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Grand Master Frederik Pohl, whom the Los Angeles
-~ Daily News calls "one of the last surviving greats
from the golden age—and he just gets better with the
. years,” paints a vivid, compelling view of Earth' §
near future that rapldly transforms into a sweeplng
tale of treachery, war, conquest, and gritty survival,
as Earth becomes a pawn in a power play that WI"
determine the fate of the entire universe. |

Strange signals have reached the Earth,
warning of its destruction by malevolent aliens |
known as the Horch. Within a year there is ewdEnce
that the aliens who sent the waming, known onlyas
the Beloved Leaders, have taken over the Starlah an
abandoned orbital observatory. When a group of
astronomers goes to investigate the ohservatnry. they
are taken light-years away, becoming prisoners and
guinea pigs of the Beloved Leaders. Led by Dan |
Dannerman, cousin of the observatory's director ,and a
spy for the U.S. gnvemment the prisoners take stock




























BEFORE

WHEN THE FIRST MESSAGE FROM SPACE ARRIVED ON EARTH,
five people who were on their way to the eschaton were
busy at their own affairs. For one, Dr. Pat Adcock was hav-
ing a really bad day with her accountant in New York. For
another, Commander (or, actually, by then already ex-
Commander) Jimmy Peng-tsu Lin was on the lanai of his
mother’s estate on Maui, glumly running up his mother’s
telephone bill with fruitless begging calls to every influen-
tial person he knew. Major General Martin Delasquez had
just been given his second star by the high governor of the
sovereign state of Florida. Doctorat-nauk (emeritus) Ros-
aleen Artzybachova was discontentedly trying to make the
time pass with chess-by-fax games against a variety of op-
ponents from her boring retirement dacha outside of Kiev.
And Dan Dannerman was holed up in a seedy pension in
Linz, Province of Austria. He was hiding from the Bundes
Kriminalamt with a woman named llse, who was by pro-
fession an enforcer for the terrorist Free Bavaria Bund,
more commonly referred to as the Mad King Ludwigs. (Dan-
nerman himself was a mere courier in the same group.)
Most of these five people had not even met each other yet.
Pat Adcock, being an astronomer by profession, might con-
ceivably have had some rough idea of how the message
would affect all their lives—though even she couldn’t have
known just how, or how very much. None of the others could
have had a clue.

All the same, all five of them were, in varying degrees,
startled, thrilled or frightened by the message, because
nearly everybody in the world was. What would you expect?
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It was a major historical event. It was definitely the very first
time that the patient astronomers who tended the SETI tele-
scopes, or for that matter anybody else, had received an
authentic, guaranteed alien message from an extraterres-
trial source.

Of course, that left a lot of large questions. Not even the
few dogged hangers-on in the nearly extinct SETI program
had been able to interpret what the message said, either,
except for a few fragments. The dits and dahs of the radio
signal were not Morse code. They were certainly not in En-
glish, either—were not, in fact, in any recognizable lan-
guage of any variety; unless pictures are considered to be
a language of sorts. When the signals had been painstak-
ingly massaged by some of the world’s biggest and fastest
computers, which they naturally were very quickly, it turned
out that at least one chunk of the message wasn't in words
at all. It was in pictures. When the bits were properly
arranged, what they displayed was an animated diagram.

In their hideout on the Bonnerstrasse, Dannerman and
his girl watched it over and over on their wall screen, Dan-
nerman with curiosity, llse with only cursory attention. She
was one of the very few who didn’t give a hoot in hell what
the stars had to say. Even her cursory interest didn’t last,
since whatever this bit of drek from space was meant to
convey, she declared, it certainly had nothing whatever to
do with the unswerving determination of the Mad King Lud-
wigs to free Bavaria from the cruel Prussian grip—to which
liberation at any cost, she reminded him, they had both
agreed to dedicate their lives.

As a matter of fact, the diagram really wasn't much to
look at. That didn’t keep the channels from repeating it end-
lessly, usually with some voice-over commentary provided
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by somebody who possessed several scientific degrees
and a passion for seeing himself on TV. The commentaries
varied, but the diagram was always the same. First the
screen was dark, except for one tiny brilliant spot in the
middle of it. Then an explosion sent a myriad smaller, less
bright spots flying in all directions. The expansion slowed,
followed by a general contraction as all the specks slowly,
then more rapidly, fell back to the center of the screen.
Then the central bright spot reappeared . . . and then the
commentators took over.

“Unquestionably there is much more to the message,”
one said—this one an elderly Herr Doktor from the as-
tronomy department of the University of Vienna, “but we
cannot decipher the remainder as yet. That is a great pity,
since as you see the diagram by itself is quite uninforma-
tive in the absence of the rest of the message. This seg-
ment, by itself, is no more than perhaps five per cent of
the total transmission, merely the first few seconds. We
have not been able to decode the rest. Still, | believe | can
interpret what that fragment is intended to show. It is noth-
ing less than a description of the history of our universe,
compressing to a few seconds a process which in fact will
require many tens of billions of years. The model begins
by showing the tiny and—I must confess, even to those of
us who have given our lives to the subject—the quite in-
comprehensible quantal-realm object that preceded the
birth of the universe. Then the object explodes, in what is
called the Big Bang, and the universe as we know it begins.
It expands—as we actually do see the universe doing now,
when we measure the red-shifts with our telescopes. Finally
it contracts again in what the Americans call the ‘Big
Crunch.””
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“Big Crunch! What nonsense. Come to bed now,” lIse
said crossly. “You have seen all that a hundred times at
least, Walter.”

“You don’t have to call me by my party name here,” Dan-
nerman said absently, watching the screen. The Herr Dok-
tor had begun talking about Stephen Hawking's theory of
repetitive universes, just as he had the last three times
Dannerman had watched that particular interview.

“Do not tell me what to do. You are a dilettante,” she
said severely, “or you would not say a thing like that. It is
basic doctrine, which you have not adequately studied:
There is no security ever unless there is security always.”

“I suppose so,” he said, his attention still on the screen.
He switched channels until he found the diagram on an-
other newscast.

“You are impossible,” she told him. “At [east turn down
that totally useless sound. | am going to sleep.”

“Fine,” he said, but he did as she asked. He didn’t look
away from the wall screen, however, in spite of the fact that
he was beginning to be as tired of the damn thing as she.
What Dannerman wanted was something different. He
wanted her to go to sleep without him; and when at last
her gentle, ladylike snores assured him that that had hap-
pened he moved silently to the door, collecting his down
jacket on the way, and slipped out.

He wasn’t gone long, but when he came back llse was
sitting on the edge of the bed, arms crossed, wide awake,
greeting him with a glare. She was quite a pretty woman
most of the time, but, in this mood, not. “Where were
you?” she demanded.

He said apologetically, “I just wanted some fresh air.”

“Fresh air? In Linz?”
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“Well, a change of scene, anyway. And, all right, |
stopped in the bierstube for a drink. What do you want from
me, llse—I mean, Brunnhilde? | get tired of being jailed
twenty-four hours a day in this dump.”

“Dump! Your words show your class origins, Walter. In
any case, what | want from you is proper dedication to our
cause. Also, if you were seen you would become far more
tired, because in five minutes they would have you in a real
jail.”

“Hell, uh, Brunnhilde. The Bay-Kahs aren’t looking for us
in Austria, are they? Anyway, that was part of the reason |
went out. | wanted to see if anybody was watching the pen-
sion. Nobody is.”

“And how would you know if they were, dilettante? Se-
curity is my task, not yours, Walter. Did you telephone any-
one?”

“Why would | go outside to telephone?” he asked rea-
sonably. It wasn’t a lie; Dan Dannerman preferred not to
lie when a simple deception would do.

“S0.” She studied him for a moment; then, “All the
same,” she said, softening slightly, “you are not entirely
wrong. | too would like to leave this place. It is in Bavaria
that we are needed, not here.”

“We'll be there soon,” he said, trying to make her feel
better. The funny part was that he did want her to feel bet-
ter. All right, the woman was a criminal terrorist, a known
killer with blood on her hands, but he had to admit to him-
self that he was—almost—fond of her anyway. He had no-
ticed that about himself before. He often came to like the
people he put in prison, though that didn’t keep him from
putting them there anyway.

He reached for the control for the wall screen, and llse
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moaned. “Oh, my God, you are not going to turn that on
again? It is not of any importance to us.”
“It's just interesting,” he said apologetically.
“Interesting! We have no room in our lives for what is only
‘interesting’! Walter, Walter. Sometimes | think you are
not a true revolutionary at all.”

Of course, she did not know
then just how right she was about that, and by the time she
found out much had happened. For one thing, the second
message from space had arrived. That was the one that
showed the furry, Hallowe’en-grinning scarecrow creature
with the twelve sharp talons on each fist crushing the Big
Crunch in his paw, and, one after another, the seven other
aliens, picture-in-picture like little cameos surrounding a
central figure, that went with it.

No one knew quite what to make of it, though there were
plenty of speculations. In their nightclub routines the
world’s standup comics had a wonderful time with this
brand-new material. It was one of them who christened the
seven peripheral aliens the “Seven Dwarfs,” and another
who claimed that the whole message was either an alien
political broadcast or part of some ET children’s horror an-
imation film, inadvertently transmitted to all the billions of
nonpaying viewers on Earth. The more easily frightened sci-
entists—plus every buck-hustling guru of every bizarre re-
ligious cult in the world—thought it was more likely to be
some Kkind of a warning.

They didn’t know just how astonishingly right they were,
either.

For all of the persons involved, by that time a great deal
had changed in their personal lives as well. Dan Danner-






CHAPTER ONE

Dan

When Jim Daniel Dannerman heard the WHEEP-wawp of the
police sirens, he was on the way from his family lawyer’s office
to his cousin’s observatory to beg for a job. The sirens gave him
a moment’s confusion, so that for the blink of an eye he could
not remember which one he was going to see, the autocratic ca-
reer woman who was the head of the Dannerman Astrophysi-
cal Observatory or the five-year-old girl who had peed her pants
in the tree house on his uncle’s estate. He was also already en
route to the eschaton, though, to be sure, with a weary long way
still to go. He didn’t know that was true yet, of course. He had
never heard of the eschaton then, and after the first moment he
didn’t pay much attention to the sirens, either. City people
didn’t. Cop chases were a normal part of the urban acoustic en-
vironment, and anyway Dannerman was busy accessing infor-
mation that might come in handy on his new assignment. He
had been listening to the specs of the Starcophagus, the aban-
doned astronomical satellite that had suddenly seemed to be-
come important to the Bureau, when the shriek of the stop-all-
traftic alarm drowned everything else out. Every light turned red,
and he was thrown forward as the taxi driver slammed on the
brakes.

Every other vehicle at that intersection was doing the same
thing, because the ugly stop-all enforcer spikes were already
thrusting up out of the roadway. In the front of the cab his driv-
er cursed and pounded the wheel. “Goddam cops! Goddam

spikes! Listen, they blow one more set of tires on me and I swear
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to God I'm gonna get rid of this crappy little peashooter I been
carrying and get me a rea/ gun. And then I'm gonna take that
gun and—"

Dannerman stopped listening before she got to the ways in
which she was going to take the city’s police system on single-
handed. He was watching the drama being played out at the in-
tersection. The car that was being pursued had tried to make it
through the intersection in spite of the spikes, and naturally
every tire had been stabbed flat; the three youths inside had
spilled out and tried to get away on foot, dodging among the
jam of stalled vehicles. They weren’t going to make it, though.
Police were coming at them on foot from all directions. The run-
ning cops were weighed down by radio, sting-stick, crowd-
control tear-gas gun, assault gun and body armor, but there were
too many of them for the criminals. The police had the kids well
surrounded. Dannerman watched the fugitives being captured
with mild professional interest—after all, he was in the law-
enforcement business himself, sort of.

His driver perked up a little. “Looks like they got "em. Lis-
ten, mister, I'm sorry about the delay, but they’ll have the spikes
down again any minute now—"

Dannerman said, “No problem. I've got time before my ap-
pointment.”

[t didn’t placate her. “Sure, you've got time, but what about
me? I'm stuck trying to make a goddam living in this goddam
town—"

The thing was, she had one of those Seven Stupid Alien fig-
ures hanging from her rearview mirror and it was singing out
of its picochip the whole time she was talking, a shrill obbligato
behind her hoarse complaints. That wasn’t particularly odd.
There were pictures of the aliens all over the place. On the kids
being arrested, belly-down on the pavement: the backs of their
jackets displayed little cartoon figures of the alien they called
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Sneezy—gang colors, those were; but even his lawyer’s secretary
had had a coffee mug in the shape of another on her desk. The
taxi driver’s singing good-luck piece was the fat one named
Sleepy, for its half-closed eyes—well, there were three of the eyes,
actually, on a head that was maned like a lion’s. It wasn’t much
like the ancient Disney original, but then neither were the sec-
retary’s Doc or the gangbangers’ Sneezy.

It was an odd thing, when you thought about it, that the
hideous space aliens had become children’s toys and everybody’s
knickknacks. Colonel Hilda had had an explanation for it. It was
like the dinosaurs of a generation or two earlier, she told him
on the phone: something so horrible and dangerous that peo-
ple had to translate it into something cuddly, because otherwise
it was too frightening. Then she had gone on to tell him that
the space message might, or might not, be relevant to his new
assignment, but it wasn’t his job to ask questions about it, it was
his job only to close out his assignment to the Carpezzios’ drug
ring and get cracking on the new job.

It wasn’t the first time she’d explained all that to him, either,
because that was the way it was in the NBI.

That, of course, Dannerman didn’t need to be told. After thir-
teen years in the National Bureau of Investigation, he knew the
drill.

The funny thing was that Dannerman had never set out to
be a spook. When the college freshman Jim Daniel Dannerman
signed up for the Police Reserve Officers Training Corps he was
nineteen years old, and the last thing in his mind was the choice
of a career. What he was after was a couple of easy credit hours,
while he went about the business of preparing himself for a ca-
reer in live theater. He hadn’t read the fine print. All the way
through his undergraduate program and even in graduate school
it had meant nothing but a couple of hours a week in his reserve
uniform, plus a few weekends; By the time he did read it—very
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carefully, this time—it was his last day of graduate school, and
he had just received his orders to report for active duty.

By then, of course, it was a lot too late to change his mind.
But it hadn’t been a bad life. When you worked for the Bureau
you went to interesting places and you got to meet a lot of in-
teresting people. The downside was that sometimes you had a
pretty good chance of getting killed by some of those interest-
ing people, but so far he’d been lucky about that.

The other downside was that when you had to go under
cover there was always the problem of remembering all the lies
about who you were and where you'd been all your life. That
was one of the things that made the new assignment look pretty
good. As the colonel had explained, the only identity he had to
assume was his own. Indeed, the fact that he was a sort of rela-
tive of the person under investigation was what made him the
best choice for the job.

Dannerman snapped off the portable and leaned back, clos-
ing his eyes. He hardly noticed when the traffic jam began to
dissolve, because he was working out just what he wanted to say
in the interview with his cousin. There wasn’t much doubt that
he would get the job he was going to apply for—the lawyer had
all but promised that. Dannerman was pretty sure the old man
meant it, if only because he had a little bit of a guilty conscience
over Dannerman’s lost inheritance. But it would be embarrass-
ing if he was turned down. He was surprised when the taxi
stopped. “Here you are, mister,” the driver said, friendlier now
when tipping time was near. She pulled the slip with the ten-
o’clock fare update out of the meter and handed it to him, peer-
ing over his shoulder at the plaque over the building door. “Hey.
What'’s this T. Cuthbert Dannerman Astrophysical Observatory
business? [ thought telescopes were, you know, like on the top
of a mountain someplace.”

Dannerman glanced at the midtown skyscraper that housed
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the observatory and grinned at the woman. “Actually,” he said

as he paid the bill, “until this morning, so did I.”

Iime was, indeed, when as-

tronomers shared the night with the bats and the burglars, hud-
dling their freezing buns in drafty domes on the tops of snow-
clad mountains. If they wanted to peer far into space, they had
no choice. That was where the telescopes were. That was time
past. In time present the camera had made the all-night vigils
unnecessary. The spread of electronic communication and con-
trol exempted the astronomers from having even to show up
anywhere near their telescopes—and the best of the world’s
telescopes, or at least the ones of that kind that were still work-
ing, weren’t where they were easy to visit anyway. Like the Star-
cophagus, they were in orbit. But wherever the data came from,
they arrived—processed, enhanced, computerized, digitalized—
at an observatory comfortably located in some civilized place.

Uncle Cubby’s final gift to the world of astronomy occupied
the top floors of the building, but of course there were turnstiles
and guards between the street door and the elevators. Danner-
man presented himself at the lobby desk and announced his
name. That drew interest from the guard. “You a relative?” he
asked.

“Nephew,” Dannerman admitted. “Mr. Dixler made an ap-
pointment for me to see Dr. Adcock.”

“Yes, sir,” the guard said, suddenly deferential. “I’ll have to
ask you to wait over there until someone can show you to Dr.
Adcock’s oftice. It'll just be a moment.”

[t wasn’t just a moment, though. Dannerman hadn’t ex-
pected that it would be. The observatory’s private elevator doors
opened and closed a dozen times before a large, sullen man
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came out and lumbered over to the holding pen. He was not
deferential at all. “You the guy from Dixler, J. D. Dannerman?
Show me some ID.” He didn’t offer to shake hands. When he
had checked the card he passed Dannerman through the turn-
stiles and into an elevator, and only then introduced himself.
“I'm Mick Jarvas, Dr. Adcock’s personal assistant. Give me your
gun.”

Dannerman took his twenty-shot from his shoulder holster
and passed it over. “Do [ get a receipt?”

The man looked at the weapon with contempt. “I'll remem-
ber where I got it, don’t worry. Who's this Dixler?”

“Family lawyer.”

“Huh. Okay. Wait here. Janice'll tell you when you can go
in.” That ended the conversation, and Dannerman was left to
sit in the waiting room. It didn’t bother him. It gave him a
chance to see what a modern astrophysical observatory was like.
This one wasn’t like the mountaintop domes he remembered
from his childhood. It was full of people glimpsed down corri-
dors, elderly men talking to young dark-skinned women in
saris, groups drinking Cokes or herbal tea out of the machines,
a couple of people sharing the waiting room with him and im-
proving their waiting time by talking business on their pocket
phones. What interested him most was the big liquid-crystal
screen behind the receptionist’s desk. It was showing a great
pearly mural that he recognized as a picture of a galaxy, some
galaxy or other; switched to a picture of what he took to be an
exploding star; switched again to a huge photograph of an or-
biting observatory. He had no trouble recognizing that. It was
the one he had been studying on the way over; it was also, he
was aware, the gift that had eaten up half of Uncle Cubby’s for-
tune before he died. The observatory was Starlab—sometime
uncharitably called Starcophagus, for the dead astronomer who
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was still orbiting inside it. Starlab was the ancient, biggest and
best—but unfortunately no longer operational—astronomical
orbiter of them all.

Dan Dannerman’s only previous experience of an astronom-
ical facility had been when he was four years old and his father
had taken him to visit Uncle Cubby in the old optical observa-
tory in Arizona. Starlab was quite different, and all the engi-
neering specs he’d been able to dig out of the databank didn’t
make it real for him. Getting up, he strolled over to the recep-
tion desk and cleared his throat. “Janice? [ mean, I don’t know
your last name—"

“Janice is good enough,” she said agreeably. “And you're Mr.
Dannerman.”

“Dan. I noticed you were showing the Starcophagus on the
wall a minute ago—" She had begun shaking her head. “Is
something wrong?”

“Dr. Adcock doesn’t like us ever to use that word here. It’s
the Dannerman Astrophysical Starlab. Mostly we just call it Star-
lab.”

“Thanks,” he said, meaning it; it was a useful bit of infor-
mation for someone who was about to ask the boss for a favor.

“It used to be the Dannerman Orbiting Astrolab,” she went
on, looking him over, “but Dr. Adcock changed that. Because
of, you know, the initials.”

“Oh, right,” he said, nodding. “DOA. I see what you mean.
I guess nobody wants to be reminded about the dead guy up
there. Anyway, [ was wondering if you could fill me in a little
bit. I understand, uh, Dr. Adcock’s trying to get a mission flown
to reactivate it.”

“There’s talk,” she admitted cautiously.

“Well, when’s that going to happen, do you know?”

“No idea,” she said cheerfully. “You’d have to ask Dr. Ad-
cock about that—wait a minute.” She paused, squinting as she






CHAPTER TWDO

Pat

Dr. Pat Adcock’s morning was pure hell—crises in the money
problem and the Starlab problem, not to mention all the usual
flurry of regular observatory problems—but she took the long
way from the bursar’s office to Rosaleen Artzybachova’s anyhow.
That way passed by the reception room, and that let her get a
quick look at her waiting cousin Dan.

She let him wait. She was impatient to hear what Rosaleen
had to tell her about Starlab’s instrumentation. Then the bur-
sar had had no good news for her, and she needed to do a little
thinking about that. She needed, too, to think about whether
she wanted to go out of her way, at this particularly hectic time,
to find some kind of spot on the staff for her job-seeking cousin.
[t was not a good time to be adding to the payroll. On the other
hand—

On the other hand, family was family, and Pat wasn’t dis-
pleased to have one of her few remaining relatives ask for a
favor. Especially when the relative was Dan Dannerman. So she
rushed through her meeting with Rosaleen Artzybachova, door
closed and electronics off; the woman might be old but she was
still sharp, and she was doing a good job of tracing the history
of all the additions and retrofits Starlab had suffered in its ob-
serving career. “And there’s nothing that would account for the
radiation?” Pat demanded. “You're sure?”

The old lady looked up at her thoughtfully. “Are you getting
enough exercise?” she asked. “You look like you could use some
fresh air. Yes, I'm sure.”



The Other End of Time 23

“Thanks,” Pat said, not answering her question. But when she
got back to her own office the first thing she did, even before
she closed the door, was to study herself in the wall mirror. It
wasn 't really exercise she needed, she told herself. It was rest. A
good night's sleep, for a start, and no worries. But what were
the chances of that?

While Pat’s office door was open

the walls were displaying a selection of the major current proj-
ects of the observatory: the Lesser Magellanic Cloud, with its
new gamma-ray bursters; the huge mass of neutral gas in Capri-
corn that Warren Krepps was investigating; and, just for the sake
of prettiness, some particularly nice shots of nearby objects like
Saturn, Phobos and the Moon. Those weren’t really high-
priority projects. The Dannerman Observatory didn’t do much
planetary astronomy, but the pictures were the kind of thing that
impressed possible donors when, after leading them through the
grand tour of the observatory, Pat took them into her office for
the glass of wine and the kill.

When Pat closed her privacy door the display changed. Then
what the walls showed was Starlab, and, on either side of it, like
a portrait gallery, the images of the aliens from the space mes-
sage. Patdidn’t look at the freaks as she settled herself at her desk.
She didn’t need to; but she wanted them there, to remind her.

Time for Cousin Dan? She decided not; it wouldn’t hurt him
to sit a while longer, and there was still the business of the ob-
servatory to run. It took more than science to keep an enterprise
like the Dannerman Observatory going.

After her name Patrice Dannerman Bly Metcalf Adcock was
entitled to put the initals B.S., M.A., Ph.D., D.H.L. and Sc.D.
Considering that she was sull a young woman, not very much
more than thirty (and looking younger still when she got enough
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sleep), that was quite a lot. To be sure, the last two degrees were
honorary, being the kind of thing you got from small and hun-
gry universities when you happened to be the head of an insti-
tution that might offer useful fellowships to underemployed fac-
ulty members, but she had truly earned all the rest.

The trouble was, they weren’t enough. Why hadn’t someone
told her to slip a couple of economics and business-management
classes in among the cosmologies and the histories of science?
Her skills at reading a spectrogram were all very well, but what
she really needed to understand was a spreadsheet.

And this morning, like most mornings, the problems were
mostly money. Kit Papathanassiou was requesting twenty hours
of observing time on the big Keck telescopes in Hawaii. Pat
knew that Papathanassiou would make good use of the time, but
the Kecks were a big-ticket item; she cut it to five hours. Gwen
Morisaki wanted to hire another postdoc to help out with the
Cepheid census in NGC 3821; but that job only amounted to
counting, after all, and why did you need a doctoral degree for
that? Cousin Dan? Probably not, Pat thought, and decided to
offer Gwen an undergraduate intern from one of the local
schools. That wouldn’t save much money. You could hardly hire
anybody for less than the average postdoc would gladly accepr,
but a dollar saved, plus its cost-of-living adjustment, was a dol-
lar plus COLA earned. This month’s communications bills were
higher than ever; Pat reluctantly came to the conclusion that it
was time for her to get on everybody’s back again about keep-
ing the phone bills down. She didn’t look forward to it. Has-
sling the staff to watch pennies was not what she had earned all
those degrees for. Maybe, if things got better—the way she
dreamed they might, if the Starlab thing worked our . . .

But it was all taking so long.

That was a big disappointment. Pat had hoped that once the
judge decreed that the feds were obliged to honor the contract
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Uncle Cubby had made with them—had to provide a Clipper
spacecraft to take a repair mission to Starlab and, what’s more,
had to pay for putting the old spacecraft into working order—
why, then, the whole thing should have been automatic. It
wasn't. The feds and the Floridians were dragging their feet.
Somehow somebody somewhere in their bureaucracies had
begun to suspect that she knew something they didn’.

Well, she did. And it was none of their damn business.

She leaned back and studied the pictures on the wall. Not the
Starlab itself. She didn’t need to look at that again; with Ros-
aleen Artzybachova’s help she had already memorized every cen-
timeter of that. What she was looking at was the freak show from
the space messages. There were eight of the aliens, starting with
the universe-crushing scarecrow, and every one of them was
ugly. One looked like Pat’s idea of a golem, huge bipedal body
with some arms like elephant limbs and some like limp
spaghetti, and the bearded head with its glaring eyes; that was
the one the comics called “Doc.” Another—the “Grumpy”™—
looked a little like a sea horse with legs; a third, the “Dopey,”
had a whiskered kitten’s head on a chicken’s body; another
might have been a huge-eyed lemur if it weren’t for its own extra
pairs of limbs, and she couldn’t recall what nonsensical name it
had been given.

Pat closed her eyes and sighed. She wished, as half the world
wished, that she knew why the unidentified transmitter of these
unpleasing pictures had wanted humans to see them. What
were these creatures? Not a zoo; these were not animals; most
of them wore clothing, some carried artifacts of one kind or an-
other—some that looked unpleasantly like weapons.

Of course, the fact that they had weapons didn’t mean they
were killers. Everybody carried weapons. Pat kept one on her
person whenever she left her office or her home—not counting
whatever additional firepower her bodyguard carried—and she
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certainly wasn’t intending to shoot anybody. Unless, of course,
she absolutely had to.

