IHRE4DS °
OF TIME _

Three Original Novellas

of Science Fiction by .
Gregory Benford
Clifford D. Simak

Norman Spinrad
Edited and with an Introduction by

Robert Silverberg l
: , Ty




Threads of Time

Three Original Novellas
of Science Fiction

by Gregory Benford, Clifford D. Simak,
and Norman Spinrad

EDITED AND WITH AN INTRODUCTION BY
ROBERT SILVERBERG

THREE of the most gifted writers in the sci-
ence-fiction field have pooled their talents to
produce this exciting new collection of no-
vellas. Longer than a short story yet shorter
than a novel, allowing time for meticulous
craftsmanship and careful characterization,
the novella is an ideal form in which to present
a writer’s vision of a fabulous future. Whether
it is the far-distant future or one we will ex-
perience in our own era, time is the element
that binds all generations of mankind. Each
of the writers represented in this book has
used time as a theme for his story—either the
physical changes it brings, the concept of
alteration of ethical values, or just its separa-
tion effects.

In “Threads of Time,” Gregory Benford
introduces the reader to a crisis at a moon
station, where a mysterious domelike struc-
ture has been discovered and threatens all
who try to approach it. Veteran sci-fi writer
Clifford D. Simak gives us “The Marathon
Photograph,” the story of two scientists who
stumble on time travelers from four hundred
million years in the past. And Norman Spin-
rad in “Riding the Torch,” creates for us a
world long sick of its own evil, which dies
only to be reborn with a second chance to
redeem itself.

Editor Robert Silverberg, himself a long-
time writer of science-fiction stories, has com-
missioned these original tales from three
masters of this creative and stimulating genre.
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INTRODUCTION

The term “novella” is a flexible one, embracing the entire range of
fiction that is longer than a short story and shorter than a novel. It can
be applied to any work from about 15,000 words to perhaps 40,000—
stories that have ample breadth and scope but not the full intricate
sweep of a true novel. Many of the masterpieces of world literature fall
in the novella category—Henry James's The Turn of the Screw,
Hemingway's The Old Man and the Sea, Faulkner's The Bear, Con-
rad’s The Secret Sharer, Kafka's Metamorphosis, Tolstoy’s The Death
of Ivan Ilyich, and a long list of others.

The novella form seems particularly well suited to science fiction.
One of science fiction’s unique virtues is its capacity to create a vision
of a detailed, richly inventive imaginary universe; but in a short story
there is room for no more than a brief glimpse of the invented world,
while in a full-length novel the requirements of plot and counterplot
often become so great that the interactions of the characters eclipse the
other aspects of the narrative. The novella, though, is an ideal length
for that careful development of themes and ideas that constitutes good
science fiction, minus the structural complications of the novel. The
honor roll of classic science-fiction novellas is a lengthy one, beginning
with H. G. Wells's The Time Machine and including such stories as
John W. Campbell’s Who Goes There?, Robert A. Heinlein’s Universe,
Lester del Rey’s Nerves, Isaac Asimov's The Martian Way, Theodore
Sturgeon'’s Baby Is Three, and dozens more.

Despite the artistic rewards to be found in novellas, they pose prc')b-
lems for publishers, since they are usually too short to.be issued as in-
dependent volumes but too long to fit comfortably into t'he typical
anthology of short fiction. One solution is a book such as this Ofle—-the
length of a standard novel, but made up of several nov.ellas by different
authors. Three of the most gifted science-fiction writers—one an ac-
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knowledged grand master of forty years’ standing, one an established
writer of the younger generation, and one just now coming into
prominence—were invited to contribute long stories to this volume. The
result is a trio of novellas never before published anywhere, which I
think admirably display the special strengths and merits of this kind

of story.
—RoBERT SILVERBERG
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Gregory Benford

Gregory Benford was born in Alabama in 1941 but has
lived in California for more than a decade. He is a
theoretical physicist who holds a doctorate from the Uni-
versity of California at San Diego and is currently As-
sociate Professor of Physics at the same umiversity's
Irvine campus, where the subject of his research is con-
trolled thermonuclear fusion. Reading and writing
science fiction have long been among his major recrea-
tions; his first short story was published in 1965, and
since then he has published some three dozen more, two
novels, and a number of articles on scientific subjects.
He is the coauthor of a recent textbook, Astronomy and
Life in the Universe, and is at work on a new science-
fiction novel.






May 9, 2008, 9:12 aA.Mm.

It came in an instant, neatly dividing her life.

A moment before Nikka had been serenely gliding over the crumpled,
silvery moonscape. She was distracted, plotting her next course and
chewing sugary raisins. Her sled was coasting through a series of con-
nected ellipses, bound for nearside. She was looking forward to seeing
Earthrise in a few moments.

There was a thump she felt more than heard. The horizon tilted
crazily. She slammed forward into her hamess and the sled began to
fall.

Her clipboard spun away, there was the shriek of metal on metal;
the sled was tumbling. She snatched at the guidestick and thumbed on
the maneuvering jets. Some on the left responded. The right was dead.
She brought them up to full impulse. Something was rattling, as though
about to come loose. The sled lurched again, digging her harness into
her. :

The rotation slowed. She was hanging upside down, looking at the
blunted peak of a gray-brown mountain as it slid by, uncomfortably
close. She was still falling.

The sled was rectangular, all bones and no skin. She could see the
forward half, and it seemed undamaged. Everything she had heard
came literally through the seat of her pants, conducted along the struts
and pipes of the sled’s rectangular network. The damage, thfzn, was
behind her. She twisted around, got a partial view of tangled wires and
a fuel tank—and then realized she was being stupid. Never try to do a
job upside down, even if there are only a few seconds left. And sheh}'laj
minutes to go before impact, certainly. Whatever hac% happened be1 hin
—a tank rupture? a pipe blowout?—had thrown her into a new el .1pse,
an interception course with the low mountain range near the horizon.
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She pulsed the maneuvering jets again and the sled rotated slug-
gishly, Something was forcing the nose down as she turned. She
stopped when the forward bumper was nearly parallel to the horizon.
She unbuckled automatically and turned. Impossibly, the right rear
corner of the sled gaped open. It was simply gone—tanks, braces, sup-
plies, hauling collar, a searchlight.

For a moment she could not think. Where was it? How could it have
blown away? She looked back along their trajectory, half expecting to
see a glittering cloud of debris. There were only stars.

Training took hold; she leaned over and punched the override but-
ton that glowed red on her console. Now the navigation program was
disconnected. Since it had sounded no warning, apparently the circuits
still believed they were bound on a geological survey, working toward
nearside. She started the ion engine, mounted slightly below and be-
hind her, and felt its reassuring purr. She checked the horizon—and
found she was spinning again. She turned in her couch, somewhat
awkwardly, for her spacesuit had caught on a hamess buckle.

Yes; at the edge of the gaping hole there was a thin haze. A pipe
was outgassing, providing enough thrust to turn the sled. She corrected
with maneuvering jets and the sled righted.

She turned up the ion beam impulse and tried to judge her rate of
fall. The jagged, pocked surface rose to meet her. She unconsciously
nudged the control stick and brought the sled’s nose up. Instinct made
her do it, even though she knew on the moon no craft could delay its
fall by gliding. No matter. On Earth she could have banked in with
wings, but on Earth she would already be dead; the fall would have
lasted only seconds.

The ion engine was running at full, but it could only do so much.
She corrected again for rotation. The computer automatically kept the
ion engine pointed downward, but it would only operate within a
small angle. The outgassing was getting worse, too. The sled shuddered
and yawed leftward.

She looked for a place to go down. The explosion—or whatever—
must have deflected the sled downward, not to the side. She was still
following her original course down a long, rough valley. The end
loomed up ahead, a scarred, dirty-gray range of rugged hills. She cor-
rected for rotation, surveyed ahead, then had to correct again.

There was a dull gleam ahead. Something lay buried partially in
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shadow at thfa base of the hill line. It was curved, part of a dome
crun-lpled against the hill face, An emergency life station? No; she had
studied the maps and knew there was no installation anywhere near
her route, That was why she was here, anyway—to chart some points in
detail, study oddities, make borings for water tests. In short, to do the
things photographs cannot.

She had been watching her gauges, so she was not surprised when
the radar altimeter showed she was dropping too fast. The ion engine
was not delivering full thrust. Yes, one of the missing tanks from the
right rear fed the engine. She did not have even enough thrust to stay
aloft. It was eerie, sliding along in dead silence, running down the
long valley, like a bowling alley, toward the blunted, brownish hills
ahead. The random splotching of craters below was sharp, clear; she
would have to land soon.

Her course took her dead into the hill line. Two seconds ticked by—
she was counting them now—before she could decide: drop into the
valley, land on the flat instead of crashing into the steep slope above.
Once made, the decision liberated her. She corrected for rotation again,
checked her harness carefully, surveyed the damage one last time. The
ground came rushing toward her. The dome—ah, there to the left. Dam-
aged, broken, an incredible rubble at its base. It sat at the base of the
hill like a copper decoration.

She picked a flat space and leveled the bed of her craft as well as she
could. The damned rotation was too much; she spent all her time now
correcting for it. Suddenly the spot she'd picked was there, almost be-
neath her, the sled was rotating, the nose went down, too far down,
she—

The splintering crash threw her forward. She was straining so hard
into the harness that she thought the sled was going to go end over en<'1.
It tilted, tail high. Everywhere there was dust, metal twisting. The tail
came back down in the slow, agonizing fall of low gravity. There was
a sudden fierce pain in her leg and Nikka lost consciousness.

May 9, 2008, 9:18 AM.
It really was the old Telegraph Avenue, he thought. They really had

preserved it.
Alexander Livingston ambled slowly down the broad walkway. Tele-

graph was still a broad pedestrian mall, the way he had last seen it in
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the 198¢’s. On impulse Livingston hooked his hands into his hip pock-
ets, a gesture he remembered from somewhere far in the past. There
were few people on the mall today, mostly just tourists nosing about
the memento shops near Sather Gate. A flock of them had gotten off the
BART car with him and followed him up Bancroft. Chinese and
Brazilians, mostly, chattering amiably among themselves and pointing
out the sights. They had all stopped to read the plaque set in concrete
where Leary died; some had even taken photographs of it.

A bird coasted in on the prevailing Bay breeze and fluttered to a perch
in one of the eucalyptus trees dotting the mall. When Livingston was
a student here in the late sixties, Telegraph had been still concrete,
greasy restaurants and the faint tang of marijuana and incense. Well,
the rich flavor of incense remained, drifting into the street from open
shop doors. The dirty, noisy Telegraph of his youth had been an ex-
citing place; great things had happened here. Now it was a more pleas-
ant street, charming and soothing as it basked in the yellow spring
sunlight. But the zest of the past was missing. The hub of student life
had shifted north of the campus, and anyway Berkeley was no longer a
caldron of the avant-garde. Now Telegraph was an embalmed tribute
to its former self,

Mentally he checked himself: Was Telegraph living in the past, or
only Alexander Livingston? At sixty-three such a question was worth
pondering. But no—as he passed an open shop door the sounds of
“White Rabbit” filtered out. Gracie Slick. Surrealistic Pillow. They
weren’t playing it right, either; that record should be so loud he could
have heard it a block away. Livingston wondered what the Airplane
would have thought of using their music to promote tourism. The
Chamber of Commerce had done the same job on them that New
Orleans did on Jelly Roll Morton. Livingston had flown up to Berkeley
in the late seventies to catch the Soul Band just because it looked as
though that same spirit were coming back again, but the revival never
really got off the ground, in his opinion. Whenever the critics started
talking about the Second Period he stopped listening.

Livingston shrugged and walked on, turning the corner onto Ban-
croft.

“Greetings of the day, sir” a young man said to him.

Livingston realized he must have been concentrating on the Airplane
more than he thought, or he would have overheard their chanting, Six
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men and women were swaying rhythmically, singing in low voices and
clapping. Four kept on; 2 man and woman broke off and came to join
the man who had spoken.

Livingston recognized their clothes and emblems. “You're New Sons,
aren’t you?”

“Yes,” the man said in a calm, self-assured voice. “We are here today
to reach those who have not received the word.”

“I have already.”

“Then you are a believer?”

“No. I've been propagandized about it, though.”

The woman stepped forward and said, “I am sorry the word has not
manifested itself in the correct light for you. I am sure if you will but
listen, we can bring you to the Integrated Spirit.”

Livingston stopped listening to her precise words and stepped back a
half pace. He let his eyes run up and down her slowly, in a speculative
glance that could mean only one thing. It was an idle game, but he was
interested to see if the look would embarrass her. The woman continued
on in the same smooth tone, taking no notice of his glance. Well, Liv-
ingston mused, perhaps he had reached the age where his attentions
would not even register with a young woman any more.

“Thus we proceed to fullness,” she went on, and one of the men held
up a card on which was written: Universal Law. Absolute Guide.
Eternal Truth. Golden Unity.

“Look, you people have interfered with my life enough already,” Liv-
ingston began. “I don’t—"

“But, sir,” the woman said, “we have but stopped you on the thorough-
fare. We did not intend—"

“No,” Livingston said wearily, “I didn’t mean you alone. I mean all
the New Sons who happen to be congressmen, senators, union bosses,
and the like. You've gummed things up so much, an ordinary man can't
run his life straight any more.”

“We only seek to follow our own path—"

“Oh? Is that why my union is out on strike right now and I'm taking
a forced vacation?”

“Oh, you are referring to the issue of prayer and meditation time,”
one of the men said. He smiled reassuringly. “Our Order requires us to
spend these special hours of the day renewing our faith through times
of quietness together. There remain some businesses which will not
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allow us these times for our spiritual tasks. We are sorry this causes fric-
tion, but I would remind you that we do pursue our ends through peace-
ful means. The right to strike is basic—"

“] know, I know,” Livingston said. “You think it’s perfectly reasonable
to ask for two hours off the regular work schedule each day. Don’t you
realize that will absolutely cripple industry, that’s why this country is
being sandbagged economically by China and Australia and—or doesn'’t
that matter?”

The woman smiled at him and said warmly, “The things of the world
have their place, but they must be seen in perspective.”

Livingston grimaced. “Is that why some of your union goons beat up
a couple of the fellows I work with? Jobs are scarce down in Orange
County, and if the New Sons weren't so powerful, maybe this wouldn’t
matter. But this new rule of yours about taking time off from work—
and making the businesses pay for it—is going to cut the guts out of our
economy.”

One of the men shook his head regretfully. “We have worked very
hard in this country in pursuit of material things. It is time to put those
aside and arise—"

Abruptly the four chanters turned toward Livingston and clapped
their hands together smartly.

“Love you not God, sir?” they said in unison.

“Well-" Livingston began.

“God is the Father. We love the Father. We love the universe., The
universe is love!”

“We love God,” the woman said in singsong. “We love you, brother.”

“We love him, we love him!” the chanters sang,

“We love you, brother. We love you.”

They paused. Livingston remembered an old joke.

“Can’t we just be good friends?” he said.

For a moment the New Sons didn’t know what to say, and Livingston
to?k advantage of this to turn and walk back to Telegraph. He was a
;vlsry rBan who could move quickly when he wished; he walked around

mall grove of slender redwoods that blocked him from further view
by the New Sons. Livingston put the incident from his mind and con-
centrated on the moist scent of the redwoods, the gathering crisp heat
of the day. He moved along, looking in the windows of shops. Behind
him the chant of the New Sons began again. A block further on lay
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the organic open markets, where small farmers from the surrounding
areas displayed their garden crops. He stopped at a street stand and
bought an artichoke frittata. The small nut-brown vendor offered an
oily mustard sauce, which Livingston had never seen before. He tried
it and found that it cut the fried taste quite satisfactorily.

Across the way another tourist shop was playing music. He recog-
nized the melody as an old Stones number, but the lyrics were new:

Idiosyncratically

Most sympathetically
Itchin’

And twitchin'—

He gathered this was the work of one of the derivative bands, probably
the Flamin’ Gypsy Bandits.

He finished the artichoke, licked his fingers, turned—and saw her. A
hand clutched at his heart. He froze in midstride, studying her jawline,
the same sleek brown hair, the same delightfully curved nose, the slight
upward turn of the lip. And then she tilted her head to look into a shop
window and he saw that it was not Judith. It never could be, not any
more. Judith had been dead four months, and he had seen her this way
now three times, mirrored in the face of a stranger seen in a crowd. It
was the only way he would see those features again other than in the
frozen memory of photographs, for they had no children. Children. Yes,
sometimes they are only a parody of their parents, but at least they form
some fleeting connection, some bridge across time. He and Judith had
elected to have none, an idea common in the sixties and seventies, which
reversed in the eighties, when children suddenly became a major lux-
ury. So odd, to run oné€’s life by fashion.

“Something wrong?” The small brown artichoke=seller was tugging
at his sleeve. Livingston blinked, murmured something and walked
away.

He tried to focus his attention back on the Telegraph he remembered.
He walked down side streets and studied the architecture—mostly Cali-
fornia Eclectic—looking for places he could recall. There were precious
few. He browsed through craft shops, studied lapidary work, skirted
across the greenswards of the University. The buildings seemed to
waver in the shimmering light. He located a few of the classrooms
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where he had struggled to join the white-collar class. The rooms seemed
impossibly cramped now, dark and cluttered, with floors of broken
linoleum. He remembered learning things in such rooms, mostly sub-
jects either trivial or unimportant to what he eventually became. Car-
penters have little use for ancient history, but Livingston was rather
glad he had learned it anyway.

He circled back to Telegraph and searched out the Michoacan Shop,
R. Glickman, Proprietor. It was next door to a student restaurant that
advertised, improbably enough, that one could eat oneself into a stupor
for five dollars. The interior of the shop was dark and musty, as befitted
its trade. He asked at the counter but Bob Glickman was out, on a buy-
ing trip. Livingston vaguely remembered Glickman as a convenient
source in his student days. The shop, though, had little of the old
Berkeley ambience. It was a tourist trap with dayglo Grateful Dead
posters on the wall, the bins of imported marijuanas neatly labeled and
overpriced, the air layered with expensive incense. In the back Living-
ston found a wine room—he remembered that Glickman had always
been adept at playing both sides of the same street—which proved
much more interesting. The canonical ensemble was well represented:
Mayacamas, some Martini Private Reserve, some great Parduccis from
the late seventies. Livingston smiled wryly. He remembered all these
well, but he could scarcely afford to drink them now. The great days of
California wine had ended in the nineties.

He turned the smooth dark bottles over and over in his callused
hands, admiring the yellowing labels. Only the South Americans or the
Australians could afford to buy these today.

He went back to the front of the shop and asked a salesman if there
were any good, cheaper wines coming out of Oregon or Washington.
The salesman looked at Livingston for a moment, as though judging his
income, and then led him around to a dark cranny in the back.

