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PROLOGUE

The Makers had never heard of Homo sapiens Terra , nor would they have been particularly impressed
if they had. By their standards, mankind had little to brag about. The Makers' citieswere old when
Austral opithecus firgt ventured out onto the plains of Africa. By the timeHomo erectus waslord of the
Earth, they had touched each of the twelve planetsthat circled their KO sun.

Individudly, Makerswerelong lived, industrious, and generdly content. Their population was stabilized
at an easily supported fifty billion and war was an ancient nightmare not discussed in polite company. So,
when the Makers cameto the limits of their stellar system, it was with asense of adventure that they
prepared to venture out into the great blackness beyond.

Thefirgt shipsto leave the Maker sun were‘ dowboats , huge vessalsthat took alifetimeto visit the
nearer stars. After three dozen such ventures, the Makers found they had made two important
discoveries. Thefirgt wasthat life is pervasive throughout the universe. Nearly every stellar system
studied had a planet in the temperate zone where water isliquid. Such worlds were found to be teeming
with life. More exciting to the Maker scientists, on twelve percent of the worlds visited, evolutionary
pressures had | ed to the development of intelligence. Two were the homes of civilizations nearly as
advanced asthe Makers own.

The second grest intellectud discovery wasthe redization that the Galaxy isavery large place, much too
large to be explored by dowboat. In aspirit of curiosity more than anything else, the Makers set out to
circumvent the one thing that retarded their progress. They began searching for ameansto exceed the
gpeed of light A million years of scientific endeavor had taught them that the first step in any new project
isto develop arationa theory of the phenomenon to be studied. The Makers, being who they were, did
not stop when they had one theory of how faster-than-light might be achieved.

They devel oped two.

Each was supported by an impressive body of experimental evidence and astronomical observation.
Each should have resulted in the development of an FTL drive. Y et, every effort for ahundred thousand
yearsendedin falure.

Thereisalimit to the quantity of resources any civilization can divert to satisfy an itch of its curiogity
bump. The FTL program had long since passed the point of economic viability. Y et, the effort continued
gpace. For while the Makers were mounting their assault on the light barrier, they found amore



compelling reason than mere curiogity to break free of their prison.

Their gellar system was beginning to run lowon the raw materiads Maker civilization needed to sustain
itsdlf.

Thefirst signswere barely noticeable, even to the economists who kept careful watch over such things.
Eventudly curves could be projected far enough into the future to foretell atime when civilization must
inevitably collapse of resource sarvation. To avert catastrophe the Makers would have to obtain an
infusion of new resources, either by importing raw materials from nearby stars or else transplanting their
cvilizationto virginterritory.

Unfortunately, both options required aworking faster-than-light drive.

The frustrated scientists redoubled their efforts. It was not until another hundred millenniahad passed that
aMaker philosopher began to wonder if they were asking the right questions. The Great Thinker had
dedicated hislife to the study of the yearsimmediately following the dowboats return from the sars. He
noted that Maker science had taken gresat intuitive legpsin those years. The old recordstold of many
cases where the combined knowledge of two races had led to discoveries unsuspected by either.

His questions were as fundamenta as they were smple: “Could it be that our concepts of how FTL may
be achieved are wrong? Isthe failure to bresk the light barrier smply amatter of having missed the
obvious? If so, might not some other civilization have avoided our error and found the true path to FTL?”

Once the questions were asked, they could not be ignored. A program was immediately begun to
provide an answer. At first, it was aminor adjunct to the FTL research project. But as answers kept
coming up negative, as each promising avenue of approach turned out to be a dead end, the program to
PROBE the knowledge of dien civilizations grew.

By the time humanity discovered agriculture, it was dl the program there was.

PART I: MUTUAL DISCOVERY

CHAPTER 1

“It is unfortunate that events leading up to the truly important milestones in the History of Man
are often so veiled by the passage of time asto be forever lost. Happily, thisis not the case with
thePathfinderMission. In retrospect, we are able to pinpoint the initiating event with considerable
exactitude. Therefore, let it be recorded that 15 January 2065 was possibly the most important
day the human race has ever known. Of course, it was quite some time before any human being
became aware of that fact.”

--Excerpt from*“ Prelude to Pathfinder: An Official History,” Pathfinder Memorid Edition, Aurdlius
Publications, New Y ork and Luna, September 2096. By permission of the Publishers.

#

PROBE woke ... inquick stages ... of jumbled impressons ... and stray memories.



The attack of integration vertigo lasted a dozen nanoseconds while its brain assembled itsdlf into a
functioning whole. Findly, the fuzziness was gone and it was once more awake and aware.

The next step in the preprogrammed “wake up” sequence was a complete sensor scan of the heavens.
As expected, PROBE found itsdlf in interstellar space. The stars were cold, hard points of radiance
etched againgt the fathomless black of the cosmos. All save one.

PROBE checked its elapsed time chronometer and found that it had been ten thousand years since the
Makersfirst launched it outbound on its quest. It had been along journey -- as Jurul had warned that it

might.
The thought of Jurul brought a sudden flood of long dormant memoriesto PROBE’ s main processing

units. Jurul had been the Maker in charge of congtructing Life Probe Mode CX1, Mark 111, Hull Number
53935.

Jurul’ svoice was the last thing PROBE had listened to before launch.

PROBE remembered that day vividly. A smalish planet of dark bluesand purplesdid by in silence
below while afull dozen of its brethren in various stages of congtruction trailed it in orbit. The sceneinthe
externa sensorswas cam, dmost serene. However, the externd views showed nothing of the frantic
activity insde PROBE asthe Makers completed their find systems checkouts.

Then the poking and prodding of the ground controllers had falen off and Jurul’ s voice had ridden the
laser beam that tied PROBE to its creators.

JURUL.: “Fina gatus check, Nine-three-five.”
PROBE: “Statusis go, Jurul. Ready for launch.”
JURUL.: “Pre-launch sequence has begun. Repeat your mission objectives, Nine-three-five.”