Which raised the question of under what circumstances the
freaks might think they absolutely had to; but she didn’t want
to think about that. Pat Adcock had considered the possibility
that some of those alien creatures might be hanging around
somewhere in Earth orbit, where the mission to Starlab might
encounter them, and decided that the odds were strongly
against. There wasn’t any reason to reconsider that question
now—most likely.

She opened her eyes and looked at her wartch.

Actually, she had kept Cousin Dan waiting long enough. She
pushed the button that transformed her desk screen to a mir-
ror, checked her hair and her face—yes, still not bad, in spite of
what Rosaleen had said—then sighed, pushed the control that
unlocked her door and restored her wall display to the one she
was willing to let the world see and called the receptionist. “My
cousin still out there, Janice? All right, then send him on in.”



CHAPTER THRETE

Dan

When Dannerman entered his cousin’s office they didn’t kiss.
Nor did they shake hands, and she didn’t even look up at him.
Her attention was on her desk screen, displaying the resumé he
had given Mr. Dixler to send over. “Says here you've got a
Ph.D.—butit’s in English literature, for Christ’s sake? What the
hell does Dixler think we’re going to do with an English major
here? Do you know anything at all about astronomy?”

“Nota thing,” he said cheerfully, studying her: blue eyes, rusty
brown hair, yes, that was the cousin he remembered, though
now physically well matured. She was wearing a white lab coat,
but it hung open. Under it was a one-piece skorts outfit, ther-
mally dilated to adjust to room temperatures. She kept her of-
fice warm, so a lot of Pat Adcock showed through the mesh. At
thirty-something she was almost as good-looking as pretty lit-
tle Patty D. Bly had been when they were children; two mar-
riages and a career had just made her taller and even more sure
of herself. “I just happen to need a job pretty badly,” he added.

She finally looked up to regard him thoughtfully, then smiled.
“Anyway, hello. I’s been a long time, Dan-Dan.”

“It’s just Dan now that I've grown up, Cousin Pat.”

“And it’s just Doctor Adcock if you're going to work here,”
she reminded him, a touch of steel peeking through the velvet.
“I don’t know about hiring you, though, Dan. It says here you
got your doctorate at Harvard and your dissertation was called
‘Between Two Worlds: Freud and Marx in the Plays of Elmer
Rice.” Who the hell was he?”
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“Early-twentieth-century American playwright. Very seminal
for Broadway theater. Some people called him the American Pi-
randello.”

“Huh.” She studied his face. “Are you still stagestruck?”

“Not really. Oh, there’s a little theater group in Brooklyn I
help out now and then—"

“Christ.”

“It wouldn’t interfere with my work,” he promised.

She gave him an unconvinced look, but changed the subject.
“So Dixler wants me to give you a job here. I was surprised when
he called; T thought you weren’t speaking to him.”

Dannerman shifted uncomfortably. “You mean about Uncle
Cubby’s estate. Well, [ wasn’t, but I thought the least he could
do was put in a word for me with you.”

She was gazing at the screen again. “What happened to the
job you had with, it says here, Victor Carpezzio and Sons, Im-
porters of Foods and Fragrances?”

“Personal problems. I didn’t get along with the Carpezzios.”

“And you've had—" She paused to count up. “Jesus, Dan,
you've had four other jobs in the past few years. Are you going
to quit here too because you don’t like somebody?” He didn’t
answer that. “And you've been dicking around with little the-
ater groups all over the place, not just in Brooklyn. 1 thought
you were the kind of guy who went for the macho kind of
thing.”

“There’s enough macho in the world already, Pat.”

“Hum,” she said again. Then, “All right, our murtual uncle
gave a lot of money to found this observarory, that’s a fact. But
it doesn’t mean we have to support the whole damn family.”

“Of course not.”

“It we decided to take a chance and we did give you a job for
Uncle Cubby’s sake, don’t expect it would be anything big.
You'd be getting minimum wage, daily COLA, no fringe ben-
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efits. This is a scientific establishment. We're all highly trained
people. You just don’t have the skills for anything better than
scutwork.”

“I understand, Dr. Adcock.”

That made her laugh. “Oh, hell, Dan, I guess Pat’s good
enough. Considering we've known each other since we were in
diapers. You don’t bear any grudges, do you? About the money,
I mean?” He shook his head. “I mean, you got as much as I did
under Uncle Cubby’s will.”

“Not exactly.”

“Well, you would have if you'd been around when the will
was probated. Then the whole thing wouldn’t’'ve been eaten up
by inflation by the time you collected it and you wouldn’t be
looking for a scutwork job now, would you? What were you
doing in Europe anyway?”

“I guess you'd call it postdoctoral research,” he said, coming
reasonably close to an honest answer. The statement was tech-
nically true, at least; he really had had his doctorate by then and
what he had been doing in Europe surely was research of a kind.

“And maybe there was a girl?”

“You could say a woman was involved,” he admitted, again
skirting the truth—Ilse was indeed female, and so was the
colonel. “I guess I made a mistake, not keeping in touch.”

“I guess you did. All right, I don’t see why we shouldn’t do
old Dixler a favor—and you too, of course. We'll find you
something to do. Go down to Security and get your badge and
passes from Mick Jarvas. You can start tomorrow—but re-
member, you get no medical benefits, no tenure. You'll be a
temp, hired on a week-to-week basis, and how long you stay de-
pends on you. Or, actually, it will depend on me, because I'm
the director here. Is that going to give you a problem?”

“No problem.”

“It better not be a problem. I don’t mix family loyalty and
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science. We've got a lot to do here right now, trying to get Star-
lab back on line and all. I don’t want you thinking that the fact
that we played together when we were babies is going to get you
any special privileges.”

Dannerman grinned, thinking about the kinds of games
they’d played. “You’'re the boss, Pat,” he said. But of course she’d
been the boss then, too.

As soon as he was out of the

building he paused before the window of a betting parlor to lift
his commset to his lips and make his call. He didn’t give a
name. He didn’t have to. All he said was, “Mission accom-
plished. I got the job.”

“That’s nice,” the voice on the other end said chattily. “Con-
gratulations. You've still got one thing to do with the other guys,
though.”

“I know. I'll phone it in when I get home.”

“Make sure you do, Danno. Talk to you later.”

On the subway ride home Dannerman pretended to watch
the news on his communicator—the hot new story was that the
President’s press secretary had been kidnapped—but he wasn’t
paying it much attention. He was content with the day’s work.
To be sure, he didn’t know exactly why he was going to work
for his cousin, but he was reasonably sure he would be told in
time. What he had to take care of with the Carpezzios wouldn’t
take long. And of course the eschaton, that ultimate transcen-
dence, had never yet even crossed his mind.



CHAPTER FOUR

Dan

The process of getting photographed and fingerprinted for the
job had made Dannerman late leaving the observatory. It got
even later; he got caught in the rush hour and the subways were
running even slower than usual because of a bomb scare at the
Seventy-second Street station. That meant the trains weren’tal-
lowed to stop there until the security police finished checking
out whatever suspicious object was worrying them, so Dan Dan-
nerman had to travel an extra stop north and make his way back
on foot through the jammed sidewalk vendors along Broadway.
The peddlers did their best to slow him down—"Hey, mon,
here we have got tomorrow’s top collectibles, get them today
while the price is right!”—but Dannerman was interested only
in food just then. By the ume he’d picked up some groceries for
his dinner and got home, all the other tenants had finished their
meals. He had the condo’s kitchen to himself.

He dumped his purchases on the kitchen table and began to
cut up the vegetables for his stir-fry. While he was waiting for
the rice to steam he tried to get some news on his landlady’s old
screen. All the stories looked very familiar. The only additions
to the ones he’d heard on the subway were that a new serial killer
seemed to be at large in the city, two senators were under in-
dictment for embezzlement, the heavyweight boxing champion
of the world had announced his plans to enter the priesthood,
the President had received a ransom demand for his kidnapped
press secretary and the time for the free-fire zone that the
Law’n’Order Enforcers had announced for the Wall Street area
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had just expired, with only seven persons wounded. Nothing
very interesting. Nothing about the possible bomb in the sub-
way, even on the local menu; but then the services hardly both-
ered reporting that sort of thing anymore.

Stirring up the fry didn’t take more than five minutes, but
Rita Gammidge must have smelled it cooking from her room.
“Evening, Danny,” she said, appearing at the door as Danner-
man was ladling it into his plate. “Um. Do I smell chorro
sausages 1n there?”

Rita Gammidge was his landlady. Tiny, old, white-haired,
quick and inquisitive, she owned the duplex condo where Dan
rented his room—well, his half a room, if you went by the orig-
inal layout. The condo was a valuable piece of property, origi-
nally eight big rooms and three baths; but Dannerman knew
that the condo was also about the only thing Rita had saved out
of what must once have been a considerable fortune before she,
and a lot of others, were wiped out in the Big Devaluation. Dan-
nerman did what was expected of him. “Join me,” he invited.
“There’s plenty for two.”

She hesitated. “If you're sure—?"

“I'm sure.” There was. There always was; the rents Rita col-
lected were barely enough to keep her ahead of the taxes and
the maintenance charges, and so he made a point of cooking
enough for both of them. He knew that the other thing she
wanted from him was his day’s rent, so they settled that before
they began to eat.

“The good news,” she said, ringing up her deposit, “is today’s
inflation adjustment was only two per cent.”

He nodded, and remembered to tell her, “There’s other good
news. I've got a new job.”

“Well, wonderful! Calls for a drink—Ilet me supply the beer.”
She had unlocked the fridge and brought out a bottle from her

private stock—one half-liter bottle for the two of them to
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share—before she thought to ask, “What was wrong with the
job in import-export?”

“No future,” he said. As was usual with most of the things he
told people about himself, the statement was true enough; what-
ever future there had been with the importers had vanished
when the colonel ordered him to drop it and try to hook on with
his cousin. “The place I'm working for now is an astronomical
observatory.”

“Oh, boy! What, do you think there’s money in looking for
Martians?”

“There aren’t any Maruans, Rita, and anyway that isn’t what
we do.” He explained to her, from his small and very recently
acquired store of astronomical knowledge, that the Dannerman
Observatory spent its time analyzing data about distant gas
clouds and quasars, trying to puzzle out the origins of the uni-
verse. Then he had to explain why the observatory was called
“Dannerman.”

Rita approved of that. “It’s good to have family, these days,”
she said, chewing wisttully. “You're close, you and your cousin?”

“Notreally. She’s nota blood relative. She was Uncle Cubby’s
wife’s sister’s daughter, and I was his younger brother’s son.”

“Even so,” she said vaguely, and then commented: “You
could have pur a little more sausage in the fry.”

“Nobody’s making you eat it.”

She didn’t take offense. She didn’t even seem to notice what
he’'d said. She went on dreamily, “We used to eat really well
while Jonathan was alive—rtruffles, guinea hen, steaks you could
cut with a fork. Oh, and roast beef, and rack of lamb, and three
or four different wines at almost every meal. Dan, do you know
we used to have as many as twenty-four at dinner some nights?
We’'d eat in the main dining hall—that’s where the Rosen-
krantzes and the Blairs live now—and we had the butler and the
maids to hand everything around. If anybody wanted seconds,
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why, they could have as much as they wanted. There was plenty,
and we didn’t even mind when the servants took the leftovers
home. And then, if the weather was nice, we'd go out on the
terrace for coffee and brandy afterward.”

“I don’t have any coffee,” Dannerman said, to keep her from
getting her hopes up.

“Neither do 1,” she said, swallowing the last of her beer.
“Thanks for dinner. I'll clean up—and, Dan? It’s nice about
your cousin, but this city’s no place for a young man like you.
You ought to get out of it while you can.”

“And go where?” he asked. She didn’t have any answer for
that. She didn’t even try.

Before Dannerman unlocked the
door to his own room he checked the telltales. They were clear.
No one had entered while he was out; his stock of collectibles
was still intact, and so were the more important items concealed
among them. He locked the door behind him and began his
evening chores.

Atter Rita finished partitioning the condo for lodgers, her
original eight rooms had become fourteen. Dan Dannerman had
a windowless chamber that had once been a kind of dressing
room to the condo’s master bedroom, now occupied by the
Halverson family of four. His part got the huge marble fireplace,
but it was the Halversons who got the direct entrance to the
bath; when Dan wanted to use it he had to go down the hall.

All in all, Dannerman would gladly have traded with the
Halversons. He couldn’t use the fireplace, because of pollution
regulations, so it was just an annoyance that took up wall space
he could have used tor his personal stock of inflation hedges.

Those were the goods that people with jobs bought from the
pitiful sidewalk vendors, the fixed-income people or the no-
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income people who were reduced to selling off their possessions
to stay alive. It didn’t matter what you bought. With daily in-
flation running at two or three per cent, sometimes more, any-
thing you bought was bound to be worth more than you paid
for it if you just held it for a while. It was part of Dannerman’s
cover to be just like everybody else who had a little spare cash,
but not enough to put it into the good inflation hedges like op-
tion futures. He spent his surplus on collectibles as fast as he
could. In Dannerman’s personal store he had glass paperweights,
small items of furniture—all he had room for in the tiny cham-
ber—a Barbie doll from the 1988 issue in nearly mint condi-
tion, old flatscreen computers, bits of costume jewelry, CDs, op-
tical disks and even magnetic tapes of music of all kinds. Of
course, the stock in his room didn’t represent all of his real cap-
ital, but since he couldn’t admit what his real capital was he
couldn’t draw on it; the Bureau would hand it over to him, fully
inflated with whatever the then-current cost-of-living adjust-
ment might be, when he retired. Meanwhile, in times of un-
employment Dannerman, too, had had to protect his cover by
setting up a booth along Broadway and selling off goods.

He checked his watch and noted that it was time to take care
of his last bit of business with the Carpezzios. He dialed the
number, let it ring once; dialed again for two rings; then dialed
again and waited for an answer. “Nobody’s here but me,” said
the voice of their main shooter and watchman, Gene Martin.

“Shit,” Dannerman said. He wasn’t partcularly disappointed,
and not at all surprised—he had timed it for when none of the
bosses would be in—but that was just the way you started most
sentences around Carpezzio & Sons Flavors and Fragrances. “So
rake a message. [ can’t come in, [ have to go to the dentist, but
tell Wally he’ll have to do the meet tonight himself.”

“He’ll be pissed,” sighed Martin. “You got a toothache?”

“No, I just like to go to the dentist. See you later.” And he
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would see him later, Dannerman thought, but not until it was
time to testify at their arraignment, and they wouldn’t be very
sociable then.

That taken care of, he had chores to do. From behind a print-
book set of Lee’s Lieutenants—not a very good investment, re-
ally, but one of these days he intended actually to read the
books—he pulled out his rods and cloths, turned on his room
screen and switched his pocket phone over to the screen to
check the day’s messages while he cleaned his guns.

The messages were almost all junk, of course. That was what
he expected; his pocket phone was set to record everything that
came in as voicemail except for the ones from Hilda. He re-
minded himself to add calls from the observatory to the prior-
ity list, now that he had a job, and set himself to review the day’s
garbage accumulation. People wanted to cast his horoscope or
sell him weapons. A men’s-clothing store was inviting him to a
private advance sale of the season’s newest sportswear and
impact-resistant undergarments. A real-estate office had forced-
sale condos in Uptown to offer. A couple of news services urged
him to subscribe; a finance company oftfered to lend him money
at just one per cent over the COLA; in short, the usual. There
were just two real calls. One was from the theater group in
Brooklyn, and, although the caller didn’t give a name, he rec-
ognized the voice: Anita Berman. The other was from the
lawyer, Mr. Dixler. Both wanted him to return their calls, but
he thought for a moment and decided against it. Dixler could
wait. And Anita Berman—

Well, Anita was a separate problem, and Dannerman wasn'’t
quite ready to deal with it. Thoughtfully he left the phone live,
while he began cleaning his twenty-shot, considering the case
of Anita Berman. She was a sweet lady, there was no doubt of
that. She liked him very well, and that was for sure, too. But
Hilda thought she was a security risk, and now with the new
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job Hilda was bound to think Anita was excess baggage.

That was going to be a pain, he thought, and then remem-
bered that he still had homework to do. He put the cleaning ma-
terials back, coded the room screen for library access and, au-
tomatically wiping the sales messages as they came in in their
little window at the corner of the screen, cued in the search he
had begun in the taxi for data on astronomy, orbital instruments.

It took him only a moment to access once more the entries
for the Dannerman Observatory’s wholly owned satellite, Star-
lab.

There was a lot about Starlab that Dannerman had no need
to retrieve from the databanks, because he clearly remembered
when it had been launched. He had been only nine at the time,
but his mother had taken him to Uncle Cubby’s grand com-
pound on the Jersey shore for the launch party. The whole fam-
ily was there to watch the launch on television, Cousin Pat and
her parents included, as well as a dozen famous astronomers and
politicians, but while the astronomers and the politicians were
thoroughly enjoying the party, Dannerman’s mother had been
alot less thrilled. It was Uncle Cubby’s fortune that paid for the
satellite, as it was also Uncle Cubby’s fortune that endowed the
Dannerman Astrophysical Observatory a little later; and, while
Starlab and the observatory were undoubrtedly great contribu-
tions to astronomical science, what they represented to Uncle
Cubby’s heirs was a considerable depletion of the remaining for-
tunes they might someday expect to inherit.

Still, there was no doubt that Starlab had done greac things
for astronomy in its time. When it was built there was still
money around to spend on pure science. It was designed to
house a few actual living astronomers for weeks at a time as they
took their spectra and their shift measurements. That part had
been abandoned early, when it became too expensive to ship
human beings up to orbit; the last of the visiting astronomers
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had died up there, and was still there. No one had been willing
to spend the money to reclaim his body. But Starlab’s instru-
ments had gone on working for more than twenty years—

Until, three years earlier, they stopped. Just stopped. The
transmissions ceased in the middle of a Cepheid count, and the
satellite did not respond to commands from its surface con-
trollers.

Dannerman put the screen on hold and got up to get a beer
of his own from his private cooler. It all seemed pretty straight-
forward: satellites went out of commission every day, and the
money to fix them got scarcer. Why was this one particularly
interesting?

He meditated over that for a moment, sipping the beer and
wiping the new messages as they arrived—until one came in,
voice only but definitely the voice of a female, that said flirta-
tiously, “Hey, Danno! I hear you got a new job. Give me a call
and leC’s see if we want to celebrate.”

There wasn’t any name on that one, either, but there didn’t
need to be. No one called him by the code name “Danno” but

Colonel Hilda Morrisey.

A call from the colonel was not

one he could answer on the open lines. Dannerman pulled
down an old flatscreen converter from its place on his shelf and
jacked it into his modem. Then he dialed the number he knew
by heart. His screen instantly showed a bewildering fractal pat-
tern of wedges and wriggling lines, until he cut in the 300-digit-
prime synchronized-chaos decoder.

Then Colonel Hilda Morrisey was looking out at him, plump,
dark, bright-eyed—just like always.

“Evening, Colonel honey,” he said.

She didn’t acknowledge the greeting. She didn’t waste time
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on congratulating him on getting the job, either. “All right,” she
said, “cut the crap. Have you done your homework?”

“I sure have, Colonel honey, all you gave me, anyway. Star-
lab went out a few years ago so the observatory applied for a re-
pair mission to fix it. Naturally nothing happened. The red
tape—"

“Don’t tell me about the red tape.”

“Anyway, the application wasn’t moving. There’s no public
support for space missions. Let’s see, I think the latest polls show
about seventy-four percent opposed to spending another dollar
on it anywhere. How much of that is Bureau dirty tricks, do you
suppose?”

“Never mind.”

“Anyway, now, all of a sudden, my cousin Pat got hot. She

took the government to court, and she won, but it sull don’t
move. So now she’s doing a lot of wheeling and dealing on her
own.”
“And spending serious money, right. Okay, look. I had hoped
to have background checks for you on the people you'll be
working with but, right now, with this President’s press secre-
tary thing, it’s hard to get any action out of Washington. So far
it looks like two of them are dirtcy—not counting your cousin.
One’s a bruiser named Mick Jarvas—"

“I've met the man.”

“He’s a doper; that might be useful. He used to be a profes-
sional kick-boxer, now he’s your cousin’s bodyguard; he stays
with her wherever she goes, so he knows what she does outside
the office. The other one’s a Chink named Jimmy Peng-tsu Lin.
He’s an astronaut, or was until the People’s Republic privatized
its space program and he went freelance. He got in some polit-
ical trouble in the People’s Republic, too, but I don’t know ex-
actly what yet. That’s all I've got so far. Any questions?”
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“Matter of fact I do have one, Hilda. Mind if I ask how the
Carpezzio case is going?”

“You’re not on the Carpezzio case anymore, Dannerman.
That’s just a routine drug bust and we’ll handle that.”

“You shouldn’t do it yet,” he said, as he’d said before—kncw-
ing that it was useless. “If you'd just wait two weeks till the major
guys from Winnipeg and Saginaw get in—"

“Can’t do it. You’re needed on this one.”

“But you'll just be getting low-level dummies—~

“Danno,” she sighed, “are you empathizing again? You damn
near blew the Mad King Ludwig operation because you didn’t
want to get your girlfriend Ilse in trouble.”

“She wasn’t my girlfriend,” he protested. “Exactly. I just
thought she was basically a decent human being.” And, for that
matter, the Carpezzios weren’t that awful, either; sure, they sold
drugs, but they were loyal to their people and he was going to
miss some of those all-night parties in the loft with its constant
aroma of room freshener and oregano that they hoped would
keep any stray police dog from detecting the more interesting
scents from their merchandise.

“Your kind heart does you credit, but forget it. What you're
on now is a number-one priority from the director himself.
Don’t screw around with anything else, you hear? Check it out;
see what you can get. And I want you to report in every night
about this time.”

“You're not making it easy for me. Do you want to tell me
what I'm looking for, exactly?”

“No.”

“Come on, Colonel! How the hell can I do my job?”

She hesitated. “You might see if you can find out anything
about gamma-ray emissions from the Starlab,” she said reluc-
tantly.

“Gamma rays?”






CHAPTER FIVE

Dan

With Starlab out of action the Dannerman Astrophysical Ob-
servatory didn’t have a telescope of its own anymore; what it had
was people. A lot of people. More than a hundred full-time sci-
entific and clerical people worked there, with another twenty or
thirty visiting astronomers, postdocs and slave-labor graduate
students on and off the premises. That was good, for Danner-
man’s purposes; tradecraft said that the first thing you did in a
new assignment was to let yourself be seen by as many people
as possible so that they would get used to you, think of you as
part of the furniture and accordingly pay no attention to you.
On his first day in the new job he covered all the floors the ob-
servatory occupied, and was pleased to be generally ignored.
Most of the staft had no time to chat with a new low-ranking
employee, at least until they discovered he happened to be a
Dannerman. Then they became more cordial, but were still
busy. If the observatory didn’t have any instruments of its own,
it did have shared-time arrangements with ground-based and
radio telescopes in New Mexico and Hawaii and the Canary Is-
lands, not to mention neutrino instruments in Canada and ltaly
and even odder observatories everywhere in the world. The sci-
entists made their observations, and then they, and all the other
specialists at Dannerman, massaged, enhanced and interpreted
the data and added it to the general store of human knowledge.
Of course, Dan Dannerman wasn’t qualified for any of that.
[t you didn’t count Janice DuPage, the receptionist who dou-
bled as payroll manager, or old Walt Lowenfeld, who ran the
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stockroom, Dannerman was pretty nearly the least profession-
ally qualified human being on the payroll of the observatory. He
hadn’t been granted the dignity of a title, but if he had it would
have been “office boy.” Exploring the observatory was made easy
for him, because his work took him everywhere. It included car-
rying things from the stockroom to the people who needed
them, making coffee, killing, for Janice DuPage, a wasp that had
somehow made it into the reception room, fetching doughnuts
from the shop in the lobby for Harry Chesweller, the senior
planetary astronomer on the staft . . . taking messages, in frac-
tured English, from the Greek friends of Christo Papathanas-
siou, the quantum cosmologist from the island of Cyprus . . .
getting Cousin Pat’s jewelry out of the safe for her when she was
going out socially . . . bringing tea with a measured twenty cc
of clover-blossom honey, no more and no less, for old Rosaleen
Artzybachova, well past ninety and still spry but crotchety, as
she pored over her instrument schemarics. What he did, in
short, was whatever they told him to do. “They” could be any-
body, because he took orders from any of the fifteen or twenty
principal astronomers and physicists and computer nerds and
mathematicians who made up the major science staff of the ob-
servatory, and from any of their assistants as well. But he espe-
cially took orders from Cousin Pat Adcock, because she was the
one who ran it all.

Cousin Pat wasn’t a bad boss, as bosses went. She wasn’t re-
ally a good boss, either, though. She seemed to have little pa-
tience and no interest in whether any of her employees might
have lives of their own. She snapped her orders out—not only
to her low-man-on-the-totem-pole cousin but even to people
like Pete Schneyman, the mathematician-astrophysicist who, 1t
was said, was high on the list for some future Nobel laurel (and
had been everybody’s logical best bet for becoming the next di-
rector until Pat Adcock came along) and to old, honored Ros-
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aleen Artzybachova. Maybe part of the reason for the impa-
tience, Dannerman thought, was that everybody knew that the
only reason Cousin Pat was the director was Uncle Cubby’s
money. But she seemed tense and preoccupied most of the time.
Janice DuPage whispered that Pat hadn’t always been like that
and probably one reason was that, having gone through two hus-
bands, she didn’t currently have even a steady boyfriend.
“Maybe so,” Dannerman told the receptionist. “But she was a
bossy little kid, too.”

He didn’t believe that was the explanation, anyway. There
had to be something else, something most probably to do with
the Starlab; or else what was he doing there?

tht he was doing there, of

course, was following Colonel Hilda Morrisey’s orders. As or-
dered, he kept his eyes and ears open, and if he didn’t find much
that interested her in his nightly reports it wasn’t for lack of try-
ing. It wasn’t because the people he worked with weren’t will-
ing to talk, either. They were a sociable lot—particularly with
somebody who, however lowly his present status, was a definite
relative of their great benefactor. “Burt all they want to ralk
about is their jobs, Colonel,” he complained to her on the coded
line. “Dr. Schneyman kept me after work for an hour talking
about stuff like something he called isospin and how proton-
rich nuclei were created in novae and neutron stars.”

“Screw that stuff, Danno. That's not what you're there for.
What about the gamma-ray item?”

“Nobody brought it up, so I didn’t either. You told me—"

“I know what I told you. Have you at least made contact with
Mick Jarvas and the Chink astronaut?”

“I haven’t seen Commander Lin yet ar all. He’s been out of
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the office; they say he’s in Houston, doing something about get-
ting ready for the repair flight.”

“I've got one other name for you. Christo Papa—~Pap-
athana—"

“The Greek fellow, right. From Cyprus.”

