, thought of pouring sone back, and drank half.

Carlotta doesn't like me. The country's at war with aliens. Ws asked ne to | ook after
things. Nothing I can do here, and if | stay here long I'Il be here, and for good.

He went to the tel ephone and dial ed the Kansas nunber Carlotta had left. It rang a | ong
tinme. Then a voice, not sleepy. Male. "Ms. Carlotta Dawson. Please," Harry said. He could sound
of ficial when he wanted to.

It took a noment. "Yes?"

"Harry Reddi ngton, Ms. Dawson. |Is there anything you want me to do?"

"Harry - Harry, they don't know what happened up there."

"Yes, ma'am Can | hel p you?"

"l don't know. "

Carl otta Dawson's voice dissolved in hisses. Another voice canme on the line. "lIs this an
of ficial telephone call?" it asked through the static. Then the |ine went dead.

Harry enptied his glass. Now what? She didn't say. And if | stay in Los Angel es tonorrow,
I"l'l be in Los Angel es forever

He drank half an inch nore brandy and cl osed the bottle. Firmy.

When he left he was in clean shirt and a sports jacket that was years old but had al nost
never been worn. He carried ID and a sl eeping bag and Congressman Dawson's letter. At 3:30 A M he
was on the front steps of the Security Pacific National Bank, spreading his sleeping bag.

Pavel Bondarev stared at the blank screen. Al around himofficers and aides at the
command and comuni cati ons consol es began to speak at once, and the babble brought himto life.
"Colonel, | wish this chatter to cease."

"Da, Conrade Director." Col onel Suvorov was efficient if uninmaginative. He shouted, and
t he cacophony of voices died away.

The aliens had fired on Kosnograd. He had seen that nuch before all comruni cati ons were
|l ost. The aliens had fired without warning, w thout provocation

An anber |ight blinked insistently. Pavel lifted the scranbler tel ephone. "Da, Conrade
Chai rnan. "

There was only a soft hiss, then a sudden rush of static. The officers at the comand
consol es burst into chatter again.

"What has happened?" Bondarev demanded.

"“A high-altitude nucl ear explosion. Perhaps nore than one. The pul se effect has crippl ed
our tel ephones," Suvorov reported.

"I see." And without comunications - Bondarev felt rising panic. The scranbl er phone was
dead. "Get ne Marshal Shavyrin."

"There is no answer," Suvorov said.

"It is vital. Use another means. Use any neans," Bondarev ordered. He fought to keep his
voi ce calm The scranbl er tel ephone renains silent. |Is the Chairman in conmunication with anyone
el se? Perhaps not. Perhaps we are safe.

"l have Shavyrin," Col onel Suvorov said.

"Thank you." Pavel put on the headset. "Conrade Marshal -"

"Da, Conrade Director?"

"Have you | aunched any nissiles?"

"No, Conrade Director. | have received no instructions fromthe Defense Council."

Bondarev di scovered that he had been partially holding his breath. Now he let it out
slowy. "You understand that the aliens have fired on Kosnograd?"

"Conrade Director, | know sonmeone has. Two of ny generals believe this a Wstern trick -

"Nonsense, Conrade Marshal. You have seen that ship. Neither we nor the United States nor
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bot h nations working together could have built that ship."

There was a | ong pause. Pavel heard someone speaking to the Marshal, but he could not make
out the words. "Marshal ," Bondarev insisted, "that ship was not built on this Earth, and we know
the United States cannot have sufficient space facilities. If they did, they would | ong ago have
def eated us."

There was anot her |ong pause. Then Shavyrin said. "Perhaps you are correct. Certainly that
is true. What nust we do now?"

I wish | knew. "Inmediately before the aliens destroyed Kosnograd, they |aunched nany
snmaller ships. | say smaller, although they were each |arger than Kosnograd. Have you had success
in tracking any of those?"

"Only partially. Even with our largest radars it is difficult to see through the
el ectronic storns in the upper atnosphere. The aliens have set off nmany weapons there."

"I know -"

"Al so, they have fired | aser beans at three of our |large radars,"” Marshal Shavyrin said.

"Laser beans?"

"Da. The nmost powerful we have ever seen.”

" Danmage?"

"The Abal akovo radar is destroyed. The Sary Shagan and Lyaki radars are damaged but
survive. W have not activated the |arge radar near Moscow for fear that it will draw their fire."

"I see." Intelligent of him "W wll need information, but not at that cost. Now tell ne
what you know of their smaller ships.”

"My information is not conplete. W have | ost comuni cations with many of our radars.”

"Da, but tell nme what you have | earned."

"The shi ps have scattered. Most are in polar orbits."

"Track them If they come within range of the ion beam weapons, fire at them Be prepared
to fire SS-20 mi ssiles under ground detonation control. Meanwhile, attack the main alien ship with
the entire force of SS-18 nissiles based in Kamensk."

"Conrade Director, | require authorization fromthe Chairnan before | can do any of this."

"Conrade Marshal, the Chairman has directed nme to conduct this battle. W have no
communi cation with Mdscow. You nust |aunch your forces against the aliens, particularly their
| arge not her ship. We nmust cripple it before it destroys us on the ground."

"Conrade Director, that is not possible -"

"Conrade Marshal, it nust be nmade possible -

"If we attack the alien ship, we will destroy Kosnograd as well. And all survivors."

A strange sentinment for the comander of strategic rocket forces. "Kosnograd is al ready
destroyed. The survivors cannot be inportant now "

"Conrade Director," Col onel Suvorov shouted. "I have the Chairman."

"Marshal, the Chairman is calling ne. Please stand by." Bondarev took the other phone.

There was no m staking the thick voice. "Bondarev, what nust we do?"

"Destroy the alien ship. I would prefer not to, but there is no choice.”

"Have the aliens attacked the United States?"

"Conrade Chairman, | do not know. "

"They have attacked us," Chairman Petrovskiy said. "Can we defeat the aliens? Can we
destroy their ship?"

"I do not know. We certainly cannot capture it. W can try to destroy it."

"Da. Try, then. Meanwhile, we will do what we can. There are reports of severe danage in
the harbors. The rail center west of Moscowis inruins. So is Brest Litovsk."

"But ..." Bondarev spoke in horror. "The Germans -"

"Da. The Germans nmay rise in revolt. The Poles as well." The Chairman's voice rose. "A
the Warsaw Pact nations may rise against us. Qur harbors are destroyed, harbors and rail centers.
We face a newcivil war. If the United States remains undamaged -"

"Conrade Chairman, | do not know that they are undanaged. | do know that we nust destroy
that ship. You nust order Marshal Shavyrin to accept ny orders to launch nmssiles at the alien.™

There was a | ong pause. "W nust retain enough mssiles to prevent the United States from
attacking us now that we are weakened," Petrovskiy said.

"Da. | will do that," Bondarev said. "But if we do not act quickly, we cannot act at all."
I have never spoken this way to the great ones, not even to ny father-in-law But | rmnust -
"Conrade Chairman, there is no time to |lose.”

There was another |ong pause. Then "Da. | will give the orders. But - have a care, Pave
Al eksandrovi ch. Have a care."
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11 LIGHTS I N THE SKY

Be ye therefore wise as serpents, and harnl ess as doves.
- Matthew 10: 16

COUNTDOWN: H PLUS ONE HOUR

The air was foul and growing fouler; it was like being trapped inside a whale's |ungs.

G orge, gasping and coughing and fighting the soft walls, had finally fainted. The beach ball's
oxygen supply wasn't designed for two occupants.

It was a hell of a situation in which to try to relax, but Wes tried: he held his
breat hi ng sl ow and steady (punctuated with coughing); he let his eyelids droop (though he had to
wat ch that great arnmored city in the sky coming toward him) Half curled toward fetal position, he
consciously relaxed his nuscles in pairs, as if he were fighting a night of insomi a.

Al this, while traveling |like a tethered ball oon behind their massive i nhuman captors.

Naked in the glare of the stars, helpless as a babe, Ws fell toward an alien artifact
bi gger than the Wrld Trade Center. He saw detail as he neared the thing: a pod on a jointed arm
rectangl es of blackness, a jet of blue flame froma cluster of cones. But the air was |ike soup
Hi s nose was clogged with drying bl ood. Hold the breathing down, stay awake, there are things you
have to see ... no use. His chest heaved, a coughing fit wacked his body, and everything went out
of focus.

Arvid Rogachev was finding a great deal to awe him and not much to surprise him A ship
the size of a city: of course, if they hoped to conquer a planet! The aliens: very alien. The
attack: why not? Whatever they expected fromcontact with humankind, it was their safest approach.

VWi ch was not to say that he wasn't angry.

How woul d they treat prisoners? Human precedent showed a wi de spectrum... but wouldn't
they want to inspect the natives nore closely? These attackers hadn't had tinme to build up a
hatred for the eneny, not yet. Wiat they found alive, they would keep alive ... unless they were
xenophobi ¢ beyond sanity, or found the human shape intrinsically disgusting ..

Still, a corpse dead of explosive deconpressi on was not the ideal subject for dissection.
M ght they prefer a healthy Soviet executive?

Arvid shrugged off that |ine of thought. Wo still |ived? Dawson, of course, and G orge
Ni kol ai too had reached a survival bubble. Aliana? The other Anerican, G eeley?

A dozen of the beasts had followed the first, the scout, through the ripped wall, paused

briefly to inspect the humans, then gone off into other parts of the wecked station. The four who
remai ned had enlarged the rip with a series of explosive gun blasts. Now the survival bubbles were
being towed toward what seened an infinite netal wall

He wi shed for a better look at the aft end, the drive; but they were approaching fromthe
side. Dark hol es showed along the flank, w th doors snugged against the hull. Airlocks, or mssile
ports? Those oval w ndows: for passengers, or |asers? A sudden narrow string of twi nkling points
agai nst the bl ack sky: random dust notes reflecting a | aser bean? Sure enough, a new star bl azed
far away, then wi nked off. Far below, lights flashed against Earth's night sky. Somnething
bl ossomed i nmpossi bly bright, and Arvid turned his head away.

A nucl ear weapon. Wose? And how close was it? He fought real panic. How long do | have to
live? Alnost he laughed. It had been a | ong way away, near the Earth's surface, ten thousand
kil ometers and nore. | have | ooked upon the cocatrice and survived ..

O her lights flared far down toward Earth. Light beans stabbed downward through space
flecked with dust and debris. Bondarev is attacking the alien ship. Perhaps the United States as

well. He had never felt nore hel pl ess.

They were cl ose enough to the ship for himto see details. Gooves ran along the
spacecraft's flank, like railroad tracks, but much farther apart. Smaller craft could have been
anchored there ... smaller, but still big, perhaps as big as a pocket battleship. The entire hull

nm ght function like an aircraft carrier's deck. O -
Arvid felt hanpered here. This kind of guesswork was no task for an executive, nor a
sol dier either. He needed a conbination of nechanic and strategist: a nechanic with inmagination
Had Ni kol ai survived, or Mtya?
The ship had becone a cubistic | andscape.
Rect angul ar pock, too small to be an airlock ... No. It was larger than he'd thought.
Alien-sized, he saw, as one of his captors noved up against it. A cavity the size of an alien in a

file:/lIF|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfall%20%20(Jerry%20Pournelle%20c0%20author).txt (75 of 283) [1/14/03 8:15:27 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/larry%20niven/Footfal | %20%20(Jerry%20Pournel | e%620c0%20author).txt

pressure suit. Alien 1 disappeared within. The door cl osed.
The door opened. Alien 2 pushed Arvid's survival bubble into the airlock. It brushed the
sides, but it fit. The outer door closed, the survival bubble sagged, Arvid' s abused ears popped

An inner door opened. Alien 1 pulled the survival bubble out into a corridor ... a wde
rectangul ar corridor, curved, painted in three tones of green canouflage style, with carpet al ong
two walls. Arvid was disoriented. Would they spin the ship for gravity? Certainly he was still in
free-fal

The doors he saw were all cl osed.

Then an open door, and it was thick, nmassive ... as one woul d expect aboard a warshi p.

The alien paused. Arvid saw that he was boxed between the two aliens.

They acted in concert. A |ong-handl ed bayonet sliced through the side of the surviva
bubbl e, a forked tentacle reached in and closed around him Arvid couldn't help hinself: he
screanmed and slamred a fist against the alien's faceplate. Only his fist was hurt. The tentacle
birthed himfromthe col |l apsed bubble and hurled himinto the room D d they breathe poison? He
was breathing it already!

He hit the far wall without the jolt he'd expected. It was padded. The roomwas big, and
padded over walls and floor and ceiling. The air ... the air was danp, with a snell both earthy
and strange. It didn't snell like it would kill him

A large, conspicuous gl ass-faced tube poked through the padding in one corner of the room
A canera.

The aliens followed himin. Arvid tried to relax as they cane toward him One stil
clutched the bayonet in its tentacle. Dissection? He woul dn't scream again.

But it was difficult not to fight. One alien held him- it felt |ike pythons were
squeezing himto death - while the other used the bayonet to slice through his clothing: down the
back and along his arns and | egs. They stripped hi mnaked and coll ected the ruined clothing and
backed out, carefully, as if he mght still be dangerous.

He was al one.

H s fear edged over into black rage.

Danger ous? When you can see nme as dangerous, then | am harnl ess. This hour or this day,

this year or next year, you will |ower your guard. By then | will know nore.
Wes had nmissed it all. Hi s oxygen-starved nmind had been fading in and out, catching
fragmentary glinpses of alien wonders while his lungs strained at the dirty air ... as if he were

trapped in a burning theater that was showing Star Wars_. Half-felt forces pulled himthrough
some kind of strangling barrier into air he could breathe. H s lungs clawed at air that was danp
and cool, sweet life-giving air, while sonmething sharp ran down his torso and arnms and | egs, and
deci dedly queer hands peeled himlike an orange

He was naked. Falling. Spots danced before his eyes.