PROBE: “1 am to seek out atechnologicaly advanced civilization among the stars and make contact. |
will learnal | am able of their scientific knowledge and obtain their help to return home and report.”

JURUL.: “And if you should happen to discover acivilization that has developed ameans of traveling
fagter-than-light?’

PROBE: “I will conced dl evidence of my originsuntil | have confirmed that such beings can be trusted.
When | am surethat it issafeto do so, | will direct them here to the home world to bargain for their
Secret.”

JURUL.: “Very good. How long to initia boost?’

PROBE: “Coming up on eight-to-the-second-power seconds.”
JURUL.: “Good luck and good hunting, Nine-three-five’
PROBE: “Luck to you aswdll, Jurul.”

PROBE had remained in communication with the Makersfor nearly afull year following launch, but the
contact had consisted solely of exchanges of engineering datawith the ground computers. Never again

had Jurul’ s voice -- or that of any other Maker -- ridden the laser beam. Shortly after PROBE reached
cruising velocity, even that tenuous link with home was broken, and with it, al hope of ever speaking to



Jurul again.

For when PROBE returned to point of launch (if it returned), Jurul would be ancient dust and it would fall
to one of his descendants to take the report.

However, to report, PROBE must first return home. That was proving no easy task. It had accepted the
same gamble every life probe took when it boosted into the unknown, a bet five of six eventudly logt. It
was beginning to look as though PROBE might become another grim statistic.

Life probes, the direct descendants of the ancient dowboats, were the ultimate of the Makers many
cregtions. Powered by gravitationa singularities, they climbed to nearly one-tenth the speed of light
before shutting down their boosters. Thus, PROBE was destined to spend most of itslifein transt,
plodding dowly outbound toward the galactic rim, with the eternity between starsits grestest danger. No
intelligent congtruct, whether organic or machine, could maintain its sanity on such ajourney. Its memory
banks would overflow with datalong before the first waypoint sun if nothing were done to protect them.

It was for this reason that the Makers had created CARETAKER and the long deep.

CARETAKER was PROBE s dter ego. Its brain shared the same basic circuitry as PROBE’s. The
difference came in the way those circuits were connected. PROBE wastruly sentient, with afirm grasp of
the meaning of the pronounl . CARETAKER, however, was merely a computer, an idiot savant -- very
good at performing its function, but lacking any singleiotaof imagination. It was CARETAKER's
function to watch the sky during the long flights between suns, to remain ever vigilant for that one stray bit
of energy that betrayed its creators asintelligent beings.

When it found one, it sgnaled PROBE awake. It had done so four times now.

Thefirst sghting had come less than two hundred yearsinto the mission, when PROBE was barely within
its search area. Excitement welled up initscircuits like anovasun. The excitement grew asit scanned the
gar in question, noting unmistakable signs of an advanced civilization. However, aquick check of the
gar’ s position showed it to be outside the narrow cone of space that marked PROBE' s ahility to
maneuver.

That was PROBE’ sfirgt great disgppointment.

The next two contacts were no better. One was with arace on itsway back to savagery, no longer able
to repair the few machinesthat till operated. The other was sketchy and far out of range.

Now it was timeto turn to Contact Number Four.
#

A single bright star loomed directly ahead on PROBE’ s predicted orbit. It was ayelow dwarf (GO
spectra type) and close. In fact, too close. The sar actudly showed avisible disc in the multi-spectra
telescopes.

The redization of the star’ s proximity sent PROBE’ s damage control circuits surging. To come so close
and not wake until the last instant suggested a serious component failure. When the damage control
report came back negative, PROBE resolved to |ook elsewhere.

The problem was quickly located in the memory banks where ten thousand years of systematic
observations of the heavenswere stored. A hundred years earlier, while ill ten light-years closer to the
galactic core, CARETAKER had detected a pattern of snusoidal € ectromagnetic radiation emanating
from the vicinity of the yellow dwarf.



CARETAKER had taken a disgracefully long thousand nanoseconds to recognize theincoming signa for
what it was. Then the analysis had taken more precioustime. The sgnd was taken gpart and its various
parts were studied singly and in groups: amplitude modulated . . . midcommunicationsband . . . araster
pattern of parald lines. . . high and low intensties that formed atwo dimensiond array when arranged in

proper sequence. . .
Clearly, CARETAKER had intercepted aprimitive televid sgnd.

Such an event should have brought PROBE to wakefulnessin short order. However, the very capabilities
that rendered CARETAKER immune to the senility that strikes between the stars d'so madeit abit too
literd initsinterpretation of orders. The qudity of the contact had been disgppointingly bad. From the
nature of the intercepted Sgnd, it wasobvious that the originating civilization wasfar below mission
parameters of acceptability.

PROBE dept on.

The star continued to grow larger. Soon after contact, the telescopes were able to detect two of the
system’ s planets, gas giants to judge by the interference lobes they cast on the star’ s diffraction pattern.

The signals grew vastly stronger with time. Much of the apparent increase was due to the |essened
distance to the source. But not al. Some was due to an exponential increasein transmitter power levd. It
was a hopeful sign, but till insufficient reason for CARETAKER to wake PROBE.

Then the creatures that created the signal's had burst out into space. ASCARETAKER closed the
diganceto five light-years, the system of the yelow-dwarf came dive with primitive ships. By now,
CARETAKER could seethe outer gas giants directly and could infer the existence of at least four other
worlds closer in. Thethird out from the star was the primary source of the signals and the planet of mgjor
interest.

Findly, when the projected upward curve of the creatures progress showed they would reach minimum
acceptable standards within afew decades;, CARETAKER judged thetimeto beripe.

PROBEstirred from itsdumber.

PROBE pondered these facts for nearly a second before deciding how to handle the new contact. True,
the observed civilization was fill ardatively crude one, but the speed with which it had moved into space
was encouraging. Thefinal decision to make rendezvous or not could be postponed for two-thirds of a
year -- not much timein which to gain an understanding of an dien civilization. Still, should the decison
be a pogitive one, it would be better to be in the proper position for aminimum energy rendezvous orbit.