“We ha've some excellent Saint Michelle vintages,” the man said dis-
tantly, taking several from a wall bin. “The Yakima Valley is doing very
well still, and some inland—"

“I difln't mean the very best of the area,” Livingston said. “A solid
Joha'nnlsbcr'g Riesling, maybe, from a new house.”
miss[iil:gatflzzlcslu;)v'i fon':] Clzjrry 51~10h t.hings," the man said quickly, dis-
ekt The bo:tlzs alr)l ‘ ivingston in one breath. He made a show of

ack and then edged away as he pretended to
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straighten other items on the shelves. Livingston noted this, but it did
not bother him any more; salesmen in places like this assumed that if
you had the manner or the clothing of a manual laborer you were either
stupid or poor or both. And anyway, he had better things to think about;
he was distracted by the map on the wall. It was a tourist map of
Oregon, a schematic display of the mountains and plains areas with
inset photographs of waterfalls, trees, and sweeping horizons. Living-
ston’s eye quickly picked out the lack of roads, the small size of the cities
and towns, the twisted fingers of so many rivers. He remembered the
long vacation he and Judith had taken there in the eighties, and how
idyllic it seemed. Maybe that was what he needed now. There still
weren’t many people in Oregon.

He studied the map intently, until he noticed the salesman getting
fidgety. Livingston deliberately took his time in leaving, and stopped
to sniff several of the blends displayed in their lacquered boxes before
ambling out the door. He turned up Telegraph toward the University.

“You seem troubled, brother,” a voice said at his elbow. “Very much
on the physical plane.” It was a thin, wiry man of indeterminate age,
with deep-set black eyes.

“I'm not really in the mood for—"

“I'm A. K. Main, brother, Mr. Main, the Main man. The personal
and exclusive representative of the DNA code on the physical plane
in this form at this very moment. Trying to shed my skin of fear and
join in the cosmic river flow of ecstasy.”

“Any relation to Harry Krishner?”

The man followed Livingston intently along the mall, speaking
quickly. “No connection. Many of them have found the Knowledge,
speak with us, have come to the New Sons of their own, but our be-
liefs are completely different. The Hares are not stopping the flow but
they lie athwart it. They're the status quo semper, y'see. But you,
friend”—he tugged energetically at Livingston’s sleeves—“you can open
your eyes, nose, mouth, ears—all your openings—and jump into the flow.
God has given us the New Revelations. God seeks to become conscious
of himself, acting through us.”

“Almost anyone can become a New Son, can’t they?”

“Friend, each of us is trying to manifest ourselves as a clean con-
ductor of energy, signal to noise ratio nil. Nirvana and Samsara are
the same, if that is your faith, As the Principal says, reality is not free—
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you have to pay for it. What you pay is attention. Alter your set. The
universe always gives you what you ask for. Why not ask for every-
thing? Manifesting yourself—"

Livingston abruptly came to a halt. “I'll try not to be subtle,” he said,
smiling coldly. “Go away.”

The man faltered for a moment, his lips half-forming words, and
Livingston strode away.

He cut across the campus again toward the BART station. He had
planned to spend the entire day in Berkeley, but he could see there was
nothing for him here. This wasn’t the Berkeley he remembered; that
was dead. Without Judith there didn’t seem to be anything left for him
in California. He had come here to go to the University when the state
was just opening up, about to become the kingpin of the whole western
upsurge. Well, it had been fun. There was a lot going on here. But now
it seemed to him California was degenerating into irrationality and
self-satire.

It got its name, he recalled, from mythical maps. Calaphia, a beauti-
ful virgin queen who ruled a fecund land populated by passionate
Amazons. Spanish for warmth, oven. Probably—he nodded in tribute
to the psychology building as he passed it—a Freudian symbol for
mother, womb.

But the New Sons were running everything, had taken over the leg-
islature, were pushing their pig-stupid ideas down everyone’s throats.
Livingston didn’t know when he would be able to go back to work.
The strike might last for months, and anyway there was damn little
construction carpentry to be done. He couldn’t support himself doing
custom carpentry because people didn’t have that kind of money any
more. He had half thought that perhaps the Bay area would be better,
but the same dark currents were running here. He sighed, thrust his
hands into his pockets and slowed his pace. There didn’t seem to be any
place to run. California was dead for him. Maybe Judith had killed
that. Better for him to go somewhere else entirely, live alone without all
the familiar connections and strings. Somewhere up in Oregon, yes.
He could do it. He had a good deal of money saved, Judith’s insurance,
a srflall payment due from her computer programming company, some
Union Fund certificates for cash. Better to get away from this madness
now.

He stepped up his pace again and felt better. He was going to do it,
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it felt right. As he approached the BART station through the haze and
smog he could make out a crescent moon high above San Francisco.

May 9, 2008, 9:27 A.Mm.

The scene played itself out for her again. That afternoon she and
Todd had played tennis, as usual, then quick showers and a drink in a
small bar nearby. But this time Alicia was waiting for them in the bar,
and as Nikka looked on, she and Todd unraveled their story of decep-
tion, intrigue, snickering assignations in friends’ apartments, all cov-
ered with a thin veneer of professed love, it's-all-for-the-best-Nikka,
we're-all-adults-here, it’s not really the sexual thing at all, you under-
stand, and on and on and on. She came home afterward and carefully,
neatly put away her tennis racket and clothes. She took another shower.
She drank something warm and alcoholic, she couldn’t remember quite
what. Then she thought she would lie down for a moment, and she
remembered well the sensation of falling onto the bed, of an absolute
limitless time involved in the downward flowing toward it, of it seeming
to take forever. The falling, that was how she remembered Todd. That
was the end of it, the injured center of the self plunging down to ab-
solute dark oblivion. She had stayed there three days, never getting out
even for food or the doorbell or the telephone, sure she was sick, sure
she was dying, hating herself for never saying anything in the bar, al-
ways being silent and pleasant and smiling. Nodding when they said it
all, nodding, understanding, and all the time falling helplessly back-
ward into that swirling black, falling—

“Alphonsus calling Nikka Amajhi. Alphonsus . . .”

Slowly she came out of it. The cobwebs of memory faded. She shook
her head. Her leg throbbed and she moved it reflexively, which made it
hurt more. She looked down at it and saw a sheared strut jammed
against her thigh. The porous elastic mesh of the skinsuit was intact,
though, so she probably only had a bad bruise. She fumbled—and the
radio monitoring light went on with a reassuring glow.

“Nikka here. I'm down at’—she read the coordinates—“from un-
known causes, Something blew the back off my sled.”

“Injuries?”

“Dor’t think so.”

“We got your Mayday some minutes ago. There’s no sled near there,
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but another survey craft has just changed course to reach you. It’s
pretty close and 1 think it can be there in a while.”

Nikka noticed something on the dash and suddenly froze. “Hold on.
I'm checking something.” She worked quickly and silently for several
minutes, unbuckled herself from the pilot’s couch and awkwardly—
her leg was throbbing—climbed halfway down the sled to check con-
nections. In a few moments more she was back in the couch.

“I hope that survey craft hurries up.”

“Why? What's wrong?”

“[ just checked my oxygen reserve. I have about fifty-six minutes.”

“Is that your emergency bottle? What happened to the rest?”

“It wasn't a very soft touchdown. My wheels blew and the front end
pranged.”

“Better check the front.” The voice from Alphonsus had suddenly
acquired an edge.

She got down, taking the general-purpose tool with her, and worked
on the front of the sled for several moments. It was a mass of twisted
metal and wire. Nikka could slip her fingers to within a foot of
the oxygen bottles there, but no further. Her skinsuit gave her good
manual dexterity, and she knew she could probably worm a few fingers
closer to one of the bottles, but at that angle she still could not remove
the seal. Most of the bottles had ruptured on impact, but two might still
have positive pressure. For several more moments she pried at the front
of the sled, rested a moment, and then tried again. Nothing moved.

“Alphonsus.”

“Right. Survey craft 105 should be there within ten minutes.”

“Good, I'll need it. I was running on direct air lines from the bottles
in front. The line vacced just after landing—the cylinder I was using
ruptured. I guess I blacked out. My console switched my line to the
emergency bottle behind the couch and I'm running on that. The for-
ward bottles are pinned in by tubing and the bumper. The nose is com-
pletely folded back over.” Nikka looked up at the sky. “I should be able
to see that—"

There was a brilliant, soundless flash, Something came out of the
coppery dome on the hillside and arced away. Above the distant horizon
there was a sudden yellow explosion, a ball that thinned and disap-
peared in a few seconds. “Something—” Nikka began.

“« )
We've lost the survey craft, 105. Their carrier is gone.” There fol-
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lowed a babble of voices that went on for several minutes. Nikka stood
silently looking at the great dome about three hundred meters away. It
was immense, definitely artificial, a dull crushed ball clinging to the
hillside. The sudden flash seemed to have come from somewhere at the
base.

It was several minutes before Alphonsus spoke again. “I'm afraid
something has—"

“Never mind, I know. I saw it happen. That ship is gone.” She de-
scribed the dome. “I saw it shoot at something over near the horizon,
around coordinates”—she estimated the numbers and gave them—“and
it made a hit. That must be what blew the back off my sled. The people
in the 105 weren't so lucky.”

There was a silence, punctuated by bursts of solar static. “Nikka,
look, we don’t understand what's going on. What is that thing?”

“Damn it, I don’t know.” She paused. “No, wait, there’s only one
thing it could be. Obviously we've never built anything like this. It's
huge, and it looks like a sphere that crashed here.”

“Maybe. Look, this is pointless. We've got to get something over there
to have a look at it and pick you up. That’s what I've been worrying
about. With all the time we've lost, I don’t think we can get any craft
to you, even if we can be sure it wouldn’t be destroyed.”

“That's what I've been thinking. I have about half an hour left.”
Nikka said the words but she could not believe them. Half an hour was
nothing, a long telephone conversation, the length of a news program,
the time it takes to commute to work.

“God, there’s got to be a way out of this. Look, the whole front end is
designed to interlock. Can’t you take some of it apart and get at the bot-
tles?”

“When everything was straight, it locked. I've tried prying things
loose and it’s impossible.”

“Those thirty minutes assume movement and exercise. That's only an
average. Why don’t you lie down and relax.”

“T'll never make it. I might pick up another fifty percent that way,
but how fast do you think my metabolism will slow down after some-
thing like this?”

“Good point.” There was another drifting silence.

There did not seem to be very much more to say. The simple
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arithmetic came out only one way, no matter how you did it. She wasn't
carrying a torch, so she couldn’t cut away the metal in front. _

Alphonsus was saying something, but she couldn’t focus on the voice.
She sat and looked out at the rugged plain, dotted with boulders,
cratered, sleeping silent in the glaring day. And soon—in less than an
hour—she would join them. It seemed so incredible; an inch away, just
beyond the plastiform faceplate, was total vacuum, total silence, total
death. She was a bubble of vapors and fluids, musk and acrid saline
tastes, muscles and instincts and Jife. Only a thin skin separated her
from this dead world, and soon there would be even less distinction.

“Nikka Amajhi. Nikka Amajhi.”

“I'm still here.”

“We've been trying to think of something, but—"

“There isn’t anything.”

“Is there anything nonregulation on your sled? It isn’t regulation,
but you might have taken along a torch or some extra tools or—"

“No.”

“Well”—the urgency crept into his voice—“look around you. There
might be something—"

“Wait.” Nikka thought furiously. “I can’t possibly lever the front end
off those oxygen bottles. You know why I was chosen to do all this sur-
vey work—I'm light, small, so I conserve on fuel. I mass about a hundred
pounds. I can’t brute-force my way into anything.”

“Yes, I'm afraid—"

“Listen. I'm going to try to get into that crashed dome over there.
Maybe it’s pointless, maybe the damned thing will kill me, but that's all
I can do. I'm going to walk over there now.”

She cut him off before he could say more. Walk to it, no; she ran,
knowing the difference in oxygen consumption was not that much. She
felt a surge of energy, a quickening of the pulse. It was good to be on
the ground again, free, not falling like a helpless wounded bird.

She was so carried away, so sure the coppery thing spelled salvation,
that she was totally unprepared when she ran smack into nothingness.
Her nose slammed into her faceplate, showering the helmet with tiny
red droplets of blood. She fell in a tangle of arms and legs.

She sat up, shook her head. Something buzzed in her ear; her life-
system, reporting the blood. She worked a control on the back of her
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helmet, and a tape brought a coagulant pill around on a loop near her
mouth. She took it, had some water, and stopped to think.

It was hard to focus on things. Her head throbbed and there was a
gritty taste in her mouth. The impact had destroyed that bounding cer-
tainty in her, but she forced herself to get up and stand.

At first she thought she must have stumbled, but no—there were the
marks in the dust where she slid backward. She must have hit some-
thing. But there was nothing there.

Nikka stepped forward, reached out and felt a definite pressure
against her palm. She ran her hand up and down, to the sides for sev-
eral meters each way. Something invisible—she almost laughed at the
thought—was pushing against her hand. No, not pushing, just there.
Solid, a wall. She pulled her hand away and looked at the palm. It had
a curious mottled look, clots of brown and orange against the black
plastiform.

Partly from caution, but mostly because she needed something to do
while she tried to think, Nikka turned and walked back to the sled.
The invisible wall was at least a hundred meters from the dome, and
she began to have an inkling what it was. At the sled she selected a long
piece of tubing wrenched free by the impact and went back to the wall.
She thrust the tubing forward, made contact and held it firmly against
the pressure. No, it was not a solid wall. She could feel a curious soft
resistance to it; the pipe went in slightly and stopped when she could
push no harder. She held it firmly, waiting. Nothing seemed to hap-
pen. After a few moments she drew it back.

The end of the aluminum pipe was blurred, indistinct. It had melted.
Somehow this obstacle was delivering heat to whatever thrust against it.

Despite her impatience she felt a sudden cold fear. Holding the tube
against the steady resistance, she turned and walked. The invisible wall
did not come to an end. After three minutes of walking she stopped
and looked back. Her footsteps described a large, gently curving arc
with the dome at its center. She blinked back sweat, feeling it sting
her eyes and wishing she could rub them. There did not seem to be
anything more to do except carry on. She walked on, tracing out the
curve of the invisible wall until she came against an outcropping of
rocks at the base of the hill. She was no closer to the dome, and minutes
had trickled by.

She turned and walked back toward the sled, stumbling in the gray
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Joose rock of the valley floor. She knew with grim finality that she was
never going to reach the dome, never going to find anything to help
her. Help was far away. She had no way to get to the reserve oxygen
bottles, even supposing some of them were not ruptured.

A strange feeling of dread and despair rose in her as she looked back
at the strange shattered vessel. Alien. Hostile.

She stumbled again, kicking up dust. Was that it—the first sign of
oxygen loss? She bit her lip. The first sign was an excess of carbon
dioxide, they said. Her lungs would react to that rather than to the lack
of oxygen. She stepped over the lip of a small crater. A boulder had
rolled into it, crushing the lip on one side. She sagged against the
boulder and found a place to sit. She suddenly noticed that she was
panting. There was a sour, acrid taste to her breath. She hoped it
was a sign of fatigue and not something worse. How long did she have?
She checked the time and tried to estimate her air consumption rate.
No, she couldn’t trust that. She had been running, working—she could
have anything from ten to twenty minutes left.

She remembered the lectures and the diagrams about oxygen starva-
tion. They scemed distant and unreal. Bursting capillaries, straining
heart—just words.

She grimaced. There was nothing to do but sit here and pass the
time, wait to die. That was why she was here anyway, because she
waited for things to happen. If she had stood up and said she didn’t
want this job, they wouldn’t have sent her out here, Her flight reflexes
were excellent, and yes, she was light. They had checked all that and
more. But she had always felt uneasy about it, as though she were miss-
ing some ability the others had. Maybe simple mechanical abilities—
she was an electronic technician, really, not a mechanic.

But she was qualified. She could spot the likely sites for water boring
from above and pilot skillfully around them for a better look. She was
young and had endurance and was reliable, So she started the flights
and got used to them, coming and going on her own schedule with
the warm, smug feeling of being free to travel on a world where others
spent their days in cramped laboratories, buried ten meters inside the
moon’s gray skin.

Comt? a quarter of a million miles, she had told her parents, to be
locked inside? See so little of those cold hard mysteries around them,
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have no adventure? So she thought, after a while, and forgot the
danger.

It was easy to relax into the routine, just as it was so deliciously sim-
ple to say nothing when they said they wanted her to learn the sled’s
acrobatics, memorize the quilted green map, make herself ready.

It was the same with Todd back on Earth, before all this. She had
sat there certain of her status, sure Alicia presented no threat, and the
girl took Todd away almost without 2 nod. She had let Alicia take him,
found it easier to be silent and pleasant and smiling, the same way she
was forced into this job. And now she was going to die for it, gasp out
her last breath because she recoiled from the heat of conflict, couldn’t
take that tight nervous clinching in the stomach—

Slowly, very slowly, she stood up. The idea was only a glimmering,
but as she turned it over in her mind it became real.

But could she lift the sled? She’d never tried. Was there some way to
do it? Alphonsus would know; they had more experience in these
things, she could call and ask—ridiculous, no, there was no time for
that, She turned and started walking smoothly, evenly, saving her
energy. The dust crunched beneath her boots, and she studied the
sled intently as she approached.

Black shadows hid some detail, but she was sure the knock-off joints
near the couch were not damaged. The sled was made for quick dis-
assembly, segmented into modules that separated for maintenance.

Lift it> Impossible; it massed nearly a ton. Nikka began to work. She
disconnected pipe networks and wiring configurations and split off
several of the supply flasks. She worked quickly, methodically, measur-
ing each movement to conserve energy. Each valve seated firmly, each
strut folded away. The knock-off joints snapped away cleanly and the
sled broke in two. The tangled mass of the front was free.

The landing wheels were hopelessly crushed, but the front section
was lighter than the other two thirds of the sled; the ion engine was
most of the sled’s mass.

Nikka walked around to the crumpled fender and found two good
handholds. Even bent over in the light gravity, she could still get good
footing by brushing away the blanket of dust beneath her boots. She
set herself, got a good grip, and pulled. The sled section seemed to re-
sist, caught up on a small outcropping, and then slid over the dust. She
grunted, pulled. It slid farther. The dust was a good lubricant, and
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once started, the sled section would slide for several feet with one pull.

Gradually, she worked it toward the hillside. It left a ragged track in
the brownish dust. She lapsed into a thythm—pull, take two steps, scrape
dust aside so that she could get a good purchase on the rocks beneath,
pull again. Her arms and legs strained and her back ached. Her air
was beginning to foul, curling through her helmet with a weight of its
own. It was a long, weary struggle to the invisible shield, but each step
brought her closer, and after a while her euphoria made the sled section
seem lighter. She almost thought she could hear the brass as it scraped
over rocks, mingling with the crunch of dust underfoot.

She should have called Alphonsus. They should know what she was
doing. But they would find the dome whether they reached her in time
or not. She was absolutely alone; life depended solely on her own
effort.

Nikka was panting heavily by the time she reached the invisible de-
marcation, She bumped into it, nose pressing against faceplate. She
remembered the bloody nose and noticed the caked dry blood inside her
nostrils for the first time. It seemed as if that had happened a year ago.