“Well, there’s a file on him, only I haven’taccessed it yet. It's
been crazy here.” She hesitated, then said, “The thing is, they
found the President’s press secretary, only he was dead.”

Dannerman was scandalized. “Dead? Cripes, Hilda! That was
supposed to be a strictly commercial snatch!”

“So something went sour. The word i1sn’t out yet; the Presi-
dent’s going to announce it at a news conference in the morn-
ing. Meanwhile, everything's pretty screwed up, so it'll be a
while before I can get more. And keep after Jarvas.”

“He isn’t exactly a sociable type.”

“Make him sociable, Danno. Didn’t1 tell you this assignment
is priority? Do I have to teach you all over again how to do your
job? And, look, see if you can get into some of the technical part
of the work there. You're not going to find much out while
you're running the coffee machine.”

Dannerman followed orders as best he could. He didn’t
achieve much with Cousin Pat’s bodyguard, though he tried get-
ting Jarvas to go with him for lunch or a beer. He got a frosty
turndown. Jarvas didn’t socialize outside the office. At
lunchtime he went out only with Dr. Pat Adcock, and on the
rare occasions when she lunched on sandwiches in her office he
preferred to go out and eat alone.

Dannerman did better with the other instruction. [t occurred
to him that the databanks for astrophysics were reached in just
abourt the same ways as the ones for critical studies on Ameri-
can playwrights. When he pointed out to Pat Adcock that he
could be more use in research than fixing squeaky drawers, she
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reluctantly agreed to allow him to do an occasional literature
search.

That was useful. It gave him a good reason to talk shop with
his coworkers, and, when Harry Chesweiler found out he spoke
good German and at least halting French, the planetary as-
tronomer was delighted. “Hell, boy,” he boomed, his mouth full
of a bagel, “you can do something for me right now. Pat’s been
after me to check out some little CLO she’s interested in—"

“A what?”

“A CLO. A comet-like object. I don’t know why she’s get-
ting interested in it now—it came through a couple years ago—
but it does have some unusual characteristics. She wants to
know its orbital elements for some reason, and I've got all this
Ganymede stuff to work up. We don’t have any data for the sec-
tors and times she’s interested in, so you'll need to check some
of the other observatories. Use my screen if you want to; I'd like
to get out early for lunch, anyway.”

The good part of checking up on
the CLO was that it was more interesting than making coffee,
and it didn’t really require any knowledge of astronomy. With
the information Chesweiler left for him Dan Dannerman began
calling up other observatories to beg for copies of any plates they
might have.

The main sources, Chesweiler had explained, were out of the
country: the German Max-Planck Institut fiir Extraterristrische
Physik, which had both an optical and a gamma-ray observa-
tory still more or less functioning in orbit—gamma rays!'-—and
Cerro Toledo in South America, which had one that observed
in the extreme ultraviolet. The woman at Cerro Toledo refused
his atctempts at French—he knew no more of her own language
than the taxi-driver Spanish any American needed—Dbut had
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good enough English to make clear that, while she was perfectly
willing to transmit the plates he asked for, she wanted to be paid;
Dannerman took a chance and agreed to the price she asked.

The man at Max-Planck was a cheerful youngster named
Gerd Hausewitz. He was considerably more cooperative, espe-
cially because Dannerman’s German was what he’d acquired in
his four years in the Democratische Neuereich. Hausewitz was
about to go home for the day, he mentioned—it was nearly six
o’clock in Europe—but he promised to get the plates, and Dan-
nerman, feeling cheerful, went back to replacing the wilting
flowers on the desk of Janice DuPage.

Talking German again had reminded him of the good times
in Europe—of the parts of those times that were good, anyway:
the cakes with mountains of schlag on the ring boulevards of Vi-
enna, the beer in Frankfurt, the girl named Ilse who had invited
him into her bed and then into the secret society called the Mad
King Ludwig. It was the Mads he had been working on, but Ilse
was a definitely valuable fringe benefit. Undoubtedly she was a
terrorist, and almost certainly she had been involved in the
group that had tried to spread cholera in the drinking water of
the UN in New York, but she was also about the most beauti-
ful woman he’d ever shared a mattress with.

Dannerman took a short lunch hour, and when he came back
it was Janice DuPage, the receptionist, who checked his carry
gun for him.

“How come?” he asked.

“Checking weapons is my job when Mick’s out bodyguard-
ing Pat Adcock.”

“Huh. What does she need a bodyguard for, anyway?”

Janice looked at him unbelievingly. “Daniel, what galaxy do
you come from? Pat’s a good-looking woman. She needs some
kind of muscle to protect her from rapists and kidnappers and
general scum—not counting sometimes she likes to wear some
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pretty high-priced rocks when she goes out. Why do you carry
a gun?”

He shrugged. “Everybody does.”

“And everybody knows why.”

He persisted, “So why does she hire a retired kick-boxer who
never won a fight that wasn’t fixed?”

“Ask him yourself. And some Kraut’s been calling you, it’s in
your voicemail.”

Gerd Hausewitz was as good as his word, but before he trans-
mitted the plates he wanted to talk to Dannerman again. “Any-
thing wrong?” Dannerman asked.

The broad face on the screen looked troubled. “Just that it’s
a funny thing, Dr. Dannerman. You said you were looking for
a comet-like object, both in EUV and our gammas? But comets
do not radiate in such frequencies.”

“I guess that’s what makes it only comet-/ike, ” Dannerman
said equably.

“To be sure, yes. But my superiors were interested that you
should ask, and interested also in your Starlab satellite. We un-
derstand there is to be a flight to repair it, is that correct?”

Dannerman’s expression didn’t change, but he was suddenly
more interested. “Yes?”

“That would be splendid, naturally. It is a fine instrument.
However, we have found nothing in the literature to describe
the plans for repair. Could you perhaps send us a copy of the
mission plan, if it is not too much trouble?”

“I'll have to ask the boss.”

“Of course. But please do. We would greatly appreciate. Is
there anything else I can do for you?”

Dannerman hesitated, then took the plunge. “Your gamma-
ray observer—"

« Yes? »

“I was just wondering, have there been any unusual gamma
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observations lately? In the last couple of years, that is?”

The German looked puzzled. “Unusual? There are of course
the bursters, but those occur all the time. Nothing unusual,
however. Why do you ask?”

Dannerman backtracked swiftly. “It was just something

. ) .
someone said. It's not important. Anyway, thanks for the
plates.”

After Dannerman passed the

plates on to Harry Chesweiler, the German’s question stuck in
his mind. He wished he knew a little more about astronomy.
Did this CLO have anything to do with Starlab? Did the fact
that it wasn’t a normal comet mean anything? Why was the man
from Max-Planck asking about the satellite in the first place?

Colonel Hilda would want the answer to that, too, so Dan-
nerman got into conversations on the subject as much as he
could manage. He didn’t get much. No one seemed to have ac-
cess to the Starlab flight plan; Dr. Adcock was handling thac di-
rectly with Commander Jimmy Peng-tsu Lin. No one really
knew just what had happened to Starlab, not even Dr. Artzy-
bachova, though she gave him a frosty look when he asked.

At the end of working hours, when all the employees were
lining up at Janice DuPage’s desk to collect their day’s pay be-
fore inflation knocked another two or three per cent off it, he
dawdled to ask more questions, with little more success. It
wasn't that the people in line with him were unwilling to talk,
but what they wanted to talk about was their own special pro-
grams—Dblack holes, galaxy counts, red-giant stars, red-shift
measurements.

When Dannerman got the conversation onto the prospective
repair mission for Starlab they were happy to discuss that, too,
or at least to discuss what a newly functioning Starlab would
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mean to their hunt for organic molecules in interstellar gas
clouds, or for the “missing mass” that seemed to concern some
of them. Whatever that was. By the time the line carried Dan-
nerman to Janice DuPage’s desk he decided he didn’t even
know what questions to ask until he got more information from
Colonel Hilda.

Then, as he was handing his cash card over to Janice DuPage
for his pay, she said, “Oh, there you are, Dan. Dr. Adcock
wants to talk to you before you leave.”

And when he got to his cousin’s oftice she glared at him.
“What's this I'm hearing about you? Why are you asking for the
Starlab flight plan?”

He wasn’t surprised that she asked the question; he had no
doubt that Pat Adcock kept an ear to everything that went on
in the observatory. “I wasn’t asking for myself, Pat. I got some
data for Dr. Chesweiler from the Max-Planck people, and they
were the ones who wanted to know. [ thought it would be, you
know, professional courtesy to give it to them.”

“Professional courtesy isn’t your department. You aren’t a
professional here, and it’s none of their damn business. You
don’t pass out any information to anyone outside the observa-
tory without my personal approval. Ever. Do you understand
that? And, another thing, Janice tells me that you've made a pay-
ment commitment to Cerro Toledo for their data; we’ll have to
pay it, but you ought to know you don’t have any authority to
do that, either. Dan, this just isn’t satisfactory. I don’t want to
have to warn you again, but— Hold it a minute.”

Her screen was buzzing. Dannerman couldn’t see the face on
it, but he recognized Harry Chesweiler’s voice. It sounded ex-
cited. “I've got your orbital elements for the CLO, and they’re
damn funny. There’s definite deceleration, and—"

“Wait, Harry,” she ordered, turning back to her cousin.
“That’s all, Dan. You can go. Just be more careful in the future.”
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He shared the elevator going down with two of the scientists,
arguing over what the search for WIMPs really signified. They
seemed close to coming to blows, so he interrupted. “What's a
WIMP?”

They paused to stare at him. “Weakly interactive massive
particle,” the postdoc who'd been talking to him about the
missing mass said.

“Oh, thanks. And, say, long as I've got you, there’s something
else I've been wondering about. If there’s a comet that radiates
in gamma and EUV, and it is slowing down as it comes toward
the Sun, what does that mean?”

The other man laughed. “Means it isn’t a comet, that's all.
Maybe it’s one of your fucking WIMPs, Will.”

“Jesus,” the postdoc said, “what are you telling him that for?
You know it couldn’t be a WIMP. Maybe some old spacecrafe?”

“You know of any old spacecraft that would be coming in to-
ward the Sun, Will?”

“So it’s probably just a screwed-up observation. Anyway,” the
man said, getting back to his own subject, “believe me, WIMPs
are definitely out there, and they make the difference; they're
why the universe isn’t going to expand indefinitely.”

Dannerman gave up. He was glad enough when they came to
the ground floor and he could get out. This debate about whether
the universe would continually expand, or rebound to a point
again, was sort of interesting, but not, as far as he could see, in
any way relevant to any of the questions he was working on.

And, as far as he could know, it wasn’t, of course. Because,
of course, at that point Dan Dannerman had still never heard

of the eschaton.

That night there was a call waiting
from the lawyer, Dixler, begging him to have lunch with him
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the next day. That was a puzzle. Dannerman could think of no
reason the lawyer would want to talk to him, and even fewer rea-
sons why he would want to spend an hour with the man. But
when he had reported in to Colonel Hilda she said, “Do it. See
what he wants.”

“It sounds like a waste of time to me.”

“So? We're the ones who're paying for your time, if we want
you to waste it then you do it. Maybe he knows what your
cousin is spending her money on.”

“What's that about her money?”

“She’s liquidating assets, and it isn’t just to pay off her lawyers.
I'd like to know why. Something else, Danno. You didn’t men-
tion the query from Max-Planck about Starlab in your report.”

He stared at her. “Oh, Christ, you've put a tap on the obser-
vatory lines.”

“No tap is allowed without a court order, you know that, and
we can’tapply for one without taking the chance that she’ll find
out about it,” the colonel lectured him. “Of course we put a tap
on their lines. I don’t like this questioning by the Krauts,
though. What do you suppose their interest i1s?”

“You could ask the Bay-Kahs,” he suggested.

“No, [ couldn’t, even if everybody wasn’t going ape about the
press secretary. But [ did get some data for you, like on that old
lady, Rosaleen—uh—"

“Artzybachova.”

“Sure. I think you ought to cultivate her. She’s an instrument
specialist; it says in her file that she helped design the original
Starlab project. Is Starlab what she’s working on there now?”

“I don’t know what she’s working on. She always blanks her
screen before she lets me bring her tea in.”

“You need to get into their system, Danno. Your cousin’s
keeping secrets, and that's where she’s keeping them, [ bet.”
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“Are you telling me you can’t break her code?”

“It’s a closed circuit. Get in. And, listen, Danno, I've been
checking your file and you haven’t been on the range for nearly
two weeks.”

“I'll ficicin.”

“Damn right you'll fit it in. You want to keep your skills up.
Marual arts, too, Dan, because you know what occurs to me?
[t occurs to me you'd make a pretty good bodyguard for your
cousin.”

He protested, “Mick Jarvas already has that job.”

“Maybe something can be arranged; I'll work on it. Any ques-
tions, outside of the usual one?”

“You mean the usual one that asks you what this is all abour?”

She sighed. “Yes, that’s the usual one, all right, and the usual
answer is still no.”

That was it. She wasn’t going to tell untl somebody higher
up authorized it. That didn’t surprise Dannerman; but what did
surprise him was that, when he finally did get a clue, it came
from that old fart of a family lawyer, Jerome Dixler.

The place the lawyer had chosen

for lunch was a small private club way downtown on Gramercy
Park. The place appeared to have a theatrical history. When
Dannerman checked his twenty-shot and carryphone at the
cloakroom—the gun was no surprise, but he was a little aston-
ished that the club did not allow phones to ring in their dining
room—he was informed that Mr. Dixler hadn’t arrived yet. He
spent ten minutes in the lounge, studying full-length oil paint-
ings of famous members, all actors of a century or more ago
whose names were familiar to him only from long-ago courses
at Harvard. When the lawyer showed up he was out of breath.
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“Real apologies, Dan,” he panted. “The traffic gets worse every
day and that driver of mine— Well, I did make it. Here, let’s
get to our table and order something to drink.”

Dannerman was mildly flattered, more intrigued, by the fact
that Dixler had put himself out to try to be on time. Suill, he
didn’t get to business right away, whatever his business was
going to turn out to be. While the waiter was bringing cockrails
the lawyer went over every item on the menu, discussing the
provenance of the basic foods that went into it and the way the
club’s chef prepared it. Dannerman knew he was meant to feel
courted. Clearly Dixler had taken him to a pretty expensive
place, although Dannerman’s own menu was bereft of prices for
anything. He wondered just what it was that the lawyer wanted
from him that justified this kind of entertainment.

Dixler was in no hurry to get to it. As soon as the orders had
been placed he said brightly, “Well, then, Dan. How're you get-
ting along with dear litdle Pae?”

“Well enough. I don’t see much of her in the office.”

Dixler clucked. “That’s a pity. You know Cuthbert always
hoped you two kids would get together someday.”

“Him, t00.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Nothing. Someone else said the same thing, just the other
night, but I don’t think it’s going to happen. For one thing, Pat
never got in touch with me after Uncle Cubby died.”

Dixler gave him a wounded look. “You never called me, ei-
ther, Dan. I hope you're not holding a grudge abourt that prob-
lem with your inheritance.”

“There wasn'tany problem. There just wasn’t any inheritance
by the time it got to me. You explained it all when I got back
from Europe. As executor you liquidated the estate.”

“Had to, Dan. It's the law. I'm sorry it worked out the way
it did, but I put the whole bequest into government bonds the
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way | was supposed to; it’s not my fault inflation was so bad
there wasn’t much there when you got home. If you'd kept in
touch while you were in Europe—"

“Yes, everybody’s in agreement about me, aren’t they? Pat told
me I should have kept in touch, too. Well, I'm not blaming any-
body.” Dannerman wasn’t, either, not really; there wasn’t any
point since there wasn’t anything that could be done abour it
now. He changed the subject. “Anyway, it didn’t work all that
well for Pat, either, did it? I hear she’s having her own money
troubles.”

Dixler looked startled. “How'd you hear that?” Dannerman
shrugged. “Well, I suppose oftices gossip. It’s true enough. I
don’t think I'm violating lawyer-client confidentiality if I say
that divorcing two husbands cost her a lot.”

“Ah,” Dannerman said, nodding. “I guess you handled the
divorces for her.”

The lawyer winced. “Really, Dan, that’s unkind. I did the best
I could for her. No attorney can do more than his client lets him,
and she—well, she didn’t provide me with the best cases, you
know. That’s about all I can say with propriety. Wouldn’t say
that much, you know, if you weren’t family.” He worked on his
salad in silence for a moment, then came to the point. “Let me
take you into my confidence, Dan. I guess you wondered why
[ asked you to come down here.”

“I suppose it’s because the club is sort of historic, and the
food’s good,” Dannerman offered politely.

“Historic, sure; they say John Wilkes Booth used to eat in this
very room. If you like history. I don’t; and there’s good food in
plenty of places that are a lot more convenient. There’s only one
reason | keep my membership in this place and that’s because
nobody I know ever comes here. It’s private. What I wanted to
talk to you about is confidential, and in a way it does have to
do with Pat’s financial situation. You see—" He hesitated, then
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put his fork down and got it out. “There are some funny ru-
mors going around about what your cousin’s up to. I mean this
repair mission on that Starlab orbiter. It’s not just that the ob-
servatory wants its telescopes working again. People seem to
think there’s more to it. In fact, some people say there’s some
kind of technology in Starlab that isn’t supposed to be there.
The kind that might be worth a lot of money to whoever got
his hands on it.”

Dannerman kept his expression blank, but his level of inter-
est suddenly elevated. “How can that be? Starlab’s just an old
astronomical satellite.”

The lawyer shrugged. “Whether the rumor is true or not, it
appears that your cousin thinks it is. She’s spending pretty heavi-
ly out of what's left of her personal fortune to get what she calls
the repair mission going.”

That was a good deal more puzzling than enlightening. “Why
does she have to spend her own money? You read me Uncle
Cubby’s will. Unless I heard wrong, it seems to me he left the
observatory pretty well financed.”

Dixler shook his head. “She has to account to the board for
anything she spends out of the endowment. If she wants that
mission to fly she’s got a lot of off-the-books expenses to deal
with. I wouldn’t call them bribes, exactly. But not exactly le-
gitimate, either, if you know what I mean. She doesn’t want to
have to explain them to the board, so she’s been dipping into
her capital to pay them out of her own pocket. She’s been buy-
ing uncut diamonds, too.”

For the first time Dannerman was startled. “Uncut dia-
monds?”

The lawyer shrugged. “For what purpose I do not know. She
certainly doesn’t plan to wear them, and she’s got berter infla-
tion hedges than diamonds already.” He shook his head. “Dan,
I don’t have to tell you, that’s not like her. So she must have
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some pretty powerful reason—and there are these rumors.”

“What do the rumors say, exactly?”

The lawyer said shrewdly, “That’s what I'm asking you to find
out. You work there; you should be able to get the facts on it.”

Dannerman quelled a sudden impulse to laugh in the man’s
face. “You're not asking me to be a spy, are you?”

“Oh, no! Nothing like that! I wouldn’t ask you to pry into
your cousin’s affairs. All I want you to do is keep your ears open
... and, of course, give me a call when you find anything out.”

“So you can figure out some way to cut yourself in on the
profits—if there are any?”

Dixler flushed, but he controlled his temper. “My reasons,”
he said, “aren’t actually any of your business. If you want to take
a guess about them, you're welcome, but I don’t choose to dis-
cuss the subject.”

“Let me think abourt it,” Dannerman said. The lawyer waved
graceful permission with one hand, and began to talk about what
a fine man Cuthbert Dannerman had been and how charming
Dan and his cousin had been as children. Dannerman listened
but didn’t need to say much; Dixler was conducting the con-
versation by himself. Only when the meal was tinished and they
were getting their checked belongings at the cloakroom did the
lawyer say:

“What about it, Dan?”

Dannerman was listening to a message that had come with
his carryphone and gun. He looked up. “What?”

Dixler lowered his voice. “I said, will you do what I'm ask-
ing for me? I can make it worth your while, Dan.”

“How worth my while?” Dixler shrugged and was mute.
“Well, I'll do what I can,” Dannerman said ambiguously. “Now,
if you'll excuse me, I have to run. Looks like I've got an ap-
pointment [ hadn’t expected.”

“Fine,” said Dixler. “I'll be waiting to hear from you.”
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As Dixler got into his limousine Dannerman waited for the
doorman to produce a cab. He was thinking hard, but notabout
the lawyer’s offer. He was listening again to the message that had
been on his phone. What it said was:

“Dr. Adcock will be returning to the observatory some time
after two-thirty. You should be waiting at the street entrance be-
fore she gets there.”

There wasn’t any signature, but there didn’t need to be: the
message had been addressed to him as “Danno.”

H ¢ made it by two-thirty, but
with only moments to spare; but it didn’t seem he had needed
to hurry. The sidewalk outside the building was as crowded as
always, but there was no sign of his cousin. Not at two-thirty,
not at two-forty, not at almost three.

Dannerman leaned against the side of the building between
two storefronts to keep his back covered; he had no doubt there
were pickpockets among the horde of pedestrians. There was a
policeman moving methodically down the block, making the
sidewalk vendors pack up their wares and move on. He gave
Dannerman a searching look, as he did the four or five other
idlers who were standing around, doing their best to look as
though they were waiting for someone. Some probably were.
One at least wasn’t, because as soon as the cop was ten meters
away the man strolled over to Dannerman. Out of the side of
his mouth, not looking at him, he muttered, “Smoke? Get high?
Want to have a good time?”

“Getlost,” Dannerman said. He looked at his watch. He had
stretched his lunch hour a good deal longer than Cousin Pat
would approve; it it happened she had come back a little earlier
than expected, and was up in her office wondering where he
was—
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She wasn’t. He saw a taxi roll up before the building entrance,
and Pat Adcock and her bodyguard got out.

Dannerman wondered just what he was supposed to do, but
not for long. Two of the idlers had moved quickly toward the
curb. As the cab was pulling away one of them jumped Mick
Jarvas from behind, the two of them falling to the ground; Dan-
nerman heard a sickening crunch that sounded like a bone
breaking. The other grabbed his cousin, snatched her necklace,
knocked her down too and began to run—straight at Dan Dan-
nerman.

Dannerman’s reflexes were fast. “Hai!” he shourted, and
stopped the man with a full body block. The mugger squawked,
and then lost his voice as Dannerman spun him around and got
an arm around his throat. The other mugger got up from where
he had left Jarvas writhing on the sidewalk and started over to
him; then, as Dannerman turned to face him, releasing the man
he had captured, the two turned and ran, disappearing into the
crowd.

As Dannerman helped his cousin to her feet and handed back
her necklace she looked at him with shaky wonder. “Well,
thanks, Dan,” she gasped. “You're pretty handy in a street fight,
aren’t you? And you even got my beads back.”

“Just glad I was here, Pat,” he said modestly.

“So am [.” She turned to the policeman who was trotting to-
ward them ar last, sweaty in his body armor and looking an-
noyed. It was only when she had finished reprimanding the of-
ficer for not being present when needed and ordering him to
call in for an ambulance for groaning Mick Jarvas that Cousin
Pat finally remembered to revert to type. “One thing, though,
Dan. I'm glad you happened to be here, of course. But you do
know, don’t you, that you’re supposed to be back from lunch
no later than two. And it’s a pity you let those muggers get

away.”






CHAPTER S F X

Dan

On the way home that night, Dannerman stopped to do what
he should have done days earlier—put in his once-a-month
hour’s practice on the firing range at the YMCA. As long as he
was there he put in another hour on the exercise machines to
keep his muscle tone up. When he got home he was hot and
sweaty, but the guns had to be cleaned.

His practiced fingers knew how to do that without much di-
rection from his brain, so he put something on the screen to
watch while he cleaned the weapons. He hesitated over the
choice. One of his store of Elmer Rice plays, for the fun of it?
Some of the briefing tapes Hilda had downloaded for him, for
the sake of duty? He compromised on looping the two messages
from space again; maybe they had something to do with his as-
signment, as the colonel had hinted, but anyway she’d stirred
his curiosity.

He did the easiest weapon first, the registered twenty-shot,
his eyes on the screen. Even slowed down to catch derails, the
first space message gave no more information than it had the
first time he saw it, in the Neuereich. The universe expanded
and collapsed; and that was that.

He paused before running the second message, because the
stink of his bomb-bugger was getting to him. Once the chem-
icals in a bomb-bugger mixed they produced notonly thrust for
the bullets but a god-awful smell; he rinsed the whole weapon,
firing chamber and all, in water with neutralizer added, then
carefully added enough of each chemical to top them off from
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the canisters hidden under his bed. Then he turned on the sec-
ond message and began to clean his ankle gun.

He didn’t get far. There were angry voices just outside his
door. One was his landlady, Rita, in a bad mood; the other,
whining and apologetic, belonged to one of the upstairs lodgers,
Bert Germaine. When he opened the door, Rita diverted her at-
tention from the lodger to Dannerman. “[ didn’t see you in the
kitchen,” she said accusingly. Then, wrinkling her nose, “What's
that smell?”

“I guess it’s the low-power loads they make you use on the
YMCA range. Sorry about that.”

She shrugged, turning back to look for the other lodger. But
that conversation with the other lodger was over, because Ger-
maine had taken advantage of her distraction to sneak away.
“Little bastard,” she said morosely. “I ought to kick his ass right
out of my condo. Can’t pay the rent, oh, no, but he always has
a couple dollars for lottery tickets every day.”

Dannerman took the hint. “Let me settle up.”

“Oh, honey,” she sighed, “I wasn’t talking about you. You’re
the best goddam tenant I have, you know that. Only how can
[ make ends meet when I have to put up with deadbeats like Ger-
maine?”

“Look at the bright side, Rita. Maybe he’ll win his hundred
million dollars, then he’ll pay everything he owes all at once.”

“Maybe pigs will fly. Dan,” she said, looking him over, “when
was the last time you got a haircut?” He shrugged. “You really
ought to take more pride in your appearance, a good-looking
young fellow like you. Which reminds me,” she added. “There
was a girl here looking for you.”

“Oh?” he said, wondering: Colonel Hilda? Somebody from
the oftice?

“Said her name was Anita. Said to tell you they missed you
at the theater. Is she the one I used to see here sometimes, like
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a month or two ago? Not that I'm complaining about your hav-
. » . « N )
ing guests, she added hastily. “You pay your rent on time. 'm
not going to worry if you have somebody visit you now and
then, and one thing I will say for you, Dan, the ones I've seen
have always looked pretty respectable. Not like the hookers that
little bastard Germaine tries to sneak in. He’s always got the
money to pay them, you bet; and still he says he can’t pay his
rent!”

When he was safely locked in his

room again Dannerman didn’t start the tape again. He was
thinking about Anita Berman.

That was not an enjoyable subject—not meaning Anita her-
self, who was about as enjoyable a female as he had ever dated,
but the fact that he would soon have to do something about her.
The troubling question was, do what? He didn’t really want to
break off their relationship. But she was beginning to sound se-
rious, and that was something he couldn’t afford.