PROBE cdculated the fuel required to perform the necessary midcourse correction. Thedrain onits
precious reserves was minuscule, but increasing with every second it delayed. PROBE swiveled its body
to point its booster at the yellow sun and did protective shields over dl exposed sensors.

Therewasabrief delay whilePROBE double-checked itsinterna status. Everything continued to report
“ready for acceleration.” Then, for only the second timein ten thousand years, atiny, powerful sun burst
forthfromPROBE ’sinnards.

#

Independent Prospector ShipLiar’s Luck fel through space near the edge of the asteroid belt asthe
grainsof the Gilbert and Sullivan’ sMikado Overture echoed through the control bubble. Breon
Gdlagher hummed in time with the music as she busied hersdlf with the usua end-of-watch duties.



Breawas atal woman of about thirty, with black hair sufficiently long to accent her femininity, but short
enough to preclude itsinterfering with the neck sedl of avacsuit in an emergency. Her green eyes scanned
the status screens, while long, thin fingers danced across the computer termind built into her acceleration
couch. On Earth, she would merely have been pleasant looking, pretty if you stretched the point.
However, in the mae dominated society of the Asteroid Belt, Breawas considered beautiful.

Her attire conssted solely of shorts and hdter. She stretched her supple form againgt the restraining
harness and reached around to scratch at an itch in the smal of her back where the plastic covering made
her swesat. Afterwards, she continued the check of Liar *s mgjor subsystems, caling up engineering
displaysfor environmenta control, fuel state, and power pod status. She noted that the carbon dioxide
leve intheliving quarters was on the high side of tolerance and entered ingtructionsinto the ship's
computer to reduceit.

Liar’s Luck, like all ships of her class, was amodified dumbbell shape. Crew quarters and control
gpaces were housed in aten-meter diameter sphere at the forward end of athirty-meter long I-beam
thrust member. Clustered around the thrust beam were cylindrical fue tanks, each heavily insulated to
hold the cryogenic hydrogen that fudedLiar at -270 degrees C. At therear of the ship was the power
pod, aten-meter hemisphere that housed the ship’ s mass converter.

As Brea punched up the display for power pod status, her gaze was automaticaly drawn to the scarlet
point of light and accompanying readouts that measured the health of thetiny I-mass. Thel-mass
singularity was second cousin to aHawking Black Hole, the answer to two of the most perplexing
scientific mygteries of the twentieth century; and ultimately, Liar ’s primary source of power.

The singularity massed ten thousand kilograms and had a diameter of 10-*angstroms. It washeld in
check by astrong magnetic field that had the secondary function of funneling charged hydrogen into the
tiny bottomless pit’ stida region during periods of boost.

Brea studied the status graphs for thirty seconds before satisfying hersdlf that al parameterswere
nomind. The converter was amost foolproof, but it never paid to be dipshod when dedling with
something in which so many of the fundamental forces of nature were wrapped into such atiny package.

She cleared the screen and turned her attention to the countdown clock. Still afew secondsto go yet.
She settled back into her couch, brushed a strand of jet black hair from her eyes, and whistled off key as
she watched the red digits blink down towards 00:00:00. In ten minutes, she would be off watch and it
would be Bailey’ sturn to strgp himsdlf into the torture rack of the duty-couch while she headed for that
shower she had been dreaming abouit for the last couple of hours.

The timer buzzed briefly in her ear, Sgnifying that it wastime to start the search for asteroid ALF37416,
an undistinguished, unnamed hunk of rock that could (just possibly) make the two of them rich beyond
their wildest dreams.

Themusic had enteredThe Nobl €' s Chorus when Breareached out to turn it off and unship the control
stick. A quick pressof her thumb on the jet control toggle and atwist of the control stick itself caused a
number of things to happen in quick succession. She listened to the faint noise the attitude control jets
made as they fired -- the sound conducted into the control cabin through the meta of the hull. The stars
began to rotate left-front to right-rear around the control bubble as Breawas tugged forward by a
few-hundredths-of-a-gee acceleration.

Bailey’ skinky hairdo, worry lined visage appeared on the intercom screen before her. Asusud, hewas
inthe gdley. Of the two of them, he was the better cook by far.

“What' s up, Brea?’



Her green eyesturned briefly to hisimage and then back to the artificial horizon display. She watched the
imaginary plane of the ecliptic rotate past on the screen. She gave the control stick a backward twist and
thumbed the jet switch again. The quiet hiss of jets rumbled through the cabin and died away asthe stars
ceased their lazy dance. The universe returned to theillusion of rock steadiness once more.

“Not to worry, Stinky. I’'m just lining up for the visua search.”

“Kind of early yet, isn't it?’

“Nonsense,” she said. “We should have been able to spot the rock two hours ago.”

“Y ou know whét | think?’

“No, but | imagineyou'll tell me anyway.”

“I think that old habits die hard and you just want to get your hands on aset of telescope controlsagain.”

She made the expected rude noise in answer to the not atogether unfounded accusation. Liar ’slittle
scope did not hold a candle to the big “thousand meter effective’” compound instrument at Ceres
observatory, but it too was a precision instrument -- of sorts.

“Careto make asmall wager on your chances of success?’ Bailey asked. She could amost see him
rubbing his hands together out of the screen’sfield of view.

She hesitated. In the three years since Greg' s death, Brea had learned her lesson when it cameto
wagering with Bailey. In many ways, he reminded her of her |ate husband. Greg had been something of a
gambler too. . .

“What are the conditions and the stakes?”’

“If you spot it before end-of-watch, I'll take your turn cleaning out the recycling system next week. If
not, you take mine in two weeks. Dedl ?’

13 Da!”
“It doesn’'t count unlessit’' sold ‘ Alfie-416'. How are you going to prove you won?’

“I'll turn on the recorders and we' || settle up when we get close enough for anaked eyeball ident. Fair
enough?’

“Fair enough. Y our dinner will be ready in fifteen minutesand I'll beupin ten.”
“Y eastburger agan?’
He made a show of sniffing a the air. “Either that or the head’ s backed up.”