Wiere are the others? Is this all of us?

There were other bodies, all naked. Rogachev: white skin covered with black hair, and
bright eyes watching him G orge: black skin, alnost hairless, dull eyes that saw nothing. Another

fell past himand bounced agai nst the rubbery wall. Pale skin, joltingly i nhuman shape ... stunps
for Iegs ... N kolai. There were scars on N kolai's belly. GCh, boy, that had been sone
acci dent!

Arvid Rogachev and Ni kol ai tal ked in Russian. They sounded indecently calm

Four. Where were the others?

G orge was curled loosely in a ball. Hs muth was slightly open. Wes took his shoul der
and turned himto bring themface to face. Gorge's eyes were open, but they weren't |ooking at
anything. "Gorge? It's all right now Al right for the monent. We're not in any danger just now.
Can you hear ne, G orge?"

Gorge said a word in his own | anguage. Ws couldn't get himto say any nore.

He's nearly catatonic. Wes could understand the tenptation. It would be easy to curl into
a fetal position and close his eyes. Easy but not sensible.

They attacked. Wthout warning, wthout talking. Ch, God, Carlotta sawit all! She nust
think I'mdead. O have they told Earth they have prisoners?

The door opened again. Dmitri Gushin flew anong them cursing vigorously in a high
hysterical voice. Rogachev snapped orders: they had to be orders. Gushin blinked and qui eted, and
Rogachev's voice went fromauthoritative to fatherly. Dmitri nodded.

Now t here were five. Seven missing, |ncluding both wonen.

Arvid Rogachev turned and spoke in English. "You are well, Congressnan?"

Wes tested his throat. "lI'd want a doctor's opinion. I'"malive, but | hurt all over
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Bends, probably. How are you?"

"The sane. Wes, we have seen nen exposed to vacuum before. We will live. You'll see
ruptured veins on your face and body -"

"Shit, there goes ny career."

Arvid | aughed. "President Reagan used makeup. So did Nixon."

“You're such a confort. Arvid, what's going on? | would have - | did bet ny life that
conquering anot her planet across interstellar space just isn't cost-effective. War of the Wrl ds.
Does it look like that to you?"

"I like the phrase your conputer progranmers use. Insufficient data."

"I's this all of us?"

"I do not know. Dmitri tells ne that Captain Greeley is dead. He saw it, after the aliens
had himin tow An alien noved into Captain Geeley's chanbers, in vacuum mind you. The door was
a bit small for the alien, and while it was in the doorway Captain Greeley fired a handgun into

the alien, then continued firing through the wall. He nmust have been firing through his surviva
bubbl e. The aliens raked the chanmber with explosive bullets.”

Wes coul dn't decide how he felt about that. Too many shocks ... "Sounds |ike John."

There was a sound, al nbst subsonic, as if a tremendous gong had been struck. Wes saw a
wal | come at him he was falling! He struck. They were all piled against the danp padding ... and
then the thrust eased off and left them floating.

"So. W still have sone defenses,” Arvid said.

"Zapsat s?"

"G ound- based beam weapons, | would think. The aliens will know all about it before we do
At least it tells us we can still fight."

"I wish we had a wi ndow," Wes said.
I wish we had a suitcase fission bonmb, Arvid thought. Do I? It would end ny life too. That
wi Il come soon enough. Patience.

The B-1B flew just above the treetops at near sonic speed. For a while Jenny | ooked out
the tiny crew wi ndows, but there was little to see: just shapes flashing past, an occasi ona
light. Most of the United States was dark

There was a bright flash off to starboard. Jenny shuddered.

"What ?" Jack asked. He touched her hand, then noved his away. She reached for him and
brought his hand back and held it in both of hers.

"Anot her dam " she sai d.

She listened as the artificially cal mvoice from Col orado Springs spoke into her
ear phones. "Spring Lake Dam near Peoria, Illinois," it said. "They've hit nost of the dans from
there north and west. Floodwaters are rising all along the Mssissippi and Mssouri rivers. W're
ordering evacuation, but it won't be in tinme."

"I'sn't there anything el se?" The President's voice interrupted the Air Force tal ker. "Get
the National CGuard out with helicopters -"

"Sir, we're trying, but we have al nbst no communi cati ons. Mdst of the reports |'mgiving
you cone fromdirect observation by Air National Guard pilots flying wherever they see a flash."

We could lose a lot of pilots that way.

"I's there anything nore on the Russians?" Jack asked.

"No. Just a |lot of danmge reports,” Jenny answer ed.

"Then we don't even know if we're at war?"

Jenny gave a short laugh. "We're at war all right. W just don't know who with -"

"Could the aliens be allied with the Russians?"

"Don't know. | don't think so," Jenny said. "lI'msure we'd have heard if they were in
comruni cation. We'd have heard sonmething. | think -"

"Yeah." He | eaned back in the bonbardier's seat and cl osed his eyes. In seconds he was
asl eep.

Jenny shook her head in adnmiration. Nothing for Jack O ybourne to do, so he rests up for
the next assignnent. | wish the President would do that. There's not enough information for himto

make any deci si ons, not here.

I wish | could do it.

The reports continued. Mssiles |aunched against the smaller alien ships. The large alien
ship renai ned invisible behind a screen of noise, charged particles, and chaff. No confirmation of
any Soviet missile landing in the United States, and no confirmati on of any cities destroyed.

Jenny | eaned back in the electronic warfare officer's seat and tried to cl ose her eyes,
but the tenptation to | ook out the wi ndow was too much. The thick | eaded gl ass would shield her
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eyes fromanything that wouldn't kill her
The bonber flew on toward Col orado Springs.

The steps of the bank were cold and danp. Harry settled as near the door as he could
reach, and turned on the transistor radio.

"Power failures throughout Southern California," the announcer was sayi ng. He sounded
nearly hysterical. "W have reports thai sonething hit Hoover Dam Laser beans, for God's sake!"

The long blue flane sank into the east. Harry settl ed agai nst the bank door. He thought of
what el se he could do. Steal a car. Steal a mptorcycle. Break into the shop and steal his own
nmot orcycl e: Any of that might work, but it mght not.

I"'mnot as quick as | used to be.

He tried to think of someone who'd help him but anyone who'd believe himeither woul dn't
be any use, or would already be doing sonething. After a while he closed his eyes and slept a
little.

He woke agai n when soneone noved in beside him a small, pudgy nan who puffed fromhis
climb up the steps. He settled on the step below Harry. "M nd?"

"No," Harry said. "Did you see the sky? Or the news?"

"Both. The TV' s gone off, though. One of the radi o people keeps saying it's all a big
m stake, but | can't get through to New York."

Sure can't. O to Dighton, Kansas. Harry nodded, The pudgy nman was shivering. Harry
t hought he shoul d have worn nore.

"I keep renenbering _The War of the Wirlds . What are they, what do they want? They could
be ... anything."

"Not ny department," Harry said, and he closed his eyes. As he drifted off, he felt
grateful for his brief mlitary stint. He had | earned to sleep anytine.

And if everything went just right, it was going to be one niserable day.

He kept waking to watch the sky. "There," the pudgy man said. He pointed south. "Like -
what did they call it? The high-altitude atom bonb test. Back in the fifties."

"Woul dn't renenber," Harry said. He frowned. Sonething canme back to him They'd bl own off
a nucl ear weapon in the stratosphere, and nucked up the ionosphere and conmuni cations all over the
world, and it had taken nonths for things to get right again. And that was one bonb.

There was nothing but static on the radio. Harry tuned across the band. Sonetines he heard
stations but he couldn't really make out words. He shrugged and kept tuning.

There were a |l ot of faintly phosphorescent snmudges, north, south, and west. East was
getting pink, and he couldn't tell if explosions were there, too.

_War of the Wrlds_? In that novie, the aliens had | anded. H s random sweep picked up a
news station. He |listened, but there wasn't much news. O ficial announcements, everyone to remain
cal mand stay home. Hysterical announcers with unconfirnmed reports of anything you liked.

O phanage burned in Los Gatos. Dans broken. Trains derailed. Europe laid waste. But no one had
been hurt in Los Angeles, and as far as Harry could tell, the announcer didn't know about anybody
who' d been hurt. Just lots of runors.

VWhen the sky turned Iight a dozen were in line. Only two had thought to bring sleeping
bags. One weat hered-1ooki ng man brought an entire backpack, w th sleeping bag, self-inflating mat,
a blowp pillow, a tiny stove. He got hinself settled, then nade coffee and sent it up and down
the line in a Sierra cup. He seened to be having a wonderful time. So were the two Boy Scouts with
hi m

They talked in | ow voices. Athin woman's voice kept rising into hysteria, then chopping
of f. Harry dozed.

The voi ces changed. Harry rolled over and was | ooking up at two blue police uniforns. He
exposed his hands, then carefully reached into his sports jacket and opened his wallet. "Harry

Reddi ngton. I'mhere to make a withdrawal ." He didn't bother to snile

"Sir, why are you here?"

Harry suppressed an urge to point to the sky and giggle. "I told you, I'mhere to nmake a
wi t hdrawal . "

"The Federal Emergency Managenent Agency has issued orders for all citizens to stay hone,"
the ol der policenan said.

"Sure," Harry said. "W always do everything Washi ngton says, don't we?" This tinme he
couldn't help the grin. "How d they learn to deal with this situation? Experience?"

"Sir -"

The younger officer interrupted his compani on. They whispered for a nonent. Harry used the
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opportunity to take out his Baggi e-wapped letter. He held it out.

"I'f you'll shine your light here," Harry said.

The ol der policeman noved closer. His light showed the Capitol stationery clearly.

"... M. Harry Reddi ngton, whom | have authorized to stay in nmy house and guard ny
possessions and interests ..."

If they had read further they'd have cone to the weasel words, but they didn't, and Harry
swal | owed his sigh of relief.

"Yes, sir?" the officer said. This tinme the "sir" sounded a great deal nore sincere.

Sorre of the crowd behind themwas nmuttering. "Fucking pigs," soneone said, not too |oud.
The voi ce sounded cultured, and not at all what you'd expect soneone saying that to sound I|ike.

Harry was tenpted to take advantage of that. Instead, he spoke in a low voice. "I'lIl be
glad to hold a place for you," he said. "O one of your famly."

The younger policenman thought that through, then nodded. "Her name is Rosabell. She'll he
here in an hour."

Interstate 40 had been conpletely dark for an hour. One nonent she had been trying to read
an illum nated sign; the next nmonent there was no |ight except her headlights. The radi o had gone
dead at the sane instant, and now she could only get static.

Hi gh nountains |looned to either side, as the car steadily clinbed into the Chuska
mount ai ns of western New Mexi co.

The gas gauge read |less than a quarter full

“"Mom |'m hungry." Melissa said fromthe back seat.

"There's bread and cheese," Jeri said.

"Not any nore."

"CGood CGod, that was supposed to last a while. You mean there's none left at all?"

"Aw, there wasn't very - what was that?"

Overhead the sky blazed in green and blue, then a long red streak that went all across the
sky and downward to earth. "I don't know, " Jeri said. She shuddered. Aliens. They were out there
all the time, waiting, fifteen years, and now they've attacked us.

"We're gonna need gas."

"I know. Al buquerque is ahead. W can get gasoline there."

"I don't know, Mom" Melissa said.

" Huh?"

"Space war, aliens - you sure we want to go into a city? Lots of people running away,
bet. Traffic janms -"

"You could be right."

Her headlights picked up a reflective sign

"Gas food ahead,” Melissa said. "W could use sonme. Eat and run the car on the gas -

"Very funny." Jeri watched for the off-ranp. There it was. Everything was dark over there,
but she took the ranp anyway. If a town was nearby, it was invisible.

"There's the station," Melissa said. "Sonebody's init."

"You're right." Jeri pulled into the station

"Yes, ma'an?" a voice said fromnowhere. The station attendant switched on his flashlight.
He was a young man, certainly not nore than twenty, and dark. Jeri thought he | ooked I ndian

This is the right part of the country for it. "Uh - | need sone gasoline. Badly."

"The power's off," the attendant said. "Can't get the punps to work."

"Ch. But | have a long way to go, and | really need sone gasoline. Isn't there anything
you can do?"

He | ooked thoughtful. "I have a hand punp. | suppose | could punp some out into a can.
It'd be a lot of work -"
"Ch, please," Jeri said. "I'd be glad to pay you."

"Not sure noney's worth nuch now Did you hear the news?"

“"Yes -" If you don't want noney, what do you want?

"CQuess it'll he all right, though." He went inside the station. The flashlight flickered
t hrough the w ndows.

He seens nice enough. So why aml scared? |Is civilization that fragile?

Part of her kept saying Yes!

The eastern wi ndows bl azed. The tel evision hissed and sprayed random light. The radio
spoke of an explosion on Interstate 5 between Everett and Marysville.
Close. Isadore rolled to his feet and turned the TV off. The radi o announcer sounded
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hysterical. That's got to be the | ong causeway, |sadore thought. W got over it just in tine ..

Al of the kids were asleep. Vicki Tate-Evans had staggered away an hour ago. Her husband
George was snoring on the couch with Clara's feet in his lap. They got along fine as |long as they
wer e both asl eep.

| sadore felt punchy, twitchy, as if he should be doing sonething. War in the sky ... Just
intin! Cara was right, push on, don't stop, sonething m ght happen. If we'd waited any |onger
for Jeri, it would have been too | ate.

And where is she? On the road sonmewhere, and nothing | can do about it.

W were near enough dead getting in last night. He renmenbered the bright flashes on the
hi ghway behi nd them Maybe that was the causeway. W hadn't got to Sedro Wwoley, so if we'd been
an hour later - That's cutting things close ..

They'd cone in ready to collapse, to find the television set running and a dead silence in
the crowd that faced the set. When the TV went blank they'd all trooped outside to watch the war
in the sky.