Then Hilda’s call came in on the coded line and he put Anita
Berman out of his mind for the moment. He started in right
away with the colonel. “Thanks a lot for setting me up this af-
ternoon. You could’ve told me about it first.”

“What for? I knew you could handle it. Now Jarvas is out of
the way for a while, righe?”

“I guess so. They were still at the hospital when I left.”

“He’s out,” she said positively. “His arm’s broken. So to-
morrow morning you go in to your cousin and see if you can
get his job.”

“You broke his arm on purpose.”

“Damn straight we did. So now his job’s open, because what's
the use of a bodyguard with a broken arm? Get it. Her body-
guard goes wherever she goes, so you can keep tabs on her when
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she’s out of the observatory. Now, let’s hear your report.”

There wasn’t much to say, until he got to his lunch with the
lawyer. She scowled at that. “Him, too. Maybe we should sell
tickets.”

“You don’t act surprised at what he said,” he pointed out.

“You mean because this Dixler thinks your cousin’s trying to
make some money out of the Starlab? But we already knew all
that, of course.”

“Hell, Hilda, I didn’t! So now that [ know that much, how
abour telling me the rest?”

She shook her head. “Don’t hassle me about that. What else?”

He hesitated. “One thing. T want to go back and visit at the
theater. They're opening 7he Subway tomorrow night and 1
want to be there.”

She frowned again. “Is that wise? The only reason we let you
do that theater crap was because it made good cover on the
Carpezzio job, and that’s over for you. Don’t get the two things
mixed up.”

“It’s personal, Hilda.”

She sighed and surrendered. “That goddam Berman woman,
right? Well, I won't say no, but if there’s any fallout it’s your
ass, Danno. All right, I've got some orders for you. We can’t get
through your cousin’s encoding; we need a key. That Greek fel-
low—"

“Papathanassiou.”

“That one. He probably has it, and I've got his data packer;
I'll pass it on to you. Couple of others, too, but the Greek’s is
the one that looks good. You ought to be able to get something
out of him.”

“Blackmail him, you mean?”

“Whatever. And that Chinaman we were interested in, Jimmy
Lin. He’s coming back tomorrow morning, so you want to ger
on him, too.” She reflected for a moment, peering past him.
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“Did you clean your clothes after firing your bomb-bugger?
Once you fire one of those things the stink stays, so everybody’s
going to know you’ve got a hideout gun.”

“I will,” he promised; then, “Hey! You've had me followed!”

“Well, sure. If we didn’t do that how would we know if any-
body else was following you? You’re clean, so far—and, don’t
forget, the first thing you do in the morning is see if you can go
for Jarvas’s job.”

But, as it turned out, that wasn’t
an option. Somebody had forgotten to tell the bureau’s arm-
breakers that Jarvas was left-handed; and when Dannerman put
his card in the turnstile at the observatory entrance the next
morning his cousin Pat was ahead of him, and beside her,
punching out the combination to summon an elevator, was
Mick Jarvas, a translucent cast on his right arm.

“Morning,” Dannerman said, trying not to grin.

“And good morning to you,” his cousin said, smiling. She
reached over to touch him on the shoulder—nor affectionately,
exactly, but a lot more amiably than before. “You surprised me
yesterday, old Dan. For an English major, I mean,” she said.
“Listen, come see me this afternoon. I've got an errand for you
to run.’

“Sure thing, Pat.” He might have asked what kind of an er-
rand, but he didn’t get the chance. As they stepped out of the
car at their floor she almost bumped into a large, sand-colored
man with short black hair who was waiting there.

“Why, Jimmy,” she said. “I didn’t expect you so early.”

“I just dropped off some of my stuff. I have an appointment
downtown to check in at the embassy in half an hour,” the man
said, holding the elevator door open.

“Well, I won’t keep you,” Pat said. “You know Mick Jarvas,
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of course? And this is my cousin, Dan Dannerman. Comman-
der Jimmy Lin.”

Dannerman hadn’t had any clear idea of what he expected a
Chinese astronaut to be like, but Jimmy Lin wasn’tit. The man
was taller than he had imagined, and a lot huskier; he wore a
flowered Hawaiian shirt, and shoes that, Dannerman was pretcy
sure, would have cost him a month of his observatory pay.
“Glad to know you, Commander,” Dannerman said, automat-
ically extending his hand.

But the People’s Republic astronaut obviously didn’t share the
pleasure. He didn’t accept Dannerman’s hand. He didn’t even
speak to him. He gave him a long, hard look, then turned to
Pat Adcock. “I'll be back before lunch,” he said. “We can talk
then.”

“I've got a lunch date; make it this afternoon,” she said, gaz-
ing after Lin as he let the elevator door close behind him. Then
she turned to Dannerman with a mildly puzzled look. “He’s
usually chummier than that. You didn’t forget to shower this
morning, did you?” He shrugged. “Well, let’s get to work; you
can sort that out later.”

Dannerman would have to sort
that out, somehow, if he was going to carry out the colonel’s
orders, but it was going to be harder than he’d thought. He
hadn’t expected that kind of unprovoked hostility from Lin; and
he was going to have to come up with something better than a
broken wrong arm to get Jarvas out of the way. And then, as he
checked his weapon with Jarvas, there was another curious thing.
The bodyguard gave him a long look, partly abashed, partly
pugnacious, but, though he seemed to want to say something,
he didn’t get it out.

There was one thing Dannerman could do, though. Hilda
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had kept her promise and transmirtted the background packets
on the observatory employees who had turned up in the sin file.
Two of them were unlikely to help: the astrophysics grad stu-
dent three weeks past her period and frantically sending faxes
to her boyfriend, now in Sierra Leone; Harry Chesweiler, iden-
tified as a former member of the Man-Boy Love Association. But
the packet on Christo Papathanassiou did look good. The old
man had got himself picked up for questioning about a terror-
ist assassination back in the old country. That, Dannerman
thought judiciously, could be made to work—whether or not
Papathanassiou was actually guilty of anything.

Dannerman couldn’t do anything about it for the first cou-
ple of hours that morning, because he was kept busy with his
nominal observatory duties. And then, when he went looking
for the Cypriot, Papathanassiou was nowhere to be found. He
wasn’t in his office. He wasn’t in with Pat, or in the room of
number-crunchers all the scientists used to set up their mathe-
matical models. When Dannerman looked into Rosaleen Artzy-
bachova’s cubicle he wasn’t there, either, and the old lady her-
self was, incredibly, doing push-ups on the floor. “You want
me?” she called, looking up at Dannerman.

“Actually I was looking for Dr. Papathanassiou.”

“Try the canteen,” she said; and that was where Dannerman
found him, attacking a wedge of some unfamiliar kind of pas-
try smothered in heavy cream.

He looked defensive. “One has to keep one’s blood sugar up,”
he said.

“Good idea,” said Dannerman. “Mind if I join you?” And
when he had a dish of sherbet for himself he said, “I was kind
of hoping I'd run into you, Dr. Papathanassiou. I was looking
at those tapes from space again last night—"

“Those odd-looking alien creatures? Yes?”

“And [ just didn’t understand about this Big Crunch.”
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“Ah,” Papathanassiou said, gratified, “but really, it’s very sim-
ple. The universe is expanding; in the future it will collapse
again; that’s all of it. Of course,” he went on, “the mathemat-
ics is, yes, rather complex. Actually it was the subject of my dis-
sertation in graduate school, did you know that?” Dannerman
did, but saw no reason to say so. “It was necessary to use sym-
plectic integrators to predict the next fifty quadrillion years of
motion in only our own galaxy. You've heard of the three-body
problem? What I had to solve was the two-hundred-billion-body
problem.”

He tittered. Dannerman pressed on. “But what [ don’t un-
derstand is, when the universe collapses again, what does it col-
lapse t0?”

“Ah.” The astronomer ruminated for a moment, licking
cream off his upper lip. “Well, you see, when everything has
come together again great velocities and pressures are involved.
First all matter is compressed. Then the atomic nuclei them-
selves are compressed. They become a new form of very dense
matter which is stable—well, temporarily stable. Are you fol-
lowing me so far?”

Dannerman nodded, not entirely truthfully.

“Excellent. Interestingly, some workers once thought that
sort of thing might happen in a particle accelerator. They called
that state ‘Lee-Wick matter,” and they feared it would be so
dense that it would accrete everything else into it. Perhaps, do
you see?, even turning the whole Earth into Lee-Wick matter.”
He wiped his lips with a napkin, grinning. “They were incor-
rect. No accelerator can reach those forces, though at the
Crunch—"

“Yes?”

“Why, then,” Papathanassiou said, nodding, “yes, perhaps it
could be possible. Not in the form of Lee-Wick matter, no; one
is pretty confident now that that doesn’t exist after all. Rather
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it would be in the form of strange matter. That’s to say, matter
made from quarks—do you know what a quark is? Well, never
mind; but strange matter would be very dense indeed, and it
would keep on getting denser and denser. You cannot imagine
how dense, Mr. Dannerman.”

“Like a black hole?” he hazarded.

“Far denser than even a black hole. It would encompass the
entire universe, you see, for as soon as it began to form it would
transform everything around 1t into strange matter. Do you
know our story of King Midas and his touch of gold? Like that.
But only for a tiny fraction of a second, because such matter has
a net positive charge—no electrons, you see—and so it tries to
fly apart, like a bomb. Have I answered your question?”

“Well, yes.” Dannerman cleared his throat. “That part of i,
anyway. But it’s funny you should mention a bomb.”

Papathanassiou’s cheerful expression faltered. “I beg your
pardon?”

“Someone was asking about you,” Dannerman lied. “He
mentioned bombs? And a brother?”

The astronomer’s smile was gone. “I don’t understand. Who
was this person?”

“T don’t know. Greek, I think. You know that bar downstairs?
[ was having a cup of coffee, and he sat down next to me and
asked if I knew you. Do you think I should mention it to Dr.
Adcock?”

“Dear God, no!”

“I mean, so she can find this man and make him stop. He
said some very unkind things about you, Dr. Papathanassiou.”

“No! Please, no,” the astronomer begged.

“Well,” Dannerman began, then paused as his communica-
tor beeped at him; there was an incoming call on the observa-
tory system. In any case, he thought, that was a good place to
stop; the hook had been planted, and it would be worthwhile
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to let Papathanassiou worry for a while. “I'd better take my call,”
he said. “Anyway, | won’t say anything to her today. But I need
to think this over; maybe you and [ can talk again tomorrow?
Here? I think that would be a good idea—and, oh, yes, thank
you for explaining to me about the Big Crunch.”

The call turned out to be Gerd

Hausewitz from the Max-Planck Institut again, and he was
looking aggrieved. “You promised to supply the specs for the
Starlab mission,” he reminded Dannerman.

“I know, Gerd. I've requested them.”

“It is only that we supplied the data you asked for at once.”

“I know you did. What can I tell you? I don’t know how it
is in your place, but here it takes time to get people to move.”

“Yes, of course, Dannerman, but—" He looked over his
shoulder and spoke more softly. “—my superiors are quite in-
terested in this matter. They were not pleased that [ delivered
your material without at once receiving what we asked in return.
This could be difficult for me here.”

“I'll do what I can.”

“Please, Dannerman.”

“Yes, I promise,” Dannerman said, half turning as he cut the
contact. Someone was at his door and, surprisingly, it was the
Chinese astronaut, PRC Space Corps Commander James Peng-
tsu Lin.

He was wearing a propitiatory smile. “Hey, Dan,” he said. “I
owe you an apology.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“No, really. I was pretty rude this morning, and 1 didn’c
mean to be

had to get down to the embassy and all that red
tape, had a lot on my mind. So let’s start over, okay?”
“Glad to, Commander Lin—"
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“Just Jimmy, all right? Listen, what I was thinking, are you
free for lunch? Looks like we’re going to be working together
for a while, and I like to get to know new people when they come
to work here. Especially if they're Pat’s cousin. They tell me
there’s some pretty fine ethnic food just around the corner—?”

“That’'d be fine,” Dannerman said, with pleasure. Whatever
had turned Lin around was a mystery, but it was also a break:
you didn’t often get a subject volunteering to let you interro-
gate him. “I'll get my stuff and meet you at the elevator.”

And then, as he picked up his twenty-shot weapon from Mick
Jarvas, another little mystery solved itself. Jarvas was in the
men'’s room, but when he came out he looked almost cheerful
until he saw Dannerman waiting for him. Then he gave Dan-
nerman that peculiar look again as he handed over the gun. He
didn’t let go of it.

“Is there something you want to say to me?” Dannerman
asked, holding the barrel while Jarvas held the butt—he was glad
to see the safety was firmly on.

Jarvas’s eyes were on the ground, but Dannerman thought he
muttered something. “What did you say?”

Jarvas looked up angrily. As he let go of the gun at last, he
managed to get it out. “About that business in the street yes-
terday? I just said thanks.”

Jimmy Lin was in the waiting
room, busily chatting up the receptionist. In the elevator he said
appreciatively, “I have to say your cousin Pat doesn’t mind hir-
ing other good-lookers. How’d you like to do the Twin Drag-
ons Teasing the Phoenix with that Janice lady?”

“The what?”
The astronaut guffawed. “The Twin Dragons Teasing the

Phoenix. It’s an old Chinese expression. It’s like, well, like when
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a lady has two gentleman paying attention to her at once.” He
grinned sidelong at Dannerman. “Just a joke, you know. Phew,
what a mob.” He led the way along the block to turn the cor-
ner, moving rapidly. When he noticed that Dannerman was
lengthening his stride to keep up with him he said apologeti-
cally, “Sorry, I guess I'm always in a hurry. It’s a genetic faulg
my dad was the same way—except with the ladies, of course.
Anyway, here’s the place.”

To the surprise of Dannerman, who had been preparing him-
self for Chinese food, the ethnic restaurant was not Oriental at
all. What it was was Tex-Mex. The place was almost as crowded
as the sidewalk, but Lin had a whispered conversation with the
waiter and money must have changed hands; they got an im-
mediate table. “I hope you like this stuff, Dan. I guess I got an
appetite for it in Houston. First time 1 was there this lady from
El Paso introduced me to it, then I introduced her to the Jade
Girl Playing the Flute. Aw,” he said, grinning, lowering his
voice as he glanced at the waitress who was hovering just out of
earshot, “that doesn’t mean anything to you, does it? It’s another
of those old Chinese expressions. One of these days I'll show you
some books that were written by my great-great-I-don’t-know-
how-many-greats granddaddy, Peng-tsu. [ got my middle name
after him; the old man’s kind of famous, in some circles, any-
way. He was a Taoist sage two thousand years ago—1I’d have to
say, a pretty sorny Taoist sage—and he wrote some dandy books
on what he called ‘healthful life.” His idea of health, though, was
to prong the ladies as often as he could and make up a list of all
the ways there are of doing it. Well, enough of my sordid fam-
ily history. Let’s go ahead and order, we don’t want to keep that
good-looking little cowgal over there waiting, and then you can
tell me all about Dan Dannerman.”

And that was the way it went. It didn’t take Dannerman long
to realize that the astronaut was as interested in pumping him
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as he was in finding out about the astronaut. They didn’t talk
shop. They talked the way long-lost friends talk when they catch
up on each other’s lives after years of separation. Jimmy Lin
wasn't reticent about himself. Garrulous would’ve been more
accurate; 1n the first half hour Dannerman learned that the Lins
were a wealthy old Hong Kong family who moved to Beijing
after the reunification and got even richer there, as the People’s
Republic discovered the wonders of entrepreneurialism. Jimmy
Lin himself had been educated in America, of course. Thar,
along with the fact that he spent a lot of his spare time in his fa-
ther’s place on Maui, accounted for his accent-free American
English. Then, instead of going into the family business, he’d
been accepted for astronaut training. “But,” he said, sighing,
“I’'m no credit to my ancestors. The top brass fired me out of
the astronaut corps a year ago—they had some damn political
charge.” He looked ruefully embarrassed. “What they called it
was ‘left-wing, right-wing zigzag deviationism,’ if you can imag-
ine that. But actually about half the corps got dumped at the
same time for one pretext or another. My opinion, they just de-
cided there wasn’t any money to be made in space anymore, so
they cut back. So now I have to scratch for work.” But after every
little datum he supplied about himself he paused inquiringly to
give Dannerman a chance to supply a little quid for his quo. He
was fascinated by Dannerman’s interest in the little theater in
Brooklyn. (“Coney Island! Wow! That’s really what you call Off-
Off-Off Broadway, isn’t it? I didn’t think anybody went to
Coney Island anymore!”) He was searching about Dannerman’s
years in Europe—Dannerman was glad he’d been thorough
about covering his tracks with the Mad King Ludwigs—and
sympathetic about the fact that, although Dannerman and Pat
Adcock had inherited the same amount from Uncle Cubby, Pat
had actually got hers and Dannerman’s had shrunk to invisibility
through inflation before he collected it.
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Burt of the repair mission to Starlab he would say nothing at
all. “The thing is, Dan,” he said, all good-natured candor, “I'm
in line to fly that bird. Provided I don’t screw up with your
cousin and, well, she just doesn’t want it talked about yet.” He
glanced at his watch. “Well, this’s been great, but we better get
back to the office. I hear Pat’s got a job for you to do this af-

When Dannerman was sum-

moned to his cousin’s oftice, though, the first thing she said

ternoon.”

wasn’t about the errand. It was “What the hell did you promise
the Germans?”

He shrugged, less interested in the question than in the fact
that Mick Jarvas was standing there beside her desk, looking tru-
culent again. “They asked for information about the Starlab re-
pair mission.”

“They can’t have it.”

“All right,” he said agreeably, “but can I give them a reason?”

“No. Well, hell, I guess you have to say something. Tell them
we've got a problem, you don’t know exactly what it is, but it’ll
all be cleared up in a week or so.”

It seemed to Dannerman that his cousin had a lot in com-
mon with the colonel. He ventured, “Meaning when you get
back from your Starlab trip?”

She glared at him. “Who told you I was going to Starlab? Just
do your job,” she ordered. “No, wait a minute, I didn’t mean
for you to go. I need something delivered to the Florida embassy.
You're going to take it, and it’s important. 'm sending Mick
along with you, just in case.”

Jarvas stirred. “I can handle it all by myself,” he muttered.

She ignored him. To Dannerman she said, “Give me your
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belly bag.” When he unsnapped it and handed it over, puzzled,
she dumped the entire contents on her desk.

“Hey!” he said. There was personal stuff there, his cash card,
his ID, the key cards for the office and the condo.

“Shut up,” she said. She unlocked a drawer of her desk and
took out a small, soft-sided leather satchel. She stuffed it into
his belly bag; it fit, but just barely. She thought for a moment,
then put his ID back.

“You can pick up the rest of your stuff when you get back,
Dan. What I want you to do, take this bag to the Floridian em-
bassy and give the bag to General Martin Delasquez personally.
Nobody else, understand? No matter what they say. It’s to be
hand-delivered, and he’s expecting it. Wait for him while he
checks it out, and when he says it’s okay you can come back here.
Mick, give him his gun.”

“Right, Pa—Dr. Adcock,” the bodyguard rumbled, pulling
the weapon out of his pocket. “Come on, Dannerman.”

In the elevator he was fidgety, glaring at Dannerman. Just be-
fore they reached the ground floor he asked, “Do you know what
this is abourt?”

“Don’t have a clue.”

“Neither do I. Listen. Maybe you’re not as big a prick as I
thought you were, but my orders are that that package szays in
your belly bag until you hand it over to the guy it’s meant for.
No peeking. I don’t want to have any trouble with you.”

“You won’t,” Dannerman said, meaning it. He didn’t want
to cross Jarvas just when the man was being nearly human. In
any case, he was hoping that the subway ride would give him a
chance to engage Jarvas in conversation.

But that didn’t happen. Jarvas was working at the business of
being a bodyguard. He stayed close to Dannerman, keeping any-
one else from touching him even on the subway, his good hand



»

76 Frederik Pohl

always near his own weapon, and he wasn’t talkative. When the
train speeded up to pass what some terrorist had done to the
Fourteenth Street station, all lightless and covered in dark green
radiation-proof foam, Jarvas crossed himself awkwardly with the
arm that was in a cast. Dannerman considered mentioning to
him, as a conversation opener, that he really had nothing to
worry about, the residue from the terrorists’ nuclear satchel
bomb was no more dangerous than the general atmospheric lev-
els—as long as you didn’t linger there, of course. But as soon as
he opened his mouth Jarvas gave him a warning scowl.

He closed his mouth again, and followed Jarvas meekly as
they got out at Chambers Street.

The Floridians had their place on Embassy Row, just like the
rich foreign countries. Theirs wasn’t one of the big-money es-
tablishments—it wasn’t anything like the Swedish embassy on
the corner, twelve stories high and immaculately kept, and of
course not a patch on the embassy of the United Koreas across
the street. But then Florida was stretching a point to have an
“embassy” at all, since it wasn’t really an independent nation.
At least not in name.

The Floridians took themselves as seriously as one, though.
Both Jarvas and Dannerman had to turn over their guns even
before they got to the scanners in the vestibule, and then Dan-
nerman had to turn over his ankle gun as well. Jarvas gave him
a scowl for that; at least, Dannerman thought with resignation,
the scanners hadn’t picked up the bomb-bugger. Then they had
to sit for half an hour in a sort of barred quarantine chamber
before a guard was available to escort them to the office of Major
General Martin Delasquez Moreno. Jarvas sat like a stone, a
scowl on his face. After a moment Dannerman decided to im-
prove the time; he checked his mail, wiped it all, then accessed
a news broadcast. But he had time only for a couple of items
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before the door guard leaned in and ordered no electronics.

Then they just sat.

When the armed guard came for Dannerman he pointed to
Jarvas and said, “You stay.”

“Hey! I've got my job—"

“Your job is stay here. Come on, you.”

Leaving the fuming Jarvas behind was a surprise for Dan-
nerman, but not altogether unwelcome. It occurred to him that,
without Jarvas by his side, it was a chance to sneak a quick look
into the leather bag; but it really wasn’t, with the armed embassy
guard watching every move.

When he got to the office of General Delasquez the man
seemed surprisingly young—probably a relative of somebody
high in Florida’s government, Dannerman supposed. He was
wearing the full dress uniform of a general of the Florida State
Air Guard, and when he shooed the guard out with an ofthand
gesture the man was meek to obey. Delasquez closed the door.
“Hand it over,” he ordered; and then, when he had the leather
bag in his hands, “Turn around. This is not your concern.”

But by then what was in the satchel was no longer much of
a secret to Dannerman, because he’d felt its contents as he took
it out of his belly bag. It felt like a few dozen pebbles. It wasn’t
pebbles, though. When the general had finished his inspection
and had locked the bag in a drawer and told him he could turn
around again, he forgot to put the jeweler’s loupe away, but by
then Dannerman had figured out that they were gemstones, al-
most certainly the diamonds Jerry Dixler had mentioned Pat was
buving.

“Wait,” the general ordered, and keyed on his phone. Dan-
nerman couldn’t see the picture, but he knew his cousin’s voice
when she answered. “Your application has been received and is
satisfactory, Dr. Adcock,” the general said. “The documents
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will be processed immediately.” And then, to Dannerman, “You

With their errand completed,

Jarvas loosened up a little. He listened almost politely as Dan-

can go.”

nerman answered his questions about what had happened in the
general’s office, then actually managed a grin. “Gort that done,
anyway; your cousin’ll be happy about that.” Then he stopped
short in front of the Swedish embassy, eyeing the curbside ven-
dors. “Hey, Dannerman, how about some candy? I've got kind
of a sweet tooth.”

“Not me, but go ahead.” As he watched Jarvas haggling with
the woman at the pushcart he wondered how Jarvas got away
with his drug habit; the candy addiction was a tipoft, and so was
the fact of his mood swings. In some ways Cousin Pat didn’t
seem to be as sharp as he’d thought. But it was good that Jar-
vas was mellower; maybe on the way back he would be more
talkative.

The other good thing in his future, he thought, was thar that
night he could go back to the theater. He must have smiled, be-
cause the guard outside the Swedish embassy gave him a suspi-
cious look before going back to eyeing the vendors and loafers
along the crowded sidewalk. Dannerman kept getting nudged
as people bumped against him, but if any of them were pick-
pockets, as they likely were, he had nothing left in his belly bag
worth picking.

He felt droplets of cold water hitting the back of his neck and
looked up; the meticulous Swedes had permanent crews at work
in hoists overhead, to keep the building washed down. Even so,
they were just barely keeping ahead of the pollution. As he
moved away he felt someone touch his arm. It was a young boy,
no more than fifteen. “Vill herrn vixla? Viigvisare?” he hissed.






CHAPTER S EVEN

Dan

There was one job remaining for Dannerman to do that day. It
was a fairly nasty one, and not one he looked forward to, but it
was best to get it over with. So at quitting ime Dannerman went
looking for the Cypriot astronomer, Christo Papathanassiou.
The man was standing over the screens in his oftice, preparing
to shut them down for the day. When he saw Dannerman in
the doorway he gave him a quick, apprehensive look. “Sorry to
bother you, but I need to talk to you for a minute,” Danner-
man said. “I've got a problem.”

Papathanassiou sat down again, stiffly waiting. “See, Dr. Pa-
pathanassiou, 'm in a little trouble with my cousin, and [ don’t
want to make it worse. When I went down to the lobby to get
something for Dr. Chesweiler that man was there and he started
up again.”

The astronomer still didn’t speak. He didn’t look surprised
at what Dannerman was saying, only sadly resigned.

“And now,” Dannerman went on, “I'm really worrying about
not telling my cousin about it. You see, what the man says—
well, he says you've been mixed up with some bad business. You
have a brother—I think he said the name was Aristide? Yes. And
this Arisude was implicated in an assassination on Cyprus. A
Turkish tax collector, I think he said. Short in the back as he was
opening his own front door.”

Papathanassiou stirred. “I know of this case, yes. A very sad
business. But it was long ago, more than five years, and Aristide

is only my half-brother. My father’s youngest son, by his third
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wife. We were never close, so what has that to do with me?”

“Well, Aristide’s on Interpol’s wanted list, and it seems they
have some idea you helped him get away.”

Papathanassiou nodded somberly. “I was aware they had that
idea. I was questioned at the time, of course. That is all. Never
since. But how does it happen, Mr. Dannerman, that you know
so much about Interpol?”

“Who, me? Oh, I don’t know anything about Interpol,” Dan-
nerman said quickly. “That’s just what the man said. Bur if Pat
finds out I knew about this and didn’t tell her she’ll be even mad-
der.”

“Madder about what?” Papathanassiou inquired.