“Wonderful,” She said, switching off the intercom. Her face settled into a pensive expresson as she
wondered if Bailey had sandbagged her again. Bailey had been a prospector since before she was born
-- adifferencein age she kidded him about on the rare occasi ons when loneliness drove her to seek
companionship in hisbunk -- and if he thought they were too far out to see the rock, he was probably
right. Still, cleaning the filters was the worst job aboard, and any possibility of getting out of it waswell
worth jumping .

She let her fingers dance over the computer keyboard and listened to the high-pitched whine of the main
scope being turned on its mounts. Within seconds, the image on the workscreen had steadied to show a



section of the Milky Way in the Congielation of Aquila. . . and littledse.
There was no telltale, misshapen speck of light among the crowded star clouds.

Brea swore softly under her bresth and caled for magnification. The scene swelled, with various fixed
and charted stars moving out from the center and then falling completely off the screen. One point of light
was dimmer than any star and hovered at the right edge of the screen. She stopped the expansion and
coaxed the tel escope afew seconds of arc to starboard. This was where things began to get tricky.

With no air to distort the image, a spaceborne telescope can theoretically operate at any level of
magnification. There arelimits, of course. There arealways limits. In practice, the maximum resolution
possible was afunction of both the mirror’ s diameter and of how steady the tel escope mount could be
held. It wasthe latter effect that usualy predominated.

AsBreawatched, thetiny blob of light dowly drifted across the screen. RotatingLiar had changed the
pattern of solar heating on the hull. The changing therma stressesled to variationsin the telescope mount
that made it hard to hold the scope on center.

Brea struggled to hold the suspect point of light in the scope' sfield of view. When things had stabilized
out, she punched for auto/suppression mode. The main viewscreen showed no change. However, the
view on the small repeater screen beside her showed an immediate effect. The known and charted sars
began to disappear as the computer wiped out the fixed landmarks of space one by one. It wasan old
Bedter trick. Erasing the known stars from avisua made the rocks stand out that much starker.

She activated the video recorder and then zoomed the view once more. Thetiny blob expanded into an
image of amisshapen agteroid hdf inlight, haf in dark. Theimageitsalf was barely the 9ze of ahdf
decad piece, and reminded Brea of that classic first photograph of Deimaos taken by one of the early
gpace probes. The sun was at agood angle and even though the image was small, it was detailed enough
to make future identification possible. Twice theimage darted off the edge of the screen, quickly to be
recentered as Brea wrestled with the scope stabilization controls. She held the scope centered for nearly
half a minute before reaching over to snap off the recorder.

A spacer picks up careful habitsif they live long enough. Where agroundhog would have left the record
for later, Breadways checked and double-checked everything.

Shecdled for replay.

There was the quick expansion of the zoom, followed by the jerky recentering of the asteroid image,
followed by another quick zoom. Breanodded in satisfaction. It was agood shot of the target.

She was about to reach up to turn the recorder off when anew star appeared on the screen. Apparently,
she had missed its origina appearance when the star field had cluttered the main viewscreen. Now, with
only the asteroid image for competition, the newcomer stood out sharp and bright. She watched
dumbfounded asit brightened over aperiod of ten seconds, until its apparent magnitude was nearly 2.5.
Then, without warning, the star went out as quickly asit had been born.

Breablinked, suddenly unwilling to believe what she had just seen.
“Wel?’ Bailey’ svoice asked, emanating from the intercom speaker. “Did you get it?’
Breaswallowed hard.

“I think you' d better come up here, Stinky.”



“What' sthe matter?’
“I want you to look at the record | just made.”

Bailey raised hiseyebrowsin aquizzica expression, but did not comment as he turned his back to the
screen pickup and launched himsdlf out through the galley hatch. Five seconds later histwo-meter long,
muscular body popped out of the hatch at her sde. Asusual, he wore afaded red jumpsuit unzipped to
the chest. She could see the forest of Silky gray hair entwined in the Vel cro and contrasting sharply with
the mahogany skin benesth it. He pulled himsalf into the other control couch and sirapped down.

Breafinished resetting the recorder and pressed the playback control. She remained mute as Bailey
watched the whole sequence unfold again. Bailey said nothing, but reset the recorder after the scene had
played itsdlf out. He viewed the record a second time before scratching at a. three-day growth of beard.

“What isit?’ Breaasked.
“Don’'t know,” hesaid. “1t sureisn’t sunlight reflecting off arock beyond ‘416. The color’sall wrong.”

“Begdes, we're practically out of the Belt now. There' s nothing big enough or shiny enough to catch the
aun likethat out there.”

“Maybe two smaller rocks went crunch and vaporized each other.”

Brea hesitated, unsure of how to broach ataboo subject among prospectors. “ Do you think it could have
been aship?’

Bailey consdered it for amoment before nodding. “Could have been. It istoo violet to be anormd drive
flare. I've never heard of amass converter blowing up, but | guessit would look something like that if it
did”

“What do we do?”

“We report, of course. If it wasaminer’ s boat, the expanding cloud of monatomic H should stand out
like a sore thumb to a search scope. Besides the possibility of survivors, thereisdwaysthe |-massto
consder. Savage of an dready energized singularity will bring alot of decads.”

“Can weline up on Ceres close enough to get aradio message through?’
“No need. Whereisthat PE cruiser that wasin conjunction with uslast week?’
“ UNS Valiant?She should be afew million kilometers foreorbit and sunward from here.”

“Get her on the horn and transmit acopy of thisrecord to them. When you get the cruiser, suggest that
they start avisud search and tell them we will do the same on the emergency frequencies. If anyone
survived, we should be able to pick up hisor her emergency beacon. If not . . .” Bailey let hisexpansve
shrug complete the sentence. If there were no survivors, or if there were and their suit emergency
beacons had been damaged; then it redlly did not matter.