He said, as he'd said before, "Son of a bitch.”

"Yeah," Shakes said. He cane in fromthe kitchen carrying a cup of coffee. "You were
right." He | ooked |ike he would never sleep again.

"W were right." |sadore |laughed, and didn't like the high pitch of it. "Seventeen years
we were right before it | ooked even sensible. W should be putting the shutters over the w ndows.
We shoul d have bricked up the wi ndows! |Is anybody feeling anbitious?"

Nobody stood up and went out to fix the nmetal screens in place. Shakes said, "I never
thought it was real.”

"So what are you doi ng here?"

"My whole dam fanily gets to use this place for only about thirty percent of what it
woul d cost us. That's a damm good deal for a vacation spot. | don't even mnd admtting it now W
haven't slacked off. This place is built to keep all of us alive, and me and ny famly did nost of
it. You haven't even seen the shelter, lzzie."

Cl ara suddenly sat upright. "Food. How are the food supplies?”

"The food supplies are fine," Shakes said in sone irritation

"Good. | could eat your armoff. |I'mgoing to nake breakfast," Cara said, and she stood,
staggering a little, and made her way into the kitchen, veering around Jack and Harriet MCaul ey,
who were asl eep on the rug.

By eight-thirty the line ran around the corner. The original police had gone, but two
ot her pairs had come, and one team of two had stayed.

Rosabel | Hruska had cone at eight. She was a slender, frightened woman in her twenties.
She carried a baby girl, and she didn't talk to anyone except one of the visiting police.

At ten Harry watched an old nman in a guard's uniform open the doors. The |ine behind him
rustled inpatiently, but he waited. Wien the doors opened, Harry held it for Rosabell. Two nore
el bowed past himbefore he could let go and get to a cashier

The cashi er | ooked nervous.

At least there is a cashier, Harry thought. He'd been worried. Wuld they all stay home?
There were twel ve wi ndows, but only four had cashiers.

"I want to nake a withdrawal ," said Harry.
"We're restricting withdrawals to five hundred dollars."” The cashier was an ol der woman,
probably long since graduated fromsitting in a cage and tal king to custoners, now filling in. She

| ooked defiant and afraid at the same tine.

The eastern banks had been open for three hours. Harry wondered, not whether there was a
rush on the banks, but how bad it was.

Two wi ndows down, Rosabell was shouting at the younger cashier she'd chosen. "It's our
nmoney! " she screaned.

Too bad, Harry thought. But it was no skin off Harry's nose. He had only fifty-eight
dollars in his account. He asked for it all in coins, got two twenty-dollar rolls of quarters and
ei ght een ones. Then he noved to the deposit boxes. Hi s contained one Mexican gold peso and thirty
silver dinmes. He'd been able to keep them because of the synbolic nunber; if he'd spent one, he'd
have spent them all.

Once there had been a |l ot nore. He took his noney and left the bank. Tap city, he thought.
Tap city on ny total resources.

The radi o spoke of the need for calm
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12 MESSACGE BEARER

And the LORD said, Behold, the people [is] one, and they have all one | anguage; and this they
begin to do: and now nothing will be restrained fromthem which they have inagi ned to do.

Go to, let us go down, and there confound their |anguage, that they may not understand one
anot her's speech.
- Cenesis 11:6-7

COUNTDOWN: H PLUS SI X HOURS

The Herdraster's fanmily occupied two chanbers near the center of Message Bearer. Space was
at a premium The sl eeproomwas not |arge, though it housed two adults and three children. It was
room er now, the Herdmaster's el dest male child was aboard one of the digit ships that would
presently assault the target world.

The nmudroom smaller yet, gave privacy. Sone discussions the children nmight be permtted
to hear, but not this one.

Her dmast er Past enpeh-keph lay on his side in the nud. He was far too relaxed for his

mate's aplonmb. "It's a thoroughly interesting situation," he said.
K turfookeph blared a trunpet blast of rage. A nmonment |ater her voice was quietly intense.
"If your guards heard that they'Il think we've |ost our reason ... as your Advisor has. Keph, you

must di ssociate yourself fromhim'

"I can't. That is one of the interesting aspects. The sl eepers expected to wake as nasters
of the ship. They are as docile as one could hope, and no nore. Fathisteh-tulk was their
Herdmaster. They will not permit ne to renove himconpletely frompower, not even if they know him
to be insane. They would | ose too nuch status.”

K' turfookeph sprayed warm water along her mate's back. He stirred in pleasure, and high
waves nmarched toward the high rimof the tub. Gravity was inconveniently | ow, so near the ship's
center. But any force fromoutside would destroy the ship before it penetrated so far

She asked, "Then what can be done?"

"Little. I must listen to him | amnot required to obey his suggestions." The Herdmaster
pondered. The War for Wnterhome was finally under way, and his relaxation tine was all too rare
He resented his mate's encroachnment on that tinme. "Turn your mind around, Mbther of nmy Imortality

"Don't play word ganmes with ne! It's half a year until mating season, and we don't need
soot hi ng phrases between us, not at our age."

He sprayed her, scalp to tail, making a thorough job of it, before he spoke again. "Your
digits grasp the handle of our problem The mating cycles for sleeper and spaceborn are out of
phase. It mekes all controversy worse. The seasons on Wnterhonme will be out of phase for both ..
Never mnd. Turn your mind far enough to see the hunor. The sl eepers never considered any path but
to conquer a new world. W spaceborn have spent seventy years in space. W feel in our natal -
menori es that we can survive without a planet. W know nothing of worlds. The dissidents want to
abandon Wnterhome entirely."

"They shoul d be suppressed.™

"That can't be done, Keph," he said, using the part of their nane they shared in conmon -
as no other would. "It would split the spaceborn. The dissidents nay be one in four of us by now -
and Fathisteh-tulk is a dissident."

" Chowpeent ul k shoul d control himbetter! She's pregnant; it ought to nmean sonething to him

"Some femal es have not the skill sufficient to control their mates.”

I rony? Had she of fended hi n? She sprayed him he seened pleased rather than nollified. A
mal e as powerful as the Herdnaster didn't need to assert hinself over his mate ... She said, "The
situation cannot continue."

"No. | fear for Fathisteh-tulk, and | don't like his clear successor. Can you speak to
Chowpeentul k? WII she control hin®"

She shifted unconfortably, and nuddy water surged. "I have no idea." A sleeper was not in

her class; they didn't associate.
Tones sounded. The Herdnaster stretched and went to dry hinself. It was tinme to return to
duty.

The target world already bore a name in the Predecessor | anguage.
The speci es had been nonads once. The Travel er Herd had becone nomads agai n. But when
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mat i ng season cane, even a nonmad herd nust settle in one place until the children had been born

W nt er hore.

W nt erhone was fighting back. Its rulers were no | onger an unknown. Despite danmage and
| oss of lives, Pastenpeh-keph was relieved.

During the long years of flight fromthe ringed planet, the prey had not acted. The
Herdnmaster and his Advisor debated it: had they been seen? El ectronagnetic signals of the donestic
vari ety | eaked through Wnterhone's atnosphere and were nonitored. Mst of it was gi bberish. Sone
was confusing, with pictures of enornous spacecraft of unrealistic design. Wat renmai ned held no
word of a real starship draw ng near

Then, suddenly, beans were falling directly on Thuktun Flishithy. Messages, denands for
answers, words prom sing peace before there had been war: first a few, then nore, then an
i ncessant babbl e.

What was there to talk of? How could they expect to negotiate before their capabilities
had been tested? But the prey had sent no nmissiles, no ships of war. Only messages.

The Breakers wondered if the prey might not know how to make war. This violated all the
Her dmast er knew of evolution. Yet even when the attack began, the prey did little. The orbiting
satellites didn't defend thenselves. Half of themwere gone in the first hour. Warriors braced to
fight and die veered between relief and di sappoi nt nent.

But the natives did have weapons. Not nmany, used late, but ... a long scar, nelted and
refrozen, lay along Message Bearer's flank, crossing one wing of a big troop-carrying |ander
Digit ship Forty-one might still operate in space, but it would never see atnosphere. Four nore
digit ships had been destroyed in space.

Mssiles still rose fromthe planet's surface, and mssiles and beam weapons still fired
fromspace. A few satellites remained in orbit. Message Bearer surged under the inpact of a plasna
jet, and trenbled as a mssile launched away toward the jet's origin.

Oh, yes, the great ship had suffered m nor damage. But this was good, in its way. The
warriors would know, at l|east, that there was an eneny ... and now they knew sonethi ng about the
al i en weapons, and somet hi ng about their own fighting ability. And the Herdnmaster had | earned that
he coul d count on the sleepers.

He' d wondered. Wuld they fight, these ancient ones? But in fact they were doing well.
Anci ent they might be, considered fromtheir birthdates; but frozen sleep was hard on the aged.
The survivors had been eight to sixteen years past sexual maturity. They had run the ship for four
years before their bodi es had been frozen; they knew its roons and corridors and storage hol ds as
wel | as those who had been born aboard.

"Perm ssion to report,"” said Attacknmaster Koothfektil-rusp

"CGo ahead.”

"I think we've cleared everything fromorbit, Herdmaster. There could be sonething around
the other side of Wnterhome, noving in our own orbit. We'll have to watch for that. W find four
m ssiles rising fromLand Mass Three. Shall | send them some bonbs?"

"No. Wasteful. W' ve done enough here. Defensenaster, take us out of here, out of their
range." Modst of the native weapons would barely reach orbit - as if they were designed to attack
other parts of the planet. Knowi ng the launch site was enough. It could be destroyed just before
the troops went down to test the prey's abilities.

The digit ships could tranple | esser centers before they descended: destroy dans, roads,
anyt hi ng that | ooked |ike comunication or power sources. He hoped it would go well. H's son
Fookerteh's eight-cubed of warriors would be in the first assault. K turfookeph was much concerned
about him though pride would never allow her to admt it

"Fol l ow the pl an, Defensenaster. Take us behind that great gaudy satellite on a freely
falling curve. Hide us. Attackmaster, | want every prey's eyes on that noon stonped blind before
we begin the second phase of our acceleration."”

The Herdrmaster waited for acknow edgrments, then ordered, "Get ne Breaker-Two."

Breaker- Two had been a profession without an object until now Takpusseh had been chosen
young. He was only entering mddle age, if one excluded the decades he had spent in frozen sl eep,
and the years worth of damage that had done. He had been trained to deal with aliens since before
the starship ever left hone; yet his training was al nost entirely theoretical

Al nost. There had been another intelligent race on Takpusseh's homeworl d. The Predecessors
had di ed out before Takpusseh's race devel oped gri ppi ng appendages and | arge brains. They were the
domai n of Fistarteh-thuktun the historian-priest, not of Takpusseh

Fi starteh-t huktun was a sl eeper. Since the Awakening he had becone nore stiff and fornal,
more wi thdrawn, than ever. Hi s spaceborn apprentices spoke only to him H's know edge of the
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t hukt unt hp woul d be val uabl e here. Perhaps Breaker-One Raztupisp-nminz - with the authority of a
spaceborn, and a tact that was all his own - could draw hi m out

The sl eepers knew, in their hindbrains and spines and in their very cells, howto live on
pl anets, what planets were |ike. The spaceborn could only guess. And yet - nore was at stake than
this artificial division of the Traveler Herd. The sl eepers would die, one by one, eventually, and
the Travel er herd woul d be one fithp again. The fithp needed what Fistarteh-thuktun knew the
stored know edge of that ol der, now alien species.

Bef ore they received the first pictures broadcast by the prey. the question had been
debated endl essly. Wuld Wnterhone's natives resenble the Predecessors? O the fithp?

They did not.

Br eaker - Two wat ched the surviving |l ocals through a one-way transparency, while his
assistant and a pair of soldiers worked with the alien artifacts. "They | ook so fragile,"

The shi p shudder ed.

"They've hit us again," one of the soldiers said. "Fragile they may be, but they're
fighting back."

"They do fight. Sonme were dead and sone surrendered. Their plight was hopeless,” said the
Cctupl e Leader. "Yet one fired a weapon through its |ife support system It killed itself to kil
two of my warriors!"

"Your explanation?"

"Do you forget your place?"

he sai d.

"Your pardon. Shall | request that your superiors ask you? Shall | call the Herdmaster and
request that he tell you to answer ny questions? Wsh you to continue this?"
"I don't know It killed itself to kill two warriors! Surrender would have been easy. | -

I have no expl anation, Breaker. This is your own task."
"Have you a theory, Cctuple Leader?"

“"Mad with battle lust ... or sick? Dying? It happens." H's digits knotted and rel axed,
knotted, relaxed. "I should be fighting."

It happens. Funf! The spaceborn know only what they have read, and studied, yet they -
These thoughts were useless. "If you're needed, you'll be summobned," Breaker-Two Takpusseh told
him "l need you now. You were aboard the ruined space habitat. | will have questions."

"Ask, Breaker."

Takpusseh hadn't yet |earned enough to ask intelligent questions. "What did we take,
Cctupl e Leader ... Pretheeteh?"

"Pretheeteh-danb ... sir. W took out quite a lot of stuff; there wasn't roomfor it al

in here."

Alien voices fromthe restraint roomfornmed a nmuted background. Takpusseh half |istened
whi | e he neandered through the | oot Pretheeteh-danb's troops had noored to walls. For fifteen
years he had studied the alien speech that crossed on radi o waves between W nterhonme and the
ringed giant. Sonetinmes there had been pictures. Strange pictures, of a herd that could not exist.
Boxes that danced with |egs. Bipeds that changed shape and form Streans of very simlar paintings
arriving within tiny fractions of a second. Contrasts; cities with tall buildings and nachi nes,
cities of nmud huts and straw roofs.

Reception was terrible, and sone of what could be resolved was nadness. Such infornmation
was suspect, contaninated, contained fal sehoods. Better to trust what one |earned directly.