She stopped and studied the air bottles, rejecting the ones with ob-
vious splits or burst seams. There were two at one end that seemed in-
tact, but she could not read their meters because of the twisted metal
wrapped over them. Stopping only an instant to judge, she detached a
strut and wedged it under the sled section. By leaning against it she
forced the front part of the sled against the invisible shield.

She couldn’t be sure this would work. The aluminum pipe had
melted, but the sled had steel and alloys in it that might not. She leaned
against the strut, keeping the pressure against the part of the sled
nearest the bottles. In higher gravity she would not have been able to
lift the sled, even with the strut as a lever arm, but on the moon she
could. Her shoulders ached and her back felt as though quick darts of
flame were shooting down it. She could see no change in the sled
bumper, but then it slipped slightly to the left. She adjusted her footing,
mo'ved the strut to support the sled’s weight, and then saw that a dark
fluid was dripping slowly downward from where the sled had been. It
must be liquid metal, running down the face of the shield. Nikka tilted
the strut forward, increasing the pressure,
tOAf}t]er some mo?lcnts the front face of the sled began to blur and run

gether. The twisted metal sagged at one point, then another. Slowly,
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agonizingly, a thin stream of liquid metal began to run down the face
of the invisible shield. A thin gray vapor evaporated from it, and the
liquid metal collected in spattered pools on the dust below. The sled
tilted, slid, tilted again—each time Nikka adjusted her balance, canted
the strut to better advantage and kept up the pressure.

Through the film of perspiration on her faceplate she judged the
shifting weight of the sled section and tried to compensate for it. Her
air was getting thick and close. She had to struggle to focus her atten-
tion. Occasionally she glanced up at the crumpled copper dome above.
An hour or two before she had never seen it, never suspected she would
find something so strange and alien in the midst of a geological survey.
If she ever got out of this she was going to find out what that dome was
and why there was a shield around it. Perhaps it was all random, de-
fense systems acting sporadically without knowing what they were
doing.

The sled was tilting to the left again, and she quickly brought the
strut around to correct its balance. The liquid metal now ran in a
steady stream; a vapor cloud formed above the sled. The twisted metal
slowly gave, rippled and flowed away; in one quick rush the last obstacle
to the oxygen bottles melted and was gone.

Nikka dropped the strut and frantically climbed over the sled. She
twisted at the oxygen bottles but they refused to budge. She leaned over,
feeling the blood rush suddenly into her head, and struggled to focus
her eyes. A pipe had lodged against them, pinning them in their mounts.
She pushed futilely at the pipe and tried to dislodge it. It was stuck.

She scrambled back to the side of the sled and found the strut again.
If she forced it against a rock—there, that was it—and tilted the sled,
so. Yes, it rose up again, presenting the pipe to the invisible shield. She
wedged the strut into place and then worked her way around, near the
shield so she could use her body weight against the sled and tilt it
further over. She strained against it, the sled gave a bit and then the
pipe came up against the shield. Her hands were wedged firmly against
the pipe, and she could see that her right upper wrist was being forced
slowly against the shield. The weight of the sled shifted further and
pinned her hand.

She had to decide—drop it and start all over, or let the shield work
against both the pipe and her hand. She decided to leave things alone.
The pipe was already hot; she could see vapor rising from it as the metal
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boiled away. She shifted her hand as best she could to relieve the
pressure, but she could not get it away from the shield.

She waited, adjusted her feet again, and studied the pipe intently. Its
firm edges began to blur and run together. She could feel nothing in her
right hand. Nikka tried to move her fingers and got some faint sensa-
tion as reward. She braced herself and pulled as strongly as she could
against the pipe. It slowly gave, bending away from the shield, and an
oxygen bottle popped free of its mount under the pressure.

She was gasping. She grabbed the bottle as it rolled across the sled
and forced open its safety warrant valve. There was no answering read-
ing on the smashed dial. She held a finger against the nozzle and felt no
pressure. The bottle was empty. Without thinking, not allowing herself
to feel any despair, she reached for the next bottle.

The pipe still forced it against its mount, but she wormed it away and
the bottle popped free. This was it, she thought. There were no other
bottles left not already ruptured. Nikka tripped it open and the meter
registered positive. She swung it around to her back mount without
hesitation, screwing the cluster joints into place automatically.

The gush of air washed over her in a cool steady stream. She
collapsed across the sled section, unmindful of the invisible shield, the
tangled metal that gouged her even through her suit, the glare of the
sun above. The bottle was good for at least three hours. If she rested
and kept still, Alphonsus might get through.

Something tingled at her wrist and she lifted her right hand to look
at it. Against the mottled colors of the plastiform there was a spreading
red patch.

The tingling sharpened into a dull, throbbing pain, As she watched,
the blood ran down her wrist to her elbow. She lay absolutely still. She
was bleeding into free space. Her suit fitted firmly against her skin, so
the rest of her body felt no immediate pressure drop.

As she watched, a small group of bubbles formed in the blood and
burst slowly. A thin veil of vapor rose from her hand as the blood
evaporated.

She was absolutely frozen. Exposure to vacuum meant death, surely.
How l'ong did it take? A sudden pressure drop should force nitrogen
narcosis. How long? A min'ute, two? She took a deep breath, and the air
i‘:;as 80(}(‘1- It cleared her mind. She looked up again at the dome, seem-

g to loom over her. Her wrist was framed against it; blood against
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metal, life against machine. She lifted her feet and rolled smoothly off
the sled. Her ears popped; her body pressure was dropping. It was a
hundred meters to the sled. In her repair kit there was tape, organic
seals—something to close off the wound.

She took a step. The horizon shifted crazily and she almost lost her
balance. A hundred meters, one step at a time, Concentrate on the one,
only one. One step at a time.

Her ears popped again, but by now she was moving. Scarlet drops
spattered into the dust. The pain had tumed into a fierce burning
lance.

She slipped and quickly regained her balance, and in the movement
glanced back for an instant. The silent and impersonal dome loomed
above her. In less than an hour it had done all this to her, brought her
to the edge; perhaps it could do more. But she was in charge of her life
at last; she wasn’t going to simply let things happen to her. And she
was damned if she was going to die now.

Orerations Report, MaY 13, 2008 (Fmst Drarr)

Ted, I'm sending this out as an informal letter rather than the whole
formal song and dance because I just don’t have the time to do any-
thing more at the moment. As the Duke of Wellington said, “Sorry this
will be a long letter but I don’t have the time to write a short one.” You
know by now that Jacobson’s idea about sending that light reconnais-
sance flier 8g was a good one. Three men took it over Mare Crisiun at
exceptionally low altitudes. Nikka Amajhi’s description of the—hell, I
don’t know what to call it, let’s just say it's a ship and let it go at that—
ship’s position told us it had a blind side, since the hill it was lying on
masked most of the sky in that direction. Number 89 landed a few kilo-
meters away from the hill and just walked around it. It was dead easy.
They got to Nikka in time, and although she was in shock she appears
to be O.K. now.

Now the bad news. There is nothing left of 105. We haven’t found a
trace anywhere, I think something hit its fuel and simply blew it to
pieces. Before we release this to the press I will personally call each of
the men’s families. Unless you'd rather do it.

O.K.—~What is it? That damned ship has already killed five men, and
Nikka only survived because she was smart and tough. The men in
number 8g confirmed everything I mentioned to you before. It has some
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kind of screen around it, apparently high-frequency electromagnetic,
though we can’t be sure. We're going to try a drone craft to see what
sort of senses it has and find out what happened to 105.

This is potentially an incredible find. At the moment we don’t know
how old it is, who left it, how to even reach it—that screen is incredibly
powerful—or how dangerous it is. Who knows, maybe it could shoot
at the Farth itself, except by luck the thing crashed on the other side of
the moon.

What I still don’t understand is why we never saw it before. Even
routine surveys should have picked up something that big and bright.

What I want from you is the go-ahead to try to get through that
screen. [ know it will take some time and you will probably have to go
all the way through the NSF and the President to get permission, but I
think that’s what we’re going to end up doing eventually anyway. I
just want permission to start thinking and working on the problem.

The formal version of this will come along in a day or two; my
secretary always rewrites this stuff anyway. Top secret, of course.

(signed) John Nichols
Enclosure: Mare Marginis Map and course of craft number 8g.

October 17, 2008, 3:37 p.M.

The Many Paths Commune was larger than he had expected. Alex-
ander Livingston had already found five tumbledown shacks, cabins,
or sheds within two hundred meters of each other. Since the property
extended at least 2 mile along the riverbed, there were probably many
more such ruins,

Puffing slightly in the chill air, he angled down the face of a hill. The
deer had womn their own vast system of interlocking trails. The hillside
was wrinkled like a face, but the early fall rains had already blurred the
paths again. Livingston had tried to follow the deer trails, but it was
hard to keep each step along the way from starting small landslides. He
worked his way down toward the river. Half hidden ahead was a large
Fuller dome. Whatever had covered it was completely gone. The beams
were of solid pine, but the joint connections were rusted and decaying,
and several had broken away.

This must be the main cabin, where the patriarch had lived with his
reported two brides. The people in Dexter who had rented him this site
were full of stories about the rise and fall of the Many Paths, most of
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them rumors about sexual excesses committed by the patriarch. Living-
ston still didn’t have a clear idea why Many Paths had failed after
twelve years. The most prevalent theory in Dexter was that the patri-
arch had had one revelation too many about the nature of expansive
love. There were rumors of a murder or two that finally split the com-
mune into factions.

Livingston stopped to rest by the dome. A rusted stove and some
scattered brown bottles lay in mute testimony to the impermanence of
man’s things. Further away there was a pile of lumber that might have
been a woodshed, and a lean-to outhouse near the river. The current
was fast and deep now, rippling the cold water. The stream bed was
filled with rocks and boulders of all sizes, and a tributary creek exposed
high, layered walls of conglomerate soil.

Livingston studied the area. The cropland nearby was rocky and
unforgiving. It seemed more likely to him that Many Paths had failed
for economic reasons rather than social ones. Apples and a few other
crops took to this sort of land, but he couldn’t conceive of making a
living by farming here.

Livingston made a trail through rotted leaves and loam back toward
the cabin where he lived. He smiled to himself. The Many Paths people
were probably city kids—(Ckids? He reminded himself they were prob-
ably his age by now)—full of idealism and guilt. He could vouch for the
fact that they knew little of carpentry. The support beams in his cabin
were inaccurately laid, and the shank fasteners were not driven in far
enough. The rest of the cabin was adequate, though, so probably there
had been somebody reasonably competent around when it went up. It
was the only building left that was livable, mostly because Dexter folk
had repaired it over the years and used it as a hunting lodge.

Livingston didn’t hold very much with hunting, though he was no
vegetarian. He hated seeing things die. It was alarming enough to note
what an enormous effect your near passage had on the forest, an un-
knowing giant lumbering through web after fragile web of biological
universes. Livingston studied the deep bed of moist leaves he was walk-
ing over. Every step he took crushed a world. Chop a log for firewood
and suddenly a panicky swarm of ants is covering the axblade. Move a
stump in your way and a hibernating black salamander finds himself
in the middle of winter and scuttles away. Kick a rock and a frog jumps.

He stood by the creek listening, and something caught his attention.
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A rustle of leaves, the faint snap of a twig. Something was moving along
the opposite bank of the creek. A thick stand of pine blocked his vision.
Livingston could see a dark form flitting between the trees. It was diffi-
cult to judge distance and size in the quilted shadows, but the form was
certain: It was a man. Livingston brushed aside a fern frond to have a
better look, and instantly the shadow across the creek froze. Livingston
held his breath. The dark form among the trees seemed to slowly fade
away, with no detectable sound or sudden movement.

After a moment Livingston could not be sure he saw it any more at
all. It seemed odd that a man could disappear so silently. For 2 moment
Livingston wondered whether he had really seen anyone there or
whether it was his own isolation playing tricks with his eyes. But no, he
had heard the sound, of that he was sure.

Well, there was no point in getting jumpy about shadows in the
woods. He decided to put the matter out of his mind. But as he climbed
upward toward his cabin, some uneasiness remained, and he uncon-
sciously quickened his pace.

October 19, 2008, 10:07 P.M.

Peter Graves lay on the cheap motel bed with his thick leather boots
hanging over the end.

“I don’t care, wake her up. What's she going to bed for this early
anyway?” he said into the telephone receiver. Irritably he began to un-
button his heavy jacket.

“Hi. How’s it going?” He paused. “No, no luck. I'm not in California
any more at all.”

He listened for several minutes. “No, I didn’t visit your mother in
San Francisco. I told you I wouldn’t and 1 meant it.” His mouth twisted
In a wry expression of impatience. He was a large man, with thick
wrists and long brown hair knotted casually behind his head in a
fashion at least ten years out of date.

“Look, I didn’t have time for any of that foolishness. I've been on
thi's thing for months and I don’t want to lose what time there is left. It's
80Ing to start to snow around here pretty soon and we won't be able to
make much headway in that.”

' He nervously drummed his fingers on a bedside table while he
listened. “Irma, you can't expect me to run all the way back to Okla-
homa and hold your hand every time one of your high-fashion friends
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cuts you in public. We've got seven million dollars, we don’t need to be
afraid of anybody or what they say.” Pause. “I don’t want to talk about
it. Don’t waste your time on that stuff. Hey, is John there?”

He frowned and scratched absently at the stubble on his chin.

“Damn, I wanted to talk to him about business. Haven’t called him in
over a week. Was there anything in my personal mail?”

He listened for several minutes and then suddenly smiled. “That’s
great, If Natural History wants my Mayan photographs they can cer-
tainly have them. The point is, do they want me to write the article? I'm
the guy who paid the money for that expedition, and it was just me and
two locals who found the tomb. If it hadn’t been for us there wouldn’t
be any—what did they call it>—Rosetta Stone of the Mayans.” Yeah,
I kind of like that. Good title. But I want to write the article. You tell
them that—write them a letter right now. I don’t care if they pay me or
not, I just want to write the article and they can have all the photos
that they want as long as I get to write it. If I don’t, no photos. You tell
them that.”

He listened for several moments, letting his eyes wander at random
around the austere motel room and occasionally glancing at the flicker-
ing television screen. “No, I haven’t been listening to any news. The
guide has a radio, but we don’t listen to it. It's for emergencies.”

Pause. “Yeah, yeah, I got the guide. You whined at me so much I
figured I better have one just to make you happy. He’s a young guy,
seems to know this area pretty well. Only one, though. I can’t have a
whole army troopin’ through the woods out there. Scare everything off.”

With a grunt he twisted off the bed and walked over to a small table,
pulling the telephone after him, From a packet of cold french fries he
fished a handful and ate them as he listened. “The Centaurians? Who're
they? Oh, you mean whoever built that wrecked ship on the moon. Did
they know it came from Alpha Centauri?”

He sighed. “Oh, okay, they don’t know anything, the name Centau-
rian is just a handy moniker, Trust the networks to pull out some dumb
name that doesn’t tell you anything. So they've got the shield down now,
huh? Great. Ought to find out something.” He smiled again, and the
wrinkling lines showed his age. “No, honey, I know I'm an explorer and
all, but I don’t think they need me up there. They've got lots of fellas
who can figure out all those technical things. It was nice of you to call
them about me, though.”
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He shook his head in amazement and grinned to himself. “You sure
do get some ideas, sittin’ alone back there in Chiskasha, Tell you what,
that was such a nice thought that I'll take you on a vacation to the
moon when I get back—how’s that?” He laughed. “Sure I can pass the
medical. If I can still walk and talk after eatin’ the crummy food around
here, I can go to the moon. Huh? Dexter, Oregon. It’s a little nothin’
town with no way to get a steak or even a decent drink. I think they're
all Mormons or New Sons up here or somethin’.”

He listened for several minutes and then said, “Honey, I've got to get
some sleep or I'm gonna fall down. Call you in a few days.” He hung
up abruptly before she could answer and dropped the phone on the
floor. He looked at the french fries for a moment, shook his head and
then walked wearily into the bathroom.

Site »
(Mare Marginis vicinity)
January 21, 2009

To: John Nichols, Alphonsus Base

OpreraTION REPORT

Assignment of rotating shifts to interface with alien computer network.
Team one: Primary task: Inventory search utilizing direct readout.

J. Thomson; analysis

V. Sanges; electronic technician
Team two: Primary task: Translation. Search for correspondences to
Terrestrial language forms (such as predicate-subject, repeating syllabic
context, etc.) in visual “language” sequences.

A. Lewis; linguistics

D. Steiner; electronic technician
Teartz three: Primary task: General exploratory search pattern. Com-
municate results to Teams one and two,

Nigel Walmsley; computer and language systems specialist

' Nikka Amajhi; electronic technician
Operations are to be conducted on a continuing round-the-clock

sc.hedule, seven days a week, Important results will be communicated
dlrectlly to Alph(?nsus by tight laser beam, reflected off synchronous
satellite C, established December | 3 (single channel mode). We under-
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stand that Alphonsus will reserve one channel for direct link to Kar-
densky’s Operations Study Group in Cambridge, for technical and
library backup of needed information systems.

This communication signifies compliance with the directives of the
Special Congressional Committee as formulated 8 December, 2008.

(signed) José Valiera
Coordinator

January 22, 2009, 11:32 A.M.

Nikka allowed the weak lunar gravity to pull her slowly down the
narrow shaft. She held her arms above her head; there was no room to
keep them at her side. Her feet touched something solid. She felt around
with her boots until she found a small hole in the side, off to an angle.
She slowly twisted until she could sink into it up to her knees.

She looked up. The head of Victor Sanges was framed in the tunnel
mouth six meters up. “You can start down now,” she said. “Take it
slowly, and don'’t be afraid of falling, There’s enough friction with the
walls to slow you down.”

She wriggled into the narrow side channel and in a moment was
stretched flat on her back, working her way forward by digging in her
heels and pushing with her palms against the rough plastiform sheeting,
Through the translucent material she could see the coppery metal of
the ship itself. It had a dull sheen unlike any metal Nikka had ever
seen. Apparently it puzzled the metallurgists as well, for they still could
not name the alloy involved. Every few meters the walls had a curious
semicircular series of knots, but otherwise this tube was featureless.
Nikka passed one of the glowing white phosphors the maintenance
crew had stamped into the plastiform when this section of the ship was
pressurized. It was the only apparent lighting in the tube; perhaps the
aliens had needed none. The tunnel narrowed here, following no ap-
parent scheme. The ceiling brushed against the side of her face, and
she had a sudden fear of the oppressive weight of the ship above her.
Her breath trapped, moist and warm, in front of her face, and she
could hear only her own amplified breathing,

“Sanges?” A muffled shout came in reply. She worked her way further
on and felt her heels come free of the floor. Quickly she wriggled
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through and into a spherical room two meters in diameter. A chill
seeped into her legs and arms as she waited for Sanges. She wore a
thermal insulation suit and the air circulated well through the tunnel,
but the ship around them was in equilibrium with the moon surface at
minus 100 degrees centigrade. During full lunar night things were
much worse, but the thermal inertia of the ship helped take away the
edge of the cold. The engineers refused to heat the tunnel air, just as
they refused to pressurize any more of the strange network of corridors
than proved absolutely essential. No one knew what effect air would
have on the ship as a whole—thus the plastiform walls.