“Well, that's where I have this problem. She wanted me to
get some data for her, and I said I'd already done it. Actually [
hadn’t. And now I can’t remember the specs for what she
wanted, and I can’t ask her, because I'd have to admit I lied
about doing it already, and I can’t look them up because they’re
in her secure file. So what I wanted to ask you, Dr. Pap-
athanassiou—"

The old man held up his hand. “Permit me to guess,” he said.
He didn’t seem angry or surprised, only sorrowful. “I imagine
what you want is for me to give you the access code for the se-
cure file. Simply so you can carry out Dr. Adcock’s orders, of
course. And then, I imagine, you will no longer feel it necessary
to tell her about this other matter.”

“Well . . . yes. That's about it,” Dannerman agreed, and did

not enjoy the expression on the astronomer’s face.

I t was a long subway ride to Coney
[sland, and at rush hour the trains were packed. It hadn’t taken
long, after Papathanassiou left—without saying good-bye, Dan-
nerman remembered—to access the secure file and dump it all
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into a coded transmission for the National Bureau of Investi-
gation office. But it hadn’t left time for anything like a leisurely
dinner—at least, not if he wanted to get to the theater early. The
best Dannerman could do was to pick up some falafel and a juice
box, figuring he could stave off starvation on the way, and then
there just wasn’t enough elbow room in the standing-room-only
subway car to eat them. They were at lower Manhattan before
he was able to squirm his way to the corner of the car. He man-
aged to eat his dinner there on the long stretch under the East
River, doing his best to avoid spilling hummus on the luckier
seated passengers around him, but he took no pleasure in it. For
one thing, all that congested body heat had caused all the high-
tech micropores in the garments of his fellow passengers to
open, and the collective odor was not appetizing. More than
that, there was the depressing business with Christo Pap-
athanassiou. Dannerman could not help empathizing with what
the old man must be feeling. Hilda was right about one thing
anyway, Dannerman admitted to himself. He had the bad habit
of letting himself feel what his victims went through. In a way,
it was an asset for a professional spook. It had certainly made it
easier for him to get along with, for instance, Ilse of the Mad
King Ludwigs, not to mention even the Carpezzios. But some-
times it made him feel, well, guilty.

By the time the train had come out of the ground and begun
to run on the old elevated tracks, Dannerman even found a seat.
He took advantage of the time to run through his messages,
none of which mattered to him, and then did what most of his
fellow passengers were doing: stared blankly into space, or
watched the advertisements as they circled around the display
panels just under the ceiling of the car. What caught his eye was
a commercial for a soft drink with a mild tetrahydrocannabinol
content—the obligatory surgeon general’s warning ran in in-
conspicuous type under the prancing cartoon figures, along
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with the legend “Not to be sold to anyone under 14.” The fig-
ures, comically struggling with each other for the soda, were the
seven aliens: the Sleepy with its red-shot eyes and pursy little
three-cornered mouth, the Happy with its ominous shark-
toothed grin, the Bashful, the Doc—all of them, in their sani-
tized and anthropomorphized Disney-like forms. As cartoons,
the creatures were funny and not at all threatening. But suppose,
Dannerman thought, suppose the real creatures were some-
where not far away, possibly as close as Starcophagus. Suppose
the messages from space had in fact been warnings. Suppose the
creatures were actually a clear and present danger that the world
really needed to be warned about. Dannerman remembered the
little song the taxi driver’s Grumpy doll had sung—"Hi-ho, hi-
ho, to conquer Earth we go, we'll steal your pearls and all your
girls, hi-ho, hi-ho.” But it might not be a joking matter.

Dannerman dismissed the notion; it was simply too fanciful,
and, besides, he had nearer concerns. He leaned back, closed his
eyes, and thought about just what it was that he was going to
say to Anita Berman.

There were a million ways of breaking off a relationship. The
trouble was that they all started from the same point: you had
to want the relationship to be broken off, and Dannerman was
a long way from being certain of that. It was the job that man-
dated the break, not his personal wishes. Although the life of an
NBI agent was surely full of interesting incidents, there was a
part of Dan Dannerman that sometimes thought wistfully about
what it would be like to live a more settled existence. To have
a home of his own, for instance. In something like a four-room
apartment somewhere in the outer suburbs, with a regular job
that didn’t require him to move somewhere else on short no-
tice. A home that he could share with someone else on a more
or less permanent basis. With someone, for example, who was
a lot like Anita Berman. . . .
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That wasn’t a useful speculation, either. He wasn’t going to
resign from the Bureau, for what else would he do with his time?
By the time he got to the stop for Theater Aristophanes Two
he had managed to bury that line of thought along with imag-
inings about the aliens and the memory of his conversation
with Christo Papathanassiou, and was only looking forward to
an evening that was all his own.

The people who got out with him
were a mixed lot; Coney Island wasn’t the worst neighborhood
in Brooklyn, but it wasn’t the best either. It was not what you
would consider a natural place for a theater, but the old Ukrain-
ian Orthodox church they had converted into Theater Aristo-
phanes Two had one great advantage. It was cheap. It was a
sound building, too, because the Ukrainians had done their
best to make the area livable—built a church, tore down the
worst of the burned-out tenements, turned some of the vacant
lots into vegetable gardens. But when the Ukrainians moved out
and the immigrating Palestinians, Biafrans and Kurds moved in,
the neighborhood went sour again. The new people apparently
didn’t go in for farming—maybe there weren’t any farms in
Palestine or Iraq? Anyway, now there was little behind the chain-
link fences but burdock and trash, and the church had lost its
congregation. The theater group had been able to pick it up for
it needed the sweat

a nominal rental and a lot of sweat equity
work, because it had been looted twice and flooded three times
in Atlantic hurricanes. On warm evenings it still smelled a lit-
tle like low tide at the beach. It wasn’t very big, either. Maxi-
mum seating capacity was not quite two hundred. Thart had its
good aspects; it was easier to fill than a bigger house, and most
of all it kept the theatrical unions from bothering the group . . .
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even though it also meant that Theater Aristophanes Two had
no chance at all of ever turning a profit.

But that, of course, wasn’t what they were there for. The
members of the group were there because theater was in their
blood—or because it was what they were trained for and noth-
ing better offered itself,

Dannerman arrived early. The lobby doors were locked; but
when he knocked the “manager,” Timmi Trout, peered out of
the ticket window and came out to let him in. “Dan,” she said,
pleased, “hey, we thought we'd lost you. I should’ve known
you'd be here for the opening, anyway. Theyre still rehearsing—
iU’s a mess, because we open in an hour, and that idiot Bucky
Korngold’s out of the cast because he got himself arrested yes-
terday on some damn drug charge. Can you imagine?”

Dannerman could imagine very easily. Practically everybody
in the group had a day job, of course. Bucky Korngold’s had
been dealing drugs; he was one of the people Dannerman had
been investigating in the Carpezzio matter. He said, “Mind if I
o in and watch?”

“Of course not.” She hesitated. “Anita’s going to be real glad
to see you, you know. She’s been kind of worried aboutyou . . .
but, hey, you'll talk to her yourself. Go on in.”

He did, and took his seat in a back row as inconspicuously as
possible. The cast wasn’t so much rehearsing as shouting at each
other for missing cues and stepping on each other’s lines—nor-
mal enough for a final rehearsal at Aristophanes Two—and he
saw Anita Berman at once. For one thing, she was the prettiest
woman on the stage: slim, tall, red-haired, with a deep, carry-
ing voice that was perfect for unmiked theater (and of no use at
all in the heavily enhanced productions on Broadway).

She saw him right away, too. When she caught sight of him
at the back of the theater she looked startled, then perplexed,
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then gave him a tentative, not quite forgiving, see-you-in-a-
minute wave. And it wasn’t much more than a minute before
the director abandoned his attempts to get the performance
running like clockwork. “Go back for makeup, all of you,” he
ordered. “A bad dress rehearsal means a good show, they say.
Maybe you can take comfort in that. [ know [ will.”

And Anita Berman jumped down from the stage and ran up
the aisle to meet Dannerman. It was clear she’d made up her
mind for forgiveness. “I'm real glad you're here,” she said,
putting up her face to be kissed.

She clung to him for a moment, then pulled back to look at
his face. “I guess we've kind of been playing telephone tag.”

“I'm sorry about that,” he said, meaning it—meaning at least
the “sorry” part. “I've got this new job and it keeps me really on
the jump.”

“I figured it was something like that. I guess you’re making
a lot more money there—?"

“Maybe soon, anyway,” he said vaguely. “But it takes all my
time. Matter of fact, I'll have to be going out of town pretty
soon.”

“Ah,” she said. “For very long?”

“I don’t know that yet.”

She was silent for a moment, then said, “Dan, dear, listen.
['ve been thinking about us. [ know some men still like to be in
control, and maybe—well, if you think I was rushing things,
talking about moving in together—"

“That’s not it,” he said uncomfortably. “Look, you need to
get ready for the performance and we’ve got a lot to talk abourt.
How about if I meet you after the play?”

She gave him a sudden smile. “That’ll be fine, Dan. Come
backstage and we'll go to the cast party. You can tell me all about
the new job and your trip. I'll be waiting for you.”



The Other End of Time 87

So Dannerman had the whole duration of the play to decide
on a story about where he was going on the trip he had invented
on the spur of the moment, and how long he would be away.

There was a funny thing abour that, if only he had known it.
It was part of Dannerman’s tradecraft as an NBI agent to tell
selected fragments of truth in order to deceive. For a change,
this time it was the other way around. Although he didn’t know
it yet, the deception was truth. He was indeed going away, in
fact very much farther away than he could ever have imagined.

Fidgeting in his seat while waiting
for the curtain to go up, Dannerman was trying to decide what
to do about Anita Berman. He didn’t /ave to break up with her.
Well, not just yet, anyway. Sometime, yes, because a permanent,
committed relationship was out of the question for anybody in
Dannerman’s line of work. The worrisome part was that, he was
pretty sure, the longer he waited the worse it would be for her
when the break did come; and how bad was he willing to make
it for sweet, pretty Anita Berman?

When the play began, he was glad to put that question out
of his mind; what was happening on the stage held his interest.
Maybe the old adage was right; the blunders of the rehearsal had
disappeared and the cast was flawless in the first act of The Sub-
way. Anita was beautiful even in her 1920s bargain-basement
flapper costume, and whoever the actor was who had taken over
for poor Bucky Korngold, he didn’t miss a beat.

Even the play itself was going well with the audience. 7he Sub-
way was definitely one of Elmer Rice’s more squirrelly works,
and Dannerman was the one who had first urged it on the
group. It was ideal for them. It was short. It used a large cast—
always an asset for an Off-Oft-Off-Broadway theater, when
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everybody involved wanted to get on stage where some slum-
ming big-time media critic might just possibly think their per-
formance worth a few seconds’ commendation in a review. The
play was cheap to produce, since it only required one impres-
sionistic—and therefore inexpensive—set. Most important of
all, The Subway was just about totally forgotten. No major com-
pany had given it a production in close to a hundred years, and
so the troupe didn’t have a million library tapes floating around
out there to compete with.

He had also vowed to the group that some critics, at least,
would be sufficiently intrigued by a long-lost classic of “mod-
ern” American theater to make the long run out to Coney Is-
land to see its revival. He was happy to see that he had been right
about that. He was pretty sure that at least six or eight of the
audience members were actual critics. None of them were smil-
ing, but he didn’t expect that. Critics didn’t smile. The impor-
tant thing was that they weren’t walking out, either.

Then, when the first act ended, at least two of them were ac-
tually clapping. Well, the whole audience was enthusiastic in its
applause—not surprising, since a good half of its members were
in some way related to one of the actors—but it was a good sign.
In the intermission crowd that packed the lobby—once the
vestry, when the place had been a church—Dannerman at-
tached himself, as inconspicuously as possible, to a woman he
was nearly sure was a TV talk-show host, trying to overhear what
she was saying to her companion. But she was only comment-
ing on the buskers on the sidewalk outside: two Arab kids tap-
dancing while a third, in an “I ¥ Allah” T-shirt, worked the in-
termission crowd for cash. He started for another potential critic
and was annoyed when someone touched his arm. He turned
to face a short, plump woman who was placidly gazing up at
him. “Why, Danno,” she said, “it really is you, isn’t it? Nice to
run into you like this. Why don’t we step outside for a little air?”
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“Damn it, Hilda,” he said. “What the hell are you doing

here?”

She didn’t answer that, but then
she didn’t need to. She simply steered him firmly out of the
doors and around the corner to where a large truck was parked
at the curb. The liquid-crystal display on its side glittered with
the words NIITAKE BROS. MOVING & STORAGE, but Dannerman
knew it was not going to be any ordinary moving van.

It wasn’t. It turned out to be a complete mobile NBI sur-
veillance station, with a Police Corps master sergeant saluting
smartly as Colonel Hilda Morrisey brought him in.

“It’s time for us to do a little business,” she said cheerfully.
“Take a pew, Danno. Want some coffee? A beer? We're pretty
well stocked here, and Horace’ll get you anything you want.”

“What I wanted was to be left alone for one damn evening
with my friends.”

“Another time, Danno. How's it going?”

“As well as can be expected, considering you picked Korngold
up the day before the opening.”

“Not me. They,” she corrected. “They picked everybody in
the operation up, but I wasn’t involved. I've been off the
Carpezzio business as long as you have, because your cousin’s is
more important. Let’s have your report.”

She absorbed the news about the Floridian general and the
diamonds without comment, but winced when he told her that
the “muggers” had broken Mick Jarvas’s wrong arm. “We'll
have to do that another way,” she said resignedly. “You've got
to get his job, because she’s going out to Starlab and you're going
to have to go with her.”

He goggled at the woman. “Into space? Nobody goes into
space anymore!”
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“She does; that’s what she was bribing the general for. And
she would’ve taken Jarvas along for muscle, but we’ll have to
change that.”

“You want me to go into space?” he said again.

“Why are you making such a big deal out of this? Lots of peo-
ple have gone into space.”

“Not the Bureau! And not recently for almost anybody.”

“Well, until recently the Bureau didn’t have a reason.”

He looked at her more carefully. “Something’s happened,”
he said.

“Thart data from your cousin’s file happened, Danno,” the
colonel said triumphantly. “I knew there’d be something there.
You know what it was? Synchrotron radiation!”

He said impatiently, “Cut the crap, Hilda. I don’t know what
that is.”

“Well, neither do I, exactly. But that’s what started your
cousin oftf. Seven or eight months ago the observatory was try-
ing one more time to reactivate the satellite, and they detected
a burst of this synchrotron radiation coming from it.”

“But you said to check into gamma radiation.”

“I know what I said. The agent who passed the word along
must ve gotten it wrong; anyway, the word is it’s definitely syn-
chrotron, not gamma. There wasn’t much of it. It lasted just for
a few seconds. But it was definite, according to your cousin’s
analysis, and the thing is, there isn’t supposed to be anything
on Starlab that could cause it.” She paused, studying his face.
“So you know what that means? Something’s been added to
Starlab.”

“Are you going to tell me what that is?”

“I'll show you, as much as we know. Horace? Will you start
the simulation now, please?”

The sergeant touched one button, and the inside of the truck
body went dark; touched another, and the simulation tank at
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the front of the body lit up with a picture of Starlab, sailing along
in its perpetual fall toward Earth, with its ruff of solar panels
soaking up photovoltaic power to run the instruments that were
no longer responding, and its huge collector eyes staring un-
seeingly out at the universe.

“As you can see,” Hilda instructed, “it’s big. That’s because
it was designed to let astronomers live there for weeks at—"

“I've seen all this, Hilda. It’s no secret. Christ, they've got a
model of the thing in the observatory waiting room.”

“Don’t rush me, Danno. We're coming to what you haven’t
seen. This is stuff we got from your cousin’s observatory records.
She had this whole segment deleted from the public bank—de-
cided to keep it a secret, I guess—but once our technicians
knew what to look for they had no trouble retrieving it. This is
enhanced imaging, otherwise you couldn’t see anything at all.
Watch that little thing coming in from the upper right.”

“I'see it.” [t was a nearly featureless lump, by comparison with
the huge Starlab no bigger than a football. It slipped past the
great solar vanes and gently caressed the sheathing of the main
body of the satellite. It didn’t bounce away. It stuck where it
touched. Then, while Dannerman watched, the object draped
itself to the curvature of the shell. In a moment it was almost
invisible again, except as a nearly imperceptible swelling of the
hull.

“So what the hell is i?” Dannerman demanded. “Space junk?”

“Did that look like junk? It didn’t crash into the satellite, did
it? Looks to me like it docked with the son of a bitch.”

“What then?” As the idea struck him: “Does it have any con-
nection with the CLO?”

“Good question,” she said approvingly. “I ran that past the
experts as soon as they dug out the clip on the object. They said
no. They said this thing was way too small to be taken for a
comet, although they couldn’t turn up any later observations of
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the object; lost it somewhere, I guess. But they didn’t exclude
the possibility that this thing had come in on the CLO and been
dropped oft.”

“Like a probe?”

“I guess. Anyway, they’re pretty sure it is some kind of an ar-
tifact.”

“Well,” he said reasonably, “if it’s an artifact somebody would
have to put it in orbit. Who’s been launching spacecraft lately?”

“Nobody. Not openly, anyway.”

“Some terrorist bunch?”

“God, I hope not. If there’s some kind of technology that can
launch an artifact without anybody detecting it we need to
know about it. If terrorists got hold of it . . . well, can you imag-
ine what it would mean if the Mads or the Irish or the goddam
Basques could put up their own satellites?” She shrugged ex-
pressively, then added, “But maybe that would be better than
the other possibility, at that. Your cousin seems to think it’s ex-
traterrestrial.”

“Burt that doesn’t make any sense, Hilda! If she thought thar,
why would she keep 1t a secret?”

“Money,” she said shortly.

“From what, damn it?”

“Oh, Danno,” she sighed, “you know what your trouble is?
You just don’t think like a normal human being. You aren’t
greedy enough. Think about it: some kind of technology that
can produce synchrotron radiation where there isn’t supposed
to be any. The brains tell me that it can’t be done without a big
particle accelerator—those things that run out of subway-tunnel
kind of things, fifteen or twenty miles long. So that means there
has to be some pretty hot hardware up there. If it’s alien, it’s
worth money to whoever finds it. For us, on the other hand, it
doesn’t matter whether it’s from some weirdo ET or somebody
on Earth; we want it.”
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“So let the Bureau send a mission up to get it,” Dannerman
said reasonably.

She shook her head. “That’s one option, sure. But maybe we
can’t. It’s tricky. Starlab’s private property; your uncle paid for
it out of his own pocket. Maybe we could get around that—
that’s what we've got lawyers for, for God’s sake—but then
there’s the other problem. We don’t want to alert other people
to what's going on. The goddam Europeans might send up a
mission of their own if they knew we were after something; they
can move faster than NASA, and you know there’s no security
there. And anyway the goddam Floridians still control the
launch facilities.”

“So?”

“So—probably—the final decision hasn’t been made, because
too many of the top people are all tied up with the press-secretary
thing—so probably we want to let her go ahead, but send one
of our own along to make sure we get first crack at whatever’s
there.”

“Ah,” said Dannerman glumly. “Like me, you mean.”

“Exactly like you, Danno, so you have to take Jarvas’s place.
I've got an idea about that. Sergeant? Kill the display and let’s
have some light again while we brief Agent Dannerman on what
he’s going to do for us.”

As she turned to get something out of a locker, Dannerman
tardily remembered the other thing that had been on his mind.
He sneaked a look at his watch.

[t was late. The play would be long over before he got away
from the colonel. And so he wouldn’t be keeping his promise
to meet Anita backstage; which meant that probably that par-
ticular problem had already settled itself.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Dan

When Danny Dannerman was eight years old, spaceflight was
still a going business. Young Danny was a pretty normal Amer-
ican kid, too, so naturally he did a lot of daydreaming, pictur-
ing his grown-up self as one of those grand spacefaring adven-
turers with sharp uniforms, rows of ribbons, the look of eagles
on their faces and all. Burt that was then. Then he was a child.
As he was growing to become a man, the space program was
dwindling at almost the same rate of speed—few human heroes
but a lot of machines; then, as money began to run short, fewer
machines, too. Even instrument launches got rarer and rarer,
and the dream dried up.

Until now.

Now it had become not only real but personal, and Danner-
man had never reckoned on anything like this. When he joined
the Natonal Bureau of Investigation he knew, as every rookie
knew, that the work could take you anywhere in the world; but
it had never occurred to him that it might someday take him
right out of it. All the way home from Coney Island, in the sub-
way train sparsely occupied by drunks and sleeping homeless
people, he thought about what he had let himself in for. Climb
into a giant kind of sardine can and let them lock it shut behind
you. Lie there, strapped in and helpless, while a few dozen ex-
ploding tons of fireworks blasted you, hard as a hammer blow,
right oft the surface of the Earth. Oh, the idea was exciting, all
right; but it kept him awake for an hour after, very late, he fi-
nally got to his narrow bed in Rita’s condo, and then he dreamed
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all night of spaceships and hideous, sharp-toothed aliens and a
long, terrifying fall out of orbit. He didn’t know whar final
smashup he was falling to. The dreams never got that far. But
all night long he was falling, falling; and when the speaker clock
woke him at 6:45 (the only time he could expect to beat his
neighbors to the shower) he was edgy and unrested.

And then, as he was getting ready to leave, Hilda called.
“You're awake. Good. You've got a busy day ahead of you,
Danno. I should’ve told you there wasn’t much tme. Now
there’s no time at all.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I'm talking about your cousin, what do you think? She got
all her papers signed last night. She’s planning to launch to-

MOITrow.

I he news beat Dannerman to the

office. By the time he arrived, half the observatory staft was clus-
tered in the reception room, all chattering. “What's going on?”
he demanded, as Janice DuPage checked his sidearm. “Where’s
Jarvas?”

“In Dr. Adcock’s office. So’re Dr. Artzybachova and Com-
mander Lin. They’re going up to the orbiter, Dan!”

“Up to the Starcophagus?” he asked, hoping to learn more
than the colonel had been able to tell him.

Even in the excitement of the morning she took time to give
him a reproving look. “To the Starlab, right. We don’t use that
other word, remember? Anyway,” she went on, the spirit of the
morning taking over again, “she’s going to make an announce-
ment as soon as everyone’s here—that’ll be any minute now—
but that’s what it is, all right. I saw the documents myself when
they came in. Isn’t that wonderful, Dr. Papathanassiou?” she
added, as the old man came up to hand her his ancient Uzi.
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“Yes, quite wonderful,” he said, managing to avoid noticing
that Dannerman was standing right beside him.

“It calls for a celebration,” said one of the postdocs. “Is there
any money in petty cash, Janice? Maybe Dan could go out and
get some supplies—"

“I'll ask Dr. Adcock as soon as she’s made the announce-
ment,” Janice promised, and someone else predicted:

“She won’t want to spend the money.”

“So what the hell,” the postdoc said happily. “We'll take up
a collection. God! To have observing time on Starlab! You don’t
know what that’s going to do for my T-Tauri count!”

But they did know; they all did know, because almost all of
them had observations they wanted to make, and only the
skimpiest budget of hours Pat Adcock had been willing to buy
for them on the Keck, or the big twin instruments in Arizona,
or even the ancient radio dish at Arecibo. They didn’t need party
“supplies.” They were all partying already, and when the in-
teroffice channel lighted up and Pat Adcock’s flushed face ap-
peared on all the screens there was a cheer from everywhere in
the observatory.

Pat had to have heard it, even locked in her private office; she
looked startled, then grinned. “I guess you all know what 'm
going to say already,” she said. “Well, it’s true. The mission is
on. We're taking oft tomorrow; in seventy-two hours we’ll be
on Starlab. Dr. Schneyman will be in charge while I'm gone—
and—and wish me luck, all of you!”

But she hadn’t said what kind of luck she wanted. Danner-
man wondered what she was going to tell them all if she got back
with a fortune in new technology, but the old orbiter still out
of commission . . . but it wouldn’t matter, of course. If she was
right—

If she was right, the whole world was going to change, and
Dannerman himself would be part of it . . . provided, that is,
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he reminded himself, he did what the colonel wanted him to
do and won the chance to go along.
He patted his belly bag, where the pouch Hilda had given him

was packed away. What he needed now was a chance to use it.

Pat had firmly vetoed the notion
of a party, but not much work got done at the observatory that
morning anyway. Word of the mission had got out. Janice was
kept busy on the phone, fending oft calls from well-wishers, lis-
tening to complaints from the downstairs security guards, be-
sieged by reporters with their tinycams who wanted statements
from Dr. Adcock. When Par took her crew out to an early lunch
most of the staff took off, too, determined to celebrate even if
they had to do it at some nearby restaurant. The observatory fi-
nally began to quiet down.

It was time for Dannerman to do his job; all he needed was
for Janice DuPage to cooperate. He lurked around the recep-
tion room, waiting for her to leave her desk for a moment. It
didn’t happen for a long time. She seemed fixed at her desk,
making him wonder what sort of bladder the woman had. But
finally, with hardly a quarter of an hour before Mick Jarvas
would be back with his charges, Janice stood up, put the eleva-
tor door entrance on lock, picked up her purse and moved to-
ward the washrooms.

Dannerman didn’t wait. As soon as she was out of sight he
was in the gun locker. A coded computer file might defeat the
skills the Bureau had raught him, but a simple locker was not a
serious challenge. In thirty seconds he had the locker open,
peering past the gun racks unul he found Jarvas’s private cub-
byhole. And when he had it open, there, in among the candy
bars and the anti-inflation trade goods and the porno disks, was
a package, unmarked, with three sealed medical-looking patches
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that, he knew, did not contain any physician-prescribed med-
1cations.

Bingo. Dannerman pulled the patches out, stuffed them in
his belly bag and replaced them with three of the ones Hilda had
given him the night before. By the time Janice returned from
the ladies’ room he was innocently watering the reception-room
plants and realizing that he had not left himself enough time to
eat lunch. No matter. A missed meal was a small enough price
to pay for the mission. "

Jarvas was predictable. As soon as
he had escorted his charges back from lunch he made a beeline
for the gun locker, then for a cubicle in the men’s room.

Ten minutes later Dannerman knocked on the lintel of the
office where Jimmy Peng-tsu Lin was conferring with Pat Ad-
cock. “Excuse me,” he said. “Jimmy?>—Commander Lin, |
mean? [ hate to bother you, but Mick Jarvas is acting kind of
funny out here. He’s a pretty big guy, and I wonder if you could
give me a hand with him.”

That brought them both to the doorway, where they gazed
incredulously at Jarvas. Who was dreamily waltzing up and
down the corridor, pinching the ass of Rosaleen Artzybachova
in passing, grabbing unsuccessfully at the breast of Janice Du-
Page. Rosaleen was laughing; Janice was only annoyed. As he
neared Pat Adcock’s oftice she found her voice. “Come in here,
Jarvas!” she commanded.

“Sure thing, sweet buns,” he said amiably. “Hi, Danny.
How’s it going, China boy?”