One fact stood out. Mst of the broadcasts had been in one | anguage. Takpusseh was hearing
that | anguage now, but he was hearing another too.

The prisoners were of two or nore herds. For the nonent that hardly mattered, but it
would. It would add interest to a task that was already about as interesting as a fi' could stand.

There were big netal bins filled with small er packages, each bearing a scraw ed | abel
FOUND FROZEN. Piles of cloth too thin to be arnor: protection fromcold? Alien-Iooking nachines
with | abels scrawl ed on them

FROM FOOD PREPARATI ON AREA (?)

COWPUTER ( ?)

PART OF WASTE RECYCLI NG SYSTEM

PRQIECTI LE WEAPON

Cor pses, bl oated by vacuum had been stuffed into one great pressure package, half frozen
during the crossing and stuck together. Breaker-Two Takpusseh pulled the package open and,
ignoring a queasy trenor in his digestive system let his eyes rest on an alien head. This body
had been ripped hal f apart by projectiles. Takpusseh noted sense organs clustered around a nouth
filled with evil-looking teeth and a protruding flap of nuscle. Two bul gi ng, vul nerabl e-1 ooking
eyes. The nose was a usel ess knob; the paired nostrils might as well have been flat to the face.
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But the array was fanmiliar, they weren't that peculiar. Bilateral symetry ... He reached to pick
up a partially thawed foreleg and found five digits reinforced with bone. The aliens used those
nmodi fied forefeet for making and using tools. They certainly didn't use that bunp-w th-holes for
anything but snelling. All known frompictures - but this was different.

The weapon: it was a tiny thing, with a snmall, curved handle. Could this nodified foot
really hold it ainmed and steady? "This is the weapon it used?"

"Yes, Breaker-Two. That weapon killed two warriors."

"Thank you." Takpusseh nmoved the digits of an alien forefoot, thoughtfully, noting how one
could cross over the flat surface behind the other four. And they all curved inward -

He was wasting time. "First priority is to get their food separated out. They're bound to
need water, they're certainly wet inside. Then autopsies. Let's get sone idea what's inside them
Pr et heet eh-danb, did you put these things in pressure containers after they had been subjected to
vacuun®"

"Breaker, they were bound to suffer sone danage during an assault. | suppose you could
have cone along to guard them™

Takpusseh was stung. "You suppose wongly. The Herdnaster refused ne perm ssion." Because
he was too val uabl e, or because a sl eeper was untrustworthy: who could know?

Agai n he | ooked through one-way gl ass at the prisoners. "W've watched their ships take
of f. Chemical s: hydrogen and oxygen, energetic and difficult to handle, but still chenical fuels.
The expense nust be fornidable. W nust assume that these prisoners are the best they breed; else
they would not be worth the cost of lifting them"”

H s assistant twitched her ears in assent. "Language first. W nust nmake themteachers for
future prisoners.”

"You say that easily, Tashayanp. It will be difficult. It may be inpossible, with nost of
our teamlost to the nilitary mssion." Breaker-Two turned to the stacked cloth fromthe space
station, then to cloth that had been cut fromthe prisoners. It was oddly curved; it had
fastenings in odd places. Designed to fit an odd shape. These stiffened cups for the hind feet
were thicker, padded. Takpusseh found nothing that m ght protect the fragil e-1ooking forel eg
digits.

"Pret heet eh-danb, did you search this detritus for weapons?"

"Yes. There were none, not even a bludgeon."

"The prisoners were all covered with cloth, weren't they?"

"They were. So were the corpses.”

"It isn't a rank synbol and it doesn't hold personal weapons. They were in a space
habitat; they'd regulate the tenperature. Could they be so fragile? |I think we had better give
themcloth to protect their skins." He | ooked back into the padded room

Could the cloth be used for hunmidity regulation? If they didn't exude enough noisture to
be confortable ... Well, that would be tested.

Hunch prodded himto add, "And get the cloth off the corpses, Tashayanp. Start with this

one.
"The Herdmaster for you, Breaker-Two."
Takpusseh took the call. The Herdnaster |ooked tired, in the fashion of those whom
exhaustion turns nasty. "Show themto ne, Breaker-Two."
Takpusseh turned the canera toward the one-way glass wall. The Herdnaster was silent for

two or three breaths. Then, "And these you must integrate into the Traveler Herd? | don't envy
you. Breaker-Two. Wat do you know so far?"

"Their skins are fragile. They need cloth for protection.”

"WII they survive?"

"One seens near death ... and it isn't the | egless one. That one seens active enough. As
for the rest, I'lIl have to be careful. W have their stored food, thanks to the troops, though we
will have to identify it."

"How soon can | expect -

"When | tell you so. You have heard the sounds they nmake. They will never speak well.
Another matter: W do not have a representative sanpling here. That may be to the good; they may
be nore easily taught than their dirtyfoot kin." Takpusseh glanced at the snallest of the half-
frozen corpses, now denuded of cloth. Eyes protruding, mouth wi de open, distress frozen inits
face. The protected area between the legs ..

H s guess had been right. The genitalia were oddly placed. He tried to i magi ne how t hey
m ght mate. But this was a female; the breasts confirned it. "Qur survivors are all adult nales.
Bef ore we can understand anyt hing about the natives we will need to study fenales, children, the
crippled, the insane, the nerely adequate -"
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"Do what you can, Breaker. W won't be able to furnish you with other prisoners for some
days yet. Unless you would prefer to stay behind with the digit ships?”

Takpusseh's ears flattened against his head. Had he just been naned a coward? "At your
orders, Herdmaster."

"I wasn't serious, and neither are you. You're needed here."

"Sixty-four of us are needed here, Herdmaster! You've taken all but three of us for the
digit ships, and you expect -"

"They nmust be near the battle to advise our warriors regarding the prey's nmentality, and
to learn. Do what you nust." The Herdmaster's face faded.

The prisoners were not very active now. The one who spoke a known | anguage was prow i ng,
exploring the restraint room The rest were talking in their own gi bberish. They nust belong to
Land Mass One, the largest land block, and not to the herd that was so free with their radi o noise

all but the prowl er, and possibly the dark-skinned one, who night al nbst have been dead.

M ght that be a disease, a lethal skin condition? Could the rest catch it? Leaving the
Breakers without a profession again. One nore thing to worry about.

He assumed, and would continue to assune, that Breaker-One Raztupisp-nmnz was |istening

via intercom They would talk later. Meanwhile - "Pretheeteh-danb, your attention." Takpusseh
poi nted t hrough the one-way transparency of the wall. "That one. He's tal king now, do you see his
nmout h rmovi ng?"

"I see."

"Take your octuple and fetch himto nme."

"Breaker-Two, | would have no trouble fetching it nyself, save for fear of crushing it by
acci dent."

"Take your octuple." Takpusseh felt no need to justify hinself. They were an unknown. Best
to be wary. At worst the show of strength might inpress the aliens.

They did | ook fragile. Fragile enough to nmake hi m queasy.

He couldn't afford to think that way. He was Breaker-Two, and these alien beings
constituted the only career open to him W nust cone to know each other well. Wthout you I'm
not hi ng.

The door was square, ten feet by ten feet or thereabouts, and padded. \Wen Ws pounded on
it with his fist he got a peculiar echo, not quite like nmetal. Foamed netal ? Thick, like the door
on a bank vault. What do they think we are, The Hul k? Coul d they have picked up sone Saturday-
nmorning TV? It opened i nward. he renenbered; but no hinges were in sight. And no handle. Maybe the
I nvaders had prepared this cell before they knew what humans woul d be |ike. Maybe it was built for
I nvader felons or nental cases.

VWhat ever. W won't get out of here with just mnuscle.

CLACK! The door junped under his hand. Wes kicked hinmself away as it swung open

What showed first were pale brown tentacles gripping a bayoneted rifle. The | nvader
entered behind the blade, slowy, its wary eyes on the cloud of drifting humans. It | ooked - Wes
found hinmself grinning. He let it spread. It wouldn't know what a grin neant.

The I nvader | ooked like a baby el ephant. The tentacle was an extended nose: a trunk. It
branched hal fway down, with a nostril in the branch; and branched again near the tip, and again.

Ei ght digits. Base eight!

Straps of brown | eather wove a cage around it, with a flap of cloth between the | egs and a
pouch behi nd the head.

Wes struck the wall opposite the door and nanaged to absorb nost of the recoil.

Anot her baby el ephant with two trunks entered, simlarly dressed, simlarly armed. They
took positions against the bul khead to each side of the door. Their claws sank easily into the
t hi ck, danpened paddi ng. Their weapons were ained into the room not at anyone, but ready. A
third, unarned, stayed in the doorway.

The cell was getting crowded. G orge was finally showing signs of life, staring wall-eyed
maki ng feebl e pushing gestures at the air. Arvid pulled the black nan behind him The recoi
drifted himinto the first Invader. It skillfully turned the rifle before Rogachev could inpale
hi nsel f, then gently thrust himaway with the butt.

The I nvader in the doorway held Dawson's attention. This one wore straps dyed scarlet, and
a backpouch patterned in green and gold. Its feet were clawed, not really el ephant-Ilike except for
the size. The tail was paddl e-shaped. The head was big; the face, inpressive. G ooves of nuscle
along the main trunk focused attention on the eyes: black irises surrounded by gray, | ooking
straight at Ws Dawson.

It pushed itself into the cell.
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It was coning for him Ws waited. He saw no point in trying to escape.

The junp was skillfully done. The Invader |anded feet-first against the wall, just next to
Wes; wrapped its trunk around Wes's torso (and two of the eight branches had himby the neck);
junped on the recoil, thrust himthrough the doorway ahead of itself (a fourth Invader had pulled
aside), and barely brushed the doorway as it canme through behind. It would have crushed Wes
agai nst the corridor wall if its claws hadn't closed on the doorjanb.

Wes was near strangling. He pulled at the branches around his neck, then slapped thrice at
the joint with the flat of his hand. Wuld it understand? Yes: the constriction eased.

Five nore Invaders waited in the corridor. Three noved off to the left. Ws's captor
foll owed, and the others followed him They nust think we're hot stuff, he thought. Maybe we
really are hurting them O nmaybe ... just how many are they, that they can spare ei ght behenoths
to collect one fragile nan?

Were are they taking nme?

Di ssection? But with so many around him there was surely no point in struggling.

They were floating down the curved corridor. A sound like a ram s-horn blared through the
shi p. Dawson's guards noved quickly to one of the corridor walls. Their claws sank into the thick
danmp matting that |ined the passageway.

VWhat ? A war ni ng? There was nothing to hold on to. It hardly mattered. The tentacl es held
himtightly.

The air vibrated with a supersonic hum Wat had been a wall becanme a floor. After a few
nmoment s t he baby el ephants seened to have adjusted, and rel eased their grip. They noved of f down
the corridor, surrounding himbut letting himwalk.

They were staring. How nust it |look to then? A continual toppling controlled fall?

They pushed himthrough a | arge door at the end of the corridor. One followed. The others
wai t ed out si de.

A single Invader waited behind a table tilted like a draftsman's table. It stared at him

Dawson stared back

How | ong does this go on? "I am Congressman Wsl ey Dawson, representing the United States
of Anerica."

"l am Takpusseh."

My God, they speak English! "Why have | been treated this way?"

"I do not conprehend."

The creature's voice was flat, full of sibilants, w thout enotions. A |eaking balloon
m ght have spoken that way.

"You attacked us without warning! You killed our wonen!" Here was a chance to protest,
finally a target for his pain, and it was just too much. Wes | eaned across the tilted table; his
voi ce becane a scream "There was no need! W wel conmed you, we canme up to neet you. There was no
need. "

"I do not always understand what you say. Speak slowy and carefully."

It felt like a blowto the face. Wes stopped, then started over, fully in control, shaping
each word separately. "W wanted to wel come you. W wanted to greet visitors from another star. W
wanted to be friends."

The alien stared at Ws. "You will learn to speak with us."

"Yes. Certainly." It will be all right now it is a msunderstanding, it nust be. Wen
learn to talk with them- "Qur famlies will be concerned about us. Have you told Earth that we
are alive?"

"I do not conprehend."

"Do you talk to Earth? To our planet?"

"Ah. Qur word for Earth is -" a peculiar sound, short and hissing. "W do not know how to
tell your people that you live."

"Why do you lock us up?" He didn't get that. Maybe why is too abstract. "The door to our
room Leave it open."

The alien stared at Wes, then | ooked toward a lens on the wall. Then it stared at Wes
again. Finally it said, "W have cloth for you. Can you want that?"

C oth? Wes becane aware that he was naked. "Yes. W need clothing. Covering."

"You will have that. You will have water."

"Food, " Dawson sai d.

"Yes. Eat." The alien gestured. One of the others brought in boxes from another
conpart nent.

Cl ot hes. Canned goods. Oxygen bottles. A spray can of deodorant. \Whose? Soap. Twel ve cans
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of Spamwith a London |abel. A canned Smithfield ham The Russians nust have brought that.

Wes pointed to what he thought was edible. Then he took a Spam can and pantom ned opening
it with his forefinger, tying to indicate that he needed a can opener

One of the aliens drew a bayonet and opened the Snithfield hamby cutting the top off,
four digits for the can, four for the bayonet, He passed the can to Wes.

Stronger than hell! Advanced netals, too ... but you wouldn't nake a starship out of cast
iron. Ckay, now what?

"Do you eat that?" the alien behind the draftsman's table asked. The interrogative was
obvi ous.

"Yes."

It was hard to interpret the alien's response. It lifted the ears. The other, the one that
brought the packages, responded the sane way. Vegetarians? Are they disgusted?

The alien spoke gibberish, and another alien came in with a |arge sheet of what nmi ght have
been waxed paper. It took the hamfromthe can, wapped it (the stuff was flexible, nore |like
thick Saran wrap), and gave it to Ws. It left carrying the can

"You attack - you fight us. There is no need."