Sanges slowly crawled out the small opening and into the cramped
spherical room. “What is this?” he said. He was a small, wiry man with
black hair and intense eyes. He spoke slowly in the ruby glow that
enveloped them.

“The Bowl Room, for want of any other name,” Nikka replied.
“That red light comes directly out of the walls; the engineers don't
know how it works. The lights are in a weak period right now. They
get brighter later on, and the whole cycle repeats with a period of four-
teen point three hours.”

“Ah.” Sanges pursed his lips.

“The natural assumption is that their day was fourteen point three
hours long.” She smiled slightly. “But who knows? There isn’t any other
clue to back up that guess.”

Sanges frowned. “But—a room, perfectly spherical. Nothing else on
the wall. What could they use it for?”

“A free-fall squash court, that's my theory. Or a drying room for un-
derwear. Maybe it’s a shower, only we don’t know how to turn on the
water. There’s a patch over there that looks odd”—she pointed to a
burnished splotch above her head—“but with that plastiform over it, it'll
be hard to find out what it is.”

:This room is so small. How could anyone—"

. Small for whom? You and I are both here because we’re practically
midgets Cf)mpared to the rest of the human race. Alphonsus imported
you especially for the occasion, didn’t they? I mean, you were on Earth
when we found this. They shipped you up because you know electronics
and you can wriggle through these tubes.”

“Yes.” The man nodded. “The first time I ever thought being small
was an advantage.”
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Nikka pointed to a hole halfway up the wall. “This next part is the
worst squeeze in the whole trip to the computer link. Come on.”

She worked her way into the hole and down into a comparatively
open length. Abruptly the passage narrowed. Nikka braced herself and
got through by expelling her breath and pushing hard with her heels.
There was an open space that temporarily eased the pressure, and then
ahead she saw the walls narrowing again. She pushed and turned, try-
ing to wedge herself flat on the tilted floor of the passage. Not only was
it contracted here, but the tube was tilted at an awkward forty-five
degrees.

She could hear the soft sounds of Sanges’ struggles behind her. The
tunnel seemed to press at her, and she gave herself over to an endless
series of pushings and turnings, rhythmically twisting forward against
the steady hand of gravity and the clutching of the walls.

The passage became almost unbearably tight. She began to doubt that
she had ever made it through this space before. The air seemed im-
possibly foul. The ship was a bruising presence, a massive vise squeezing
the life from her. She stopped, thinking to rest, but she could not seem
to get her breath. She knew there was only a little way farther to go,
and yet—

Something struck her boot. “Go. Go on.” Sanges’ muffled voice was
very close. There was a thread of panic in it.

“Easy, easy,” Nikka said. If Sanges lost his nerve they would be in a
pretty fix. “We have to take our time.”

“Hurry!”

Nikka braced her feet against the walls and pushed. Her arms were
above her head, and with one more lunge she found the edge of the
passageway above. She pulled slowly up the incline and in a moment
was free of the constriction.

Here it was almost possible to stand. The open bay was an ellipsoid
with most space taken up by dark oval forms. They were seamless, ap-
parently storage compartments of some kind, with no obvious way of
opening them. A short path marked off by tape wound between them.
No one was to venture beyond that tape or try to investigate the dead
alien machinery that lay farther on. That would come later, when men
knew more of the ship and how it worked. Only the white phosphors in
the plastiform illuminated this room; they cast long shadows near the
walls that gave the room an oddly ominous cast. Though the ceiling was
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low and it was almost possible to stand upright, here the shadowed mass
of the ship seemed to close in on her from every direction.

Sanges struggled up out of the tube and slowly got to his feet. “Why
did you slow down back there?” he asked sharply.

“I didn’t. You have to pace yourself.”

“What does that mean?” he said quickly.

“Nothing.” She looked at him appraisingly. “Claustrophobia is a
funny thing and you have to keep your wits about you. You should try
it some time the way I first went through—in a s-suit with oxygen gear
and a helmet.”

“It's a godforsaken way to—"

“Precisely. God didn’t make this ship, and men didn't either. We have
to learn to adapt to it. If strange things bother you that much, why did
you volunteer for this job?”

Sanges clamped his lips together firmly and nodded. After a moment
Nikka turned and led the way down the narrow path to an imposing
black panel set into one wall. There were two man-made chairs in front
of it. She indicated one for Sanges and she sat in the other. Sanges
looked at the imposing board with its multiple layers of switches laid
out before him. He turned his head and studied the dark forms farther
away. “How can we be sure the pressure is good here?” he said.

“The plastiform is tight,” Nikka said as she turned on some extra
phosphors. “The alien superstructure seems to be intact. The whole ship
is modular, as far as we can tell. When it crashed, most of the other
components were pulverized, but this one and two others—about forty
percent of a hemisphere—remained intact. Some things in the other
passages were thrown around, but otherwise this section is still in one
piece.

Sanges studied the room and tapped nervously with his fingers on the
console board.

“Careful of that! I'm turning on the console now and I don’t want
you hitting any of the switches.” She pressed something like a vertically
mounted paper clip and two blue lights flickered on the board before

them. In a moment the black screen above the board changed subtly to
a shade of light green.

“Where does the power come from?” Sanges said.

4 ¥

We don’t know. The generators must be in one of the other
modules, but the engineers don’t want to go too deeply into there until
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we understand more. The power is AC, about three hundred and
seventy Hertz—though that varies, for some reason. We took this panel
off and tried to trace the circuitry, but it’s extremely complicated. In
another passageway the engineers found a huge vault of micro-sized
electronic parts, apparently part of a memory bank. We can’t be sure it
has any relation to this console because we don’t want to fool around
with it until we understand their electronics better. Most of the vault is
thin films of magnetic materials on a substrate. The whole vault is at
very low temperature, far colder than the surrounding ship.”

“Superconducting memory elements?”

“We think so. That’s not quite my line, so I haven’t had much to do
with it. There are small-scale oscillations in magnetic fields among the
circuitry, so probably the fields switch the superconducting elements on
and off. Makes a great switching circuit, as long as it operates in
vacuum. The trouble is, we don’t know where the cooling comes from.
There is no circulating fluid; the walls are just cold.”

Sanges nodded and studied the array of hundreds of switches before
him. “So this computer is alive, or at least its memory is. After all this
time . . . with most of the ship knocked out. Remarkable.”

“That’'s why we're taking so much care with it. It’s a direct link into
whatever the aliens thought worth storing.” She tried a few of the
switches experimentally. “It appears the power is on. More often than
not this board is dead. The ship’s power is unstable. Okay, I'm going to
call Nigel Walmsley and start work, Watch what I do but don’t touch
the board. Most of the procedure for starting is written up; I'll give you
a copy at the end of this shift.”

She took a throat microphone and yoke and fitted it over her head.
“Nikka here.”

“Walmsley, madam,” a voice came from the speaker mounted on the
wall. “If national security were at stake, would you spend the night with
a man whose name you didn’t even know?”

Nikka smiled. “But I know yours.”

“True, true. Still, I could have it changed.”

“Victor Sanges is here with me,” Nikka said before Nigel could say
anything more. “He’s the inside man for Team one.”

“Charmed, I'm sure. See you in the mess later, Mr. Sanges. Nikka,
I'm picking up the screen quite well but I am getting bored looking at
that same green all the time.”
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Sanges turned and looked at the television camera mounted over their
heads. “Why don't you simply pick the signal up from the circuits that
feed the screen?” he asked Nikka.

“We don’t want to fool with the circuitry. Watch this, it’s the same
opening sequence I always use just to see if the memory array is un-
changed.”

Each switch had ten separate positions available; she altered several,
glancing at the notebook at her elbow. A switl of color formed and
suddenly condensed into a pattern of symbols—curls, flashes, marks
tantalizingly close to something like Persian script. In the middle of
the display was a diagram involving triangles locked together in a con-
fusing pattern.

“This was the first readout we ever got. Most sequences available
don't seem to give any image at all. Maybe they are vacant or the read-
out goes to some other console. This picture by itself is useless, because
we don’t know what the writing means.”

“Is there much of it?”

“No, and I don’t think we could decipher very much even if we had
a lot of printed symbols. The first Egyptologists couldn’t unravel a
human language even though they had thousands of texts, until the
Rosetta Stone was discovered. That's why Nigel and I are concentrat-
ing on the pictures, not the script. Eventually maybe Team three can
make some sense out of the words, but for the moment we are stuck with
looking at pictures and figuring out what they mean.”

Nikka touched some of the switches again and another image formed
on the screen. This was also familiar. It showed two circles overlapping
and a line bisecting the chord of one. An apparent caption ran down
the side. “Lewis has tentatively identified one of those captioned
squiggles as the word line. He compared with six or seven other figures
in this sequence and so far that's the only guess he has been able to
make. It's a painful process.”

She ran quickly through a number of other punching sequences and
stopped to admire the last. It was a magnificent shot of Earth as seen
from' somewhere farther out from the sun. The moon peeked around in
;i dZIm crescent; whorls and streaks of cloud obscured most of the dark

and.

“The colors are wrong,” Sanges said. “It’s too red.”
“« 2 .
It wasn’t made for human eyes,” Nikka said. “Nigel, I'm trying a

44
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new sequence, Alter 707B to 707C.” She said casually to Sanges, “If
this setting is in some way fatal, if it fries me to this chair, at least some-
body will know which sequence to avoid next time.”

Sanges looked at her in surprise. She punched the sequence and got
a few lines of symbols. “No help. Log, Nigel.” The next was an array of
dots. Then came a slightly altered array. As they watched, the groupings
changed smoothly, rotating clockwise.

“Nigel, measure this. How fast is the rotation?”

There was a pause. “I make it a little over seven hours.”

Nikka nodded. “Half the fourteen point three hours that the lights
in the Bowl Room take to cycle. Put that on special log.”

Sanges was making notes. Nikka showed him a color-coded array of
dots that one of the astrophysicists had identified as a chart of the stars
within thirty-three light-years of the sun. The apparent size seemed to
be related to their absolute magnitude. If the correspondence was exact,
it meant a slight alteration in the Hertzsprung-Russell diagram and
gave some support to one of the newer theories of stellar evolution.
Sanges nodded without saying anything.

She tried some new sequences. More dots, then some lines of squig-
gles. A drawing of two intersecting spheres, no captions. Dots. Then
what appeared to be a photograph of a machined tool, with captions.
“Log, Nigel. What does it look like to you?”

“Abstract sculpture? A particularly sophisticated screwdriver? I don’t
know.”

The next sequence showed the same tool from a different angle.
Next, more dots, then—[Nikka jerked back.

Feral dark eyes glared out at them. Something like a large rat with
scales stood in the foreground erect on hind legs. Pink sand stretched
to the horizon. Its forepaws held something, perhaps food, in long nails.
“My,” Nigel said. “It does not look at all friendly.”

“No caption,” Nikka said. “But it’s the first life form we've ever gotten.
Better put this through to Kardensky.”

“It is an evil-looking thing,” Sanges said intensely. “I do not know
why God would make such a creature.”

“Value judgment, tsk tsk,” Nigel said. “Perhaps God wasnt con-
sulted, Mr. Sanges.”

Nikka thumbed another sequence.
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January 22, 2009, 4:47 P.M.

Alexander Livingston stood at the small sink and slowly washed the
dishes after supper. The taste of the canned chili lingered in his mouth.
It was the real thing, no soybeans, and the only luxury he allowed him-
self these days. He had never quite gotten accustomed to handing some-
one a dollar bill when buying a newspaper and not getting any change
in return. Even so, he would pay almost any amount to have an oc-
casional meal with real meat in it. It wasn’t as though he had any real
objection to vegetarianism, though he had never understood why it was
better to kill plants than animals. It was just that he liked the taste of
meat.

The day’s long twilight had begun to settle. He could no longer make
out the ridgeline several miles away. Dense white clouds were drifting
in from oceanward; it would probably snow tonight.

A flicker of motion caught his eye. The window over the sink was
partly fogged, and he reached up to rub a clear spot. A man came stag-
gering out of the forest a hundred meters away. He took a few agonized
steps and collapsed into a drift of snow.

Livingston wiped his hands and rushed to the door. He slipped on his
heavy lumber jacket as he went out the dcor and blinked as the sudden
cold reached his unprotected face. The man was barely visible in the
snow. Livingston cleared the distance in a curious loping stride, puffing
only slightly. The work he had done around the cabin had cut away
pounds and sharpened his muscle tone, When Livingston reached the
man it was clear why he had fallen. There was a burn in his side. It
passed through layers of parka, a shirt and extra insulation. An area a
foot wide was matted and blood-soaked. The man’s ruddy face was
clenched and tight. When Livingston touched him near the wound, the
man groaned weakly and flinched.

'If was obvious that nothing could be done until the man was inside.
Livingston was surprised at how heavy the man seemed, but he got the
arms over his own shoulders in a carry position and managed to stagger
Fhe distance back to the cabin without stumbling or pitching the body
into the snow. He laid the man out on the floor and began to undress
him. Stripping away the clothes was difficult because the harness of 2
backpack had knotted itself around the wound. Livingston used a knife
to cut away the shirt and undershirt.

Cleaning, treating, and bandaging the wound took more than an
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hour. Dirt and pine needles were caught in the blackened, flaky skin,
and as the heat of the cabin reached it, the capillaries opened and be-
gan to bleed.

He lifted the man again and got him onto the cabin’s second bed.
The man had never awakened. Livingston stood regarding the face,
now relaxed, for long moments. He could not understand how anyone
had sustained such an injury out here in the middle of unoccupied for-
est. What was more, why would anyone be here in the first place?
Livingston’s first thought was to try for the emergency call station fif-
teen miles away. The nearest fire road was only four miles, and the
Rangers might have it clear of snow by now. Livingston kept a small
jeep there,

Livingston began to dress for the walk. The going was mostly uphill,
and it would probably take several hours. As he made himself a thermos
of coffee he glanced out the window and noticed that snow was falling
again, this time in a hard swift wind that bowed the tops of the pines.
A gust howled at the corners of the cabin.

At his age such a march was too great a risk. He hesitated for a mo-
ment and then decided to stay. Instead of making coffee he prepared
beef broth for his patient and got the man to sip a few spoonfuls. Then
he waited. He mused over the strange nature of the wound, almost like
a cut in its clean outline. But it was a burn, undeniably, and a bad
one. Perhaps a burning timber had fallen on him.

It was only after some time that he noticed the pack lying where he
had cast it aside. It was a large one, braced at several points by a light
metal framework, and quite expensive, The top flap was unbuttoned,
and sticking out the top, as though it had been jammed in hurriedly,
was a gray metal tube.

Livingston fished it out. The tube thickened at its base, and small
metal arches like finger grips ran down the side. It was three feet long
and had several extrusions like toggle switches, Livingston was a car-
penter, not a mechanic or technician. Still, he had never seen anything
like it before, and the lines of the thing seemed awkward. There was
no telling what it was. Gingerly he put it back.

He checked his patient, who had apparently fallen into a deep sleep.
Pulse was normal; the eyes betrayed nothing unusual. Livingston
wished he had more medical supplies.
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There didn’t seem to be anything to do but wait. He made himself
some coffee. Qutside the storm grew worse.

January 22, 2009, 5:47 P.M.

Sanges had another bad moment crawling out the tube at the end
of the shift. Nikka had to push him through one of the narrow segments
of the passage, and the man glowered at her when they reached the
lock, They suited up in silence and cycled out onto the flat, dusty floor
of the moon. Two hundred meters away—not far from the spot where
Nikka had crashed—a surface lock of Site Seven had been sunk into the
lunar rock. More excavations were partially completed in the distance.
Gradually a network of cylindrical rooms was being built ten meters
beneath the shielding rock and dust. Set that deep, the quarters suffered
little variation in temperature between lunar day and night, and the
incessant rain of solar wind made radiation levels only slightly higher
than those on Earth.

Nigel Walmsley met them after they had cycled through to the suit-
ing bay. Sanges acknowledged Nigel's greeting but fell silent, his
mind apparently still on the tunnels in the ship.

:‘are you free for dinner in Paris tomorrow?” Nigel asked Nikka.

m.”

“Well, perhaps some preheated rations and processed water, then?”

Nikka looked at him speculatively and agreed. She went to shower

while Nigel, by unspoken convention, wrote the debriefing report for
the shift’s findings. Aside from the large ratlike creature and the 7.15-
hour rotation period, there was little remarkable to report.
. When Nikka emerged, followed by Sanges, all three made their way
mfo the communicating corridor. It was a swirl of yellows and greens,
spxraling around and splashing out onto the deck. This made the cor-
ridor seem deceptively long. Nigel made a show of opening the door
for Nikka with a certain self-satirical grace. On a world where people
were selected to minimize demands on the life-support system, he was
tall and heavy. He had come in from Alphonsus Center only four weeks
before, like most of the people at the site.

'l."hey selected their rations from the few choices available, and on
their way back to a table Nigel overheard a conversation between three

men nearby. He listened for a2 moment and then interjected, “No, it
was on Revolver.”
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The men looked up. “No, Rubber Soul,” one of the men said.

“Eleanor Rigby?” another man said. “Second disk of the white
album.”

“No, neither,” Nigel said. “You're both wrong. It was on Revolver
and I have two hundred dollars that says so.”

The other men looked at each other. “Well . . .” one of them began.

“I'll take that,” another said.

“Fine, look it up and then check with me.” Nigel turned and walked
to where Nikka and Sanges sat listening.

“You're English, aren’t you?” Sanges said.

“Of course.”

“Isn’t it a bit unfair to take advantage of someone else when you are
arguing about a music group who were English themselves?” Sanges
said.

“Probably.” Nigel began eating.

“Anything new?” a voice came at his elbow. All three looked up. José
Valiera stood smiling.

“Ah, Herr Valiera,” Nigel said. “Please sit.”

Valiera accepted the invitation and smiled at the other two. “I'm
afraid I haven’t had the time to read your debriefing report.”

“There was not very much in it,” Nikka said. “But there is something
I want to ask you. Is there any real chance of our getting a supplemen-
tary appropriation so we can get more people here?”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Valiera said warmly. “But my guess is
no. After all, we got a nice large shot of money just two months ago.”

“But that was based simply on what we knew when the shield went
down. Since then the engineers have uncovered a wealth of things that
need investigating,” Nigel wrinkled his brow. “Seems silly not to give
us more.”

“We've also uncovered the computer link,” Nikka pointed out. “Surely
that’s going to cause a splash.”

Valiera looked uncomfortable. “It will when there are results. You
should realize not all of what we discover is immediately released to
the press, and some portions even the Congress does not know about.”