Patlooked bewilderedly at Dannerman as he was closing the

door behind them. “What happened?”
Dannerman shrugged. “My guess, he must've got his hands
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on some extra-powerful dope. You never know what they’re
going to be selling you on the street.”

The bewildered expression changed to anger. “Crap! Mick
promised me he doesn’t do drugs anymore. [ couldn’t have a
doper for a bodyguard.”

“Oh? Well, why don’t we just ask him to take his shirt off?”

“Aw, Dan,” Jarvas said, suddenly pouting. “I thought you and
me were friends.”

Pat looked from one to the other, then made her decision.
“Do whart he says, Mick.”

“I don’t have to. I got pers’nal privacy rights, don’t I?”

She turned to Dannerman. “Take it off him, Dan.”

Dannerman looked at Jimmy Lin, who spread his hands; ev-
idently personal combat wasn’t one of his specialties. It wasn’t
something Dannerman would have sought with somebody like
Mick Jarvas, either; but the former kick-boxer was gigeling.
Apart from good-naturedly pushing at Dannerman’s hands he
hardly resisted as Dannerman pulled the tabs of his shirt loose,
zip, and slid it down over his back.

On Jarvas’s rib cage, just under his right armpit, there was one
of Hilda’s inconspicuous, flesh-colored patches.

Jimmy Lin chuckled. “Well, what do you know? He really is
mellowed out.”

“Oh, shit,” said Pat, too disappointed to be furious. “What
am | going to do now? He can’t escort me in that condition.”

Jarvas gave her a happy grin. “Course I can, hon. Little joy
never hurt me. Just makes my reflexes sharper and all.”

He might as well not have been in the room; Pat, biting her
lip, didn’t even look at him. “I was counting on him,” she told
the air.

It was the cue Dannerman had been waiting for, but Jimmy
Lin forestalled him. “If you need a new bodyguard, Pat,” he of-
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fered, “what’s the matter with your cousin? He’s handy enough
with his fists, you tell me.”

“Danny? For a bodyguard?” Pat Adcock stared at him, then
at Dannerman. “I guess you're big enough,” she said thought-
fully. “What kind of gun do you carry?”

“Twenty-shot spray with quick-change clips. Same as always.”

“Are you sure you know how to use it? Oh, right, you were
rotsy in college, weren’t you?”

“Protsy, actually.”

She sighed and made up her mind. “I don’t really have much
of a choice, do I? All right, Dan-Dan, I guess you're about due

for a promotion. How would you like be an astronaut for a
while?”

N ot much work got done in the
observatory that afternoon, either. At least not by Par Adcock
and her spacefarers. As soon as they’d sent Jarvas, sniveling,
back to his home in the company of one of the larger postdocs,
Pat declared herself through for the day. “Take me home, Dan.
I've got to pack. You better take an overnight bag, t00.”

“Sure thing, Pat. 'm new at this, though. What sort of stuff
do you pack to go into space?”

“How do I know? I've never done it before either. I guess
they’ll give us all the space stuff we need at the Cape, but we’ll
be gone five days, according to the mission plan, so take what-
ever personal things you think you’ll need. And, oh, yes, don’t
forget your gun.”

“You're expecting trouble?”

She didn’t answer. Just, “Don’t forget, I want you back ar six
A.M. to get us to the airport.”

Six o'clock, Dannerman thought dismally on the ride up to
Pat’s Yorktown condo. That meant getting up not much after






CHAPTER NINE

Dan

The caprain’s voice woke Dannerman as the plane was making
its approach to the José Marti airport outside the Cape. He
hadn’t intended to sleep. He hadn’t realized he actually was
sleeping until he woke up, saw the red light on the seat back be-
fore him to show that the airbag had just been armed and saw
Pat Adcock stirring beside him. “Look there,” she said, yawn-
ing as she gazed out the window. “That’s our Clipper.” There
it was, gleaming ceramic white, forty meters tall, with work
trucks and people busy around it.

So it wasn’t a dream. It was real. That was the ship that was
going to lift Dannerman and the others right off the solid planet
they had been born to, and all those childish fantasies would be-
come fact.

“Are you scared?” his cousin asked him, giving him a search-
ing look.

“Oh, no. Well, not really scared. Are you?”

“Certainly not,” she said. “Going into space isn’t what wor-
ries me. Uncle Cubby brainwashed me pretty well, you know;
it was his dream, only he never could pass the physical to make
it on his own, and I guess he infected me. That’s not what’s
bothering me.”

He looked at her with new interest. “But something else is?”

“Well, yes.” She squirmed around to look back at Jimmy Lin
and Rosaleen Artzybachova, in their own seats a few rows back.
“For one thing, [ don’t know if I can trust Lin,” she said mood-
ily as she straightened again. “Delasquez, either. That’s why I
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want you along, Dan. Keep an eye on those guys while we’re up
there.”

“But they’re the pilots you picked,” he said reasonably.

She shrugged. “I had to take what I could get. Just be care-
ful about them, okay?” She peered up and down the length of
the plane. “Do you suppose it’s too late to go to the can?” she
asked.

It was. The stews were cruising the aisle, checking seat belts
and picking up empty glasses. He said consolingly, “We'll be on
the ground in a moment.”

“Yes? And then what?”

He said, surprised, “Then there’ll be a chance to get to the
ladies’ room right away.”

She gave him a pursed-lips look. “That’s right, you’ve never
been in Florida before, have you?”

He hadn’t understood what Pat

had meant by that, but as soon as they were off the plane it be-
came clear. The passengers were not permitted to step off the
plane and go freely about their business. The passengers were
immediately herded into long lines for customs inspection—
well, it wasn’t called “customs,” exactly, since Florida wasn’t re-
ally an exactly independent country, however determinedly they
insisted on their own laws and practices. The processing was just
as thorough, though, and the first step was that one of the agents
collected everybody’s carry weapons. Dannerman hated to give
up his twenty-shot, but all the more seasoned Florida travelers
seemed to take it as a matter of course. The agent tagged each
gun and gave the owner a claim check—"So you can redeem it,
sefior, when you leave our beautiful Free State.” Then another
set of agents searched methodically through everyone’s bags and
pockets. For a moment Dannerman thought they might even
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insist on a body-cavity search as well, but it didn’t come to that.
[t was bad enough, though; the inspector gasped in outrage
when she patted him down and found his ankle weapon.

She held the gun in her hand and gave him a severe look.
“This is contraband weapon,” she announced. “It is conceal.
This is not permit in the Free State of Florida. It must be con-
fiscate.” She beckoned to a state policeman, who patted his own
gun to make sure it hadn’t fallen out of its holster as he strolled
toward them.

The cop waved all four of the party over to a little quarantine
ghetto while the customs agent and her supervisor debated the
matter in Spanish. Pat was irate. Rosaleen Artzybachova waited
patiently for a resolution to the problem. Jimmy Lin showed
amusement. “Danny, Danny,” he said reproachfully, “don’t
you know any better than that? When you go to Florida you
leave your own gun at home. Nobody brings a gun to Florida.
You don’t need it. You can always pick up another on the
street—there’s not a block in the state where you can’t buy any-
thing you want.”

Dannerman didn’tanswer. He did know better; he just hadn’t
wanted to part with his service special.

“It’s all nght,” Pat announced, waving in relief to a tall man
who had appeared at the customs desk. Although he was wear-
ing a different uniform this time, gleaming dress whites with
clusters of ribbons at his chest, Dannerman recognized General
Martin Delasquez. He spoke rapidly to the customs agents,
then approached them, looking grave.

“What a pity, Dr. Adcock,” he said to Pat, ignoring Dan-
nerman. ~ Your man has attempted to break our law. Therefore
he is forbidden admission to our state. However, [ believe that
we can avoid the legal penalties. I have arranged that he will be
placed on the first recurn flight to New York, and the rest of you
may proceed to the staging area.”
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“Oh, no!” Pat Adcock exclaimed. “I want him with me.”

Delasquez shook his head politely. “But it is impossible, you
see?” he said reasonably.

“Maybe not,” Dannerman said. He had been watching De-
lasquez carefully. The general looked at him for the first time.

“You spoke?” he asked, his tone frosty.

“Yes, I did, General. You know what I bet? I bet you have
enough authority to get us all through these bureaucrats, don’t
you, General?”

Delasquez said coldly, “It is apparent that you do not un-
derstand the gravity of your situation.”

“I bet I do. For instance, I bet I know what would happen
next. [ bet while I was waiting for the next plane the cops would
ask me a lot of questions. I wouldn’t want to lie to them, either.
And if the subject of our first meeting came up 1'd have to tell
them anything they wanted to know—you know, like the arti-
cles I delivered to you in New York?”

Delasquez did not respond for a moment. He studied Dan-
nerman in silence, then turned to Pat Adcock. “Who is this
man?” he demanded.

She shrugged. “He’s my cousin.”

“And do you know what trouble this could cause?” She didn’t
answer, only shrugged again. Then Delasquez smiled. “Well,
what harm can it do? It is only a technical violation, after all. I
think I can persuade the authorities to let you pass.”

“And get our guns back for us, too, please,” Dannerman

added.



CHAPTER TEN

Dan

The flight started tamely. The takeoff thrust was not much
worse than some of the high-speed scramjets Dannerman had
taken to cross an ocean, but the Clipper was sull being an air-
plane then.

He hardly noticed when the takeoff jets switched over to the
higher-speed contoured flow, but then the time came when the
scram cut over to rocket thrust, and he noticed that, all right.
That was real acceleration. He was squashed into his seat for four
long minutes. His belly sagged, his head drooped, he realized
for the first time that even his eyeballs had weight on their sock-
ets. Then he fell forward against his chest straps as the thrust
cut; he was suddenly weightless, and they were on their way.

It was about then that Dannerman realized that space travel
took a long time to happen . . . and that while it was happen-
ing there was nothing much to do. What he wanted to do was
to get out of his seat and roam around the Clipper, but he had
been warned against that. He quickly saw why. Every course cor-
rection brought another jolt, not nearly as violent as the first but
unpredictable for either time or direction. Then the gimbaled
seats tilted, the motors roared, and you were lucky if you didn’t
bite your tongue or bash your head.

A window, at least, would have been nice. He didn’t have one.
All he had was the tiny TV screen on his armrest, but all it
showed was black, empty space. By his side Rosaleen Artzyba-
chova sat with her eyes placidly closed, maybe even napping;
well, spaceflight was nothing new to her. She could not have
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been comfortable; her feet rested on a pair of gray metal boxes,
lashed to the seat supports, and so her knees were squeezed al-
most into her belly. Just ahead, but out of his sight, Pat was in
the third-pilot seat, trying to talk to Delasquez and Lin at the
controls; Dannerman couldn’t make ourt the words, and if the
pilots answered he couldn’t hear.

In the seat next to him Artzybachova opened her eyes and
gazed at him. “Are you all right?” When he nodded, she asked
politely, “And how are you enjoying spaceflight? Is it what you
expected?”

“Well, no. Not exactly. I thought we’d have to go through
more training—"

She laughed. “Like high-G conditioning in those awful old
centrifuges? Drills for emergency actions? Thank heaven, we
don’t do that anymore. We don’t wear spacesuits, either.”

“I noticed that.” What Dannerman himself had on was the
slacks and jacket he had put on that morning. Dr. Artzybachova
and Jimmy Lin were wearing one-piece coveralls, General De-
lasquez the combar fatigues of the Florida Air Guard.

Dr. Artzybachova was still being grandmotherly. “Are you
hungry? I brought some apples and I believe there are other
things on board.”

“Hungry? No.”

“And you don’t have to pee or anything? You should’ve gone
before we took off.”

“I don’t,” he said shortly, but she had put the idea in his mind.
He quelled it, for there was an opportunity here to be taken.
“Dr. Artzybachova? Can I ask you something? Is there some-
thing, well, peculiar about what we’re doing?”

She gave him an amused look, pale eyebrows raised. “Define
‘peculiar.” ”

He chose his words with care. “This is supposed to be a sim-
ple repair mission, right? But there are all these rumors—"
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“What kind of rumors?”
He spread his hands. “Something about some kind of radia-

tion from Starlab that wasn’t supposed to be there? I don’t un-
derstand that very well, Dr. Artzybachova; I was an English
major. And something about those messages with the Seven
Ugly Space Dwarfs?”

“You are very skilled at listening to rumors, Mr. Dannerman.”
[t wasn’t a compliment.

He pressed on. “I get the idea that that’s really what this mis-
sion is about. Something alien on Starlab? Something that might
be worth a lot of money. Pat wouldn’t talk to me about it—"

“That is not surprising,” the old lady observed.

“I guess not. Will you?”

Dr. Artzybachova studied his face for a moment, consider-
ing, while the Clipper rolled itself into a new position. “I sup-
pose it could do no harm now. In a little while you will see what
we all see—whatever that turns out to be. Or it will turn out
that there is nothing worth seeing, and then we will simply try
to determine what repairs might make Starlab function as orig-
inally designed again. So,” she said, sighing, “yes, the rumors are
true. Fifteen months ago your cousin’s observatory detected a
burst of synchrotron radiation from Starlab. No one else ap-
peared to observe it, but then no one else was actively trying to
reestablish communications with the orbiter. So she called me
at my dacha. I flew at once to New York. We examined all the
logs of instrumentation changes and, no, there simply was noth-
ing on Starlab that could have produced that emission. So we
performed a data check.”

Dannerman pricked up his ears; this was new. “What kind
of data check?”

“A fortunate coincidence: the Japanese were getting ready to
replace one of their old weather satellites, so they did a census
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of everything in orbit—to select a safe slot for their satellite, you
see. One of their instrument people was a former student of
mine. From her [ got all their obs of astronomical satellites—
including Starlab. When we massaged the data it became clear
that there was a steady flux of very low-level radiation coming
from it, in several bands—none of it compatible with the pre-
sumed dead-board status of the satellite. In addition, optically,
there was a blister on the side of the satellite that didn’t belong
there. Finally, just recently we got another indication. There was
a comet-like object—"

“Yes, I know about the comet-like object.”

She regarded him thoughtfully. “Yes, I suppose you do.”

“And what all this adds up to?”

“Oh, Mr. Dannerman,” she said, sounding less patient, “I
have no doubt that you know that, too. All the evidence taken
together, there is strong reason to believe that something ex-
traterrescrial has established itself on Starlab.”

“An alien?”

She looked pensive. “Probably not a living one, no. At least
[ hope not. More likely some sort of automated probe. But def-
initely some sort of technology that is not terrestrial in origin.”

A quick course correction spun
their chairs around; the old lady grimaced and closed her eyes.
Evidently she had finished her story.

But Dannerman hadn’t finished thinking about it. It sounded
wholly preposterous, but this apparently sane woman seemed
to give it credence. He cleared his throat. “Dr. Artzybachova?”
And when she opened her eyes again, “I can see that new tech-
nology might be worth a lot of money. But what do you do with
it when we find it?”
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“If we find it. But that I cannot say until we see it, of course.
That is what I am along for, me and my instruments.” She
tapped one of the boxes with a toe.

“I was wondering about them,” he said.

She smiled. “Of course. Did you think I could examine what
we find—whatever we find—by smell, perhaps? Although it
may be that none of these instruments will be of any use, since
we have no data on what might be there.”

“But you must have some idea—"

She raised her hand amiably. “But, Mr. Dannerman—Dan,
may [? And please call me Rosaleen; it was a notion of my
mother’s when I was born. She was much taken with the wife
of your American president and gave me a name as close to hers
as she dared.” She paused, then finished her thought. “But,
Dan, [ really don’t know what will be on Starlab, you see. I only
have hopes. I hope that there will be some useful-looking de-
vices which I can remove and bring back for analysis. Do you
know the term ‘reverse engineering’? For that, so that perhaps
they can be copied in some way. Will that happen? I don’t
know. Will there be anything alien in Starlab atall? I don’t know
even that much, either; it is all hopes. It is quite possible that,
even if there is something there, it will be so unfamiliar that I
will not dare to try to remove it. Or there may be nothing at all.
In either case, we will have done all this for nothing.”

He looked at her. “Seems like a pretty long shot, the way you
describe 1t.”

“Ah,” she said softly, “but think of the payoff. If we win our
bet there will be unimaginable benefits, and not just in money.
I would not have left my comfortable summer place in Ukraine
just for the money, only for the chance to learn.” She looked
pensive for a moment, then smiled. “Whatever it is, we’ll find
out for sure when we get aboard. Now, Dan, if you'll excuse me,
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we should be coming around toward North America again and
I'd like to check the uplinks for news.”

Dannerman must have drifted off

to sleep again, in spite of everything, because the next thing he
remembered was Jimmy Lin’s cheery hail. The astronaut was
swinging weightlessly toward them, hand over hand, pausing to
float in space upside down by Dannerman. “So how do you like
micrograv?” he asked amiably; then, glancing at Artzybachova
and lowering his voice: “Tell you one thing, if my great-great
had ever gone into orbit he would’ve had to write three or four
new books. You don’t know what screwing is until you try it
weightless.”

Rosaleen turned to him, her arms still waving in the graceful
flow of tai chi. Ignoring the astronaut’s remarks, she asked, “Are
we getting close to Starlab?”

“Not too far. That's why I'm going to the head now; if we
have to wear those damn suits [ won't want to need to pee. |
recommend the same to you two, soon’s I'm through. Butdon’t
stay out of your seats any longer than you have to, okay? And
sing out when you're both strapped in again. The general claims
he ranks me, so he’s doing most of the piloting, and he has a
heavy hand with the delta-vees.”

Dannerman’s bladder was signaling to him with increasing
urgency, but he didn’t get his turn for a while. He deferred to
Rosaleen Artzybachova out of politeness, and then to General
Delasquez because he wasn’t given much choice when the pilot
came back and pushed his way past; then to his cousin out of
politeness again. By then his fidgeting was becoming conspic-
uous. Dr. Artzybachova, observing it, did her best to distract
him. “Have you seen?” she inquired, reaching over to adjust his



2 Frederik Pohl

screen. It was displaying something tiny and oddly shaped, but
when she turned up the magnification it became a satellite with
antennae and solar collectors poking out in all directions.

“Starlab?” he ventured.

That amused her. “No, of course not. It is simply a dead old
orbiter, I think a military one, and probably Russian; but it is
interesting, is it not?”

Oh, it was interesting enough, as a souvenir of the days when
wars were actually fought between nations, instead of between
legions of police on one side, and on the other a horde of crim-
inals and a few squads of slippery terrorists. He cast a longing
look art the toilet, but Pat was still locked inside. “Well,” he said
to the Ukrainian woman, forcing jolliness into his tone, “was
there any interesting news in the uplinks?” Dutifully she re-
hearsed the principal items for him: England’s MI-5 had caught
a dozen Welsh freedom fighters redhanded in possession of nu-
clear materials; some Sikhs at the Marseilles airport had
machine-gunned Moslem pilgrims en route to Mecca; and in
Washington the President had finally announced the death of
his kidnapped press secretary. Hilda would be going crazy, he
thought; but he didn’t think it long. The door to the toilet was
opening, and he was already unbuckling himself to go there.

Pat was looking baffled when she finally came out, and when
Dannerman got his chance at the toilet he saw why. The writ-
ing on the cubicle wall wasn't graftiti. It was instructions, a
complete tech manual to the use of a micrograv toilet, and it
took a bit of doing. As he was finishing up with the complex
flush maneuver he heard squawking from outside. He hurried
back to his seat, Rosaleen waving him on; and there, spinning
slowly on the screen, was an orbiter that he recognized because
he had spent so much time studying its pictures. There was no
doubt about it. Just disappearing from view between the solar-
collector struts and a communications dish was the blister that
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might, or might not, have come from outer space. The con-
struction was zmimense.

“So that’s Starlab,” he said.

“Of course it is,” Rosaleen said fretfully. “And, look, the op-
tical mirror has been left uncovered all this time—who knows
how much damage it’s taken from microjunk impacts?”

“There’s a little ship attached to the side,” Dannerman ob-
served.

“Yes, the ACRV—the Assured Crew Rescue Vehicle. It was
supposed to take crew back to the Earth in an emergency, but
poor Manny Lefrik never got a chance to use it.”

“Manny Lefrik?” Memory clicked the name into place: the
astronomer who had died on Starlab. “Did you know him?”

She sighed. “Of course I knew him. Very well, in fact, and
on this very satellite; Jimmy was quite right about making love
in microgravity.” And then, noting the expression on his face,
“Oh, Dan! Can you not believe that I was not always a million
years old? But buckle yourself in quickly; there will be much ma-

. '”
neuvering now. Hurry!

She was right about the maneu-
vering. Docking was tricky, with a lot of swearing in three lan-
guages from the pilots up ahead as they jockeyed the spacecraft
to its port. But then there was a faint metallic crunch and a shud-
der, and a cry of satisfaction from Pat Adcock. The Clipper had
mated with Starlab.

Beside him, Rosaleen Artzybachova was busily removing the
containment straps from her instrument cases. “Let me help
you,” Dannerman offered.

She hesitated. “Yes, perhaps it would be better if you took
one. But do be careful with it!”
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“Stay put, you people,” Delasquez called from up front.
“We're checking the life support.”

But Starlab’s systems were apparently working, even after all
these years; the internal pressure and temperature were all
right—a bit chilly, maybe, Jimmy Lin suggested, but they
wouldn’t need the suits. (“Thank God,” Rosaleen muttered
gratefully. “I hate trying to get in and out of those things.”) Even
the lights were working—some of them, anyway. Enough.

Then the arguments started. Pat wanted somebody to stay be-
hind in the Clipper, preferably one of the pilots. “For Christ’s
sake, why?” Jimmy Lin snarled.

“Just in case.”

“Just in case, screw that. Nothing’s going to happen here, and
anyway Dannerman can stay on board if you want him to. I'm
going in.”

And he did, Pat right behind him; even encumbered with one
of the instrument boxes Rosaleen Artzybachova squirmed ahead
of Delasquez, who was angrily stuck with going through the
shutdown checklist. In spite of Lin’s suggestion, Dannerman
was not far behind. As he squeezed through the docking port,
tugging his own massive toolbox, he heard Rosaleen’s shocked
voice—"“Do your mother! Everything’s all different!”



CHAPTER ELEVEN

Dan

It wasn’t what he had expected. He hadn’t expected Starlab to
be so warm, but it was. That was passive heating, Rosaleen said,
only sunlight. He certainly hadn’t expected it to stink. But it
did, a rancid, pervasive odor, part chemical, part almost like cin-
namon. Was it the decaying body of the abandoned astronomer?
Not likely. It wasn’t really a spoiled-meat smell, and besides the
mortal remains of the lost Manny Lefrik must have long since
finished all the decay that was possible to him.

But that was not the greatest shock. Rosaleen Artzybachova
had been right. It was all different. The views of the Starlab in-
terior he had studied displayed gray metal cabinets, sunshine-
yellow and warm red walls, patterned wall hammocks. Those
things were still here, most of them, but to them had been
added objects that the schematics had never displayed: green-
flecked lumps of transparent matter, like lime Jell-O, with glit-
tering sparks of gold and diamond light flickering within it; a
great copper-colored pillar, six-sided, that gave out perceprtible
warmth; a huge cupboard sort of thing with a door that slowly
swung closed when Dannerman tried to peer into it—things for
which he had no easy name. There had been structural changes,
too. Even some of the walls were gone. The partitioned space
of the original had been opened up, and here and there, all
about, stuck at crazy angles from the remaining walls, were the
machines that were like nothing Dannerman had ever seen be-
fore. The more he looked the stranger they got. He saw some
that were palely luminous, some velvet black; they were rounded
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or jagged-edged, some with brightly glowing dots on the sur-
face that flickered and changed as he watched, some faintly
crackling or humming. None of them looked normal.

“Jesus,” he said. “I guess you were right, Pat. That’s not any
human stuff.”

Pat’s face was glowing in triumph. “Efting well right it isn’t,
Dan-Dan! It’s alien. And it’s ours!”

“But what do those things do?”

“What's the difference? My God, Dan,” she said happily,
reaching out to caress the pinkly glowing surface of one of the
machines, “once we get this stuff back and figure out how it
works—can you rmagine what it'll be worth? We’ll make a bun-
dle out of this.”

“If we can move it,” Rosaleen Artzybachova muttered, trying
to fasten her instrument box to a handhold on the wall while,
like everyone else, she was distractedly staring at everything
around her. “Pat, | recommend you do not touch anything
until I have had a chance to study it. The rest of you, t0o.”

Pat pulled her hand back; beside her, Jimmy Lin was doing
the same thing. “What's the problem?” he asked.

“How do I know what problem there is? Perhaps there is no
problem atall, or perhaps if you touch it it will fry you to a crisp.
It you want to experiment I suppose it is your right, but I would
prefer that you help me.”

“Me, too?” Dannerman asked, trying to keep his own instru-
ment box from bumping into anything; in the micrograv envi-
ronment it weighed nothing, but its mass made it hard to han-
dle.

“Oh, Dan,” Rosaleen sighed, “what help could you be? At
least the others have some experience with instrumentation.
No. Go and explore.”

“I'll go with him,” Pat said suddenly.
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“You also want to be a tourist? And, General Delasquez, is
that what you are indicating, too, with that scowl? Well, why
not? If there are too many unskilled helpers here it will be worse
than none at all, so go. Look for old Manny’s body; perhaps we
can give it a decent burial in space while we are here.”

“And maybe get rid of some of the stench,” Martin Delasquez
growled.

The old woman ignored him. “Or perhaps you will meet
some interesting stranger, and then you will come back and tell
us. If you can.”

A few meters down the main

transverse Pat stopped and consulted a scrap of paper from her
pocket. The general gave her a suspicious look, but brushed past
her to go off on his own. “Let him go,” Pat muttered withourt
looking up. “Maybe he’ll see something we don’t. Let’s see, we
follow this transverse to the second junction—"

Dannerman drew the obvious inference. “You're looking for
something specific.”

She glanced after Delasquez’s disappearing form and lowered
her voice. “Right you are, Dan-Dan. I want to see where that
blister was attached, from the inside. Come on, I think I know
where I'm going.”

The way you got around in the effectively gravitationless
Starlab was by pulling yourself along by the handholds spaced
along the walls, or by hurling yourself like a slow-moving pro-
jectile from point to point. Neither Dannerman nor Pat was up
to projectile standards, so progress was slow.

They didn’t speak. Pat was concentrating on the chart in her
hand, Dannerman thinking about the implications of Rosaleen’s
final remark. If artifacts had been added to Starlab, as they had,
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someone had to have put them there. And it was at least a rea-
sonable possibility that that someone was still there.

Dannerman kept his eyes peeled as they drifted along the pas-
sages. Ears, too, but there wasn’t much to hear. Even the chat-
ter berween Rosaleen and Jimmy Lin became inaudible after the
first few turns. Apart from the cryptic noises that came from the
alien machines, the only sounds Dannerman heard came from
Pat and himself.