"There is need. Your people is strong," the alien said.

A flat screen on one wall lighted, to show another alien. A voice came into the room It
babbled, in the liquid sibilants Wes had heard them use before.

"You nmust go back now. W turn now,"

It didn't nake sense. "If we were weak, would you fight us?"

"o "

"But what do you want? Where do you cone fron? Wiy are you here? Wiy is it inportant that
we are strung?”

The alien stared again. "Co."

"I have to know Wiy are you here?"

The alien spoke in sibilants.

Tent acl es wrapped around his waist and encircled his throat. He was dragged fromthe room
As they went down the corridor, the ram s-horn sound cane again, and the aliens held himagainst
the wall.

"You don't have to hold ne," Wes said.

There was no response. The alien soldier carried a warmsnell, something Iike being in a
zoo. It wouldn't have been unpl easant, but there was too nmuch of it, this close.

How many of them speak English? He - it - said | should learn their |anguage. They'll try
to teach ne. He | ooked down at hinself, naked, wapped in tentacles. Think |ike them They're not
crazy - assune they're not crazy!- just different. Differences in shape, and evolution, and
senses. What do | snell like to this ... soldier, pulled right up against its nostrils like this?
It held himlike a nest of snakes, and its bl ack-and-gray eyes were unreadabl e.

You knew the job was dangerous ..

13 THE MORNI NG AFTER

Now a' is done that nen can do,
And a' is done in vain
- ROBERT BURNS, "It was A" for Qur Rightfu' King"

COUNTDOWN:  H PLUS SEVEN HOURS

Son of a bitch! Sergeant Ben Miil ey shepherded his charges off the helicopter and watched
themclinmb into the staff car. The President! Son of a bitch! He grinned w dely, then sobered. It
took a war to get the President Inside. And I'"'mnot going in with him

Jenny ushered the President into the Command Center. She had enjoyed her previous trip Inside.
Maps and screens showed what was goi ng on across the nation. You could see everything at a gl ance.
A dozen Army and Air Force officers sat at consoles. Large screens flashed with maps of the United
States. Aircraft in flight, major trains, and | arger ships showed up as blobs of |ight on the
maps.

But there weren't many |lights, and nmany of the harbors showed dark splotches. Rail centers
i ke Oraha had pinpoint dark spots as well.

Jack O ybourne followed theminto the cavernous room He | ooked puzzled, and Jenny felt
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sorry for him There was no real need for a presidential bodyguard, not here in the nationa
command center. Hs job was done the noment they got the President into the Hole, but nobody had
thought to tell himthat.

And | sure won't.

Adnmiral Carrell stood to attention as the President entered. So did the nustached civilian
who' d been seated with him Admiral Carrell wore a dark civilian suit, but he | ooked very much an
officer. "Gad to see you, sir."

"Thank you."

He sounds a million years old, and | feel older. | look Iike a witch - She felt giddy, and
suppressed an insane desire to giggle. Suppose Admral Carrell inspects nmy uniform with winkles
and unbuttoned buttons and - and |'mdrunk on fatigue poisons. W all are. | wonder when the

Admiral slept last?

"The cabinet will be coming later," Coffey said. "That is, State and Interior will be.

W' re di spersing some of the others so that - | don't really know the aliens' capabilities.”

Admiral Carrell nodded. "They nmay know the | ocation of this place," he said.

"Could they do anything if they did know?"

"Yes, sir. They hit Boulder Damwi th sonething |large and fast, no radi oactive fallout. As
ny Threat Team keeps telling ne, they're throwi ng rocks at us. Meteorites. They have | asers that
chew through ships. M. President, | don't know what they could do to Cheyenne Muntain."

They, they, they, Jenny thought. Qur eneny has no nane!

"Let's hope we don't find out, then. What is the situation? Wat about the Russians?"

"They' ve been hit badly, but they're still fighting. I don't know what forces they have
left." Admiral Carrell shook his head. "W're having the devil of a time getting reports. W used
up half our ICBMs last night, firing themstraight up and detonating in orbit. The aliens got
hal f of what was left. They seemto have targeted dans, rail centers, harbors - and anypl ace that
| aunched a missile. | presune they did the same to the Soviets, but we can't know "

"W can't talk to thenP"

"I"'mable to conmunicate with Dr. Bondarev intermttently. But he doesn't know the status
of his forces. Their internal conmunications are worse than ours, and ours are nearly gone."
Carrell paused a nonent and | eaned agai nst a conputer console.

He's an old man! | never really saw it before. And that's scary -

"What about casualties?" the President demanded.

"Mlitary casualties are very light - except for F-15 pilots who | aunched satellite
interceptors. Those were one hundred percent. W' ve |lost a nunber of missile crews, too.

"Civilian casualties are a little like that. Very heavy for those living bel ow dans or in
har bor areas, and al nost none outside such areas."

"Tot al ?"

Carrell shrugged. "Hard to find out. |I'd guess about a hundred thousand, but it could be
twice that."

A hundred thousand. Vietnamkilled only fifty thousand in ten years. Nobody's taken | osses
like that since Wrld War 11

"Why don't you know?" the President denanded.

"We depend heavily on satellite relays for comunications," Carrell said. "Conmmand,
control, comunications, intelligence, all depended on space, but we have no space assets left."

"So we don't know anyt hi ng?"

"Know?" Admiral Carrell shook his head again. "No, sir, we don't know anything. | do have
sone guesses.

"Sonet hing seens to have driven their large ship away; at least it withdrew. The Soviets
attacked it heavily. According to Bondarev they probably damaged it, but if he has any evidence
for that, he hasn't told ne about it."

Jenny cleared her throat. "Yes?" Carrell asked.

"Not hing, sir. W all know about clains. If | were a Soviet official and I'd just expended
a lot of very expensive nmissiles, |"'msure I'd claimit was worthwhile too."

The President nodded grimy. "Assune it wasn't danmaged."

“"Yes, sir," Carrell said. "It's very hard to track anything through the goop in the upper
at nosphere - and above, for that matter. The aliens have dunped many tons of metallic chaff. This
gi ves some very strange radar reflections.

"As far as we can tell, they've left behind a number of warships, but the big ship
withdrew. We think they headed for the Moon." Admiral Carrell's calmbroke for a nonent. "God dam
them that's our Moon."

"Have we heard from Moon Base?"
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"Not ours, and the Soviets have lost contact with theirs. | think they're gone."

Fifty billion dollars. Mst of our space program Dam!

The President |ooked older by the m nute. "What do we know about their small ships?"

Carrel shrugged. "They have several dozen of them W say small, but the snallest is the
size of the Enterprise. | nean the aircraft carrier! W shot sone of themout of space. | know we
got two, with a M nuteman out of Mnot Air Force Base. Then they cl obbered Mnot. W think the
Russi ans got a couple too."

"None of which explains why they ran away," the civilian said.

"M. President, this is M. Ransom one of ny Threat Team" Admiral Carrell said, "He and
his coll eagues are the only experts we have."

"Experts?”

"Yes, sir. They're science-fiction witers."

Who el se? And the President isn't laughing ..

"Way did they run away, then, M. Ranson®"

"W don't know, and we don't like it," Ransomsaid. "Back in the Red Room you can get a
dozen opinions. Curtis and Anson are back there trying to get a consensus, but | don't think
they'll do it. The aliens could have their nmates and children aboard that main ship. They cane a
| ong way."

"l see," David Coffey said. He | ooked around the big control room "Is there sonewhere
can sit down?"

"You'd do better to get sonme rest," Admiral Carrell said.

"So should you."

"After you, sir. Soneone has to be on duty. We might get through to the Russians again."

This time Jenny couldn't help laughing. Wien the President and Adniral Carrell stared at
her, she giggled, then sobered quickly. "I never thought we'd be so eager to hear fromthe
Russi ans. "

Carrell's smle was forced. "Yes. It is ironic. However -

He broke off as red lights flashed and a siren wailed through the enornous room The
Admiral took a headset fromone of the sergeants. After a nonent he said, "They haven't all left.
They just hit a mjor highway junction."

"H ghway junctions. Railroad yards. Dans." the President nuttered.

"Yes," Admiral Carrell agreed. "But not cities or population centers. San D ego but not
New York harbor. Cities along major riven are flooded, some severely. Sone parts of the country
are -undanaged but have no electricity. Others are wthout power, and effectively isolated. Some
pl aces have electric power and are utterly untouched. It's an odd way to fight a war."

Message Bearer hummed. The vibration fromthe main fusion drive was far higher than any nornma
range of hearing; but it shook the bones, and it was always there. Sleepers and spaceborn alike
had | earned to ignore it during the | ong days of deceleration into Wnterhone system It could not
be sensed until it was gone.

It was gone. Thrust period was over. The floor eased fromunder the Herdmaster and he
floated. Six eights of digit ships had been |left behind to inplenment the invasion, while Message
Bearer fell outward toward the Foot. The accel eration, the pulses of fusion light and gamm rays,
had been bl ocked by the nmass of Wnterhone's noon. Let Wnterhone's nmasters try to detect her, an
i nert speck agai nst the universe.

The Herdnmaster blew a fluttering sigh. Several hours of maneuvers had | eft hi m exhausted.
It was good to be back in free-fall, even for a few m nutes.

"That's over," he said. "Now we' |l tranple the natives a little and see what they do."

"It's their terrain. W will |ose some warriors,” Fathisteh-tulk's lids drooped in sleepy
rel axation, and the Herdmaster spared hima glare. The Herdmaster's Advi sor had hi nsel f been
Herdnmaster; he could have saved the Herdnaster this chore, spared himfor other work ... except
that spaceborn warriors might not take his orders. He was a sl eeper; his accent nmarked him

So he was being unjust. But Fathisteh-tulk enjoyed the situation. The Herdnaster sighed
again and turned to the intercom "Get ne Breaker-Two."

Takpusseh too spoke with the archaic sl eeper accent, He stood at a desk littered with
alien artifacts.

"You have spoken with the prey,"” the Herdnaster asked.

"I have spoken with one of them Herdmaster. This one is of the Land Mass Two herd that
babbl ed to us as we approached. Sone of the others speak that |anguage, but they are not part of
that herd."

"What have you | earned?"
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"Herdmaster, | do not know what we |earned fromthat interview Certainly that herdless
one did not subnmit."

The Herdmaster was silent for a nmonent. "It was hel pl ess?"

"Herdmaster, | sent an arned octuple to fetch it. | left it naked, and required it to

stand before ny table. It demanded expl anations. It was abusive!"

“"Yet it lives? You show remarkable restraint."

Takpusseh vented a fluttering snort. "I did not understand all it said at the time. It was
only after it was sent back to the restraining pen that we |listened carefully to the recordings.
Herdnaster, these are alien beasts. They do not obey properly. It will take tinme to nake them a
part of the Traveler Herd."

"Perhaps, being herdless, it is insane. Were there others of its herd in the satellite?"

"Yes. It said that its mate had been killed in the attack."

"It is insane, then. Kill it."

"Herdmaster, there is no need for haste. It speaks this |anguage the prey call English far
better than do the others.”

"Have the others subnmitted?"

"Herdnmaster, | believe they have."

"The herdl ess one cones fromthe continent with the nmost roads and harbors and dans.
Surely the nmost advanced herd will not all be insane."

"Surely not, Herdmaster."

"Do you have advice?"

"Herdnaster, | believe we should continue the plan. Tranple the prey before we speak with
them If they are arrogant in defeat, they nmust be inpossible before they are harned."

"Very well. WIIl you continue to speak with this one?"

"Not w thout new reason. | found the interview painful. | will speak with it again when we
have obtained nore of its herd. Perhaps it will regain its sanity. Until then, Breaker-One

Razt upi sp-minz will study the herdl ess one. He chooses not to speak with it."

The Herdmaster twitched his digits against his forel egs. Takpusseh was being tactful
Razt upi sp-mnz was not fluent in the |anguage of the prey.

"The other prisoners are in ny domain, but we house them together,"'
fini shed.

"Do any of them subnit?"

"I have had no opportunity to exam ne the others while Message Bearer maneuvers violently.
I nstead, we have experinmented with their living conditions. W gave themcloth fromthe great
stores they kept in the orbiting habitat. They draped thenselves with it. W gave them water and
wat ched how nmuch they used, and anal yzed their excreta. We change their environment. How do they
treat their food? Which of our foods can they tolerate? Do they |ike nore oxygen, or |ess? Warm
air or cold? To what extent can they tolerate their own exhal ati ons?"

"l expect they breathe the air mxture of Wnterhome."

"Of course, but where on Wnterhone? Equator or poles? High altitude or |ow? Wet or dry?
We are |l earning. They like pressure anywhere between sea |l evel and half that. They can tolerate
our air mx but prefer it dryer. They cover their skins with cloth even when far too hot; that
deceived us for a tine. They drink and wash with clean water and ignore nud. Their food is
treated; they have to wet it and heat it. They would not eat ours. And in the process of
experiment, we gave themstrong incentive to |learn to speak to us."

The Herdmaster |aughed, a fluttering snort. "OF course they would like to tell you to
stop. Can they speak?"

"We have begun to teach them It is easier with those who speak the | anguage call ed

Br eaker-two Takpusseh

English. | see no need to learn the others' |anguage. The herdl ess one called - Dawson - can
translate until they gain skill at our speech. Their nouths are not properly formed. One day |
think there will he a conprom se | anguage; but they will never be taken for ordi nary workers of
the Travel er Herd, even in pitch dark. The snell is distinctive."

"Are they in good condition?"

"The dark-ski nned one is unresponsive and doesn't eat. | think he nust be dying. He too is

herdl ess. The other four seemready for training."

"The other herdless one will die as well."

"Perhaps. He seens in health. We must watch him Herdmaster. from what regi on do you
intend to take prisoners?”