“Why'’s that?” Nigel said.

“It has been decided that there are good social reasons not to spread
results from the Marginis Site—that’s us, Site Seven—too rapidly. Some
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advisers of the Congress feel the impact might be severe if something
truly radical is uncovered.”

“But that is precisely why we are here. To uncover something radical.
That is, radical in the sense of fundamentals,” Nigel said, looking in-
tently at Valiera.

“No, I believe I see the point,” Sanges said. “The entire issue of extra-
terrestrial life and intelligences superior to ours is emotionally loaded.
It must be treated with delicacy.”

“What good is ‘delicacy’ going to do us if we can’t get the money to
pursue our research?” Nikka said quickly.

“This craft has been lying here for at least half a million years, ac-
cording to the estimates from solar-wind abrasions of the outer skin,”
Valiera said patiently. “I believe it will not vanish overnight, and we
do not need an army of people here to swarm all over it.”

“After all, we are going to use three shifts a day to get full use of the
computer module,” Sanges said reasonably, spreading his hands. “We
are already using the ship as much as we can.”

“Nobody has done more than look at many of the passages,” Nikka
said.

Sanges scowled and said ponderously, “Our First Bishop spoke only
today about the wreck. He, too, advises a path of moderation. It is not
pointful to make discoveries without understanding their full implica-
tion.”

Nigel made a crooked grin. “Sorry, that doesn’t quite count as an
argument with me.”

“I am sorry you have not found it within yourself to open your eyes,
Mr. Walmsley,” Sanges said.

“Ah, yes. I am a proponent of Cartesian dualism and therefore not
to be trusted.” Nigel grinned. “I've never really seen how you can be a
scientist or a technician and believe all that ugly business about demons
and the dead rising,”

Valiera said mildly, “You must understand, Mr. Sanges is not a
member of the more fundamentalist wing of the New Sons. I'm sure
his beliefs are much more sophisticated.”

“It has always amazed me that the New Sons were able to incorporate
so many different views within one religion,” Nikka said. “It would
aln'lo.st seem that they were more interested in the ordering effect of
religion than any particular doctrine.” She smiled diplomatically.
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“Yes, that’s really the point, you see,” Nigel said. “They don't just get
together to exchange theological gossip. They like to change society
around to fit their beliefs.”

Sanges said intently, “We are spreading the great love of God, the
Force that drives the world.”

“Look, it’s not love that makes the world go round, it’s inertia,” Nigel
said in clipped tones. “And all this mellow merde about you fellows
getting two hours off to pray every day, and special holidays—"

“Religious measures dictated by our own faith.”

“Yes, strangely popular, too, aren’t they?” Nigel said.

“What do you mean?” Sanges said.

“Just this. Most people have had a damned hard time of it these last
decades. A lot have died, we aren’t rich any more, none of us, and we've
had to work like billy-hell to keep our necks above water. Hard times
breed bad religions. It's a law of history. Even people who don’t go in
for that sort of thing can recognize a good dodge when they see it. If
they become New Sons they get extra hours off work, little privileges,
some political influence.”

Sanges clenched his fists. “You are making the most base and vile—"

Valiera broke in. “I think you gentlemen should calm down and-"

“Yes, right, I think so,” Nigel said. He got to his feet. “Coming along,
Nikka?”

In the corridor outside Nigel allowed his face to twist into a grimace
and he smacked a fist into his palm. “Sorry about that,” he said. “I tend
to let things run away with me that way.”

Nikka smiled and patted his arm. “It is often an easy thing to do.
The New Sons are not exactly the most tolerant people, either. But I
must say your view of them is rather cynical, isn’t it?”

“Cynical? ‘Cynic’ is a word invented by optimists to put down
realists.”

“It didn’t seem to me you were being wholly realistic.”

He opened the corridor door for her in an exaggeratedly polite fash-
ion, “I wish it were so. It is no accident that Sanges is a full-dress New
Son and was assigned to this site. Valiera didn’t say so, but the rumors
have it that the only reason we got money through Congress this time
was by a high-level deal with the New Sons faction. They held out for
a large representation of their own people—scientists and technicians,
yes, but New Sons, too—before they would turn over their votes.”
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Nikka looked shocked. “I hadn’t heard that. Are there a lot of New
Sons here? I haven’t been paying attention to the new people.”

“I've noticed, me being one of them.” He smiled. “I've nosed about a
bit myself, and I think quite a few of our comrades are New Sons. Not
all admit it or show it like Sanges, but they are.”

Nikka sighed. “Well, I hope Valiera can keep them in line.”

“Yes, I hope he can,” Nigel said solemnly. “I certainly hope he can.”

January 23, 2009, 1:06 A.M.

Alexander Livingston woke with a start; he had fallen asleep sitting
up. The wood fire had almost gone out. He stirred the smoldering
embers and added new wood. In a few moments the cabin had lost its
slight chill, Livingston stood, massaging a sore muscle in his back, and
watched the flames dance.

His patient was still unconscious, the man’s breathing regular. The
wound had stopped bleeding and the bulky compresses around it seemed
secure, Livingston knew he would not quickly fall asleep again; he
made himself a mixture of hot water, lemon juice, sugar and rum, and
turned on his radio. In the burr of static he eventually found the
twenty-four-hour Portland in-depth news station.

As his rocking chair creaked rhythmically, the radio made a low mur-
mur and the wind wailed hollowly outside. Against this calming back-
ground the news seemed discordant. The war was still going on in
Africa, and another country had come in on the side of the Construc-
tionists. The government policy on DNA alterations in laboratory
babies was under heavy attack by the New Sons. Most commentators
agreed, though, that simple body modification was inevitable; the con-
troversy had now shifted to the issue of intelligence and special talents.
There were suspicions that a second major dieback was beginning in
Pakistan. The water scarcity in Europe was getting critical,

Finally there came some news about the Mare Marginis wreck. The
emergency photographic survey of the moon was complete, There was
10 sign of other crashed vehicles. This by itself did not mean very much,
though, because the Marginis ship’s force screen had been observed to
alt.er color three times before it was finally penetrated. Scientists guessed
this was a remnant of some defense mechanism whereby the ship’s
screen absorbed almost all light, making it appear dark. If the ship were
in flight, it would be hard to see optically against the background of
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space. Apparently, until men ruptured it, the screen functioned most of
the time and was slowly running down. If other wrecks existed on the
moon, their screens might still be intact, in which case it would be very
hard to see them from orbit. An extensive search was under way for
recurring dark patterns, which might formerly have been assumed to
be shadows.

Livingston listened to a few more news items and then switched
the radio off. The point about the screen was interesting, but he had
expected more by this time. Men were inside the ship now and there
should be some results. But nothing came through the news. Perhaps
the authorities were simply being very cautious in their exploration of
the wreck. The ship’s defense system had shut on and off in an un-
predictable manner; current thinking seemed to be that whatever had
shot down the two survey craft had awakened recently, since otherwise
it would have downed the Apollo missions long ago. With the screen
penetrated, perhaps all the other defense systems were dead, too. But
it would be foolish not to be cautious.

Livingston turned off the radio, checked the man again, and then
looked at his pack once more. He put the gray metal tube aside and be-
gan taking out the other items—dehydrated food, maps, clothing, simple
tools, a writing case and some paper, and credit cards and other identi-
fication in the name of Peter Graves. At the very bottom of the pack
were several rolls of microfilm and a compact viewer. Livingston felt a
slight embarrassment, as though reading another’s personal mail.

Well, there was good reason to look. Graves might be a diabetic, or
have some other special medical problem. Livingston put the microfilm
through his own large wall viewer, made himself another drink, and
began reading.

His credit cards, passes, and serial biography all attested to Peter
Graves’s wealth. He had made his fortune early, in land speculation,
before the government regulated it, and retired. For the last ten years he
had pursued a strange hobby: trapping the unusual, finding the elu-
sive. He used his money to look for lost Inca trails, search for sea mon-
sters, uncover Mayan cities. Graves carried a portable library about
himself. Reasonable; it probably helped him with uncooperative officials.
Most of the film concerned something else altogether. There were clip-
pings and notes from as far back as the nineteenth century. Livingston
studied them and pieced together a history.
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The Salish Indians called it Sasquatch in their legends. The Hud-
son’s Bay Company report of 1864 gave evidence of hundreds of sight-
ings. The loggers and trappers who moved into the Pacific Northwest
knew it mainly by its tracks and thus it gained a new name: Bigfoot.

Men saw it throughout the north woods of the United States and
Canada. In the nineteenth century over a dozen murders were attrib-
uted to it, most of them involving armed hunters. In 18go two guards
posted to watch a mining camp on the Oregon-California border were
found dead; they had been crushed, slammed to the ground.

All this led nowhere until 1967, when an amateur investigator made
color motion pictures of a Bigfoot at a range of less than fifty yards. It
was huge. It stood seven feet and walked erect, moving smoothly, al-
most disdainfully away from the camera. It turned once, to look back at
the photographer, and revealed two large breasts. Thick black fur cov-
ered it everywhere except near the cleft of bones that surrounded the
eyes. Scientific opinion was divided on the authenticity of the film, but
a few anthropologists and biologists ventured theories.

The Pacific Northwest was relatively sparsely settled. Thick forests
cloaking the rough western slopes of the Rockies could hide a hundred
armies, Bacteria and scavengers on the forest floor digested or scattered
bones or even artifacts left behind; the remains of logging projects did
not last more than a decade. If Bigfoot built no homes and used no tools,
he could escape detection. Even a large, shy primate would be only a
melting shadow in the thick woods.

Most animals have learned to run, to hide, rather than fight—and
their teacher has been man. Several times over the last million years
the glaciers have retreated and advanced in a slow, ponderous cycle.
As water became trapped in expanding glaciers the seas fell, exposing
a great land bridge connecting Alaska and northern Asia. Across these
chill wastes from Asia came mammoths, mastodons, bison, and finally
man himself. Man has known many forms between the apes and
Neanderthal. As man himself pushed out from the cradle of Africa, he
drove these eaflier forms before him. Peking or Java man may have
bﬁen part of th'lS outwarfilexpansion. Perhaps Bigfoot, pushed into other
climates by this competition, crossed the great land bridge during one
glacial cycle, found the New World, and settled there. But men fol-
1(})1\:ed, and eventually the two came into conflict for the best land. Man,

smarter and the better armed, won out and drove the Bigfoot back



into the forest. Perhaps the Sasquatch legend came from those ancient
encounters.

Scientific expeditions in the 1960’s and 1970’s failed to find solid evi-
dence of Bigfoot. There were indirect clues: crude shelters made of
fallen branches, footprints and paths, dung that showed a diet of small
rodents, insects, and berries. Without a capture the cause gradually lost
its believers. Population pressure opened cities in Washington and
northern California, until one by one the areas where Bigfoot had been
seen shrank away.

Among Graves's papers was an extensive map of southern Oregon
around Drews Reservoir. It was covered with small arrows and signs
in pencil detailing an erratic path northward. Livingston traced the
path until it abruptly stopped about twenty miles from his cabin. It
ended in a completely wild stretch of country, hilly and thick with
pine, one of the most isolated spots still remaining in Oregon. There
were other papers: a contract with two guides, some indecipherable
notes.

Livingston looked up from the wall viewer, rubbing his eyes. Some-
thing thumped against the wall of the cabin as if brushing by.

Livingston reached the window in time to see a shadow fade into
the deeper black of the trees at the edge of the clearing. It was hard to
see; flurries of snow obscured the distance. It was late and easy to be
mistaken.

Still, the sound had not been his imagination. It might have been a
load of snow falling from a high pine branch, but Livingston thought
not. When he laid down and tried to go to sleep once more, the memory
of the sound returned again and again.

January 23, 2009, 10:12 P.M.

Nigel Walmsley squinted at the screen before him and said into his
throat microphone, “Afraid I don’t understand it either. Looks like an-
other one of those meaningless arrays of dots to me.”

“Meaningless to us, yes,” Nikka Amajhi’s voice replied in his ear,
sounding tinny and distant.

“All right, then, I'll put it in passive log.” Nigel punched a few com-
mand buttons. “While you were cycling that, I got a reply from Kar-
densky’s group. Remember the rat? Well, it’s not a rat or any other kind
of rodent we know of, it's apparently not standing on the Earth, and
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it is probably at least four feet tall, judging from the apparent bone
structure in its ankles.”

“Great! Then it's our first picture of extraterrestrial life.” Nikka's
voice was excited.

“Quite so. Kardensky has forwarded it to the special committee of
the NSF for publication.”

“Shouldn’t we go through Coordinator Valiera?” There was a note of
concern in her voice.

“Needn'’t worry about that, luv. I'm sure the New Sons have a tight
rein on what comes out of the NSF. They needn't rely on Valiera.”

“Valiera isn’t a New Son,” Nikka said testily. “I'm sure he’s impartial.”

“] didn’t say he was a New Son, but on the other hand I don’t think
it's wise to assume he isn't. ‘I frame no hypotheses,” as Newton said.
Anyway, look, we should be getting on with it.” Nigel shifted uncom-
fortably in his chair and turned down the illumination above his con-
sole. He sat in a small, cramped room that was about five degrees colder
than he liked it. Site Seven had been thrown up rather quickly, and
some of the niceties, such as adequate insulation and a good air-
circulating system, had been neglected.

He studied his notes for several moments. “Right, then, let’s try
sequence 8COOE.” He made a notation. The difficulty of prospecting
for information in a totally unfamiliar computer bank was that you
had no way of knowing how the information was catalogued. Intuition
told him that the first few settings on the alien console should be more
general than later settings, just as if it were a number setting in ordi-
nary Arabic notation. The trouble was that even in Terrestral lan-
guages the logical left-to-right sequence was no more common than a
right-to-left sequence or up-to-down or any other frame one could imag-
ine. The aliens might not even use a positional notation.

So far they had been reasonably lucky. Occasionally, similar settings
on the console yielded images on the screen that had some relation-
ship. There were the common arrays of dots, including those that
moved. The sequences that called them had some of the same prefixes.
Perhaps this indicated a positional notation, and perhaps it was merely
luc.ky chance. So far he had asked Nikka to use only a portion of the
sywtches available on the console. Some of them certainly would not be
simple catalogue numbers for information retrieval. Some must repre-
sent command modes. The third switch from the right in the eighteenth
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tier, for example, had two fixed positions. Did one mean “off” and the
other “on”? Was one “file this data” or “destroy it”? If he and Nikka
kept to a small area of the board, perhaps they would not encounter too
many command modes before they got some information straight. They
didn’t want to run the risk of turning off the computer entirely by
proceeding at random through all the switches.

Nigel studied the screen for a minute. An image flickered on. It
seemed to show a dark-red passageway in the ship. A bend in the cor-
ridor was visible, and as he watched, some of the Persianlike script ap-
peared on the screen, pulsed from yellow to blue, and then disappeared.
He waited and the pattern repeated.

“Mysterious,” he said.

“I don’t believe I have seen that passageway,” Nikka said.

“This must be something like the three photos Team one reported
from the last shift. They are from unrecognizable parts of the ship.”

“We should check with the engineers,” Nikka said. “But my guess
would be that all these show part of the ship that was pulverized on
landing.”

Nigel studied the picture 2 moment. “You know, it just occurred to
me that we can deduce something from the fact that this script goes on
and off with a period of several seconds. QOur friends the aliens must
have been able to resolve time patterns faster than a second or so, if
they could read this.”

“Any animal can do that.”

“Just so. But whoever built this ship might not be just any animal.
For example, the little switches on the console imply something finger-
sized to manipulate with. True enough, animals we know must be able
to see things moving faster than on a onesecond time scale, or else
they’ll be overrun and eaten up pretty quickly. It’s interesting to note
the aliens were similar to us in at least that way. Anyway, let’s go on.
I'll log that”—he punched a few buttons—“for Team one to check.”

He chose a few sequences that differed from earlier ones only in the
last “digit,” and the screen showed no response at all. “Are you sure
that switch is still working?” Nigel asked.

“As far as I can tell. The meters here show no loss of power.”

“Very well. Try this.” He read off a number.

This time the screen immediately came to life. The image was red
and showed a confused jumble of nearly circular objects. Across the
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screen traced a long black line. It penetrated one of the odd-shaped
blobs; there were small details of dark shading inside this blob alone.
The others did not show it.

“Odd,” Nigel said. “Looks to me like a photomicrograph. Reminds
me of something from my student days, biology laboratory or something.
I'll send it to Kardensky.” He dialed for the direct line through Site
Seven to Alphonsus, obtained a confirmation and transmitted directly
on the links to Earth. This took several minutes. Simultaneously the
signal was logged into tape storage at Site Seven; Alphonsus served
only as a communication vertex. Nigel made some notes and gave
Nikka another sequence.

“Hey!” Nikka’s voice made him look up from his writing. On the
screen something in a slick, rubbery suit stood against a backdrop of
low ferns. It did not appear to have legs, but rather a semicircular base.
There were two arms and some blunt protrusions below them, with a
helmet on top opaqued partially. Through it a vague outline of a head
could be seen. Something told Nigel the site was Earth. The pattern
of the fronds was simple and somehow familiar.

The figure in the suit showed no more detail, but it was not what
attracted Nigel's attention, There was something else, taller and ob-
viously not wearing a suit. It was covered with thick dark fur and stood
partially concealed in the ferns. It held something like a large rock in
massive, stubby hands.

Nikka and Nigel spoke about it for several moments. The suited
figure seemed strange, as though it violated the way a creature should
stand upright against gravity. But the tall creature, heavy and threaten-
ing, made Nigel feel a vague unease.

Try as he might, he could not shake the conviction that it was hu-
man.

Nigel had opened his mouth to say something more when an excited
voice spoke into the circuit. “Everyone in the ship, out! Engineering has
Just reported an arc discharge in passage eleven. There are power surges
registered on another level. We're afraid it might be a revival of the de-
fense system. Evacuate at once.”

“Better get out, old girl,” Nigel said ineffectually. He was safe, buried
beneath meters of lunar dust near the living quarters. Nikka agreed
and broke the circuit.

g 1
Nigel sat for long moments looking at the creature on the screen. It
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was partially turned away, one leg slightly raised. Somehow, though,
he had the sensation that it was looking directly at him.

January 23, 2009, 11:15 P.M.

Peter Graves'’s fever abated through the day and he awoke in the
night. He babbled at first, and Livingston fed him a broth heavy with
the warm tang of brandy. It seemed to give the man energy.

Graves stared at the ceiling, not seeming to know where he was, and
rambled through words at random without making sense. After a few
minutes he suddenly blinked and focused on Livingston’s weathered
brown face for the first time.

“I had ’em, you see?” he said, imploring. “They were that close. 1
could have touched ’em, almost. Too quiet, though, even with that sing-
ing they were doing, Couldn’t run the camera. Makes a clicking sound.”

“Fine,” Livingston said. “Don’t roll onto your side.”