#

Sir Harry Gresham, Sky Watch Adminigtrator, Overseer of space traffic throughout the solar system,
Protector of Planet Earth (at least insofar as the continuous watch for meteors large enough to cause
sgnificant damage was concerned), drummed his fingers on his desktop and considered hisfuture. After
thirty years of politicking hisway up the ladder of successin the UN Bureaucracy, he had come to what



appeared to be an insurmountable obstacle. Sky Watch Administrator had seemed agood career
opportunity at the time he had taken the job. Now, however, he was not so sure.

For one thing, being four hundred thousand kilometers from UN Headquarterslimited his accessto the
men who held hisfatein their hands. Like aprovincia Baron of old, the mere fact of distance tended to
place him at adisadvantage in the never-ending struggle for promotion. Besides, Blanche did not like the
amall town ambiance of life aboardGalileo Station . She was forever nagging him about obtaining a
positionin New Y ork. She claimed she would not even mind histaking a step down in such atransfer,
but he knew differently. Blanche enjoyed being “ The Colond’ s Wife’ and would never et him forget the
loss of status that would accompany demotion.

No, hisonly solution was promotion to the UN Policy Committee, the next step up for any ministry-level
bureaucrat. Unfortunately, the Promotions Board was top heavy with scientific typesthisyear. A mere
civil servant had little or no chance of attracting their attention. Now, if Gresham had taken atechnica
course of study at University rather than politica organization, or if he had written a scientific paper of
note, it might have been adifferent story entirely. Asit was, it looked like permanent exile for him.

He sghed and punched up the morning report. He scanned over the usual garbage, thingslike young
Egterhauser complaining that he needed more photo-interpreting equipment, or old Max Ravell
complaining that the backup computer had been down for ten minutes again on Thursday. Somethings
were eternd in this universe. One such was that a department head was never satisfied with the resources
you provided him.

The maintenance report was one bright spot in the sea of complaints. Maintenance was Fusako Matsuo's
bailiwick, and she had it running like awell-oiled machine. Preventative maintenance was nearly aweek
ahead of schedule this quarter. He made a note to stroke Fusako' s ego by giving her another |etter of
commendation for her personne file.

Findly, he turned to the Anomaly Reportsfor the previous twenty-four hours. There were not more than
half adozen. Most were the normal clutter that Sky Watch always picked up. Threeinvolved Peace
Enforcer vessels on maneuvers,; two were merchant shipsthat had deviated from flight plan without
reporting that fact. The latter would receive routine citations and fines.

Hisgazefdl onthefina AR: “Unidentified Incident of Radiance at 1925 Right Ascension, -00.05
Declination.” On ahunch, he called up the report reference. The screen flashed through arainbow of
colors-- indicative of avideo recording about to start -- and then settled down to the absolute black of
space punctuated by a spectacular cloud of stars.

A new star suddenly appeared near the edge of the screen. Gresham would not have noticed it at all
except for the red rectangle the computer used to highlight it. The speck of light persisted for exactly 9.85
seconds and then winked out. Gresham frowned and punched for replay. Half an hour later, he was il
ignoring dl theCALLS PENDING sgnas on hisdesk and watching the playback for the twentieth time.
He whistled while he watched.

If he played his cardsright, “Unidentified Incidence of Radiance’ just might be histicket home!

CHAPTER 2

PROBE watched the burn from the vantage point of two heavily shielded cameras mounted on the
booster pod. As soon asthe last of the sensor searing flame died away, it began caculating the new orbit



to the yelow sun. The ten-second burst of power had dowed itsflight enough to send it through the heart
of the stellar system and delay by afew hours the decision to make rendezvous or continue the quest.

Now came the difficult part.

Any machine, no matter how sophisticated, isa collection of compromises. PROBE’ s designers had paid
aheavy priceto giveit the ability to travel between neighboring starsin decades rather than millennia.
They had traded travel time for reaction mass, forcing PROBE to consume ninety percent of itsavailable
fuel stocksduring theinitia period of boost. What little fuel remained was grosdy inadequate to dow its

fligh.

PROBE’ s only hope to stop its headlong rush was to jettison as much mass as possible at journey’ s end.
Since ninety-five percent of itstotal masswasin the pinpoint of collgpsed matter that powered its
engines, the Maker engineers made the obvious choice.

The braking maneuver was atricky one. PROBE needed the gravitationd singularity to initiate the mass
conversion reaction. Once begun, however, the reaction was self-sustaining. A few microseconds after
igniting its booster for the last time, PROBE would lighten ship by cutting loose the pinpoint of infinite
dengty from its moorings. The singularity, no longer imprisoned by powerful force fields, would fdl free
while PROBE braked savagdly on atail of violet fire.

Thus, the decision to begin retro-boost wasirreversble. Once begun, it must continue until PROBE
found itsalf moving through the system of the yellow sun at mereinterplanetary speed. At that timeit
would bein the greatest danger it had yet faced initsjourney.

For every life probe must contact the intelligent beingsin the system where it endsits quest. It must
convince them of the advantages to be had by cooperating in the overhaul, refueling and refurbishment of
atired machine from the stars. Since the Makerslong ago discovered that atruism isnotably lacking in
the Galaxy, they had equipped PROBE with the only possible coinage with which to pay for such
assstance. They gaveit the sum tota of their knowledge and wisdom. Deep in PROBE’ s vitals,
protected from every manner of harm short of complete destruction, was amemory bank containing all
the vast knowledge of the Makers.

The dangersinvolved in deding with an unknown race of dienswere obvious. Their level of advancement
might be insufficient, or their nature too fractious, or maybe they just would not care about the Makers
problem. PROBE was painfully aware of the ease with which it could missidentifying afata flaw in the
creatures of the yellow sun, aflaw that would show up only after it had squandered its precious fud and
doomed itsmission.

However, there were dangersin going on aswell. Long lived though it was, PROBE was far from
immorta. The congtant rain of interstellar gas and dust againgt itsleading edges was dowly egting away at
itsshidding. When the shidding failed, ionizing radiation would begin gnawing at itsvitals. Theinevitable
result would be senility and eventud loss-of-function.

Thus, the dilemmain which PROBE found itsdf hinged on asingle question: Were the cregtures of the
ydlow sun sufficiently civilized to assgt in its overhaul and refurbishment? To alife probe, such thingsare
defined by very narrow parameters.