"You have no need to know. "

"Herdmaster, | nust know if Dawson will have conpanions of his own herd. |I nust know if he
is insane, or if all those of his herd act so strangely."
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"He is insane," the Herdnaster said.

"Lead nme, Herdmaster."

"Performyour task. | gave no order."

"Thank you. Herdmaster, it is likely that he is insane. Surely he has never been as far
fromhis herd as he is now. But we nust know. "

The Herdnaster considered. "Very well. W will attenpt to seize and keep a foothold in
Land Mass Two, North, the source of nmobst of the el ectromagnetic babble. W will take prisoners.”

"As many as possible, Herdmaster: | require females and children. It would also be well to
have i mmature and aged, cripples, insane -"

"I have other priorities, but the warriers [sic] will be told. How shall we identify the

i nsane?"

"Never mind. Some will go insane after capture.”

"Anyt hi ng el se?"

"I would like to show the prisoners sone records."

"Good. Were? The comunal nudroon®? My officers and their mates are clanoring to see the
natives."

“"I"'mnot sure they're ready for ... Lead me. W will display them but not in the nudroom
Use the classroom They'll have to get used to us sooner or later -"

"And ny fithp nmust get used to them W'I|Il be starting spin imediately. You can put your
show on afterward. WIIl you show themthe Podo Thuktun?"

"No! They're not ready. They woul dn't know what it neans. Fistarteh-thuktun would stonmp me
flat."

The Herdnaster di sconnected. Fathisteh-tulk, who had not spoken during the exchange, said,
"Takpusseh was a good choice. Many sl eepers have |l apsed into | ethargy since the awakening.
Takpusseh has kept his enthusiasm his sense of wonder."

"Yes. Wiy has he no mate? He is of the age, and his status is adequate ... though as a
sl eeper he | ost rank, of course -"

"H's mate did not survive the death-sleep.”

"Ah." The Herdnmaster pondered. "Advise ne. Shall | expect these prisoners to develop into
cooperating workers? Can they persuade their race to surrender w thout undue bl oodshed?"

"You know ny opinion," the Herdmaster's Advisor said. "W don't need this world or its
masters. W are not dirtyfeet. W should be col oni zi ng space, not inhabited worlds."

Dirtyfeet: only sleepers used that termfor those who had renai ned confortably behind on
the honmeworl d. The spaceborn felt no need to insult ancestors who were forever renoved in space
and tine.

Never m nd; Fathisteh-tulk had raised another problem "Qdd, that a spaceborn shoul d hear
this froma sleeper. You know ny opinion too. W came to conquer Wnterhonme. Regul ations require
that | consult you as to nethods."

"Do you intend that our prisoners shall not |earn of the Foot?"

The Herdmaster frowned. "It is standard procedure ..."

A fluttering snort answered him "O course. A soldier should never know nore than he
must, for he might be captured and accepted into the eneny's herd. But how could the forces of
W nt erhorme rescue our prisoners wthout taking Message Bearer herself? In which case all is
already lost."

"l suppose so. Very well -

"Wait, please, Herdnmaster. My advice."

"Wl ?"

“Your judgnment was right. Tell themwhat they nmust know. Tell themthat they nust submt,
and show themthat we can force themto obey. Then let them speak to their people. But we nust not
depend upon their aid."

"Breaking theminto the Traveler Herd is the task of the Breakers. Takpusseh and Raztupi sp-
m nz are conscientious."”

"Even so. Don't let themknow all. They are alien."

The Kawasaki was an LTD 750 twin with a belt drive, an '83 npbdel which Harry had bought at the
year-end sale in '84. He had saddl ebags for it and a carry rack for his guitar. Two weeks ago he
had borrowed Arline Mitt's pickup truck and taken the engine in.

He was driving the sane pickup truck now, and he felt guilty about it.

He' d tel ephoned Arline at 5:00 AM, before she'd been up or able to listen to the radio.
“I'"ll have it back by noon," he'd said.

Since Arline didn't get up before noon, that wouldn't be a problem She'd put the key
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out si de her door and gone back to bed.

She ought to be getting the hell out of Los Angel es!

If 1'd told her, Harry thought. But if | didn't call her, who woul d? And she'd be in bed
until noon anyway. So all | have to do is get the damm truck back to her

He pulled into a 76 station. There were three cars ahead of him He filled the truck, then
filled two gas cans Arline kept in the back. Least | can do for her

Gas was still being sold at the punp prices. That couldn't |ast.

He drove North al ong Van Nuys Boul evard. The tools and all of the Kawasaki except the engi ne were
in the back. It was still in pieces. A glance at Road and Track Specialties, which specialized in
raci ng notorcycles, sent himoff on a daydream He really ought to steal one of those. It would
get himthere faster and nore dependably, if he didn't get hinself arrested, and certainly the
energency justified it ... he drove past w thout slow ng, and on to Van Nuys Honda- Kawasaki

H s wal k sl owed as he passed through the salesroom H's noney hadn't stretched far enough
He needed a new fender, spare brake and clutch levers, a fairing ... Jesus, that Vetter W ndjanmer
fairing was nice. | could use the energency thousand that Ws keeps - Only that woul dn't work.
That thousand belonged to Carlotta, and Harry intended to take it to her. Not all, but as nmuch as
possi bl e.

No Vetter fairing, then. Just tie-down straps, and paper bags to put his hands in. He
stepped up to the counter, next to a bul ky, younger nman

"Hairy Red," the nman said. Harry al nbst recognized him the nane wouldn't surface. "How
t hey hangi ng?"

"This is the day nobody knows that,"

"Damm right. |I'mgetting out."

"I'"'m headed east. | could use a partner.”

"North | ooks safer,” the half stranger said. Harry nodded; he agreed. Wen a clerk
appeared he paid the rest of what he owed out of Wes Dawson's thousand. He paid for the engine
repairs and restrained the urge to buy anything. He night need noney nore.

' Harry said. "Did you see the |ight show?"

He brought truck and engine to the parking lot across the alley fromthe notorcycle shop
The transistor radio was telling the world that there had been a horrible mstake. The aliens had
attacked certain parts of the United States and the rest of the world, but now they were going
away. The del egation that had been aboard the Sovi et Kosnograd had been taken aboard by the
al i ens. Negotiations were proceeding. Citizens should remain calm Anyone who could go to work
should do that. Conserve electricity and water. Don't waste anything. There woul d be
i nconveni ences. Expect rationing soon

That was one station. On another, the announcer was hysterical. The Martians had | anded in
New Jer sey.

The one thing that every station announced was that all nmilitary and police personnel were
to report for duty inmrediately.

Harry began to work.

An hour later he had sone appreciation of what he'd | ost.

Harry felt the urgency (what was happeni ng now around Carlotta Dawson? And where, in hel
or heaven, was Congressnan Wes?) and the certain know edge that hurrying was a m stake. His
vertebrae, dreanm ng that they had becone solid bone, woke to grating agony as he lifted and
twi sted and crouched and crawl ed. He worked muscles that had forgotten their function. They
protested and were ignored. He worked as he had to, letting details fill his mind fromedge to
edge. It was like the calmfrombeing ripped on marijuana, or (he presumed) from transcendenta
medi tation. He had read _Zen and the Art of Modtorcycle Mintenance_ | ong ago.

It was killing labor, and Harry was drenched with sweat. He was old, old. But the Kawasaki
was a notorcycl e again.

This would be a hellish shakedown tour for a newy nounted engine. Harry snoked while the
crankcase drained onto the weeds. He refilled it with a very light oil. He started the engine and
let it run for the life span of a cigarette. He drained the engine again and refilled it with a
heavi er oil.

Puffing, he began to pack the Kawasaki. The sl eeping bag went on the rack. It would
normal ly carry his guitar, but not this trip! He'd already turned that over to Lucy Mttt for
saf ekeeping. He ran his spare cabl es al ongside the working cables, ready to be attached in an
instant. He reached into the fuel tank's w de-nouthed fill - was there anyone to see?- to attach
the gold peso and the dinmes. Carlotta Dawson's .45 auto went under the seat, with two clips. The
.25 Beretta was in his jacket pocket. A one-quart botta bag was nore convenient than a canteen for
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drinking while riding; he'd want to fill it before he left.
VWhat had he forgotten? He had spare belts, high-speed belts built for industry, which fit
the cycle and cost a quarter as nuch as store-bought. He checked everything: spare oil, ratchet

set, screwdriver set, four wenches, electrical tape, spare fuses, a can of hydraulic oil for the
brakes. Tubing cut to fit. Spare clothing in a plastic garbage bag. The binocul ars.

Finally he buckled on the wi de kidney belt. It reduced his stomach by inches, and made him
feel ten years younger.

He went to the head shop next door for cigarettes. There was only one clerk, and Harry was
surprised to see her

"Ruby?"

“Yeah, man. How s it, Harry?"

"I thought you'd be in the nountains by now," Harry said.

She | ooked puzzl ed.

"Al'i ens? Space war? Lights in the sky?"

She | aughed. "What you need, Harry?"

"Two cartons of Pall Mall. No filter. Ruby, you told ne about it."

She got out the cigarettes. Harry handed her noney, and she gave hi m back change. No
prem um price. "Told you about what?"

"What | said. Space War."

She | aughed again. "I thought | remenbered calling sonebody; was that you?" She | aughed
some nore. "Wow, that Colonbian stuff is strong, Harry. | really thought it was real!"
He was still shaking his head when he got outside. It was tough | oading the Kawasaki into

the truck, but he got help fromthe guys in the shop

Got to return the truck, he told hinmself. Got to

Fifteen hundred miles, near enough. Wsh | didn't have to take the truck back. Qught to
get started ... Hell, it's only five miles to Arline's place. Damm near on the way. Let's get it
done.

If he'd been in a car, he'd never have nade it.

Al'l the highways out of Los Angeles were jamed. Cars all over the road. Cars stalled on
the wong side of the road, people driving on the left side, anything to get out. And then the
first wecks, and the endl ess fields of cars behind them

Many were piled high with clutter. Baby cribs. Footlockers. A typewriter. Blankets, toys,
any damed thing you could think of, lashed on top of the cars. One king-size mattress on top of a
car full of Kkids.

There weren't many police, and where there were any, they were turning people back. Harry
had to take out Dawson's letter a dozen times, until he was good with the spiel

"I''"m Congressnman Ws Dawson's assistant,” Harry would say. "He's aboard the alien ship. |
have to | ook after his wife."

One of the national guardsnen even said "sir

"Heard nuch, Sergeant?"

"No, sir. They hit Hoover Dam W know that nmuch. Seemto have hit a lot of dams and power
plants and railroad yards. Nobody knows why. Now they've gone."

Harry nodded sagely. "Thanks." Then he couldn't resist. "Carry on, Sergeant,'
roared of f.

By mi d-afternoon he was through the Cajon Pass, headed east across the Mjave Desert. His
back had begun to hurt.

to Harry after he'd seen the letter

he said, and

14 THE DAM

Better one's own duty, though inperfect,
Than another's duty well perforned.
- The Bhagavad Gta

COUNTDOMN: H PLUS 36 HOURS

Jeri WIlson woke with a start. The sun was in the west, sinking toward one of the
snowcapped peaks that surrounded the twi sting nmountain road. Melissa sat quietly in the backseat.

"It's after noon," Jeri said accusingly. "Wy did you let nme sleep so | ong?"

"You | ooked like you needed it."
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Jeri yawned. "I guess | did, punkin." She glanced at the seat beside her, then | ooked down
at the floor. "Were's the map?"

"I have it," Melissa said. "I was trying to figure out where we are, but | can't." She
handed over the Auto C ub map

Jeri traced a yellow line along the map. "I'mnot exactly sure nyself," she admtted. "I

t hought about what you said and deci ded we didn't want to go through Al buquerque. Hairy Red marked
a route up into Colorado. He'd have loved it, lots of twists and turns. Good thing you sl ept
through it; you'd have got carsick."

"So how far is it now?"

"About three hundred mles in a straight Iine, but I don't know how far on the road."

"I's - does Daddy really know we're com ng?"

"Well - sort of."

"Does he want us to come?"

"I think so," Jeri said. He didn't say no! "Pour ne sone coffee fromthe Thernpos. W' ve
got to cross the Continental Divide this afternoon. Best we get started.”

Jeri coasted down the twi sting Rocky Mountain roads in |ow gear, with the notor turned off, scared
as stiff as the unpowered power steering. The hi ghway was nearly deserted. Twi ce she pulled off
for huge trucks, then used the notor to get back on the road. Once a Corvette shot into her
rearview mrror, fishtailed as the driver saw her, and was still wobbling as it went past.
Mel i ssa, stretched out on the backseat, didn't wake up

The hi ghway began to straighten out as it reached the bottom The Geat Plains stretched
infinitely ahead. Jeri took the car out of gear, started the nmotor to get her brakes and steering
back, and reached the Geat Plains doing sixty in neutral. She waited until she'd | ost sonme speed
before going into gear.

It was m d-afternoon of a cloudless day. Behind her the Rockies, receding, seened to grow
even larger as the scale cane into focus: a wall across the west of the world. She held her speed
at fifty-five.

She junped when she realized Melissa was peering over her shoul der. Melissa said, "Wen
the gas needl e says Enpty, how nuch gas is left?"

"I don't know. Could be anywhere fromnone to ... five?"

They' d be out of gas soon. Al she could think of was to get as far as she could. Mybe
there woul d be gasoline at the next station, wherever that mght be ..

Jeri's rearview nmirror flared like a spotlight in her eyes. She slapped the nmirror aside
and screaned, "Don't |ook, Melissal Get down on the floor!" Hoping Melissa woul d obey; w shing she
could do the sane. Braking carefully, edging toward the right |lane. Mlissa said, "Wat -"

WHAM Ears popped, the car lurched, the rear wi ndow crazed and went opaque. She'd expected
it to shatter, to |lace her head and neck with broken glass. The news had spoken of bonbs falling
on hydroel ectric dans, railroads, major highways. George and Vicki Tate-Evans had told her
(speaking in relay, inpossible to interrupt) how to recogni ze a thernonucl ear bonb flash, and how
to survive.