When Starlab’s designers planned the satellite they allowed
for weeks or months of occupancy by its observers. That meant
they had to make arrangements for living quarters. So they did,
but they were not lavish. The residents weren’t given rooms.
What they had—Dannerman perceived as he pulled himself
through the square-sided passages of the observatory—was no
more than coffinlike cubicles. The things were doorless, though
ficted with stiff fabric panels to provide at least the illusion of
privacy, and they were small—smaller than any broom closet
Dannerman had ever seen, and not much more elaborate.

There was more of Starlab than he had expected. For Pat, too,
it seemed—when, twice, she paused to look uncertainly around
and when, once, she had to retrace her steps for half a dozen me-
ters. Dannerman assumed she was lost, and the way she mut-
tered to herself made that assumption plausible. “But it ought
...oughtto be. . . right here, ”she murmured, touching a bare
spot on the corridor wall; and then, “Hell! It zs!”

[s what? Dannerman asked, but only silently. He didn’t have
to say it out loud because Pat was already demonstrating the
answer. Her fingers traced the lines that made up a hexagonal
shape on the wall; the lines were new, bright metal. “They cut
a patch out here. Then they entered. Then they welded it up
again.”

“Who ‘they’?” Dannerman asked.
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She gave him a look of mild surprise. “The people who
brought this new stuff aboard, of course.”

“Then where they?”

There was less surprise this time, but more visible worry.
“Yes, that’s the question all right, isn’t it? Probably there wasn’t
a living ‘they’ at all, Dan, just some robot probe machinery.”

Dannerman made a neutral sound. In his view, the word
“robot” did not exclude some mean-tempered clanking thing
that could be quite as unpleasant to meet as any of the Seven
Ugly Space Dwarfs. “One thing, though,” he said.

“Whart?”

“If all the machinery we’ve seen came on the thing that looks
like a blister—probably from the CLO, I guess—how did it all
fie2”

Pat opened her mouth to answer, and then closed it again.
Obviously it was a hard question. The amount of unfamiliar
gadgetry in Starlab could easily have filled a dozen objects the
size of the blister. Some of them were far too large to have been
squeezed through the space traced on the wall, as well.

“I don’t know,” she said at last. “Maybe—"

But whatever the “maybe” was going to be, Dannerman never
heard it. She stopped in midsentence, turning toward a sound
that came from one of the corridor openings; and so did Dan-
nerman, his hand on his twenty-shot.

What appeared in the corridor wasn’t an alien. It was Gen-
eral Martin Delasquez—who also had his hand on his gun, and
a look of alarm on his face.

His expression cleared. “Oh, it’s only you,” he said. “I thought
it might be whatever’s been eating the corpse.”

“The corpse?” Dannerman repeated.

“The dead astronomer, Manny something? I found his body.”

“Well, that’s not so surprising; we knew that he died here, so
his body had to be somewhere around.”
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“Sure you did. But did you also know that his head was miss-
ing?”

Rats,” Rosaleen Artzybachova in-
formed them. “A headless corpse? Of course it is rats. They go
wherever human beings go. It is not surprising that some man-
aged to get aboard Starlab somewhere along the line, or that they
would mutilate a corpse.”

“And then disappear,” Jimmy Lin suggested sardonically.

“And then die of starvation,” she corrected him, “or of plague,
or whatever. Or possibly they have not disappeared at all but
are still aboard. Rats are excellent at avoiding attention.”

“But—" Pat began, unconvinced.

“But,” Rosaleen overrode her, “in any case they are not our
problem. Our problem is merely to detach some of these arti-
facts and stow them on the Clipper.”

Pat nibbled her lower lip in silence. Martin Delasquez, look-
ing at the single cobalt-colored metal lever that Rosaleen had so
far detached, said, “You aren’t doing very well at that, are you?”

Rosaleen Artzybachova swung around to confront him. “You
have some criticism? Would you like to do this yourself? No?
That does not surprise me. It is much easier for someone like
you to complain than to try to understand how these things are
interconnected, or what will happen if we separate them.”

“But someone like me,” Delasquez said, “does not claim to
be an expert on instrumentation. You do, do you not? Isn’t that
why you are here?”

“I'm earning my way,” Rosaleen said grimly. “And I'm not
getting paid for my services twice.”

Delasquez looked insulted. “Are you referring to the gems I
was given? But those were not for me! They were to make it pos-
sible to get clearance on such short notice for this flight.”
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The quarrel distracted Pat Adcock from her thoughts of
corpse-eating creatures. ~Oh, hell,” she said, “what are you fight-
ing about? There’s plenty to go around, just as we agreed.”

Jimmy Lin cleared his throat. “1 think not,” he said politely.
“You know what I think, Pat? I think we’re going to have to re-
figure all that.”

“The hell with that!” she said sharply. “We made a deal, and
we're sticking to it. Remember, Starlab’s my satellite! Well, the
observatory’s,” she qualified, “burt as far as you’re concerned
that's the same thing. Starlab was built and launched with my
uncle’s money, so it’s private property. Mine.”

Lin gave her a long, bland look. Then he shrugged—not in
the manner of someone who is convinced, only in the manner
of someone who has decided not to pursue the question for the
moment.

However, Dannerman decided as he watched the squabble,
Lin was not going to put it off forever. Then there was General
Delasquez, silently listening. He was another who was presum-
ably looking forward to renegotiating their arrangements.

Pat Adcock was taking charge. “Right, then. Rosaleen, what
do you think? How long will it take you to get this stuft de-
tached?”

“First I have to figure out what it is, Pat.”

“Well, damn it, do it!”

The old lady pursed her lips. “I kind of agree with Jimmy,”
she said. “Why don’t we talk about how we’re going to split it
up?”

“Rosaleen! Not you, too!” Pat bit her lip, then surrendered.
“All right. We can settle this after we land. What we have to do
now is pick our the likeliest items and shift them to the Clip-
per. When we land in California I've got a crew—"

Rosaleen interrupted her sharply. “California?”

Pat said apologetically, “I'm sorry I didn’t tell you before,
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Rosie. We couldn’t go back to the Cape, though, could we? The
vultures would be waiting to snatch it all away. Anyway, it’s all
arranged. I've got a crew and a chopper waiting in California.
We’'ll offload as fast as we can and get the stuft to a safe place,
and then—"

“We’re not landing in California,” General Delasquez said.

“Damn it, Martin! You agreed!”

“I have reconsidered the question. We will return to the
Cape.”

Dannerman sighed softly, because he knew what was com-
ing. The four of them were regarding each other like stray tom-
cats, paying no attention at all to him.

Pat gave the general a sour look. “Don’t be foolish. The
arrangements are all made,” she said crossly.

Delasquez shook his head. “No. I have also made arrange-
ments. The State of Florida can make good use of this technol-
ogy. We have suffered under Yanqui tyranny long enough; with
this we can have full independence at last.”

With the gun in his hand Dannerman spoke up. “And a lit-
tle something extra for you personally, Martin?” he inquired po-
litely.

That was when it all got rough. Delasquez fumbled for his
own gun, tangled in the incongruous gilt-leather holster. Jimmy
Lin was also reaching for something, no doubt a weapon of his
own, but he didn’t get very far. Rosaleen was perched just be-
hind him, still holding the rod of blue metal; she didn’t stop to
speak but swung it and caught Lin on the side of the head.

“Oh, no, you must not,” said a new voice.

Dannerman barely registered the fact that the voice was un-
familiar; he had Delasquez in the sights of his twenty-shot.

Then there was something like a flash—a tingle—a sudden
sense of falling, and the weapon never did get fired.



CHAPTER TWELELVE

Dan

A while later—he had no idea quite how long it had been—
Dannerman blinked and opened his eyes. The other four were
stirring around him, and they all looked bewildered. They were
in the Clipper, though Dannerman didn’t remember going
there. He had a recollection of his gun being in his hand, though
he wasn’t sure why. He glanced hastily around, in case it was
floating in the nearby air. It wasn’t. He observed General De-
lasquez looking around in the same befuddled way, and, beyond
him, Jimmy Lin, looking perturbed as he rubbed the side of his
head. “What the hell happened?” he asked.

Rosaleen Artzybachova said shakily, “I think I must have had
a touch of micro-G vertigo.”

[t looked to Dannerman as though they all had. Everyone
seemed dazed, and Pat was weeping softly. “All for nothing,”
she whimpered. “Hell.”

Jimmy Lin said pensively, “Bad enough there wasn’t any of
that alien technology; even Starlab’s own equipment is ruined.”

“Ruined,” Rosaleen Artzybachova echoed. She sounded more
than dazed, Dannerman thought; in fact, really ill. It was her
age, most likely, he decided. But she kept on doggedly with the
litany of loss: “Electronics fused, power supply ruined—there
must ve been a plasma arc. A big one. There’s nothing left worth
salvaging. Might as well start back. We can’t do any good here.”

Dannerman was scratching the back of his neck—as, for
some reason, so were the others—as he was peering into the pi-
lots” screen at Starlab’s hull. He pointed at the bulge that had






CHAPTER THIRTETEN

Dan

And at the same time, but a very long way away, Dannerman
blinked and opened his eyes . . . and squawked in unbelieving
outrage. In a place he had never seen before, he was being held
firmly by two people in Hallowe’en trick-or-treat dress—big
ones, with a froth of white concealing their faces and an aston-
ishing number of arms—while a smaller one in a different cos-
tume was interestedly, but inexpertly, undoing the flaps of his
clothing to undress him. Shouting around him made him look
about; all four of his companions were similarly held and two
of them, Jimmy Lin and Pat, were already naked. He bellowed,
“What the hell happened?”

He wasn’t asking anyone in particular, but the goblin who
was taking his clothes off gave him an answer—sort of an an-
swer. It seemed to have the body of a large chicken; it gazed up
at him out of mournful huge kitten’s eyes and worked its slack
jaw for a moment, and then it spoke. “Do not struggle. The han-
dlers may damage you.”

And Pat Adcock cried, half laughing, “My God, Dan! It's
Dopey!”
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Pat

Yes, the chicken with the cat’s face did look like the Dopey the
transmission from space had warned against; and the pale,
bearded giant that never spoke was likely enough the Doc; and
that was a subject for wonder; but Pat had other things on her
mind. Pat Adcock had had fondly held hopes blighted before.
Never like this. She had been so close! After all those inter-
minable, exhausting weeks of court battles and conspiracy there
had been that one great, exultant moment when it looked as
though all her dreams were paying off. . . .

And then, bam, reality hit her right between the eyes and these
bizarre creatures from a nightmare had snatched all the tri-
umphs away.

Burt it wasn’t a nightmare. Even that consolation was denied
her. Improbable as it was, the Dopey was real, the whiskered
Doc was real, the space aliens truly did exist and they had taken
Pat Adcock prisoner. It was almost more than she could take
in—the astonishment, the incredible strangeness of it all—but
the wonder was diluted by fear. And diluted again by discom-
forts of several kinds, including her increasingly urgent need to
o to the bathroom.

It was all more than she could handle, because nothing like
this captivity had ever happened to Pat before. She had never
been in jail. She had never in her life been restrained against her
will in any way at all, unless you counted the times her nanny
had made her sit in a corner for some five-year-old’s wickedness.
She wasn’t prepared for it, and she didn’t like it at all. She
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didn’t like the six-sided chamber that was their prison, like a
scaled-up honeycomb cell the size of a backyard swimming
pool, or the bright mirrored surfaces that reflected their own
naked bodies whichever way they looked. She didn’t like being
naked, for that marter—art least, not under these circumstances.
Pat was not a prude about her body, but she had always been
selective about whom she displayed it to. She especially didn’t
like the fact that there were no private spaces inside the cell, not
even a toilet. About that she was, indeed, quite prudish.

She was not the only one suffering from affronted modesty.
That dedicated sexual athlete, Jimmy Peng-tsu Lin, sat with his
back against a wall, his bloodied head down in shame, hugging
his knees to his chest to conceal as much of his privacy as pos-
sible. Dannerman and the general were less obvious in their dis-
comfort, though the general, she saw, had a lot to be discom-
forted about. Lacking the built-in corsets of his uniform, his
body sagged and bulged in unexpected ways. Both men, she ob-
served, did their best to turn away from whomever they were
talking to. Only Rosaleen Artzybachova seemed unaffected—
very likely, Pat thought with interest, because she stripped down
pretty well, for a woman of that age. All that exercise appeared
to have paid off. Pat resolved to try a bit more of it for herself
when she was back in her real life. . . .

If she ever was.

There did not seem to be a very high probability of that. They
were well and truly captured, all five of them.

They were all responding in the same way, too. All five of
them—uwell, all but Jimmy Lin, who was fully occupied in nurs-
ing his bashed head and his embarrassed nudity—had immedi-
ately begun to check the mirrored wall, centimeter by centime-
ter, looking for a doorway, perhaps, or at least some sort of gap.
There wasn’t any. “I guess we're stuck here,” Dannerman said
at last, and no one disagreed. All they could do was ask each
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other unanswerable questions and complain—"pissing and
moaning” was the term Dannerman had used. [t wasn’t a good
choice of words. Pat was uncomfortably aware that they had so
far really done only the moaning part.

From all the questions a few facts were established early. They
certainly were not on Starlab anymore, because gravity pressed
them down as it had on Earth. They almost certainly were not
on their own Earth, either, because of that same gravity. It was
Rosaleen Artzybachova who noticed it first, but then they all
agreed. They seemed to weigh a little less, pressed a little less
heavily on the soles of their feet when they stood, perhaps could
even jump just a bit higher, than they had for all their previous
lives.

“Also,” Rosaleen went on, “you will notice that we are breath-
ing quite normally.”

Pat frowned. “Yes?”

“Which means that the atmosphere here contains approxi-
mately an Earth-normal partial pressure of oxygen. I imagine the
rest is probably nitrogen. Some inert gas, at any rate; and not
helium or carbon dioxide, because we would know it if so, from
the effects on our voices or our alertness. All the other inert gases
are comparatively rare, so I believe,” she said thoughrtfully, “that
it must be nitrogen.” She reflected for a moment, then added,
“The temperature is a bit warm—more like North Africa than
New York, I would say—but still in a livable range.”

Jimmy Lin looked up at her to make a face. “So, Dr. Artzy-
bachova, purt it all together and tell us what we need to know.
Where are we?”

“Not on Earth, of course,” she said at once. “Perhaps we are
on a planet, I am not sure of that, but in any case not a planet
of our own solar system—too much gravity for Mars or Mer-
cury, not enough for any of the gas giants. And, of course, not
on Venus, because the heat would have killed us at once. There
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are other possibilities. Perhaps we could be on a spaceship un-
dergoing constant acceleration, but I doubrt that also—I believe
we would hear the rockets.”

“If they use rockets,” Dannerman offered.

“A good point,” Rosaleen agreed. “But I think I do hear
something. Perhaps motors somewhere? It doesn’t sound like
rocket engines. So we come back to the one clear fact: we are
not on Earth.”

Of course, that question was not seriously asked in the first
place. They didn’t really need much proof that they weren’t on
Earth, because the proof was right before their eyes. Nothing
on Earth was like their cell, and nothing on Earth looked like
the creatures who had disrobed them here.

There was argument about that, too: What were the creatures?
Were they really the Seven Ugly Dwarfs from the space mes-
sage? Rosaleen polled the group. Jimmy Lin had no opinion on
that, partly because he was distancing himself from the others
with his embarrassment and his sore head, and mostly because,
he said, he had spent much of his recent time in a place where
they did not pay a great deal of attention to such cartoons,
namely at the Jiuquan space center in the People’s Republic of
China. Martin Delasquez didn’t think their captors really re-
sembled the figures from space, either, but there was no doubt
in Pat’s mind at all. It was simply statistically unlikely, she was
sure, that two unrelated sets of such bizarre creatures could turn
up at once.

She noticed that Dannerman took little part in the discussion.
He was restlessly checking the cell out, not saying much, unul
abruptly he announced: “I'm hungry.”

So, Pat realized once he mentioned it, was she. And wanting
other creature comforts, too. “And I wish I had something to
drink,” she said wistfully, thinking of the silver decanter of ice-
water always on her desk.
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Rosaleen said, “I’'m sure we all feel the same way, but the less
fluid you take in the less you will have to discharge. Which we
all must do.” She looked around at the others, almost smiling.
“We do not have a choice, you know. Shall I be the first?”

She paused for a moment, but no one answered; no one had
a useful answer to give. “Very well,” she said, and walked pur-
posefully over to one wall, where she squatted down without fur-
ther remark.

“Oh, hell,” Pat said unhappily. “Hey, guys. At least you could
all turn your backs.” Jimmy Lin raised his head long enough to
laugh sourly, glancing at the mirrored walls. Dannerman paid
no attention—very conspicuously and politely paid no atten-
tion. He redoubled his study of the mirror wall, but by the sense
of touch only, his eyes half closed against any impolite reflec-
tion. Martin stood by him, watching.

“There’s nothing to see in the wall,” the general pointed out.

“Nothing I can find so far, anyway,” Dannerman said obsti-
nately. “But those goddam bug-eyed monsters walked right
through it, so there has to be something.”

Rosaleen finished her task matter-of-factly and stood up.
“That wasn’t the wall where they came in, anyway. They came
through the one next to it, where Pat’s standing.”

Which started another argument, even more pointless. Which
wall? How could you possibly tell which wall, anyway, when
they all were identical? There was no mark of any kind on any
of them, not even a seam where two panels joined. Pat ran her
fingers wonderingly over the smooth, warm surface herself. It
looked as though it should be glass-hard. It wasn’t. As she
pressed her fingers against it the tips actually entered the wall,
faintly dimpling it as they might a surface of modeling clay, bur
they penetrated no more than, perhaps, a millimeter or so. She
tried harder, finally pressing with all her weight. No good. She
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could get fingernail-deep into the surface and no farther. And
she could find no sign at all that it had ever opened up to let
the extraterrestrials through. If she hadn’t seen the creatures walk
right through it she would not have believed it possible.

Jimmy looked up unhappily. “Tell me something. Suppose
you did find a way to get through that thing, even got all the
way out of here?” he said. “I don’t think you ever will, but what
if you did? What would you do then?”

“Then,” Dannerman said, “I'd figure out what to do next, but
we’'d be that much ahead. As long as we’re stuck in here we can’t
do anything at all.”

Jimmy shrugged, but said nothing. Neither did anyone else;
some truths were too obvious to be argued.

Then, “But this is interesting,” Rosaleen called from her place
at a far wall, gazing art the floor.

“Whart 1s?”

Rosaleen gestured to where she had relieved herself. “The
urine is disappearing. Look, there is only a trace now, and it is
getting less.”

Even Jimmy Lin got up to see that. It was true. The tiny pool
of pale liquid was dwindling, and a moment later it was gone.
Martin Delasquez hesitated, then stopped to touch the floor
where it had been. “Dry,” he reported. He didn’t need to. They
could all see for themselves that there was no trace of urine, not
even a faint stain on the milky-white, slightly resilient flooring.

“Well,” Rosaleen said encouragingly. “At least we seem to
have a sewage system.”

Martin scowled at her. “But still no food and nothing to
drink.”

She shrugged. “And nothing we can do about it, either, is
there? Meanwhile I am quite tired. I think I will try to sleep.”

Pat watched, incredulous and almost admiring, as the old
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woman lay down on her side, curled in the fetal position, folded
her hands under her cheek and closed her eyes. “You know,” Pat
said, “I could use some sleep myself.”

“We all could,” Dannerman said. “But one of us ought to stay
awake.”

Jimmy gigeled. “Are you talking about setting sentries? To
guard against what?”

“Against [ don’t know what,” Dannerman said, “but that’s
the exact reason why I think one of us should stay up. I'll take
the first turn, if you like.”

Martin Delasquez said heavily, “Yes, I agree we should set a
guard and, yes, we might as well sleep, since we have nothing
better to do. Perhaps we will think more clearly when we are re-
freshed, so, very well, let us— Wait! What is that?”

He didn’t have to ask; they all saw what was happening at the
same time. A patch of one wall clouded momentarily, then
bulged into a pair of figures as the Dopey and a Doc came
through. The Doc was carrying small parcels in several of its
arms; the Dopey gestured, and the Doc began setting the parcels
on the floor as the wall closed seamlessly behind them.

Dannerman wrinkled up his nose. “That’s what 1 was
smelling on Starlab!” he said, staring at the Doc. “It was that
thing!”

All the captives were standing in
a defensive clump now, even Rosaleen, watching warily. Pat Ad-
cock snifted. Yes, there was a queer odor, not entirely unpleas-
ant—opart of it like something from a spice rack, part something
sour and distasteful. There was no doubt that it came from the
extraterrestrials. She stared at them, realizing for the first time
just how unhuman they were. The Dopey was not at all human
in form—rtorso like a Thanksgiving turkey’s, but a big one; its
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prissy little feline face at the level of Pat’s chest. It wore cloth-
ing—a sort of pastel-mauve muumuu—and it carried a kind of
muff made of coppery metal mesh. After it had signed an order
to the Doc it put its hands back in the muft before Pat could
get a good look at its fingers. There was something odd about
them, but she wasn’t sure what. Then, as it turned slightly, she
saw that the muumuu had an opening in the back from which
protruded a scaly, iridescent, spreading tail as colorful as a pea-
cock’s.

Pat felt at least a hint of reassurance from the fact that the
Dopey was wearing a garment. Clothing implied civilization;
civilization implied some possible, however remote, hope that
there could be some sort of meeting of the minds between them.
The one they called the “Doc,” on the other hand, was almost
naked except for a sort of cache-sexe over where she supposed
it kept its genitals. It was also very big. More than two meters
tall, Pat guessed, at least twice as tall as the Dopey—of course,
the snapshots in the message from space had given no indica-
tion of scale. And it was not in the least human. The word that
crossed Pat’s mind was “golem.” The thing stood on short, bent
legs, like the Greek version of a satyr, but no satyr had ever had
six arms, two huge, thick ones at the top, four lesser ones spaced
along its torso, and all tipped with sharptaloned paws. Now that
she had a better look at the creature she saw that the white beard
was not a real beard: the strands feathered out, more like fern
fronds than any kind of animal hair. A cluster of the same sort
of growth peeped out from the jockstrap garment.

The Dopey worked its slack little mouth for a moment and
spoke. “You stated that you required food. These are food, I
think.”

That took Pat by surprise. “You speak English,” she said. It
sounded like an accusation; the alien didn’t reply.
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“Stupid question,” Martin reproved her. “He just did speak
English. You, then. Will you tell us why we are here?”

“You are here,” the creature said, “so that you may be
learned.” Its voice was shrill and grating, as much like the caw-
ing of a parrot as any human speech, but the words were clear
enough.

“Learned what?” the general demanded. The Dopey didn’t
reply. “For whom?” No answer for that, either, and Rosaleen
tried her luck:

“Can you say how we got here?”

The Dopey considered. “Not at present. Perhaps later,” it said
at last. Pat thought it seemed to be waiting for something, but
didn’t pursue the thought; she had other things on her mind.
Food, for one thing, and she wasn’t the only one. Jimmy Lin
was rooting around in the sparse collection: mints, apples, corn
chips—she recognized the provenance; it was what they had had
on their persons in the Clipper. [t wasn’t much. [t was welcome,
though; she selected an apple, carefully excavated a bruised spot
with a thumbnail, then bit into it. [t was as moist as she had
hoped.

Jimmy was less pleased. He was muttering dissatisfiedly to
himself in Chinese, then looked up at the Dopey and snarled,
“Wo zen mo nen chi zhe zhong dong xi!”

The alien didn’t miss a beat. “Ni bao li zhi you zhe xie,” it
replied. Every human jaw dropped at once, and Pat cried:

“You speak Chinese, too!”

“Of course. Also Cuban-Floridian Spanish and Dr. Artzyba-
chova’s Galician dialect of Ukrainian, as well as a number of
other human languages. This was necessary for my work on your
orbiter. One moment.”

[t turned to the wall. Almost at once the mirror bulged and
admitted a pair of Docs, carrying a large metal object. They set
it down and stood waiting. The Dopey said, “You now have all
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you need. Now you are simply to go about your affairs in the
normal way. You may breed if you wish.”

That appeared to be all it had to say. It turned and left
through the wall, the Docs silently trooping after. Dannerman
sprang to the wall as soon as they were through, but, as before,
the wall flowed like mercury around the departing aliens, and

Well,” Dannerman said encour-

agingly, “at least now we have something to eat. Jimmy? What

re-formed as solid as ever.

was that you and the BEM were talking about?”

Lin was looking amused—at least an improvement, Pat
thought, over his sullen withdrawal of before. “I was just com-
plaining about the food. I didn’t expect an answer, but then he
said—in perfectly good Mandarin—that it was all there was
among our possessions. But what about the other thing he said,
Pat? Are you ready to start doing the breeding bic?”

She said simply, “Shut up.” She was watching Rosaleen Artzy-
bachova, who was examining the metal object the Docs had car-
ried in. It seemed to be a rectangular, fauceted tank, with pipes
dangling from it that led nowhere. Rosaleen cupped one hand
and held it under the faucer; when she twisted the lever, water
came out. She sipped it and nodded.

“I think it’s the portable-water recycler from Starlab,” she re-
ported. “It appears there is some water in the tank, and it tastes
all right. However, I suggest we use it carefully. There’s noth-
ing here to replenish it; in Starlab it had a condenser to collect
moisture from the air and a still for wastewater from the toilets
but, as you can see, those have been disconnected and left be-
hind.”

“And, of course, we don’t even have regular toilets anyway,”
Jimmy smirked. Pat scowled at him. But that was not all bad,






CHAPTER FI1FTEEN

Pat

Of all the things Pat Adcock missed, the ones she would least
have expected were clocks. They had none. There wasn’t any
day or night in their cell; the white glow came always unvary-
ing from the ceiling. She felt time dragging for her, with noth-
ing to do, but the only clues the prisoners had to measure how
much of it was passing were their own internal ones—the num-
ber of times they (unenthusiastically) ate some of the scraps the
Dopey had given them, or slept (uncomfortably stretched on the
bare cell floor), or, when the remorseless demands of their me-
tabolisms made it necessary, did their best to come somewhere
near the impossible wish to urinate and move their bowels in
private.

[t was not a kind of existence Pat Adcock had ever expected
for herself. Not Patrice Dannerman Bly Metcalt Adcock, who
had never in her life gone hungry, except in the occasional strug-
gle to get rid of a few extra pounds, who had, from tiniest child-
hood, always lived a life of privileged security—well, reasonable
security, if you didn’t count the natural hazards everyone faced
from street violence or random terrorist acts. Pat was accus-
tomed to being a person of position. She was entitled to give
orders to nearly two hundred people, as the operating head of
a reasonably prestigious scientific enterprise. She was also used
to all the perquisites that went with being more or less rich.