A civilized speciesis one that has discovered the secret of the singularity, built mass-energy converters,
and has aworking knowledge of optical memories and microelectronic devices. It isa speciesthat has
conquered itsown stellar system and gazes outward with longing. It isarace that haslearned the
advantages of peace, yet Hill retains ahealthy competitive spirit.



PROBE had dightly less than seven thousand hoursin which to decideif the crestures of the yelow sun
measured up to its definition of “civilized.”

“Got that charge set yet?”’

Thewordsissued from Brea Gallagher’ s earphones and bounced around inside her helmet, getting
progressively weaker until they were drowned in the generd background noise of her suit's
environmenta control unit. At her feet, the incandescent two centimeter wide spot of her laser drill
continued to burn itsway into the rocky surface of ALF37416.

At the sound of Bailey’ svoice, Brea switched off the laser, straightened up and glanced toward where
his vacsuited form could be seen setting up abattery of sengitive instruments. The instruments measured
everything from the direction of loca gravity to the manner in which the asteroid deflected the sun's
meagnetic fidd.

“Keep your pantson, Stinky. Thisold laser isonitslast legs. We realong way from areplacement if |
overloadit.”

“Nonsense, that drill has another ten good years of lifeinit.”

Bred s response was a short profanity amplified by the echoic characteristics of her helmet. “ Serioudly,
Stinky. When are we going to be able to buy some new equipment?’

“Unless we make agood strike in the next couple of months, we aren’t going to have enough in the bank
to make our lease, |et done re-outfit ourselves.”

Breamet his comment with sllence. The sad state of their finances was acommon topic of discusson
between them, more so lately than ever before. Like most prospectors, they shared as an unspoken
article of faith the unshakable belief that something would turn up to stave off foreclosure. Only thistime,
they were going down to the wire and it was beginning to look as though the partnership might loseits
oneliquid asst,Liar’s Luck .

Even as she chewed her lower lip, Brea continued working deftly and swiftly. Her first chore wasto
dismount the laser drill from itstripod and load it back into its handling case. Next, she carried it back to
the ship and stored it in an outside locker. Then it was back to the drill siteto coil up the heavy power
cable and storeit aboard ship. On her second trip, she unshipped a meter-long bangal ore torpedo from
itsstorage bin, and gingerly carried it to the excavation. A few minuteswork was al that was needed to
wire the charge to the detonator. She dipped it into the drilled borehole, and rammed it home until she
fdt thefamiliar ‘thud’ through her gauntlets.

“Ready to am, Stinky.”
“Okay by me,” Bailey responded. “For God' s sake, be careful!”

Breathrew the arming switch and pulled herself hand over hand aong the thin cable they had attached to
the asteroid' s surface. She was careful not to use her suit radio until she was a dozen meters away from
the Site of her small excavation project. More than one prospector had been killed when they
prematurely set off a charge that way.

Bailey was hunched over hisreadouts, intent on zeroing out the gravitational anomaly detector when she
joined him. A squiggly green line on atiny screen suddenly steadied down. He grunted his gpprova and
sraightened up.



“Okay, twidt her tail.”

Breatwisted the handle on her detonator control. There was aflash of light from just over the too near
horizon, followed by afountain of debristhat rocketed skyward a well over loca escape velocity. The
asteroid beneath their feet thumped into their boot soles as every instrument in the package registered its
complaint at the abuse it was getting. Then, over aperiod of a dozen seconds, everything became quiet
once more. Too qui€t.

“Damn!” Bailey growled. “ The gravitometer’ sback to zero with no shift at dl.”
“Maybe we didn’t use enough explosve.”

“We used enough. Looks like we have come up empty handed again. No singularity imbedded in this
rock.”

“What do we do now?’
“Damned if | know, Brea. Maybe we' rejust going to have to face the inevitable.”
“Y ou mean give up the ship? We can't!”

“It may cometo that unlesswe get damned lucky, damned quick. Know any better way of predicting
whether any particular rock is carrying an I-mass? If o, now’ sthetimeto drag it out into the light of

ey
#

Science has dways been an imperfect reflection of the redity of the universe. It ismore an impressionistic
painting that reflects mankind's current level of understanding than a set of immutable commandments cut
deeply into the granite face of an eternd cliff somewhere. Thefiddity of the“painting” improvesas
understanding grows, but it is never absolute. Theoriesin Archimedes' time reflected the state of learning
of that age. So too the theories of Copernicus and Galileo, Newton and Lavousier, Einstein and Dirac.
So too the theories of all ages.

Gravitationa singularitieswerefirst postulated by the German asironomer Karl Schwarzschild in the year
1907. Schwarzschild noted that as the density of a mass rises, so too does the speed required to escape
itsgravitationd attraction. If the dengty isassumed to rise without bound, escape velocity eventuadly
exceeds the speed of light. Since the young Albert Einstein had decreed two years earlier that nothing
materia could ever exceed light speed, Schwarzschild concluded that a sufficiently dense masswould
generate agravity field so intense that even light could not escapeits pull. The masswould become a
gravitationd sngularity, aBlack Hole.

The norma way aBlack Holeisformed isthrough the gravitationa collapse of amassive star that hasrun
out of fuel. When such agtar collapses, it compresses the individua atoms together so strongly that the
particlesin the nuclei fail under the pressure. When that happens, aregion of infinite densty isformed and
the star disappears into a bottomless pit, never to be seen again.

A collapsing star is only good for producing massive Black Holes, of course. However, once, when the
universe was amuch younger place, there existed conditions conducive to forming Black Holes much
smdler than sars.

Once, there was the Big Bang!

The extreme pressure that existed in thefirst instant of the universe' s birth squeezed large and small



chunks of matter aike into the oblivion of gravitational collapse. Wherever loca pressure exceeded the
compressive strength of the neutron, matter disappeared. Some of the holeswere diminutive things-- a
few tensof kilograms forming spots of blackness smaler even than individua ectrons. Others were
massve, swalowing matter that would otherwise have become whole gaaxies.