She pulled off the road and waited. Wen you see the whole world turn bright, don't | ook
Drop to the ground. Gip your |legs, put your head between your knees. Now kiss your ass good-bye.
Behi nd her, a Peterbilt ten-wheeler that had been charging up on her tail wobbled and tipped over
and kept conming, onits side, leaving a trail of fire as it slid past and finally cane to a stop
ahead of her.

"Atonmi c bonmb," Melissa said, awed.

"Stay down!"

"I am"

A man crawl ed out of the truck shaking his head. That really wasn't nuch of a fire: just a
streak leading to the truck, a few flames under it. Maybe the truck was out of gas too.

She waited for the softer WHAM, the second shock wave as air rushed back to fill the
vacuum beneath the rising fireball. Wen the station wagon stopped shuddering she pulled around
the burning truck and kept going. A flaming toadstool it her way. She kept gl ancing back
watching it die.

She made another six mles before the notor died. She hoped they were far enough fromthe
radi oactive cloud. She hoped it wouldn't rain

The ol d one-lung Harl ey had begun sputtering ten mles back. Now it died. Gynge let it
coast and thought of his alternatives.
He coul d probably nmake it run another couple of hundred mles, but the damed thing had
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been nearly dead last year. It wasn't getting younger

He coul d wal k.

There had to be sonething better. Up ahead was a rest area. Gynge let the Harley's | ast
monentum take it off the edge of the highway and into the picnic area.

The hi ghways were deserted. At first the cops and national guards were stopping
everything. Gynge had detoured three times around them Damm good thing he knew the country. After
he got into the nountains he left the nmain roads. There weren't any cops at all

A sem roared past. There was a little traffic. Food trucks. Cone to that, in normal tines
one out of every three trucks carried food. People had to eat. But there wasn't a hell of a |ot
except trucks.

The rest area was enpty. Al nost enpty. Not quite. He heard sounds at the far end, and went
to investigate.

What Gynge saw was a tired old nan on a picnic table with his pants off and a girdle
stretched out beside him Bikers called it a "kidney belt,"” but it did the same thing any girdle
did: it held in a sagging gut. The old man's gut was a good-sized beer belly. He was trying to hug
one knee against his chest, but his gut blocked the way.

The nan sat up, blowing. His frame was |arge; Gynge saw that he nust have been form dabl e
in his time. He didn't | ook formidable now H's red beard had gone nostly gray, and the hair of
his head was followi ng. He sat up, consulted the book beside him Then he stretched his right |eg
out in front of him bent forward as far as he could manage, threw a hand towel around the arch of
his foot, and pulled on both ends.

If the man had brought friends, they had had plenty of tinme to appear. Gynge watched a
little longer. The red-and-gray-haired man sw tched | egs, groaning.

One full day on a notorcycle had done himin.

Harry lay on the picnic table and groaned. Two whipl ash accidents within two weeks woul d
| eave their mark for the rest of his life. Hs spine felt like a crystal snake dropped on
flagstones! He knew wel|l enough that he was overwei ght. That was what the kidney belt was for, but
it hadn't been enough, and his guts were about to fall out all over the picnic table.

He'd bought a book of stretching exercises. Some of those were supposed to help a bad
back. It was worth a try ... but it felt like he was breaking his back rather than nending it.

He had switched | egs before the stranger stepped into view A biker, probably. He strolled
up to Harry's bike, in no apparent hurry; ran his eyes over it; then stepped up to Harry. Loom ng
He was all rnuscles and hair and dirt, no prettier than Harry felt, though younger and in better
condi tion.

He asked, "Wy a towel ?"

Harry fl opped on his back, panting. He said, "Atowel is the nbst massively useful thing a

travel er can have. And that was a stretching exercise, because ny back is giving ne hell. See -"
"Skip it. Gve ne the key to the Kawasaki."
"Help me up."”

The bandit did, by the slack of Harry's jacket. He | ooked down at the feel of sonething
hard over his heart. Harry's jacket trailed fromhis hand, and the .25 Beretta was in the jacket
pocket .

"l hold the key to a door you don't want to open," Harry said.

Anyone with a grain of sense would have at |east stopped to think it over. The bandit
reacted instantly: he batted at the threatening hand and swung a fist at Harry's jaw.

Harry fired at once. The fist exploded against his jaw and knocked hi mdizzy. H's gun hand
was knocked aside too. Harry brought it back and fired twice nore, wal king the pistol up the nman's
torso.

He shook his head and | ooked around fast. The gun wasn't very loud. It wasn't big either
and Harry didn't entirely trust a .25 bullet. Any sign of a conpanion? No. The bandit was still on
his feet, looking startled. Harry fired twice nore, reserving one bullet for nistakes.

Now t he bandit toppl ed.

Harry had spent sonme tine finding the canpground, but it wouldn't be possible to stay. He
rolled off the table, pulled his pants on. then his kidney belt. He paused to catch his breath and
to listen.

The bandit was still breathing, alnobst snoring. Harry | ooked down at him "I'Il do you the
best favor | can,” he said. "I won't check to make sure you' re dead."

The wounded nman sai d nothing. Ah, well.

Harry wal ked his bike to the bandit's notorcycle. There was nearly a gallon of gasoline in
it. Wiistling, Harry disconnected the fuel line and drained the gas into a pickle jar he fished
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out of the trash. Wen he'd put the last drop into the Kawasaki, he went through the bandit's
possessi ons. There wasn't nmuch.

Then he nmounted the Kawasaki and rode away, groaning. Harry was a firmbeliever in natura
sel ecti on.

Jeri woke at dawn. Melissa was awake, but huddl ed in her sleeping bag. "I never knew deserts could
be cold," she said.

"I told you," Jeri said. "Now watch." The sl eepi ng bags were head to head, with the Sierra
stove between. Jeri made two cups of cocoa wi thout poking nore than her head and shoul ders out of
her bag. In the half-hour they spent drinking cocoa and eating oatneal, the world warned. Jeri put
her hat on and made Melissa don hers. They left their sleeping bags and rolled themw th one eye
each on the hi ghway bel ow.

They had noved uphill, away fromthe car, into a clunp of bushes at the crest. Wth heads
above the bushes, using binoculars, they could see clearly for niles. The highway ran straight as
a bullet's flight, broken by a dish-shaped crater nine mles to the west. The precision of that
crater grew scarier the nore Jeri thought about it. It sat precisely on the intersection of two
hi ghways.

They wat ched for traffic. Jeri's hand kept brushing the hard lunmp in her purse, the .380
Wal ther automatic. If she saw a safe-looking ride, she and Melissa could get down to the hi ghway
intime to stick out their thunbs. She hadn't seen nuch yet. Traffic was nearly nonexistent. A
clump of four notorcycles had passed, slowed to exanmine the stalled car, argue, then nove on west.
She stayed hi dden.

"What will we do?" Melissa asked.

"We'l I think of sonething," Jeri told her. | may have to pay for a lift. Hopefully with
money. She prayed for a policeman, but there weren't any. Soneone ought to cone | ook at the
crater. Is it radioactive? And why here? What could aliens possibly care about, this far from
anywher e?

Fromthe west cane a motorcycle. It slowed as it approached the crater. Jeri wondered if
it would turn back. It noved out into the desert and circled the Iip of the crater. Big cycle, big
rider. He had sone trouble lifting it back onto the road. He rested afterward, snoking, then
started up again. They watched hi m cone.

Ten minutes later Melissa |owered the binoculars and said, "It's Harry."

Jeri snorted.

“"It's Hairy Red, Mom Let's go down."

"Unlikely," Jeri said wearily, but she took the glasses. The lone biker's head was a w nd-
whi pped froth of red hair and beard; that was true enough. He kept the bike slow He couldn't be a
young man, not with the trouble he'd had lifting the bike. The bike: it sure |ooked like Harry's
bike. Hell's bells, that was Harry Reddi ngton

"CGo," Jeri said, "run!" She sprinted downhill. Melissa surged past her, |aughing. They
reached the bottom wel|l ahead of the biker. Jeri puffed and got her wi nd back and screaned,

"Harry! Harreee!"
It didn't |look Iike he would stop

Harry saw the four bikers coning froma long way off. They were on the wong side, his side, of
the dirt divider. He was seeing trouble as he neared them ... but they veered across the divider
and, laughing, doffed their helnmets to himas he passed. Harry would have liked to return the
gesture, but he had one hand on the handl ebars and one on the gun Carlotta hadn't taken ..
because Hairy Red sure wasn't in shape to defend hinmself with his fists. H s belly band was
tightened to the last notch, and Harry felt |ike he was | eaking out fromunder it.

Beyond the bi kers was a station wagon, presuned DOA. Beyond the wagon, two figures running
downhilI. Harry nade out a wonan and a little girl.

He didn't have tine for energencies or roomfor passengers,

They reached the road. They were yelling at him The adult was a good-| ooki ng worman, and
it was with some regret that he twi sted the accel erator

"Harreee!"

Ch, shit. Harry's hands cl anped the brakes. Jeri and Melissa WIlson, standing in the road.
Just what he needed.

Your word of honor on record, he thought. Dead or captured by God knows what, Ws Dawson
had left his life on Earth's surface in Harry Reddington's care. Carlotta Dawson wasn't the type
to survive without help. Stuck out here with a dead station wagon, what were the chances that Jeri
W1 son and her daughter would ever tell anyone that Hairy Red had driven past thenf? He tw sted
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harder, and stopped precisely alongside Melissa, and smled at the little girl. Shit.

Harry Reddi ngton clinbed fromthe bike as if afraid he'd break, and straightened up slowy. "Jeri.
Mel i ssa. Why aren't you at the Enclave?"

"l have to find ny husband. Ch, Harry, thank God! Where are you goi ng?"

Harry answered slowy; he seemed to be doing everything slowy. "I was staying at
Congressman Dawson's house. Now his wife is in Dighton, Kansas, and he sure can't do anything to
take care of her, soit's upto ne."

"Well. Want sone cocoa?"

"Sure, but - You've got a Sierra stove?"

"Up the hill."

"What's wrong with the car?"

"Qut of gas."

"Let's get that cocoa." Harry accepted Jeri's hospitality knowing full well what it
implied, knowing that it was too | ate. Three passengers on a notorcycle was going to kill his
shock absorbers. "Those bushes at the top? |'d better ride the bike up. 1'd hate to lose it."

Harry let the bike coast to a stop. It was hot as soon as they stopped noving. Harry poured a
little water onto his bandana and nopped his face. Getting sunburn to go with the wi ndburn. Bl oody
hel | .

"We're alnost there," Jeri said. "Wy are you stopping?"

"CGot to," Harry said. "Everybody off."

Mel i ssa | eaped of f from her perch on the gas tank in front of Harry. Jeri clinbed off the
back. Every muscle conplaining. Harry slowy got off and set the stand. Then be tried to bend
over.

"Back-rub tinme?" Jeri asked.

"Can't hurt," Harry said. He pointed to a streamthat ran beside the road. "Melissa, how
about you go fill the canteens.”

"Doesn't | ook very clean -

"Cl ean enough,"” Harry said.

"Pour all the water we have into one canteen and just fill the other fromthe stream™
Jeri said. "Harry, you look |like a letter S. Here, bend over the bike and I'Il work on that."

Harry waited until Melissa was gone. "I don't quite know how to say this. Hate to be the
one to do it, but sonebody's got to. We're alnost there. Another ten, twelve mles -"

"Yes. Thank you. | know it was out of your way, and it can't be confortable, riding three
on a bike -"

“"I't's not, but that isn't the problem™" Harry said. "You got across the Col orado River the
day before the aliens canme, didn't you?"

"Yes -"

"And all you've seen since is a fewtowns, and that crater."

"Harry, what are you trying to say?"

"I | ooked on the nap. That town you' re headed for - there's a damjust above it." He
didn't say anything for a nonment, to let that sink in. "Jeri, | goddamnear didn't get across the
Col orado River. There's nothing left of the town of Needles. O Bullhead Cty. O anything al ong
the Col orado. They hit Hoover Dam with sonething big. Wen Lake Mead let go, it scoured out

everything for two hundred mles. | nmean everything. Danms, bridges, houses, boats - all gone. |
had to get a National Guard helicopter to take me and the nmotorcycle across.”
" G,] n

"Yeah. So | don't know what we're going to find up ahead. You got any idea of where Dave
lived in that town?"

"No," Jeri said. "He never told ne anything about it. Harry - Harry, it's got to be al
right."

"Sure,’

Harry said. He couldn't even try to sound sincere.

One nore rise. Over the top of that little ridge-

Jeri sat unconfortably anong the gear tied to the bike. She couldn't stop crying. Wnd-
whi pped, the tears ran tickling across her tenples and into her hair. Dam it, | don't know
anything yet, why am| crying? At |least Melissa can't see.

What should | tell her? Warn her? But

The bi ke | unmbered over the top of the ridge.

A sea of nud |ay below. The reservoir had been ten niles long and over a mle wde; now
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there was only a thick sluggish ripple at its center, a tiny streamw th obscenely swollen banks.
A thick stench rose fromthe mud. They rode slowy, feeling that hot wind in their faces, snelling
anci ent | ake bed mud.

There was no need to tell Melissa anything. She could see the dead | ake, and nust be able
to guess what was ahead. It used to be we could protect children, spare themfromhorrible sights.
They always do that in the old novels.

They rode al ong the nud, banks toward the ruins of the damat the far end. Long before
they reached the damthere were new snells mngled with the snell of decayed mud and the hot
sumer. Everywhere lay the snell of death.