“Yeah, that,” Graves murmured, looking down at his bandage with
a fixed stare. “The big one did that. Bastard. Thought he’d never drop.
The guide and me kept pumpin’ the slugs into him and that flame
thrower they had was goin’ off in all directions. Orange. Blew the guide
right over and he didn’t get up. The flash lit up every . . .”

Graves's dry, rasping voice trailed off as the sedatives in the broth
began taking effect. In a moment the man breathed easily. When Liv-
ingston was sure Graves was asleep, he pulled on his coat and went
outside. The snow was at least three feet deep now, a white blanket
that dulled the usually sharp outline of horizon on the opposite hill.
Flakes fell in the soft silence, stirred by the breeze. It was impossible to
reach the road.

Livingston struggled across the clearing, glad of the exercise. Per-
haps it wasn’t necessary to get help now. The worst was probably over.
If infection didn’t set in—with the antibiotics he had, it wasn’t likely—
Graves could recover without professional care.

He wondered what all the babble had meant. “The big one” might
be anybody. Something had made the wound, for certain, but Living-
ston knew no weapon that could cause that large a burn, not even a
laser.

Livingston shook his head to clear it; his hair was falling into his
eyes. . . . Have to cut his hair soon. You forget things like that, living
away from people.
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He looked upward and found Orion immediately. He could just
barely make out the diffuse patch of light that was the great nebula.
Across the dark bowl of the sky he found Andromeda. It had always
seemed incredible to him that in one glance he could see three hundred
billion stars, an entire galaxy that seemed a sprinkle of light far fainter
than the adjacent stars. Stars like grains of sand, infinite and immortal.

He closed his eyes to steady himself, and instantly the memory en-
closed him. Judith. On the last day they had moved her into a private
room and closed the door. It was easier than drawing a curtain in the
crowded ward. Livingston watched the chaplain administer the last
rites and rubber-stamp the fact on a card. After she died the nurse
closed her eyes and summoned the orderlies. Within fifteen minutes a
temporary death certificate had been signed, a Release of Personal Be-
longings form was filled in, and the body had been washed, plugged,
trussed, wrapped in sheets, and labeled. The morgue attendant loaded
the body onto his rolling stretcher, waited for an empty elevator, and
then took it to the morgue icebox in the basement.

Livingston had completed the legal forms. There was a brief autopsy.
He sat outside while she was drained, embalmed, waxed, rouged,
shaved, dressed, and made ready for the standard burial rite. And a day
later a machine lowered her into the prepurchased cemetery lot. Living-
ston walked away with the other members of the burial party, but he
could not stop himself from looking back to watch the two teen-agers
who shoveled dirt in after her.

Judith had been processed out of life, another unit passing through
the labyrinth of an already crowded hospital. No metaphysical mystery,
no call from the divine. The doctors didn’t know whether her cancer
was spontaneous and “natural,” or whether the years of pollution had
poisoned her body. In the last stages they had simply let her go, stopped
treztimr?;lt. The new ethics: Thou Shalt Not Kill, but thou may allow
to die if . . .

. Livingston took a deep breath to take himself out of the mood. Even
if Graves were to die here, at least it would not be as bad as what hap-
pened to Judith. Or what had happened to himself, he mused. When
you have lived with a woman over thirty years, her absence is like losing
a leg; you can’t be the same man again. So Livingston had come up
here to ﬁnq a new place for himself in the world, if possible find a
Way to continue with dignity. Avoid the mobs, particularly the religious
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insanity that seemed to sweep everyone these days. Tonight on the news
there had been a report about one of the tattooed New Sons who had
finally covered his entire body with design work. The plan had been
that the work would be done slowly, so that the last lines would be com-
pleted near the time of the man’s death. But this one had hurried the
job and then cut his throat, willing his body to be skinned, tanned, and
presented in a frame to the Bishop as a sacrifice to the truth of the New
Revelation. Livingston shuddered and turned back to the cabin.

A man was standing with his back toward Livingston, looking
through the cabin window. Livingston moved slowly forward. Amid
the falling snow it was hard to see who he was, but the man was big
and he peered intently inward. He seemed bent over in order to see
something on the side wall of the cabin. Yes, that would be Graves. The
bed was not on a direct line of sight through the window.

Livingston came closer, and something must have given him away.
The man turned swiftly, saw him and moved with startling speed
around the cabin corner. The figure moved smoothly despite the thick
drifted snow. In an instant he had melted into the shadows.

When Livingston reached the ground outside the window the snow
had already begun to obscure the man’s tracks. If they were boot marks
they were of an odd sort—strangely shaped, unusually deep and at least
sixty centimeters long.

Livingston followed them for a hundred yards into the woods and
then gave up. The man could easily get away in the blackness. Living-
ston shivered and went back to the cabin.

January 23, 2009, 11:27 P.M.

“When did the pressure fail?” Nigel said into his throat microphone.
Nikka had just resumed contact.

“About forty minutes ago. I got a warning from engineering that the
plastiform had ruptured while they were rigging emergency power in
the passage above this one. There was enough time, so I crawled out to
the lock, got some air bottles and dragged them back in here. There’s an
emergency pressure seat under the console, but somebody forgot to issue
bottles for it.”

“Are you in the seat now?”

“No, they found the leak. Pressure is rising again.”

Nigel shook his head and then realized she couldn’t see the gesture.
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“Merde du jour. I've got some bad news about some of our stored data.
Several days of our logged material, the stuff we've been transmitting
to Alphonsus for links to Earth, is gone.”

“What?”
“While you were off the line I got a little call from Communications.

Seems they fouled some of their programming; the subroutine that
transmits stored tape data to Alphonsus was defective—it erases every-
thing before it transmits. Alphonsus was wondering why they were
getting long transmissions with no signal.”

“That's ridiculous. Everything from Site Seven has been lost?”

“No, only ours. Each team has its own file number, and something
happened to ours alone. We've lost quite a bit of material, but not all of
it.”

It was the first time Nigel had ever heard Nikka sound genuinely
angry. “When we get off this watch I want to go see Valiera.”

“Agreed. As far as I can figure out, we've lost those pictures of what
looked like molecular chains and most of everything from yesterday.
But look, those can be recovered. Let’s look at that photograph you
found just before Engineering called.”

Nigel studied the image when it formed on the screen before him.
The alien photograph showed land of a dark, mottled brown, oceans
almost jet black, somber pink clouds laced across the land and still
eddies caught in the rising mountain peaks. At the shore a slightly
lighter line suggested great breakers thundering against the beaches.
There were traces of shoals and deep currents of sediment.

“What part of Earth is that?” Nikka’s voice lost its deep tone when it
came through the wall speaker.

“Can’t say. Reminds me of some map I've seen, but I can’t remember
which. I'll log this for transmission to Alphonsus, Maybe they can find
a contemporary shot of the same place.”

The next few sequences yielded nothing. There followed complexes
of swirling dots, and then a pattern that remained fixed. “Hold that,”
Nigel said. “That’s a three-dimensional lattice, I'm sure. Look, the little
balls are of different sizes and colors.”

.“It might be 2 molecular chain model,” Nikka said. “Or maybe a
picture of the real thing.”

“Precisely. T'll log that, too. And I'm going to tell Communications
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not to transmit anything until I have a chance to look over their pro-
grams. We don’t want these lost as well.”

“Wait a second, Engineering is calling—" Nikka broke off.

Nigel waited, drumming his fingers on the console. He hoped the
message he had sent to Kardensky wasn't intercepted. He needed the
information and photos Kardensky could provide.

“There’s another damned leak,” Nikka said suddenly over the speaker.
“Engineering threatened to come in here and drag me out—I'd like to
see them do it—if I didn’t come. I've got enough air in the bottles but—
oh, my ears just popped.”

Nigel threw down his pencil in disgust. “Never mind, come on in.
You and I are going to go see Valiera.”

“It was an impossibly dumb thing to do,” Nigel concluded. He glared
at Valiera. “If for some reason the images were erased by the alien com-
puter when we read it out on the screen, that material is lost forever.”

Valiera made a steeple with his fingers. He tilted his chair back and
glanced at Nikka and Sanges. “I agree the situation is intolerable.
Some of our hardware isn’t functioning right, and I think it's mostly
due to the fact that everything is disorderly around here. Remember,
we are just setting up Site Seven, and mistakes are bound to happen.
Victor, here, is looking into the entire Communications net, and I ex-
pect his recommendations shortly.” Valiera looked significantly at
Sanges.

“Yes, I expect I can get things in order soon,” Sanges said.

“I don’t think this should be taken so calmly,” Nikka said abruptly.
“It’s possible that we have lost some irreplaceable information from the
alien computer bank.”

“And it’s not as though Mr. Sanges has suffered a great loss, is it?”
Nigel said with a thin smile. “I gather Team one hasn’t made much
headway on their inventory search.”

Sanges bristled. “We have been working as hard as you, I see no
reason—"

“Now, none of that,” Valiera said. “True, Team one is only now
getting its footing, but you must realize, Nigel, that their task is much
harder. They are compiling an inventory using the alien script. Until
they have cracked the code and know what the script means they will
not have any results.”
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“Then why do they not abandon the use of script and try to find
things by pictures?” Nikka asked mildly. “That’s the path we are follow-
ing and it seems to work.” . )

“Why, what have you found?” Valiera unconsciously narrowed his
eyes slightly with a new alertness. i .

For a long moment there was only the thin whine of air circulation
fans in the room. “Some things that look like molecular chain models,
photographs of Earth from orbit, a picture of some early primate, ap-
parently,” Nigel said slowly. “A few other things, and of course that
large rat.”

“I have seen most of what you refer to in the briefings,” Sanges said.
“I would dispute your interpretation of several of them, but of course
that can be worked out in time.”

“Quite so,” Nigel said. “Nikka and I are trying to find out as much as
possible so we will have some idea of how the computer works and what
is available through it. I will be interested to see what the experts say
about that rat, particularly.”

“Well,” Valiera said distantly, “that will of course take some time to
work out.”

“What do you mean?” Nikka said.

Valiera pursed his lips and paused. Nigel studied him intently. He
had seen this sort of administrator before. Valiera had apparently been
an excellent pilot, but somewhere along the way he had acquired the
bureaucrat’s habit of judging every statement’s impact before it was
uttered. “The National Science Foundation has decided not to release
many of the pictures you are recovering from the alien console. It is
thought that the impact at this time might be undesirable.”

“Damn! Undesirable how?” Nikka said.

“We want a serious scientific study of everything that comes out of
Site Seven. Releasing information now would just inundate the NSF
and strain an already fragile budget,” Valiera said, spreading his hands
in a gesture of helplessness.

‘I quite agree,” Sanges said. “Many people will find such photo-
graphs as the large rodent quite unsettling, It is our duty to release in-
formation only when it is well understood. The First Bishop has stressed
this point several times.”

“Ah, and I'm sure the First Bishop is an authority on cultural shock
and exobiology.” Nigel raised an eyebrow at Sanges.
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“The First Bishop was present when the New Revelation was mani-
fested to the world,” Sanges said sternly. “He has a great and abiding
knowledge of man’s ways and the best course for humanity. I should
think even you could see that.”

“Nigel, I'm sure you know the New Sons are not hostile to the
existence of extraterrestrial life,” Valiera said diplomatically. “The
New Revelation grew out of the discovery of life on Mars and Jupiter,
after all. The First Bishop merely makes the point that man is specifically
wedded to Earth, so things extraterrestrial will probably seem quite
foreign to man, even frightening.”

“Are you going along with the New Sons, then?” Nikka asked.

“INo, of course not,” Valiera said quickly. “I merely think I should
take a position between these two diverging views.”

“Diverging they are, yes,” Nigel said. “I don’t think extraterrestrial
life has to be so bloody frightening, and I don’t necessarily think our
limited knowledge about how we evolved falls in with the First Bishop's
dogma.”

“What do you mean?” Sanges said severely.

“Never mind. I simply think we should keep our minds open. And
release of all the data we recover from the computer is essential. We
need the best minds working on this problem, not just a committee of
the NSE.”

“Nonetheless,” Valiera said mildly, “the judgment of the Congress
and the NSF has been made and we must go along with it.”

Nigel leaned back and drummed his fingers on his knee. Nikka ex-
changed glances with him and turned back to Valiera. “Let’s drop that
topic for now. Nigel and I agreed on the way over here that we need a
separate link to Alphonsus to ensure that no loss of computer files oc-
curs again.”

“That seems a reasonable proposal,” Valiera said. His face lost some
of its tension.

“It won’t take very much trouble or time to install a separate trans-
mission link near the console itself.” Nikka took a pad of paper and
sketched a circuit configuration. “I want to locate a computer file in-
ventory inside the ship itself, so there will be a separate inventory avail-
able to whoever is at the console at all times. That way, even if
something is erased in Communications by accident, there will be an-
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other copy that can be transmitted to Alphonsus for permanent
storage.”

“That seems rather a lot of work and expense—" Sanges began.

“Expense be damned!” Nigel said suddenly. “We're not running a
shoestring operation here. That ship is at least half a million years old.
It's still armed, and it can teach us more in a few years than man might
learn in a century on his own. I'm not going to let—"

“ think your proposal is well taken,” Valiera broke in. “I'll tell En-
gineering to give you every assistance with it.”

“I want a separate link to Alphonsus,” Nikka said. “A complete sepa-
rate subsystem.”

“I'll see that you get it immediately. We have enough equipment to
spare. And now”—Valiera glanced at his wristwatch—“I believe it is time
for the New Sons’ hour of withdrawal and meditation, Mr. Sanges.”

“You're setting time aside for that?” Nigel said in disbelief. “Even
here?”

“We must compromise on all things, Nigel,” Valiera said, smiling.

Nigel grimaced, got to his feet and left the room. The slamming
door made a hollow echo.

January 24, 2009, 2:36 P.M.

Nigel stood on a high ledge and watched the flames eat their way
down the valley. The dry tan grass caught readily and burned with a
crisp roar, a sound like many drummers beating, Through the pall of
black smoke he could see the few small creatures who had set the fire.
They were gesturing to each other, following the flames at the edge of
the valley floor, carrying small torches to ensure there was no break in
the fire wall.

Before the flames ran the elephants. Their long, loping shamble had
a touch of panic to it now; they made low cries to each other as they
rushed toward disaster.

From his ledge Nigel could see the dark line of swampland that lay
before the elephant herd. The image danced in the shimmering heat,
but he could make out the grassy bogs now only a kilometer from the
elephants. At each side of the swamp, near the valley wall, waited small
bands of the same sort of creatures who carried the fire. It was too far
to make out any detail, but they seemed to be dancing, the long poles
they carried twirling high in the air. Far away, beyond the moist swamp-
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land, lay a drier upper plateau. On it he could see a huge herd of
foraging animals, probably antelope or wild cattle; a vast ocean of game.
Yet the creatures with fire ignored the herd; they drove the elephants
and waited to butcher them when the animals were caught in the mire.

Why did they run the risk of trampling or the searing pain as an
elephant tusk skewered them? To show courage? To have more tall tales
around the late-night hearth? To fuel the myths and legends that grew
with each retelling beside the dancing magic firelight?

How did they learn to cooperate so, moving in and out in an elaborate
dance as they probed the prey for weakness? Who taught them to make
tribes, kindle fire, form the delicate web of family? So nimble a craft,
acquired so quickly, it was hard to believe these creatures were driven
by the slow, ponderous hand of evolution, the gravid workings of—

A shifting of shadows caught Nigel's eye. He turned as one of the
creatures stepped from behind a spindly tree. It was scarcely a meter
high, shaggy, with hands and feet that seemed swollen. The deep-set
eyes darted left and right, checking the terrain, and the small erect
creature shifted the pointed stick it carried in its hand.

The wind shifted slightly and brought the rank, sweaty smell of the
creature to him. Neither of the two moved. After a moment the creature
shuffled its feet, took the stick in one hand and raised the other, palm
outward. It made a series of low, rumbling grunts. The palm it held up
was wrinkled and matted with coarse hair around the sharp nails.

Nigel raised his palm in the same gesture. He opened his mouth to
reply, and the image drifted away in a curl of smoke. Light rippled and
danced. . . .

There was a loud banging sound that seemed to grow weaker until he
recognized what it was. Someone was knocking on his door.

He brushed some papers from his lap, swung his feet to the floor and
took the two paces to the door. When he opened it Nikka was stand-
ing awkwardly in the passageway.

“My doctor has advised me never to drink alone,” she said. She held
up a small chemical flask of transparent liquid. “The purest stuff, dis-
tilled at Alphonsus for the purposes of scientific research and the ad-
vancement of man’s knowledge.”

“A most interesting specimen,” Nigel said judiciously. “Come, bring
it inside for further study.”

He settled on his bunk and gestured to a chair. “I'm afraid there’s not
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much place to put anything down. There’s an extra glass in the cup-
board, and I'll join you as soon as I finish the drink I'm on.”

She looked with interest at his glass. “Fruit juice?”

“Well, one must mix the canniforene in something.”

Her eyes widened. “But that’s illegal.”

“Not in England. Things are pretty wretched there, and all the mild
euphorics are allowed, nay, encouraged.”

“Have you ever smoked LSD?” she asked with a touch of respect in
her voice.

“No, didn’t really feel the need. It's not the sort of thing you smoke,
anyway. Not that I mind smoking, mind you; I prefer to take cannabis
that way. But I've been drilled that you don’t smoke anything on the
moon, too dangerous, so I had this canniforene smuggled up with the
lot from Kardensky. Cost me a packet—two hundred dollars, that bet,
remember?—to get it through.”

She mixed in some fruit juice with her alcohol, tested the mixture
and smiled. “Do you find the routine here so wearing?”

“Not at all. It's dead easy. I haven'’t even been here long enough for
the low-gravity high to wear off. But while you were rigging up the link
to Alphonsus I decided to have a skull session over the Kardensky stuff.
Canniforene gives me ideas sometimes, lets me see connections I
wouldn’t otherwise.” Nikka frowned and opened her mouth to say some-
thing. Nigel waved his hand elaborately and said, “Ah, I know. Bug-
gering up my mind for a lot of over-the-counter insights. Well, I can’t
feel it doing me any harm. It’s given me some sparks of creativity in the
past that helped my career a lot. And anyway, Nikka, it’s delicious. Very
fashionable stuff, that, it’s much the rage. All the hominids are doing
it.”

“All right,” Nikka said, “I might even try some myself. But look, I
thought that you were going to meet me in the gym an hour ago.”

. “I was, wasn’t I? Well, it's a dreary lot of exercise machines they have
in there and I was busy with my cogitating here.”

“You should do it, you know. Valiera will be on to you about it pretty
soor}l ’I’f you don't do the exercises, eventually you can’t return to Earth
at all.

_“When they put in a swimming pool Ill be there.” He took a sip of
his drink and studied a sheet of paper nearby.

£
That won't be too long, now that we've struck ice. Besides, Nigel,
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the exercise makes you feel good. Look—" She nimbly turned in the
air and did a one-handed flip, landing neatly on her feet. “I'll admit it's
not all that hard in low gravity.”