Extensve theoretical studies at the end of the twentieth century convinced cosmologiststhet their
understanding of the phenomenon of the gravitationd singularity wasfairly good. If the world of the Black
Hole was seemingly well ordered, that of cosmology in generd was anything bui.

Two decades earlier it had been conclusively proven that the universeis closed -- thet is, contains
aufficient matter that gravitation will eventualy overcome universd expanson. The universewould then
collapse back in uponitsdf. A “closed universg’ isamassive universe, with an easly calculated average
density. Y et, a series of sophisticated telescopic surveys of the heavens accounted for only afraction of
the matter needed for closure.

For awhile, it appeared that the missing matter was found. The neutrino, long thought masdess, had
turned out to have atiny rest mass after dl. Even though minuscule, there were more than sufficient
neutrinosin the universe to cause closure. The * massy neutrino” theory held sway until further observation
refined the exact degree of closure. Neutrinos contributed significant mass to the equation, but were
insufficient to resolve the discrepancy by themselves. Once again, theorists found themselves plagued by
the problem that had irked them for years. Smply stated, how can haf the matter in the universe be
invigble?

The obvious answer was that the missing matter had falen into Black Holes. Unfortunatdly, the Black
Hole Theory quickly raninto difficulties. For, far from being invisble, large Black Holesare highly
congpicuous objects. They tend to emit energetic x-rays asthey pull matter acrosstheirevent horizons .
If the universe wererife with Black Holes, astronomers reasoned, they should have been ableto see
numerous examplesin the sky. Y et, except for Cygnus X1, no nearby Black Holes could be seen.

Therefore, theorists turned to the microscopic Black Hole to explain the discrepancy. However, classica
sngularity theory gave the micro-hole a bad time, too. According to the math models so lovingly
congtructed, tiny Black Holes tend to be unstable, evaporating due to quantum effects. A hole' slifeisa
function of its mass, and anything less massve than a small mountain should have disappeared long ago.

Once again, the cosmol ogists went back to their drawing boards, thistime reaching out to the other big
Cosmologica mystery for their explanation.

For more than a century, it had been recognized that two distinct types of matter exist. For every atom of
norma maitter, there should aso be a corresponding atom of antimatter. Y et, normal matter is obvioudy
predominant. It didn’t take theorists long to note the quantity of missing matter needed to balance the
closure equation just equaed the amount of antimatter that was aso missing.

The solution? Antimatter Black Holes!

But that reasoning led back to the origina objectionsto Black Holes being the source of the missing
matter. An antimatter hole should be indistinguishable from its norma matter cousin. Both types of matter
have postive energy and thus, should form identical singularities. Then there wasthe problem of why dl
the antimatter should have disappeared into Black Holesin thefirst place.

There things rested until the first expedition to the Earth approaching asteroid,Icarus . A sophisticated
survey of the asteroid’ s gravitationd field reveded the presence of atiny concentration of mass (mascon)
at the asteroid' s center. A story, probably apocryphal, istold of two geologists meeting in the wardroom
of thesurvey shipDiscoverer | .



“Hey, Harry, | think we' ve found athousand kilogram Black Holein the middle of thisthing!”
“A oneton hole?Y ou'reimagining thingd”
Suddenly, the mascon was “ The Imaginary Mascon.”

By the third expedition, when the presence of asingularity had definitely been established, it was smply
the I-mass.

Besdes being massive, the singularity exhibited anet postive dectrica charge. The charge made it
possible to extract and transport the hole by means of powerful magnetic fields and indirectly confirmed
that the hole was antimatter in nature. The Icarus I-mass promptly launched arevolution in physics.

For if thelifetime of amicro-sized antimatter Black Hole was significantly longer than predicted for its
normal matter cousin, then the great dust clouds that had coalesced into the galaxies must contain
uncounted billions of tiny singularities. At the heart of every star and planet there should be a veritable
cloud of tiny pinpoints of blackness.

Theredization that dl of the universe' s antimatter was thoroughly mixed in with its norma matter gave
riseto agpate of horror storiesin the genera press. Considering that the two types annihilate each other
when they comein contact, the danger seemed very real to non-specialists. But what happens on the
other sde of aBlack Hol€ s event horizon is unknown and unknowable. The very forcesthat formed the
sngularitiesin thefirst place now protected the universe from their potentia destructive power.
Moreover, with such mini-sized holes so widely distributed, there was agood possibility that Icarus was
not the only asteroid containing such abody.

When thefirgt singularity was returned to Earth orbit for study, it was discovered that it could be used for
something quite useful. Charged hydrogen ionsfocused in its vicinity were wrenched into energetic orbits.
A few fdl acrossthe singularity’ s boundary, disappearing down its gravity well. Otherswere merely
whipped around at near lightspeed, gaining sufficient energy in the process to undergo fusion asthey
collided.

Suddenly the human race had a practical fusion reactor, amass/energy conversion device of
unprecedented power.

Suddenly the Gold Rush to the Agteroid Belt was on.

CHAPTER 3

Major Eric Stassdl, United Nations Peace Enforcement Directorate, sat athousand meters benesth the
floor of Tycho Crater and waiched the Great Barrier Reef float by on the workscreen before him. The
view was from alow dltitude Earth orbiting satellite and showed the northern shore of Audtrdia, dl of
New Guinea, and parts of Borneo and Sumatra. The blue-green light gave adefinite greenish cast to
Stassel’ sfair complexion, short-cropped blond hair, and mustache. He reached out and keyed in the
command that would zoom the view to a close-up of the Cape Y ork spaceport.

The screen was suddenly transformed into the windscreen of areentry vehiclefaling out of control, with
the computer-enhanced depth perception adding to theillusion. Stassel’ s heart stuttered as his eyes dove
from an dtitude of two hundred kilometers to less than athousand metersin ten seconds. The “fall” never
failed to affect him and he had long ago programmed his console to maximize theillusion.