The town bel ow t he dam was gone. In the center the destruction was conplete, as if a
bul | dozer had cone t hrough and renoved all the buildings, then another cane along to spread mud
over the foundations. Farther away fromthe streambed was a thin line of partially destroyed
houses and debris. One house had been torn neatly in half, |leaving three-walled roons to stare out
over the w eckage bel ow.

Above the debris line nothing was touched. People noved anong the debris, but few ventured
down into the nuddy bottom area

They' ve given up | ooking for survivors. She could feel Harry's chest and back tighten as
they got closer to the ruined town.

A sheriff's car stood beside a National Guard jeep to block the road. Harry let the bike
coast to a stop. He had his letter ready to show, but it wasn't needed.

"I amMs. David Wlson," Jeri said. "My husband |ives here, at 2467 Spring Valley Lane -"

The young man in sheriff's uniforml ooked away. So did the Guard officer

She knew before the sergeant spoke.

"You can see where Spring Valley Lane was, just down there, about a nile
said. He pointed at the center of the nmud flat.

"Maybe he wasn't hone," Melissa said. "Maybe -"

"It happened about two in the norning," the sergeant said. "Maybe five nminutes after they
bl asted the Russian space station.”

"Warning didn't help anyway," the deputy sheriff said. "They did sonething that knocked
out the phone systemat the sane tinme. The only way we could warn anybody downstreamwas to try to
drive faster than the water. That wasn't good enough."

"How bad was it?" Harry asked.

"Bad," the Guard officer said. "The whole Great Plains reservoir system everything al ong
the Arkansas River, is gone. There's flooding all the way to Little Rock and beyond." He drew
Harry aside, but Jeri could nake out what he was sayi ng.

"There's a tenporary norgue in the school house three nmles east of here,

t he sergeant

the of ficer was

telling Harry. "Some bodies still there. The best-1|ooking ones. W've had to bury a couple of
hundred. Maybe nmore. They've got a list of all they could identify."
"Thanks. | guess we better go there. Anyplace | can get some gas?"

The officer |aughed.

The wall et held two pictures of Jeri and one of Melissa. Jeri stared at her own face distorted by
the tears that kept welling in her eyes.

My pictures. | think he would have been glad to see ne. The driver's |license was soaked,
but the name was readable. "That's his," Jeri said.

The thinly bearded young man in dirty whites nade notes on a clipboard. "David J. WI son,
of Reseda, California," he said. "Next of kin, Ms. Geraldine Wlson -"

He went on interminably. He took David's wallet and went through that; noting down
everything inside it. Finally he handed her a shoe box. It contained the wallet, a wistwatch, and
a wedding ring. "Sign here, please."

She carried the box out into the bright Colorado sunshine. My God, what am| going to do
now? There was no sign of Harry or Melissa. She sat down on a bench by the school

What do they want? Why are they doing this? Wy?

“Nom - "

Jeri didn't want to | ook at her daughter.

"Harry told me, Mom" Melissa sat beside her on the bench. After a noment Jeri opened her
arnms, and they held each other

"W have to go," Melissa said.

" Go?"

"Wth Harry."

"Are we - where are we going with Harry?"
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"Di ghton, Kansas," Harry said from behind her. "And we got to be starting right now, Mz
W We're on the wong side of the river, and there aren't any bridges downstream at |east as far
as Dodge City. W have to go upstream and cross above where the reservoir was. It's maybe two
hundred mles the way we've got to go. W need to get started,”

Jeri shook her head. "What - | don't know anyone in Kansas."

“"No, ma'am and | don't either, except Ms. Dawson." Harry snorted. It was easy to tel
what he was thinking. Harry Red had no woman of his own, just other people's w dows ..

"Harry, you don't want us on your bike."

"I sure don't," he said. "What's that got to do with anything?"

Mel i ssa stood and pulled her by the hand. "Cone on, Mom we don't want to stay here."

I mght neet David's friends. Find out how he spent his |ast nonths -

That's norbid, and you'll nore likely nmeet his New Cookie. Or was she with hin? Did the
Earth nmove for you, sweetheart? "All right, let's go, then. Harry, | thought you were out of gas."

"He used his letter," Melissa said. "Tal ked the highway patrolnman into a full tank for the
not orcycle.”

"Should get us there," Harry said. He led the way around the corner. The bi ke stood there.
It didn't look in very good shape. It |ooked overl oaded even with no one on it.

"Even | oaded down with three?"

“Shoul d." Harry clinbed aboard, groaning slightly. He looked a little better; the
monstrous belly was tighter, and his back wasn't quite so thoroughly bent. "Anyplace you want to
go first?" he asked.

Jeri shook her head. "They ..."- she took Melissa' s hand - "they buried over a hundred in
a conmon grave. | don't want to see that -"

“"Me, neither, Mom" Melissa hopped onto the bike in front of Harry.

The young are so dammed - resilient. | guess they have to be. Especially now Jeri cranmred

the shoe box into the saddl ebag and clinbed on behind Harry. "All right. |I'mready."
She didn't | ook back as they drove out of the town.

15 THE WHEAT FI ELDS

When even lovers find their peace at |ast,
And Earth is but a star, that once had shone.
- Janes Elroy Flecker, Prologue to The Gol den Journey to Samarkand_

COUNTDOMN: H PLUS 60 HOURS

They were through the last of the foothills and into the rolling prairies of Kansas, a |and of
straight roads and small towns. Weat and cornfields made the | andscape nonot onous. \Wenever they
st opped, the hot wi nds and bright sunshine drove them back into notion again.

Conversation was inpossible over the noise of the notorcycle. The radio had nothing to
say. Harry drove mindlessly, trying not to think of his back and the cranps in his |egs. Fantasies
cane easily.

Jeri's aright pretty woman, and she's all alone. Don't know what she'll do in Kansas.
Maybe t here woul dn't be enough rooms. They'd have to share a roomand a bed, and the first night
he could just hold her, and -

Part of his mnd knew better, but the thoughts were nore pleasant than his back pains.

D ghton, Kansas, was forty nmiles ahead. The engine sputtered, and Harry switched to the
reserve tank. They'd just make it, with a dozen miles to spare. Good enough, thought Harry. Good
enough. There was a smaller city four mles away. Logan, Kansas. Nothing to stop there for -

There was a bright flash ahead and to the left. "Holy shit!" Harry shouted. He cl anped the
brakes, skidding the bike to a halt. "Of! Of and down!" He'd heard George and Vicki's lectures
t oo.

Jeri and Melissa threw thenselves into the ditch alongside the road. Harry laid the
nmot orcycl e down. He found he'd been counting. It was nearly a minute before thunder rolled over
them There wasn't any shock wave.

"Ten, twelve mles,"” Harry said.

"W were closer to the other one,"” Mlissa said. She was trying to | ook brave and cal m
but she was having trouble forgetting that she was a ten-year-old girl who' d been protected al
her life.
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There were nore runblings, a series of sonic boons, and the sky was full of sound.

"What in hell is worth bomnbing here?" Harry asked.

Jeri sat up. She shook her head. "I don't - Harry!" She pointed up. Something dart-shaped
crossed the sky, high up, glow ng orange at the nose and | eaving a wavery vapor trail. "Wat is
t hat ?"

Harry shook his head. The fading vapor trail curled and twi sted. Wnds did that in the
hi gh stratosphere. "Russian? Not |ike any Anerican plane | ever saw. " They | ooked at each other in
wonder. "Naw," Harry said. "It couldn't be."

The craft was already too small to see ... until it began blinking, pulsing in harsh blue
pinpoints of light, like the lights Harry had seen that first night.

Dust notes were drifting out of the vapor trail

Anot her ship crossed the bright sky, and another, on skewed paths. Dust sifted fromthe
vapor trails. The notes left by the first ship were growing |arger, becom ng distinct dots. Harry
wat ched with his knees in ditch water. A fourth ship ... and the first two were pul sing now,
pul l'i ng away.

They nust be much larger than they seenmed. Thirty miles up or nore: they had to be that
hi gh, given what they were doing. They were streaking through the high atnosphere at near-orbital
speed, dropping clouds of ... dots, then accelerating free of Earth. So. Dots?

The fourth ship wasn't pulsing. It was turning, banking in a w de arc.

The dots had becone falling soap bubbles, and the | owest of them were breaki ng open
Hat chi ng. Hat chi ng wi nged things -

"Paratroopers,” Melissa said. Her voice held wonder. "Mom they're invading!"

At nearly sixty-four makasrupkithp of altitude[] the troposphere tore at the hull,
blasting the digit ship with flane. Its mass seemed no nore protection than the transparent bag
around Cctupl e Leader Chintithpit-mang. The planet was all of his environnent, vast beyond
i magi nati on, and dreadfully close.

[1 {Thirty to thirty-five mles. (A standard trunklength or srupk = 5.8 feet = 176.78 cm =
1.77 neters. 512 skrupkithp = 1 makasrupk = 905.13 neters.)}

He was one in eight rows of sixty-four bubbles each, and each flaccid bubble held a fi',
his face hidden by an oxygen mask. He was first in his line, with the transparent door just a
srupk fromhis face.

They were holding up well. Wiy not? The | owest ranks were all sleepers. A planet was
not hing new to a sleeper. This nust be |ike honeconing to them As for the spaceborn, the Cctuple
Leaders and hi gher ranks, how could they let the sleepers see their fear? And yet -

Aft is raw chaos, a roiling white fog of vapor trail. But |ook down, where greens and
bl ues and browns sweep beneath. Here the patterns are equally random for worlds happen by
accident, and there is no sign of mnd inposing order. Layers of curdled water vapor al nost make
patterns. They seemnore real, nore solid, than the I and. The snaky curve of yonder river holds
nmore water than is stored in all of Message Bearer. Any one in that |ine of nountains they'd
crossed a few 64-breaths ago woul d out mass the Foot itself -

"Cctupl es, you disenbark now. "

Cctupl e Leader Chintithpit-mang' s breathing becane shall ow, fast.

He had been born in the year that Thuktun Flishithy rounded this world' s primary star. The
Year Zero Herd had all been born within a couple of eight-days of each other - naturally - and
that age group was closer than nbost. One and all, nales and fenal es, they were dissidents. They
had no use for worlds.

Chintithpit-mang fiercely resented the Herdmaster's splitting of the Year Zero Herd. He
did not want to be here.

The aft door cracked. Air hissed away. The bubbles grew taut. The door fol ded outward
whil e the chanber filled with a thin singing: troposphere ripping at the digit ship. Aline of
bubbl es streaned out, sixty-four fithp falling above the fluffy cloudscape. Another stream of
bubbl es foll owed them Then - The Cctuple Leader was first in line, of course.

Falling neant nothing to Chintithpit-mang. It was the buffeting that held himin terror
The survival bubbl es dropped through the troposphere, slow ng. The digit ship shrank to a dot
and presently began pul sing, accelerating, pushing itself back to orbit.

The buffeting increased. Thicker air. The shape of the I and was taking on detail. There,
the crater that was both | andmark and first strike; beyond, the village that was their target.
Chintithpit-mang wat ched the nunbers dropping on his altineter

Now. He opened the zipper. Air puffed away. He crawl ed out of the fabric and let it fal
away into the wind. The | and was yell ow and brown, crossed by a white line of road, and now was a
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good tine to learn if his flexwing would open

It popped out by itself, and dragged at the air, unfolding as pressurized gas filled the
struts. His senses spun as blood tried to settle into his feet. The | anding shoe on a hind foot
had been jerked al nost | oose. He bent his head and stretched to adjust it; his digits would just
reach that far.

The shoes prisoned his toes: big, clunsy platforns of foanmed material that would flatten
on inpact so that the bones of his feet would not likewise flatten

He | ooked for other flexw ngs. The colors of his Cctuple were rose and bl ack and green. He
found six others and steered toward them One missing. Were?

The land drifted: He steered above the road that the crater had broken, then along the
road toward the city. Six flexwings noved into |line behind him Still one nmissing. And no way to
avoi d the ground now. The planet was all there was.

Detai |l s expanded. Three dots scranbled froma tiny vehicle to lie by the side of the road.
He steered toward them They grew | arger, LARGER! Chintithpit-mang bell owed and pulled back in his
harness to catch nore air in his flexwing, increasing lift, striving desperately to avoid contact
with the planet.

The planet slamed against his feet. They stung. H s | andi ng shoes were snashed flat. He
stripped themoff, dropped his flexwi ng and | ooked about him

Big. Planets were big.

A line of insect-sized flyers converged toward the town ahead. Those weren't parachutes.
"Delta wings," Harry Red nmurrmured. "Hang gliders." The shapes hangi ng under the delta w ngs were
not human.

Harry ran to the bike and lifted the seat. The .45 CGovernnent Model felt confortable in
his hand, and the slide worked with a satisfying click, but the secure feeling the big pisto
usual ly gave himwas entirely |acking.

A group of hang gliders broke away fromthe formation and canme toward them They split
into two groups, one on either side of them

Mel i ssa peered through the binoculars. "El ephants," she said. "Baby el ephants."”

Jeri grabbed the glasses. Then she began to | augh. She handed the gl asses to Harry.

He said, "That funny, eh?" and | ooked.

Baby el ephants with two trunks drifted out of the sky beneath paper airplanes. Harry
chortled. They were wearing tall, conspicuous el evator shoes. He | aughed outright. Rifles with
bayonets were slung over their backs. Harry stopped | aughing.

Two |ines of delta-wing gliders swept along a hundred yards to either side of them They
were sinking fast into the wheat fields. A much larger group had drifted over Logan

"Let's get the hell out of here!" Harry shouted. He raised the bike.

It wouldn't start. Laying it onits side in the dirt hadn't been a good idea. The snell of
gas was strong.

The electric starter whirred again. The engi ne caught. Harry turned the bike -

A delta-wing craft glided onto the road half a mile behind them The Invader cane down
hard. It freed its weapon, then stepped out of the elevator shoes. Oher gliders settled to each
side. A much | arger vehicle swept overhead: a flat oval with upward-pointing fins. It g