What Pat Adcock was used to was being an organism effi-
ciently adapted to the ecological niche she occupied. She had
all the skills necessary for that life; knew how to juggle budgets
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even in runaway inflation; how to discourage a date who wanted

more intimacy than she cared to give—and how to motivate one

who didn’t; how to find a clean and comfortable ladies’ room

at need, wherever she was; how much to tip a headwaiter and
«when it was best just to give him a smile; how to—

Well, how to live, in the particular world she was designed to
live in.

But not in this new world, which seemed to call for skills she
didn’t have and didn’t know how to acquire. So nothing in Pat’s
previous life had prepared her for the present confinement and
privation, not to mention the humiliating aspects of their cap-
tivity. Naked, weaponless, surrounded by the mirrored walls—
wherever she looked six Pats, or sixty times six Pats, looked
back at her, dwindling as the reflections became more distant.
They were penned like abandoned dogs in an animal shelter,
waiting to be adopted—or to be put to death. Nor did they have
any more control than a stray dog over their future. They could
tell time only by events. Only in their case the events weren’t
inspections by possible new owners, they were occasions like the
time when they got the food from Starlab, and the time when
they were at last given back their clothes, and the frightening
time when they killed the Dopey.

No circumstances were ever so
bad that a little human effort couldn’t make them worse. As their
tempers grew short they became quarrelsome. Pat snapped at
Martin Delasquez for snoring, Dannerman and Rosie Artzy-
bachova withdrew from the others, each busy at some not
discussed thoughts of their own, while Martin and Jimmy Lin
argued fiercely over whether the lack of blankets to sleep on was
worse than the lacks in their limited larder, and whether mints,
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apples and corn chips represented a diet they could survive on.
For Pat, who was trying to force herself to down one more meal
of that sort of trash, it was the last scraw. “Oh, shut up, you two, *
for God’s sake. Dan, what’s the matter with everybody?”

[t was a rhetorical question, but she could see him making -
the effort to give her an answer. “It’s prisoner neurosis,” he said.’
“You see a lot of it in jails; that’s why you have so many mur-
ders in prisons. Actually, it’s the policeman’s best friend, because
when people are hiding out from the cops, after a while they just
can’t stand each other. That’s when they do something foolish
and get caught.”

Jimmy was listening with a half smile. “You know all about
that, don’t you, Dannerman?” he said.

Dan gave him an opaque look. “It’s common knowledge.
Psych 101, or don’t they teach that in Chinese colleges?”

Lin met him stare for stare, then shrugged. “Actually, I got
my bachelor’s at the University of Hawaii,” he said, and dropped
the subject. Pat frowned, chopping a bruised part out of the
apple she had just picked up; there was something going on be-
tween the two of them, but she couldn’t guess what. Jimmy was
being his usual irritating self, of course, but Dannerman—well,
what was Dannerman up to, exactly? He prowled their cell for
hours at a time, then sat silently, seeming to be trying to work
something out, though she couldn’t imagine what.

Rosaleen was talking to her. “Do you notice anything about
the apples?”

Pat looked at the fruit, puzzled. “Well, I think that’s the sec-
ond or third I've had with a bruise in the same spot.”

“Really,” Rosaleen said thoughtfully. “That I hadn’t noticed.
What [ was talking about was how many are there. I never
packed that many.”

“And actually I only had one package of corn chips,” Pat said.
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“I don’t understand. Are they raiding a supermarket some-
where?”

“If they are, they could give us a little more variety,” Martin
said sourly.

Dannerman speculated, “Maybe they figure that’s all we need,
since that was all they found on us.”

“Or maybe they have some way of multiplying the food—
you know, loaves and fishes,” Rosaleen said. “But they could
find something better to multiply. There’s stored food in Star-
lab. If Dopey—" She hesitated before she said it, but they did
need a name for the creature. “If Dopey can bring the potable
water still from the orbiter he can bring us some of the food,
too.”
“Or,” Jimmy Lin said, “he could bring us a bed, maybe one
of those four-posters with curtains that come down? So we
could get on with that breeding he was talking about?”

Pat gave him a freezing look. It was nice that Jimmy seemed
to be coming out of his funk, but she didn’t want him starting
anything that could not be properly finished. As a matter of fact,
the subject had been on her mind from time to time. This en-
forced intimacy was stimulating glands that she didn’t really
want stimulated just then. She thought almost wistfully of ex-
husband Ferdie Adcock—not of that son of a bitch of another
ex-husband, Jerry Metcalf, who had been a disappointment in
all areas, including the bed. Ferdie, on the other hand, had been
a truly rewarding lover, in almost every way a fine choice for a
mate . . . if only she had been able to overlook his unfortunate
habit of keeping his amatory skills current by constant prac-
tice—on two of their maids, on the assistant cook, on an occa-
sional picked-up professional and, most troublesome of all, on
several of her (formerly) best friends.

But Ferdie was far in the past and even farther away in space.
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As to the nearer candidates—well, she thought, simply as a
speculation; there was no intention to do anything about it, of
course—there was General Delasquez. Not counting the flab,
he was a powerfully proportioned man, though too bossy in his
disposition to be a really first-rate choice. Jimmy Lin himself?
Yes, she admitted to herself, under some circumstances the Chi-
nanaut might have been a definite possibility. Even on Earth it
had once in a while crossed her mind to wonder just how much
of the know-how of Jimmy Lin’s great-great he might have in-
herited. Of course, there were problems with Jimmy, too, one
of the most annoying of them being the prospect of becoming
just one more scalp on his boastfully long list. That wasn’t nec-
essarily a total disqualification. Pat Adcock was not a jealous
woman, except with husbands. In the case of a casual lover that
sort of thing might have been bearable—under normal condi-
tions. However, under normal conditions they wouldn’t be
stuck with an audience of three interested onlookers while they
got It on.

Which left only one—still purely theoretical—contender.
Dan.

Actually, she conceded to herself, watching Dannerman move
about the enclosure out of the corner of her eye, there wasn’t
really much wrong with her cousin, if you overlooked his habit
of thinking private thoughts he didn’t choose to share with any-
one. Dan wasn’t a bad-looking man. He wasn’t a stranger, ei-
ther. They had been pretty close at one time, and if they hadn’t
gone off to separate schools the two of them might sooner or
later have decided to become a lot closer. Dan was a definite pos-
sibility, she thought—still purely theoretically, of course.

But, under the circumstances, she was determined that it had
to be theoretical. Without privacy, making love with him or
at the mo-

with anyone at all was simply out of the question
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ment, anyway, she added to herself. . . and then noticed Jimmy
Lin’s knowing grin as he watched her covertly eyeing Danner-

man.

They kept making small, but in-
explicable, discoveries about their cell. Rosaleen pointed out a
curious thing about the floor. It not only soaked up and removed
their biological wastes, it did the same for trash of all kinds—
their apple cores, for instance. Throw them on the floor, and
an hour or so later they were gone. Yet the floor was selective
about what it caused to disappear. Their food supplies were scat-
tered on the floor, for lack of any better place to put them, and
they were never touched. “It discriminates,” the old lady said,
sounding pleased—well, the cell was, after all, an interesting ma-
chine. “Also we must have used all the water the tank could hold
by now, but if you notice it's not empty. Somehow the water is
being replenished.”

“Have you noticed that we don’t stink very much, either?”
Jimmy Lin put in. That was also true, Pat realized. Add the open
“toilet” to the fact that bathing was impossible, and the air of
their cell should have been pretty ripe. It wasn’t. Their air was
constantly being changed. The shadowless light that came from
the ceiling was less of a puzzle—even on Earth there were such
wall installations that glowed in much the same way—but the
greater mystery of the walls resisted all explanation. “Talk about
making money from alien technology,” Martin said bitterly.
“Do you have any idea what that kind of hardware would be
worth for prisons? Let the guards walk in and out, but keep the
convicts secure?”

Rosaleen, doing leg lifts with her hands pressed against the
wall in lieu of a barre, gave him a look. “It would be worth a
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great deal for many things far more useful than prisons, acru-
ally.”

Jimmy Lin laughed. “You have something against prisons,
Rosie?”

“Yes,” she said. “Now more than ever, but always. We had
enough experience of prisons in Ukraine. My mother’s uncle was
taken away to one when he was fourteen years old; he didn’t
come back until he was sixty-two, and dying. Also my mother’s
father, my grandfather, who died there. We learned much about
prisons in my family from my great-uncle, because he had many
stories to tell.”

“Did he have any good advice to give?”

“About escaping? No. About how to survive, yes; my great-
uncle said the important thing was to go on doing what you
should be doing if you were free—as much as you possibly can,
that is. Some things would naturally be impossible.”

Pat made the connection. “That’s why you do your exercises
every day?”

Rosaleen hesitated. “That is one reason, yes. The other rea-
son— Well, that is not important. What is important is to keep
a sense of purpose. In my great-uncle’s case he constantly con-
tinued his education; he had been taken right out of school when
they arrested him. He organized classes with the other prison-
ers and at night, instead of sleeping, they taught each other what
they knew. Before he died he could speak French, German,
Georgian, some English and Japanese and even a little bit of He-
brew. He was pretty nearly in Dopey’s class as a linguist, almost,
and that wasn’t all. He could recite poetry for hours—Man-
delstam, Okujawa, Shakespeare, Petrarch—and he knew the
names of all the kings of England and France, in order. And
much more. But he didn’t spend much time thinking about es-
caping. There would have been no point in running away from
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the camps, you see, when the whole country was a prison.”
“Much like our own situation,” Jimmy Lin said sourly; and
no one had anything to say to that.

When Dopey came again the

three men were sleeping restlessly on one side of the cage, and
Rosaleen was teaching Pat tai chi. They were trying to be as quiet
as possible, but when Pat saw one of the wall panels begin to
cloud she called out at once. By the time Dopey was inside the
men were getting up, bleary-eyed but curious.

“You asked for the food from Starlab,” Dopey said. “Also
blankets so that you may sleep in more comfort.” The parade
of Docs that followed him began setting down racks and cases
of objects.

“Hey,” said Jimmy Lin, for the first time in their captivity
looking almost pleased. He began sorting through the new ra-
tions even before the Docs had set their burdens down and
trooped out. Besides the blankets, the Starlab ones hemmed with
metal rings to keep them from floating away, there were scores
of food packets of all kinds. Some were in pop-open cans, some
sealed in plastic. Freeze-dried, radiated or canned, they needed
no refrigeration, and they came in many varieties. Pat saw pack-
ages labeled “omelette” and “fried tomatoes” and any number
of vegetables: green beans, white beans, red beans, pickled cab-
bage, raw cabbage, beets. There were soups, stews and quiches;
there were powders that were dehydrated fruit juices or coffee,
and Pat was suddenly aware of just how hungry she was. She
wasn't the only one. Martin held up one opaque plastic sack,
reading the label wonderingly: “What is ‘hassenpfeffer’?” he de-
manded, and Jimmy Lin exulted: “Look! There must have been
some Chinese on Starlab; there’s bok choy! And rice, and 1
think these other things are dim sum!”
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The only one not poring over the larder was Dannerman. He
was gazing at Dopey. “What's the matter, Dan?” Pat asked, but
he didn’t answer her. He said to the alien:

“You heard what we said about the larder on Starlab. You can
hear everything we say in here, can’t you?”

The creature inclined its mournful head, the equivalent, Pat
thought, of a nod. “Of course. That is my assignment. | am
tasked to monitor you. Also to provide you with everything you
need so the observation can continue as long as possible.”

Pat looked up from the canned ham in her hand. “You aren’t
doing a very good job of that. Why don’t you give us back our
clothes?”

“To provide you with what you need,” Dopey said firmly.

“Well, we need clothes. Tell him, Dan,” she said, but Dan-
nerman was looking thoughtfully at the alien. It was Rosaleen
who picked up on the question.

“Clothing is a definite need for us,” she declared. “We are not
animals. We will be definitely harmed by prolonged exposure.
Also there are items that we carried in our clothing which are
essential to our survival—medications, for instance.”

Dopey hesitated, then did a curious thing. He jammed his
little paws deep into the copper-colored muff; his eyes closed,
he seemed to be listening to voices unheard by the others. Then
his eyes opened and he declared, “The clothing will be brought.”

“That’s more like it,” Jimmy Lin said, his mouth full of some-
thing he had seized from the food supplies. “How about an-
swering some questions for us, too? Where are we?”

“You are in this pen. You do not require more information
than that.”

“Well, then,” Martin Delasquez tried, “at least tell us what
you're monitoring? What do you want us to do?”

“Simply to continue as you are,” Dopey said, as though that
should have been obvious. Then, as the walls opened and three
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burdened Docs came back in, he added sharply, “Do not touch
your clothing yet!” It was not really a necessary order. They
couldn’t have, anyway; the three Docs had formed in a line be-
tween the captives and the pile of clothing. Dopey paid them
no further attention, but began carefully examining each gar-
ment. As he finished with one he tossed it past the Docs to be
claimed—a brassiere for Rosaleen Artzybachova, a single sock,
a pair of men’s undershorts claimed by Dannerman. The un-
derwear came first, because, Pat thought, it was the easiest to
check out. As Dopey came to the outer garments he was more
thorough, investigating pockets, running his long, tapering fin-
gers over seams to see if anything was concealed inside them.
He was looking for weapons, it seemed. He found them, too:
two guns and a bomb-bugger in Dannerman’s effects, a gun and
a knife in Martin’s, more guns from the others, even two little
switchblade knives from the garments of Rosaleen Artzyba-
chova. “Christ,” Pat said. “We were all ready to fight a war!”

“I simply took routine precautions,” Jimmy Lin said defen-
sively, watching as Dopey pulled a sixty-shot sidearm out of his
jacket.

Rosaleen spoke up, to the Dopey: “That’s just a pen! Please
let me have it.”

The Dopey didn’t respond, except to turn the pen over a few
times, then take it apart. Evidently he decided it would not make
a good stabbing weapon; he tossed it over and turned to every-
one’s shoes. That took longer. He ran his fingers inside each
shoe, apparently measuring to see if there was enough thickness
anywhere to conceal a weapon. On one of Jimmy’s shoes he hit
pay dirt: the heel unscrewed, and inside it was a coil of razor
wire.

“Hell,” Jimmy said, and resignedly went back to getting
dressed. They were all doing it, now. It was surprising, Pat
thought, how much more formidable Martin Delasquez looked
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once he had his military camouflage jacket on again, gold braid
with its embroidered general’s stars. For Pat herself getting
dressed again after so long bare was less pleasant than she had
imagined. The waistband of the slacks was uncomfortably tight;
the pantyhose unpleasingly constricting; and her feet seemed to
have swelled, because it was an effort to get them into the shoes.

The three Docs abruptly turned as one and left, carrying the
confiscated weaponry; and it was only then that Pat realized that
while they were dressing Dopey had slipped through the wall
and was gone.

“Damn it,” Dannerman said. “I was hoping we could ask him
some more questions.”

“Which he probably wouldn’t have answered anyway,” Pat
said. “So let’s eat!”

The canned ham had been cold

and greasy, the pita bread Pat ate with it dry and leathery, but
her belly was full. Eating made a difference. Being clothed made
a difference, too; Pat couldn’t help feeling that things were tak-
ing a turn for the better. Maybe only a very small improvement,
with a very long way still to go, but everybody seemed cheerier.
Martin in uniform stood taller than before, and what they had
received was not merely food and clothing. Dopey had returned
all their pouches and belly bags. Pat was pleased to get her watch
back and her rings, less pleased to have the packet of tampons
that she always carried in case of emergency; it reminded her that
her period would be coming along sometime soon, and that one
pair of tampons would not be adequate to her needs.

Rosaleen held aloft a small bottle. “My painkillers,” she said
exultantly.

“Were you in pain?” Pat asked wonderingly.

“Dear girl, at my age one is always in pain; exercise helps a
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little, but these are better—though they do not solve the real
problem. May we not discuss it, please? I have a suggestion.”

There was something in Rosaleen’s tone that made Pat anx-
ious to hear more, but she didn’t press the point. “Yes?”

“Let us make an inventory of all our possessions. Dan, since
you still have your screen, perhaps you can keep the tally.”

Her tone made Par curious. “Dopey didn’t return yours?”

Rosaleen pursed her lips. “He probably thought it contained
a weapon.”

Delasquez laughed. “And, of course, it did. What, simply a
sharp little blade, for emergencies? He took mine too, for the
same reason.”

“And left us no weapons at all,” Jimmy Lin said. Something
in his tone made Pat give him a closer look. But when she
started to ask him, Dannerman cut in.

“Hold it,” he commanded. “Of course none of us have any
weapons—but if we did”—he glanced meaningfully at the
wall—“we had probably better not mention them out loud. Let’s
get on with the inventory, shall we?”

It didn’t take long. There was Rosaleen’s multicolor pen (but
nothing to write on with it but some coarse wrapping paper from
the food larder) and a reading glass; a collection of key cards and
[Ds from all of them; a nail clipper; two pocket combs; some
loose coins—very few, because hardly anyone carried cash. That
was it. Most of them had left their more interesting gadgets in
the lockers at the Cape. “No weapons there, anyway,” Jimmy
said ruefully. “I guess if we put all our coins and stuff in a sock
we could make a cosh.” Dannerman gave him a warning look,
prompting him to add quickly, “Although there’s not enough
mass there to do any real harm to anybody anyway.”

Pat could restrain her curiosity no longer. “Rosie? What's this
‘real problem’ you're talking about?”

Rosaleen shrugged. “I don’t suppose there’s any need to keep






CHAPTER SI XTEEN

Pat

What Pat Adcock discovered—what millions of jailed men and
women had discovered before her—was that prison reduced
life to fundamentals. There were no decisions to make or crises
to meet; the high spot of the day was eating.

Their larder was a mixed bag. The fruit juices were good, once
you mixed them with water—she could have wished for an ice
cube or two, but they were certainly drinkable without. There
was even real wine. It wasn’t very good wine, but it came in lit-
tle plastic cups, which could be rinsed out and used for other
things. No beer, though, which annoyed Jimmy Lin, and the
coffee was a disappointment. Not only was it at the same tem-
perature as everything else they had, but it was the European
kind of coffee, heavy on chicory and made from beans burned
black. Only Martin and Rosaleen seemed to enjoy drinking it.

Still, things were looking up a little. Not counting the fact
that she was tired of seeing herself reflected in the cell’s walls no
matter where she looked; if anything could make her crazy, she
thought, it was those mirrors. Not counting the fact that Jimmy
Lin had formed the annoying habit of following her around,
brushing against her in a pretty unmistakable way; bur at least
now she had clothing,

But none of it was good enough.

Time was passing, and it was all wasted time. Pat Adcock had
little practice in time-wasting. She was used to a world in which
she always had something to do, usually more to do than she
had time to do it in: work to get done, plans to make, social



The Other End of Time 151

obligations to fulfill, amusements to seek. Here she had noth-
ing. She even missed the annoying everyday flow of sales mes-
sages on her comscreen and the solicitations of street panhan-
dlers. Pictures from her childhood flashed through her mind,
the images of pacing polar bears and sullenly squatting gorillas
from Sunday zoo trips with Uncle Cubby or her parents. The
parallels hurt. “We’'re zoo animals. We have nothing to do,” she
complained. “It doesn’t make sense.”

Dannerman shook his head. “No, you're wrong there. Every-
thing makes sense to somebody.”

“Even this?”

“Even anything. People used to talk about senseless crimes—
like murdering some eighty-year-old guy on welfare to steal his
shoes; they think it makes no sense to kill somebody for so lit-
tle. But to the guy who did it, it made perfect sense. He wanted
the shoes.”

“Thank you for the lecture, Dr. Dannerman,” Jimmy Lin
said.

Dannerman said stubbornly, “I'm only saying that all this
must make some kind of sense to Dopey and the others, from
their point of view. All we have to do is figure out what their
point of view is.”

“It sounds like you’re taking their side, Dannerman,” Martin
rumbled.

“Oh, hell, why are people always telling me that I'm taking
the bad guys’ side?”

“What people?” Martin asked, puzzled.

“Different people.” He didn’t elaborate. There was something
there he didn’t want to discuss, Pat was sure, though she couldn’t
imagine what. “Anyway,” he said, “I'm just trying to understand
what’s happening. Probably they want to know more about us
before they reveal themselves.”

Pat asked, “How much do they have to know? Isn’t that why
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Dopey was hanging out in Starlab all that time, eavesdropping
on Earth?”

Martin said heavily, “Maybe that is not enough for them. I
am remembering what the old sailing-ship explorers used to do
when they encountered new indigenes. They would kidnap a
few and take them aboard their ships to look them over. Your
Christopher Columbus—" he began, and then stopped, scowl-
ing. They all heard it: a distant sound, almost like a shriek, faint
and far away. “What the hell was that?” he demanded.

No one answered until Rosaleen shrugged. “If this is a zoo,”
she said, “we may not be the only animals on exhibit.”

“It sounded human to me,” Jimmy said uneasily. Dannerman
said nothing, but he was frowning. Pat thought she knew why.
The scream had sounded human to her, too. In fact, it had
sounded a lot like the voice of Dan Dannerman.

The scream didn’t come again.
They listened; they tried to be as quiet as possible so that they
might hear, but there wasn’t much to hear. Dannerman re-
ported that he had heard, might have heard, a faint hum that
could have been distant machinery. Pat herself thought she
caught a whisper of speech—of a voice of some kind, anyway.
When she reported it Dannerman shook his head. “I didn’t hear
anything like that. Did it sound human?”

“How can I tell? I thought it sounded as though it were ask-
ing for something.”

To her displeasure, Jimmy Lin took that to be a cue. He
moved closer to her. “Perhaps it was asking for something which
[ oo would like,” he said, one hand casually resting on her
shoulder.

The man was making her uncomfortable. She shrugged her-
self free. “Knock 1t off, Lin.”
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“But why?” he asked reasonably. “I am aware that such things
are better conducted in privacy. I would prefer it so myself, but
what can we do? Modesty is pointless here.”

“The point,” she said, “is that I don’t want to make love with
you, Jimmy. If you’re looking for a comfort woman, look some-
where else.”

“Hey!” Rosaleen said good-naturedly. “Where do you want
him to look, exactly? I've been out of the comfort business for
forty years.”

“But what else is there to do?” Jimmy Lin asked in a tone of
reasonableness. “Itis a perfectly natural thing, and also good for
you. My honored ancestor said it all in his book. He said it was
unhealthful to go for very long without sex, and all my life [ have
done my best to follow his advice.”

Rosaleen said pleasantly, “If you need to masturbate no one
will prevent you. If not, perhaps you won’t mind if we change
the subject.”

He glowered at her. “To what?”

She hesitated before she spoke. “I've been thinking about
those messages from space. You see, I think most of us took those
pictures of aliens as some kind of a joke, perhaps some satellite
controller with time hanging heavy on his hands. Very well, that
was a mistake. Now we know better about that, but what about
the rest of the message?”

“What rest?”

“The original pictures. The scarecrow creature crushing the
universe at the time of the Big Crunch. What do you suppose
that means?”

Dannerman said, “I asked one of the astronomers the same
thing. He thought it meant that we were being warned against
something that was supposed to happen after the universe has
finished expanding, and fallen back and contracted again.”

At least, Pat thought, they were on a subject she knew some-
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thing about. Butshe frowned. “That kind of speculation doesn’t
make any sense. Nothing could happen after the Big Crunch.
It’s like wondering what the universe was like before the Big
Bang. The answer is there wasn’t any. That sort of thing isn’t
science, it's metaphysics.”

Rosaleen shook her head. “You know more about that than
I do, Pat, but even I know that some quite good scientists have
speculated about the subject.”

“Arm-waving. Smoke and mirrors,” Pat said dismissively.

“But perhaps for the aliens it isn’t.”

Pat shrugged. It was true that cosmologists had built any
number of pretty speculations about the origins and end of the
universe—she had spent many boring hours learning about
them in graduate school—but they had always seemed idle day-
dreaming to her.

Martin shared that opinion. He said impatiently, “There is
no point in thinking about such things. The trouble is simply
this: We have been kidnapped. That is not a speculation, it is
a fact. Governments have considered such things an act of
war.”

Jimmy said, “Fine. Now, if you’ll just let them know about
it at the Pentagon, I'm sure they’ll have a rescue fleet here right
away.”

Martin glared at him. “You are very good at sarcasm, Lin. Less
good at taking action. We should do something.”

Rosaleen attempted to defuse the antagonism. “Very well,”
she said, “since no one else seems interested in trying to inter-
pret the meaning of those messages, I agree that Martin is right.
We should do something else. What is available to us? When
we were discussing what people in prison on Earth do I am afraid
I distracted us with my reminiscences of life in the old Soviet
Union. So let us try again. Is there some action that is possible
for us to take?”
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Jimmy said sourly, glancing at Dannerman, “Why don’t you
ask the expert?”

Pat frowned. “What do you mean, expert?” But Dannerman
seemed unsurprised. He was already answering the Chinanaut.

“First thing,” he said, “if I had any specific ideas, [ don’t think
I'd say them out loud. Remember Dopey hears everything that
goes on. But if you want general principles I don’t see any harm
in discussing them—just in the abstract, of course.”

“Of course,” Rosaleen said impatiently. “Well?”

“What prisoners do depends on what they want to accom-
plish. If their primary goal is to escape, they do things like dig-
ging tunnels, they hide themselves in bags of waste, they get
weapons, or make them, and force a guard to take them out-
side. Or they take hostages for the same purpose. Or they go on
a hunger strike—of course that only works if the people on the
outside care whether they live or die.”

Martin demanded, “Which would you recommend?”

“What I would recommend,” Dannerman said, “is that we
don’t talk about this any more.”

“Fine,” said Jimmy Lin caustically. “Your advice is that we
do nothing, then. Is that why you spooks couldn’t even catch
the guys who kidnapped the press secretary?”

Dannerman opened his mouth angrily, then glanced at Pat
and closed it again. He didn’tanswer. He simply turned his back
and walked over to survey the food store.

There was an undertone here that Pat couldn’t identity. She
wasn’t enjoying it. “What's going on here, Jimmy?” she de-
manded.

He jerked a thumb at Dannerman. “Ask him.”

“Hell,” she said, and marched over to Dannerman’s side.
“Dan, what's Jimmy talking about.”

He stood up and popped a cup of wine before he answered.
“How do I know?”
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“I think you do know. Why does he call you a spook?”

Dannerman shrugged. “Maybe because I was in protsy in col-
lege—you know, the Police Reserve Officers Training Corps.”

“Not good enough, Dan. That was a long time ago. What
about now?”

He took a long pull of the beer before he answered. Then he
sighed. “All right, Pat. I don’t suppose it matters anymore, and
it’s the truth. I work for the National Bureau of Investigation.”

[t was no more than she had guessed, but she felt adrenaline
shock flood through her body. “You’re a spy!”

“I'm an agent of the Bureau, yes. [ was ordered to find out
what was going on with you and Starlab—"

“Dan!”

He looked remorseful—no, not remorseful; scubborn and
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