“Yes, yes,” Nigel said, looking at her curiously. He guessed that she
was a bit uneasy at visiting him in his digs. She was a naturally
physical sort of person, so anxiety would probably show up as increased
activity; thus the gymnastics. “Sit down here, I've got some things to
show you.” He handed her a color photograph of Earth taken from
orbit. “That’s the same picture we got on the console a while back.
Kardensky had it shifted into approximately our color scale, so it doesn’t
look red to us.”

“I see. What part of Earth is it?”

“South America, the southern tip, Tierra del Fuego.” Nigel tapped
a fingernail on the slick surface. “This is the Estrecho de Magellanes, a
narrow strait that connects the Atlantic and Pacific.”

Nikka studied the photo. “That’s no strait. It’s sealed up at four or
five spots.”

“Right. Now look at this.” He snapped down another print of the
same area, dealing as though he were playing cards. “Kardensky got this
by request from Geological Survey, taken last year.”

“It’s open,” Nikka said. “It is a strait.”

“That spot has always been clear, ever since Europeans reached the
New World. This picture we got from the wreck’s memory bank must
be how it looked before erosion cleared the strait.”

Nikka said quickly, “This gives us another way of direct dating,
then.”

“Precisely. Rates of erosion aren’t known all that well, but Kardensky
says this picture is at least three quarters of a million years old. It ties in
pretty well with the radiation-damage estimates. But that’s not all.”
Nigel collected notes, photographs, and a few books that were lying
about his bed. “Somebody in Cambridge has identified those lattice-
works we found.”

“What are they?”

“Sectioned views, from different angles, of physostigmine.”

“Isn’t that . . .”

“Right. I'm a bit rusty at all this, but I checked with Kardensky and
my memory from the news media is right—that’s the stuff they use as an
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RNA trigger. That, and a few other long-chain molecules, are what the
NSF is trying to get legislation about.”

Nikka studied the prints he handed her. To her untrained eye the
complex matrix made no sense at all. “Doesn’t it have something to do
with sleep learning in the subcortical region?”

Nigel nodded. “That seems to be one of its functions. You give it to
someone and they are able to learn faster, soak up information without
effort. But it acts on the RNA as well. The RNA replicates itself
through the DNA—there’s some amino acid stuff in there I don’t quite
follow—so that there is a possibility, at least, of passing on the knowl-
edge to the next generation.”

“And that's why it’s illegal? The New Sons don’t want it used, I've
heard.”

Nigel leaned back against the wall and rested his feet on the narrow
bunk. “There’s one point where our friends from the Church of the
Unwarranted Assumption may have a point. This is dangerous stuff to
fool about with. Biochemists started out decades ago using it on flat-
worms and the like, but a man isn’t a worm, and it will take a bloody
long series of experiments to convince me that using it on humans is a
wise move.” He paused and then said softly, “What I'd like to know is
why this molecule is represented in an alien computer memory almost
a million years old.”

Nikka held out her glass. “Could you give me a drop of that canni-
forene in fruit juice? I'm beginning to see it might have a use.”

“There are some other points, too. That long black line against the
mottled background we found, that’s a DNA molecule entering a—let
me look it up—‘pneumococcus.’” A simple step in the replication proc-
ess, Kardensky tells me.” He put aside his papers and carefully mixed
her a drink. “That’s what I was having off on, hallucinating about, I
suppose, when you knocked.”

: Nikka drank quickly and then smiled, shaking her head. “Interest-
ing taste. They mix it with something, don’t they? But explain what you
mean. I don’t see where all this points.”

Nigel chuckled and turned thumbs up. “Great. I'm hoping the fellows
WI}‘O opened the packages from Kardensky won't see it either.”

“What do you mean? They were opened?”

Sure. All the seals were off. The canniforene was disguised, so it got
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through. The rest was just books, papers, photos, and a tape. I don’t
know what the censors—New Sons, I'd imagine—thought of it all.”

“Incredible,” Nikka said, shaking her head in disbelief. “You'd hardly
believe this was a scientific expedition at all. It seems more like—"

“A political road show, yes. Makes one wonder why our schedule has
been so frequently interrupted.”

Nikka looked puzzled. “Our shed-yool?”

“Yes, you say sked-jule, don’t you? What I mean is, we seem to get
interrupted on our shift a great deal, more than the other teams. We
lost several hours today from that electric high tension, for example—"

“High tension? Oh, you mean the voltage.”

Nigel collected all the papers and put them on the floor. The room
was so cramped there was no working desk. “It’s really two languages,
isn’t it, English and American, We say ‘cooker’ and you say ‘stove.’”

Nikka kicked off her light boots. “There’s ‘rest stop’ and ‘lay by.’”

“‘Potato chip’ and ‘potato crisp.” Confusing lot.”

She sat on the bed and kissed him. “Exotic language. Old World
charm,” she said softly.

Nigel made a formal gesture, not totally explicit, currently fashion-
able throughout Europe. Nikka raised an eyebrow in speculation. He
kissed her; she was a scent as sweet as the wind. She unfastened the
brass buckle at her side. He reached for the light switch as she removed
her blouse, but she shook her head silently with an amused smile. He
shrugged and left the room at half illumination until much later.

He awoke in the middle of the night. He took elaborate pains to slide
out of the bed without waking her, and switched on only the small read-
ing lamp in the corner.

The mass of material from Kardensky was imposing, but he worked
at it steadily, reading as fast as he could. The riddles of the past had an
annoying habit of slipping away as he tried to pin them down. Much
was known, but it was for the most part a collection of facts with the
interrelationships only implied. It is one thing to find a wide variety of
tools, mostly chipped or polished stone. But how, from a chipped flint,
to deduce a way of life?

He rather wished he had paid more attention to such matters at
University, rather than swotting up the readings just before term
examinations.
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There was a lot of talk and data about apes, but the evidence was
quite strong—man’s prehuman ancestors didn’t look or act like the pres-
ent great primates. Just because Fred is your cousin doesn’t mean you
can learn much about your grandfather by studying Fred’s habits. It
was all so interwoven, so dense. A jungle of theories and test mecha-
nisms that were supposed to explain man—big-game hunting, fire, then
selection for bigger brains. And that implied prolonged infant and
female dependency, loss of the estrus cycle so the woman was always
available and interested; the beginnings of the family; taboos; tradition.
All factors, all parts of the web.

The Hindu temple monkeys are ordinarily peaceful in the jungle.
But once they become pets, take to living in the temples, they multiply
freely and form large troops. One troop, stumbling on another, suddenly
flies into a fierce rage and attacks. They are animals with time on their
hands; deprived of the need to hunt, they have invented warfare.

Nigel sighed. Analogies with animals were all very well, but did this
mean man followed the same path? Other men were the cleverest prey
one could find. War has always been more exciting than peace, robbers
than cops, hell than heaven, Lucifer than God.

When asked why they live in small groups, the Bushmen of the
Kalahari reply that they fear war.

Tribes, clans, pacts. Africa the caldron, Africa the crucible. Olduvai
Gorge. Serengeti Plain. The Great Rift that circled the planet, a giant
baseball seam, splitting, twisting, churning the dry, dusty plains of
Africa. Earthquakes and volcanoes that forced migration and pushed
the hunter onward in search of game.

Here is where ritual began, some said. The great peace that comes of
doing a thing over and over again, every step spelled out in fine detail.
if’he numbing, reassuring chant, the prescribed steps of the dance creat-
Ing a system where all is certain, all is regular, a substitute universe for
the uncertain and unpredictable world outside.

The birthplace: A dry, straw-colored plain with scattered bushes,
dark-green clumps near swamps and waterholes, the long winding rib-
bon of green that lines the course of a smal] river. The language of
fur, horns, claws, scales, wings. The serene logic of sharp yellow teeth
zn}ci blunt clubs. A creature who walks upright, leading a ragged troop

chind. Jaw and mouth thrust forward, a trace of muzzle. Low fore-
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head and flattish nose. He climbs trees, he seeks water, he learns and
remembers.

Reason and murder. The rich, evil smell of meat. The women, who
stayed behind during the hunt to gather roots and berries, now prefer
vegetables and fruits and salads. In a man’s restaurant the menu is thick
steaks and roast beef, rare. A skull, three hundred millennia old, show-
ing clear signs of murder. But with such builtsin tension, such rivalry,
how did men ever come to cooperate? Why did they erupt from the
bloody cradle of Africa, products of an entirely new kind of evolution?
Ramapithecus to Australopithecus africanus to Homo erectus to Nean-
derthal to Walmsley, the litany that should explain everything and said
nothing, really, about the great mystery of why it all happened.

Genes, the brute push of circumstance, Darwin’s remorseless machine.
Flexibility. The complexity of uncommitted structures in the brain, they
said. Nerve cells with subtle interconnections not fixed at birth, but
patterned by the stamp of experience. Hands, eyes, upright gait. An
excited male chimp snaps a branch from a tree, brandishes it, rears up
on two feet and drags it away. Other chimps follow, chittering among
the trees, tearing away branches and waving them. They jump through
the green leaves and land in the clear, scampering out a few meters into
the withered grass. It is some form of display, a celebration of the troop.

Inference, deduction, circumstantial evidence. A boy about sixteen
years old lies on his right side, knees slightly drawn up and head rest-
ing on his forearm in a sleeping position. He seems small at the bottom
of the dark trench. A pile of chipped flint forms a sort of stone pillow
beneath his head, and near his hand is a beautifully worked stone ax.
There are roasted chops and antelope legs, wrapped in leaves; the boy
will need something to eat in the land of the dead. Circles and animals
drawn on the walls, colored clay smeared on faces and pebbles. Art
follows religion, at least a hundred millennia old. Domesticated
animals, client allies of dogs and cats and cattle. And always the restless-
ness, the outward thrust, aggression, war. Man would rather kill him-
self than die of boredom. Novelty, gambling, exploration, art, science.

“Wamm ymm doing?” Nikka said. She peered at him drowsily.

“Studying up. Looking for clues.”

Nikka threw back the covers and lay looking at the low ceiling. She
took a deep, cleansing breath and sat up. Her black hair curled and
tumbled slowly in the low gravity. “What have you learned?” she asked.
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“A lot 'm still trying to fit into my synapses. It’s clear whoever flew
this ship knew a great deal about our ancestors. They must have had
some kind of operation going here, else why learn so much about us?
Why not study the dolphins, too—they're intelligent, though in a vastly
different way, of course.”

Nikka pulled on one of Nigel’s shirts and came to sit beside him. “It
could be they were studying us just because we were intelligent and
they were interested in cultural anthropology.”

“But why the physostigmine? There’s the rub.”

“Well, they must have been somewhat like us. There are many things
about this wreck we can understand. Their technology isn’t totally
mysterious, and they must have had some of the same social forms. They
even had war, if that's what their defensive screen and attack system
means.”

Nigel nodded slowly. “Someone picked up the survivors of this wreck,
too, or we would have found some traces of their bodies. They had more
than a one-ship expedition.”

“Could be. Theories are easy, but to be certain . . .

“True, a half million years is a long time. We can’t even be sure of
very much about ourselves a half million years ago. How did we domes-
ticate animals? Evolve the family system and sprout onto the savanna,
away from the forests? How did we learn to swim? Apes won’t cross
a stfream more than a foot deep or twenty feet wide. Yet it all happened
so fast.”

Nikka shrugged. “Forced evolution. The great drought in Africa.”

“That’s the usual story, yes. But is all this"~he waved 2 hand at the
walls—“bases on the moon, science and technology and warfare and
cities, is it all just spelling out the implication of big-game hunting?
Hard to believe. Here, listen to this.” He picked up a small tape player
and placed it on his knee. ‘Il keep the volume down so we don’t wake
anyone. This is a war chant from New Caledonia. I suppose Kar-
densky thought I would find it amusing, since he thinks my taste in
music is rather along the same lines.”

The tape began with a click. A long droning song began, loud and
fleep and half shouted to the beating of drums. It was sung with feel-
ing b}lt strangely without pattern. There was no sustained rhythm, only
gcclzllslx)onal random intervals of cadence that came like interruptions. A

ull bass sound filled the room. For a few moments the chanters sang
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in unison and their voices and the drum beating seemed to gain in
power and purpose. Then the rhythm broke again.

“Spooky stuff,” Nikka said. “Who are they, the people who sang this?”

“The most primitive human society we know. Or knew—this record-
ing is forty years old and that tribe has disintegrated since. They're the
losers, the people who didn’t adjust to larger and larger groups and
better ways of warfare and toolmaking. They seemed to lack some trait
of aggressiveness that ‘successful’ societies such as ours display all too
much of.”

“That is why they are gone now?”

“I suppose. Somewhere in the past we must have all been like those
tribes, but something got into us. And what was that something? Evolu-
tion, the scientists say; God, the New Sons think. I wish I knew.”

Later they went to bed again and everything was quite as satisfactory
as before. A few hours later Nikka awoke and then could not fall asleep.
She lay staring into the darkness, and the listless, random chant ran
through her mind.

January 25, 2009, 9:14 A.M.

After a day of dazed babbling, Graves awoke in the morning able to
speak clearly. Livingston fried synthetic yeast steak, and as they ate
Graves confirmed most of the deductions Livingston had made from
the microfilm.

“I'd been on their trail for months,” Graves said, propped up in bed.
“Got a few long-distance photos, even found some of the vegetation
they’d nibbled at, a few rabbit bones, things like that. Followed them
up out of California, with a guide to help. Started in August. In Decem-
ber it got cold but we kept on, had a ’copter drop us supplies.”

“Why not stop?” Livingston asked. He looked down at the map he
held in callused hands. Graves’s trail wound back on itself several times;
various points were marked with dates.

“They had to slow down sometime. Everything does in the winter up
here. If I outlasted them I could maybe move in when they were hiber-
nating or something, have a look at their caves.”

“Was that how you got this?” Livingston gestured at the bandage over
Graves's ribs.

Graves grimaced. “Yeah. Maybe they weren’t holed up at all, just
stopped for a while. I came up on them in one of those circular clearings
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that used to be a root system for redwood trees. Got in close. They were
sitting around a kind of stone block with something made out of metal
on top of it, all of them kind of looking at it and humming, swaying
back and forth, a few beating on the ground.”

“You mentioned that earlier when you first woke up.”

“Uh hubh. I thought the sound would cover me, all that chanting. My
guide circled around to come in at a different angle. They were worship-
ing that damn thing, that rod. I got a picture and moved, and the one
up front, the one who was leading them, he saw me. I got scared. Took
a shot at him with my rifle, thinking to run them off maybe.

“Then the leader grabbed that rod and pointed it at me. I thought
maybe it was a club, so I got off another shot and I think I hit
him. Then he did something to the end of the rod and a beam came
out, so close I could feel the heat in the air. Something like a laser, but
a lot wider beam width. I was pumping slugs into him like crazy, but
he wouldn’t go down. He got my guide, killed the boy. Next time he
fired he clipped me in the side. But I'd got the son of a bitch by then,
he was finished.

“The others had run off. I got over to him and pulled that rod away
from him and took off, not even looking where I was going. I guess they
picked up my trail a little later—I saw some of them following me. But
they'd learned a lesson and stayed away, out of easy rifle range. Guess
they thought I'd drop finally and they'd get their rod back. Until I saw
your smoke I thought I was finished.”

“You nearly were. That bumn cut deep, and it could have caused in-
fection. I'm surprised you could stand the pain.”

Graves winced, remembering it. “Yeah. Had to keep going, wading

through the snow. Knew they'd get me if I stopped, passed out. But it
was worth it.”

“Why? What did it get you?”

“Well, the rod,” Graves said, startled. “Didn’t you find it in my pack?”
. Livingston suddenly remembered the gray metal tube he had exam-
ined and put aside.

“Where is it?” Graves sat up and twisted out of the bed, looking
around the cabin. Livingston walked over to the man’s pack and found
thi tube lying under it in a corner, He must have dropped it there.

,Oh, okay,” Graves said weakly, dropping back onto the pillow. “Just
don’t touch any of those things on the end. It goes off real easy.”
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Livingston handled it gingerly. He couldn’t understand its design. If
it was a weapon, there was no butt to absorb recoil or crook into a man’s
shoulder. No trigger guard. (No trigger?) A slight raised ridge on one
side he hadn’t noticed before. (A sight?)

“What is it?”

“Don’t ask me,” Graves replied. “Some new Army gadget. Pretty ef-
fective. Don’t know how they got it.”

“You said the Bigfeet were . . . worshiping it?”

“Yeah. Gathered around, some kind of ceremony going on. Looked
like a bunch of New Sons or something, wailing away.” He glanced
quickly at Livingston. “Oh, sorry if I offended you. I'm not one of the
Brothers, but I respect ’em.”

Livingston waved it away. “No, I'm not one of them. But this
weapon . . .”

“It’s the Army’s, for sure. Who else has got heavy stuff like that? I had
to get certificates as long as my arm to carry around that rifle I had. I'l
turn it in when I get back, don’t worry about that. Only thing I care
about is the photographs.”

Livingston put the tube on the kitchen sideboard, frowning.
“Photographs?”

“The ones I got of them. Must have three rolls, a lot done with tele-
scopic lenses. They'll prove the Bigfeet are still up here, get me some
press coverage.”

“I see. You think thatll do it?”

“Sure. This is my biggest find, easy. It’s even better than I thought it
would turn out. The Bigfeet are smart, a lot faster than some ordinary
game animal. Might not be the missing link or anything, but they're
close. Damned close.” His voice was fading with fatigue, a sibilant
whisper.

“I think you should sleep.”

“Yeah, sure . . . sure. Just take care of that film in the pack. Don’t let
anything, you know . . .”

In a few moments he began to breathe regularly.

Livingston found the film in a side pocket of the pack that he had
missed before. They were clear, well-focused shots on self-developing
film. The last one, of the clearing, was still in the camera, Seen from
behind, the Bigfeet were just dark mounds, but the tube could be seen
clearly resting on a rectangular stone at the far end of the clearing.
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Livingston moved to the window and stood looking out at the wan-
ing light of afternoon. It was hard to imagine how the Bigfeet could
get such a weapon. They were primitive, afraid of men, isolated in a
wild forest.

But they had it, undeniably. Lasers had been around for over fifty
years; possibly the military could keep something like this under wraps
for decades, if they wanted to. There were a lot of devices that never
reached the civilian market.

The Bigfeet seemed to know how to use it, too. But worshiping it?
That didn’t seem to fit their pattern.

Use of that gray tube would certainly keep them free of men. Per-
haps that’s why the reports and sightings dropped off after 1970—the
Bigfeet killed anybody who got too close.

Outside, nothing moved. The snow had stopped, but until it com-
pacted there wasn’t any hope of getting Graves out to the jeep. Still,
Livingston could go for help himself, if the weather held.

He realized that he hadn’t listened to a weathercast for over a day.
In wild country like this it was a necessity. If the radio promised him
a handful of clear hours tomorrow morning, he could make it. It
would be a slight risk, even then. But Graves wasn’t a young man; he
might have a relapse. Best to get help when he could.

Livingston turned on the radio, setting the volume low to avoid dis-
turbing Graves. Slowly he spun the dial, listening for the usual clipped
tones of a news broadcast.

January 25, 2009, 11:27 AM.
Nigel leaned against the wall at the back of the 3D gallery. Figures
jostled on the screen, kicking a ball, falling, forming pincer moves and
making blocks. He had never much liked soccer, but now he could see
the logic of it, the need men had for it. Hunting game in small groups,
running and shouting and knowing who was your enemy, who was
your friend. In group and out group, simple and satisfying. And not a
vegetarian in the lot,
A few men sat watching the 3D. A goalsman missed a shot and one
of them laughed. The screen flickered and a woman appeared. She gave

f‘he camera a sultry smile, held up a small green bottle and said,
Squeeze it for a lift! It's got upgo! Try—"
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Nigel turned to leave and bumped into Nikka. “You've got it all?”
she said.

Nigel showed her the packet of papers and photographs he carried
under his arm. “Everything we've found, including the bits we don’t
understand.”

“Shouldn’t we tell Team one we're going off shift early? They might
want to—"

“No, we don’t want anyone feooling around with the computer mem-
ory now. As long as we don’t know what erased the sequences today,
no one should touch the console.”

Nikka gestured down the corridor and they began walking. “You
called Valiera?” she said.

“Yes, he said come by anytime. I think we shouldn’t delay any
longer. And I'd just as soon not have Sanges put his oar in until we've
seen Valiera.”

Nikka shrugged. “You may be a little harsh on him. His heart must
be in the right place, otherwise he wouldn’t be in this expedition. We
needn’t think the worst of him just because he’s a New Son. There are
bastards who are New Sons and there are bastards who aren’t, and I
don’t see much difference.”

“Maybe,” Nigel said noncommittally, They were at Valiera’s office
door. Nigel knocked, held the door for Nikka and followed her in.
Sanges and Valiera sat looking at them, silent, waiting.

Nikka stopped for a moment, surprised, but Nigel showed no sign
and fetched a chair for her from the back of the room. They ex-
changed pleasantries and Valiera said, “I understand from Mr. Sanges
that some of the sequences you found are now inaccessible.”

“Yes,” Nikka said. “We think something has erased them. There must
be some method for retrieval and disposal of information, and it’s logi-
cal that some command through the console will achieve this. As long
as any of the three teams tries new sequences we run the risk of losing
information.”

“But if we cease exploring, we will find nothing,” Sanges said rea-
sonably.

“We came here to ask for a halt to all work at the console until the
material we have has been assimilated,” Nigel said. “We simply don’t
have enough information or people to handle the material here. What
we need is cross-correlations, diversity—anthropology, history, radiology,
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some physics and information theory and lots more. The NSF should
release what we've found and ask for a consensus—"

“I really think it’s too early for that,” Valiera said smoothy. “We have
hardly begun to—"

“I certainly feel we have enough to think about,” Nikka said. “We
have two photos now of those tall hairy creatures—"

“Yes, I've seen one of those in your shift report. Interesting. Might
be an early form of man,” Valiera said mildly.

“I'm pretty well sure that it is,” Nigel said. He leaned forward en-
ergetically in his chair. “I've made a few tentative conclusions about
what we found and I think they point in an extremely significant di-
rection, I'll submit a summary later, with full documentation. But 1
think I should send a preliminary conclusion to the NSF immediately,
to get others working on it, to get some spectrum of opinion. I think
there’s a fair chance the aliens who crashed here may have had a sig-
nificant effect on human evolution.”

There was a tense silence. Sanges shook his head. “I don’t see
why . . .” Valiera said.

“It’s just a preliminary idea, I'll agree. But it seems a bit odd, doesn’t
it, that we should so quickly stumble on things like the physostigminian
derivative, viewed along each of the major symmetry axes? There are
DNA traces, some other long-chain organic molecules we can’t identify,
and Kardensky just got back to me on that furry creature. The people
in Cambridge can’t fit it into the usual scheme of primate evolution.
It's large, probably fairly advanced and may be a variant form no one
has dug up yet. Those fellows are used to looking at bones, you know,
and it's hard to tell very much detail under all that fur.”

“That is surely why we need to find out more,” Sanges said.

“But we can't risk missing any more entries in the computer memory,
not after losing some today,” Nikka said earnestly.

“Right,” Nigel said. “And the matter might be of supreme impor-
tance. Information from the past can’t be replaced. What's been bother-
ing me for days now is that it seems a great coincidence that this ship
was here between five hundred thousand and a million years ago, and
current theories of our own evolution place a number of developments
in that same time bracket.”

“But we began evolving long before that time,” Valiera said.

“True enough, but a lot of our progress has been made over the last
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million years. We learned a lot of things then—forming large groups,
big-game hunting, all the nuances of family relationships, taboos. Art.
Religion. I think there’s a chance these aliens had something to do with
that. Man has always been an anomaly, a species that evolved in a wink
of an eye.”

Sanges said deliberately, “And you think this was due to the aliens’
using physostigmine, altering our ancient genetic material?”

“We can almost do that now,” Nikka said. “We're learning to take
traces of the RNA complex. There is legislation about it now.”

Valiera looked at her with distant assessment and then turned to
Nigel. “I'm no professional anthropologist, of course, but I think I see
a hole even in what you said just now. If these aliens simply taught
these things to our ancestors, how do you explain the parallel evolu-
tion of hands, larger brains, two-footed stance and all that? It's that
side-by-side mental and physical evolution that is so interesting about
early man. But teaching an animal to do something when he hasn't
got the physical ability is useless.”

Nigel looked concerned. He sat and thought for a moment. “Right,
I see your point. That removes the driving link between physical and
mental evolution. But look, do you see, it could be selective help. That
is, you could wait until some small band of primates developed a special
trick—say, throwing sharpened stone knives instead of closing in and
using them by hand. You could then teach them to use that new abil-
ity better. Show them how to use spears; they’re more useful than knives
for big game. With a direct hand on the RINA features you could speed
up evolution, give it a nudge when it strays from the path you've de-
signed. Man was still being shaped by his environment a million years
ago. I should think a push in the right direction—depending on your
definition of right—would have large long-term effects.”

In a sudden burst of nervous energy Sanges stood up and leaned
back against the edge of Valiera’s desk. He folded his arms and said,
“Why would anyone do this? It would take so long—what would be the
point?”

Nigel spread his hands. “I don’t know. Control, maybe. The most
striking thing about man is how he learned to move from small bands
of roving hunters to huge big-game operations involving hundreds or
thousands at a time. How did that cooperation come about? It seems
to me that’s one of man’s most efficient features, and on the other side
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of the spectrum he’s plainly antagonistic toward his fellows, War is an
expression of that tension.”

Valiera made a thin smile and said, “Why bother to control some-
thing little better than an animal?”

“I do not believe we can even guess,” Nikka said. “Their aims could
even be economic, if we could be trained to make something they
wanted. Or it could be that they wished to pass on intelligence itself to
us. Those furry creatures were probably half-intelligent already.”

“Yes,” Nigel said quickly, “even with the crude methods we have
now, the physostigminian derivatives can train animals to do amazingly
detailed jobs. They can make a man believe anything.” He looked wryly
at Sanges. “Or almost anything.”

Sanges sniffed disdainfully. “This entire idea is incredible.”

“So is that wreck out there,” Nikka said sharply. “We've got to expect
the incredible.”

“We've found some other things, too,” Nigel said. He was intent
upon what he said, but he did not miss the questioning glance that
passed between Valiera and Sanges. “Nikka and I have turned up two
photos—they were among the ones erased from memory recently—
which show something like wild dogs being treated in a sort of casket-
like box. There were early forms of a cat, too. My guess is they were
diddled with a bit, too.”

“Well,” Nikka said, looking at him, “I don’t think we should go quite
that far yet. It would be best to say that conclusion is not impossible.”

Nigel shrugged. “I don’t fancy going out on a limb, so maybe you're
right. I can’t help remembering that a cooperative worker is far more
efficient than a slave. Something has made dogs—and cats to a lesser
extent—excessively loyal to men. You can explain it with evolutionary
theory, but I've looked at the technical background on this point and
nobody has really been able to uncover an explanation of the phenom-
enon. Apparently the domesticated animals don’t bear much resem-
bla.nce to the wild species. They got themselves domesticated rather
quxckly: too—along with all the other rapid developments that were
happening to us. That’s it, it all happened so damned fast. Suspiciously
so, I should think.”

. Sanges said with sudden fierce energy, “Next you'll be saying they
invented art and religion and every other thing that makes man worth-

while.”
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Nigel cocked an eyebrow at him. “Maybe so. I think we ought to
find out.”

“Religion does give a group more coherence, doesn’t it?” Nikka said
mildly. “Makes people better able to work together. It reinforces the
family virtues, it fits into the local pecking order.”

“I believe this conversation to be nothing less than blasphemous,”
Sanges said solemnly.

Valiera made a small smile. “As much as I appreciate your coming
to me with this, Nikka and Nigel,” he said judiciously, “I think you
ought to look at things from a broader point of view. I happen to know
that Mr. Sanges’ religion holds that the Bible is a metaphor for crea-
tion. They have no dispute with the modem view of man’s evolution.
They see no contradiction between that and the New Revelation. They
will even agree that life could originate elsewhere, since the conditions
exist throughout the universe. But they do hold that Earth was a host
to life because of their doctrine—"

“Divine natural origin,” Sanges said. “A very important principle
to us.”

“That is the way the New Sons believe,” Valiera said. “There are
other opinions about man’s origin. I think we as a scientific expedition
should not try to stir up these issues without definite proof.”

“But the only way to get proof is through further study and bringing
in as many specialists as we can,” Nikka said sharply.

“I don’t need to remind you of the difficulty we had getting an ap-
propriation for this expedition in these times,” Valiera began. “I do not
believe opposition from the New Sons would help our mission here at
all. Nor would it be within our proper function to make such state-
ments as the ones you two have made here today, without a vast body
of detail behind it.”

“Nigel and I don’t want to release this to the public, only to author-
ized people inside the NSF.”

“Ah, but there is the point. Once released to even a small body, this
sort of thing has a habit of filtering through to the press.”

“That’s the NSF’s problem, isn'’t it?” Nigel said with deliberate cool-
ness. “The fact remains that I am requesting that we transmit all of
this to Earth, to get better advice. And that no further studies of the
alien computer banks be carried on until we have sifted through what
we've got.”
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“And these ideas about evolution?” Sanges said abruptly. “They will
prove divisive, they will trouble the minds of people who have little
time to see why your ideas are wrong—"

“You must admit your theory is a bit out in the wings,” Valiera said
reasonably.

“Someone has to try to understand what we are digging out of that
computer log. Sure enough, if I hadn’t believed it with my own mind,
I wouldn’t have seen it. But I think the idea is worth following.”

“And you want it transmitted to Earth as well?” Sanges said.

“Yes,” Nikka said.

“Under both our names,” Nigel said.

Sanges looked disgusted. “Your names, too? Already dividing up the
credit, Do you want to be the first to publish on the Marginis wreck?”

“It’s not an official publication,” Nigel said with flinty irony. “Just
a bit of a memo, of a sort.” He looked with sudden energy at Valiera.
“Well? The material is in Communications’ tapes. I want to send it
Earthside, to Kardensky, and then the NSF. I'll need your signature
for that.”

Valiera leaned back in his chair and narrowed his eyes, visibly
weighing something in his mind. “I'm sure you understand the need
for security in this matter . . .” he began.

“Security be damned,” Nikka said.

“ . . and I know I have your full support in my job of keeping all
sides balanced in any disputes. I gather Mr. Sanges here does not feel
this information should be spread around. I believe if I were to ask the
other teams, they would feel much the same way. I must say I can see
their argument quite clearly and I think it is valid.”

Nigel was watching Valiera intently. He thought he saw some slight
shift in the man’s face, an odd tightening around the mouth. “I think
that as your Coordinator,” Valiera went on, “I must turn down this
propoial. To be sure, I shall take the matter under advisement in fu-
ture—"

“Ah yes, well, I see,” Nigel said. He silenced Nikka with a glance.
“We're sorry about that, but we of course bow to your decision.” He
stood up suddenly, the thrust almost lifting him clear of the floor. “We'd
best be getting on, Nikka,” he said woodenly. Very calmly he took her

arm and they left. Nigel nodded good-bye at the two men and closed
the door.

84
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Outside he leaned against the corridor wall. “An education in cyni-
cism, this, isn’t it?”

“They’re a bunch of damned lunatics,” Nikka said fiercely, “They’re
not scientists at all, they’re—"

“Indeed. It’s quite clear now that Valiera is a New Son.”

Nikka stopped, startled. “Do you think so? It would certainly explain
a lot.”

“Such as the numerous delays we’ve had. I've noticed the other teams
haven’t had the lost tapes, the air failures, the high-tension arcs. It
would make a great deal of sense if our Mr. Valiera and Mr. Sanges
were in bed together.”

“I must say, though,” Nikka said, “you took it very well. I expected
you to blow up all over them.”

“Well? I'm glad my little bit of playacting went over successfully.
We're going to move now, that’s why I didn’t want to show them I was
concerned. Go ahead, why don’t you, and start suiting up in the lock.”

Nikka looked puzzled. “For what? I thought we weren’t going to con-
tinue the shift?”

“We're not. But I had an inkling that something like this might hap-
pen; that's why I pushed so hard for the direct link to Alphonsus.
I want to transmit all this stuff”’—he held out the package of papers he
carried under his arm—“and be sure Alphonsus retransmits to Earth
immediately. If we go through them I don’t think Valiera can stop it.”

Nikka’s eyes widened. “Great! I'll go ahead.” She turned and walked
quickly toward the lock.

Nigel studied the array of hand tools that formed one wall of the
lock bay. He picked off a bulky tube and studied it. “This is a laser,
isn’t it?”

Nikka was placing the papers and photographs in a vacuum carry
case. “Did anyone see you when you went back to pick up these things
at your console?” She looked up at what he was doing. “Yes, that's a
standard lightweight industrial cutter.”

“I don’t think anyone noticed me, in any case,” Nigel said. He hefted
the cutter and put it back in its rack. “Hate to use that with the large
power cord. I think we need something a bit simpler.”

“For what?”

Nigel said too casually, “I'm not going to let anyone into that lock
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at the wreck. Once we're in, the only way they can stop the transmis-
sion is by cutting the power switches right there in the lock bay, before
the passageways begin. You'll go into the alien console and I'll stay out
by the lock, to be sure no one cuts the power.”

Nikka blinked. The idea took her by surprise. “Oh,” she said
meekly.

Nigel plucked off an aluminum lug wrench and hefted it. He
banged it against the floor and it rang loudly. “Primate weapon,
rawther just the thing.”

Qutside the lock the lunar sunset made giants of their shadows. The
white sun lay pinned on the horizon beneath a black sky. Here the
winds always slept. A molecule would travel some ten thousand kilo-
meters before meeting a fellow molecule; on Earth, the distance was
smaller than the eye could see. The two fell silent as they walked from
the Site Seven lock toward the imposing alien wreck scattered on the
stark gray hillside. Nigel reflected that the footprints they made in this
dust would survive for half a million years, an immensity of time he
could not even compare with his own life span. The universe was so
vast and he was so small, so uncertain of himself. “I'm not really sure
of all that theory, you know,” he said abruptly.

“I know,” Nikka replied. “But it sounds to be the most reasonable
solution I have yet heard to what we've found.”

“Ah, but is a mere idea, and a half-baked one at that, worth doing
this for?” '

“Losing your confidence?”

Behind his faceplate Nigel’s face stiffened. Her remark resolved him.
“C‘(‘)Si;ifring the opposition, I think anything we do is justifiable.”

“When I was about fourteen, there were some odd kids in my class
at school. They were very severe, hardly ever laughed and were given
to little lectures about how the rest of the kids should behave. They
were New Sons, of course, only I didn’t realize what it meant then.
Then one day we heard at school that the kids had broken down, had
a fit or something, and been hustled off to some special institution. It
worked out they had been convinced that the New Revelation was

:ihead :‘ight because their parents rigged up a special little show for
em.

“Show? In church?”
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“No. They had a special room in their house. Every day the kids
would go into the room and the parents told them that God would talk
to them from the ceiling, because that was the way God did things.
Everybody had his special private audience, you see. That wasn’t New
Son doctrine, but they thought it would be a useful way to keep their
children from having conflicts about the faith. So every day they would
go in and this little lecture would come down in a heavy, ponderous
voice. It was a recording, of course. The parents got a friend to do the
tapes. So the kids thought they really were talking to God. They were
of a particularly strict sect, and I suppose since they didn’t talk about
the God Room they never found anyone who told them it was a fake.
But then they did find out one day, I never discovered how, and both
of them went off the rails.”

“I'm sure that kind of treatment is not supported by the New Sons.”

“Oh, of course. But that’s where that sort of thinking leads.”

They reached the man-made lock that bulged outward from the base
of the wreck. They cycled through together and Nikka began unsuit-
ing. “Don’t have time for that,” Nigel said. “You can get through with
the s-suit on anyway, can’t you?” ,

Nikka stopped for 2 moment and considered. “Yes, I suppose I can.
Here, help me rig a line so I can tow this packet of papers after me.”

They busied themselves for several moments. The lock bay was large
and made the mouth of the alien passageway seem improbably narrow.
Nigel helped Nikka into the hole and then picked up the lug wrench.

“If you really think you need a weapon,” Nikka said, “I think the
laser would have been a better guess. And shooting someone with it
isn’t necessarily fatal.”

Nigel looked at her sheepishly. He tried the balance of the lug
wrench. “You needn’t kill someone with one of these, either,” he said
defensively. “I really feel that I ought to have something.”

Nikka shrugged and grinned. “Well, I'd better get in. Valiera might
be over here with a squad of Engineers any minute.”

“Yes, well . . . good luck,” Nigel said lamely.

Nikka worked her way steadily through to the Bowl Room. She
dragged the packet of information after her; the maneuver was diffi-
cult but she had long experience. Inwardly she fumed as she wriggled
through the narrow passageways. Valiera and his “consideration for
others’ views,” his “fair-mindedness.” The situation seemed outrageous
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to her, yet Nigel had been able to anticipate it. It was a good thing he
had argued Valiera into installing the Alphonsus link for just this
eventuality.

She reached the console and switched on the link to Alphonsus. The
rig could read electronic input or could scan printed pages. She took a
sheaf of the pages and photographs Nigel had given her and stacked
them neatly in the feeder. She put it on automatic and watched as the
first few sheets were transmitted. It would take quite a while to file the
entire log. She reached Alphonsus by voiceover and confirmed a direct
relay to Earth. Then she sat back, not quite knowing what to do. The
feeder worked smoothly, and the entire system was on automatic. As
long as the power remained, nothing else at Site Seven could stop this
transmission. She decided to go back and be with Nigel.
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