Cape Y ork had become asfamiliar to Stassel in the last month as his own hometown of Salzburg. On the
left Sde of the screen were the turquoise waters of the Gulf of Carpathia. The turquoise turned to white
as breakers crashed ashore at the base of the spaceport seawall. Along the shore was along line of
launching pits. Stassel watched as aforeshortened freighter spouted a plume of steam and climbed up
and out of thefield of view. That would be the noon milk run on itsway toEarth Station One with aload
of passengers and freight for transshipment to the ships of deep space. After that, the final destinations
could be anywhere from the intermittently molten surface of Mercury, to the high radiation environment of
Jupiter’ smoons, to the ice mines of Saturn’srings.

Stassdl maneuvered the view to the new mystery building at the south end of the port. The Aussies had
started congtruction two years ago. Although some of the equipment had looked suspicioudy like laser
isotope separation gear when photographed from orbit, no one could make a positive identification. With
UN member states hypersengtive about their “national sovereignty,” until conclusive evidence could be
obtained, no one was willing to ask Queen Victorialll for permission to perform an on-ste inspection.

Cape Y ork had been under congtant automatic surveillance and frequent human-eye checks ever since
an aert computer sounded the darm. If the Australasians were up to something nefarious, the Peace
Enforcement Directorate would eventualy find them out.

“Trying to catch the Cobbers with their pants down, Eric?’

Stassel was startled by the voice close by his ear. He turned to note Commander Grigor Y uridavic
bending over his shoulder, eyeing the Port Y ork view. Y uridavic was Shift Supervisor and Stassdl’s
immediate boss,

“Judt the daily eyebd| check, Alexi. That blonde with the big chest isusudly sunning herself on the
cafeterialawn about thistime. She seemsto be late today.”

“Too bad you won't have timeto wait for her. The Admira wantsto see you in his office two minutes

“Wantsto seeme? | didn't think he knew | was dlive.”

“Youwon't beif you keegp himwaiting. | will take over for you here until we can get a subgtitute up from
the duty pool. Y ou about through with Port Y ork?’

“All through. Nothing interesting to report. Sinai’ s next on my list. Looks like someone hasfound an old
Israeli underground bunker. They’ re rushing ateam in to check for nukes, but we need to keep an eye on
it until the ground crew’ s on the scene.”

“Right.”

Stassdl hurried past dozens of consolesjust like his. At each, the operator was busy overseeing some
aspect of the Peace Enforcement Directorate’ s system-wide responsibilities. Some of the screens
showed the black of space. Others, like Stassel’ s own, were tuned to terrestrial views.

Finally, he cleared the row of consoles and started up the shallow incline toward the back of the
auditorium sized Monitor Center and the enclosed offices of the brass. He moved with the sure-footed
gliding motion that passed for locomation on the Moon.

The Admird’ s office was through a double emergency airlock and a hundred meters farther dong the
main corridor. Stassal paused to give hisidentification to the two guards on duty outside the office. The
Admird’s secretary glanced up from her vocowriter as he entered the outer office.



“| wastold to report.”

“I'll check, Mgor.” She spoke into a hushphone attachment for afew seconds and then nodded. “ Y ou
may goin now.”

Stassel moved to the door, rapped smartly twice, and then marched into the inner sanctum. “Mgjor Eric
Stassd, reporting as ordered, sirl”

Admird Liu Tsen was surrounded by a console twice as elaborate as the one Stassel had just quit. His
bald pate and eye patch heightened the ferocity of his scowl.

“At ease, Mgjor. Please be seated.”
“Thank you, Sr.”

“How old are you, son?’
“Thirty-six, Sr.”

“Married?’

“Divorced.”

“Careto tell me about it?’

Stass frowned. Thisline of questioning was decidedly unorthodox, especidly coming from Liu. “Uh, no
gr, not a al. My wife was attracted to the uniform. Sheliked being escorted by afigurein
slver-and-black. The other aspects of soldiering left her cold, especialy the long enforced absences.”

Liu nodded in away that made Stassel think he had known the answer to the question before he had
asked it. “Why the ground forces, Mgor?’

“S‘r?l

“I’ve seen your marks at the Academy. Y ou would have been anatura for the fleet, yet you choseto
command Marines. Why?’

Stassd shrugged. “Y ou never get any action in the fleet, Sr. No one has challenged the Directorate in
gpace since it was formed. Can’t say that about the ground forces.”

Liunodded again. “No, | guessnot. Mgor Stassdl, | have had my eye on you ever since the day you
transferred to Space Operationsto convalescein alow gravity field. By the way, how are you mending?’

“Good as new, Sir.”
“Getting bored with the sedentary work of aMonitor?’
“Alittle”

“Perhaps| can makelife abit more exciting. | have aspecid for you. Could be as big as the police action
againg that Gueverigt toxin factory in Santiago that brought you to us.”

“Yes, gr!” At the mention of Santiago, the deep scar on Stassel’ s right shoulder began to throb. Even o,
he had been lucky. The mercenary who shot him was aready coughing out hisown life at the end of
Stassel’ s bayonet when he pulled the trigger. If that Jongo had been a split second faster on the draw, the



combat would have turned out differently.
“Watch thewall screen to your left.”

The screen flashed through avariety of hues and then steadied to show a cluttered starfield. The position
readout was for a section of Milky Way in Aquila, which accounted for the stellar traffic jam.

“Sky Watch picked this up nearly four months ago. It took that long for one of my spies over thereto
dert meto thefact that it just might bein our bailiwick. Observe closdly...”

A new star appeared on the screen and then disappeared ten seconds later.
“What wasthat?’ Stassel asked.

“Could have been anything. Might have been aship’sflare, or abit of instrument mafunction, or even
somebody’ sideaof apractical joke. However, it also might have been someone testing anasty new toy
inviolation of the disarmament treaty. If so, | want to know who they are and what they’ ve got.”

“Yes, gr. Priority?’
“We ll start you out at five and escalate as needed.”

Stassdl nodded. Priority 5 meant he would be working alone but could co-opt a Staff Assistant if
needed. It was a moderate first response to what could turn out to be either nothing or amajor shooting
war if Admira Liu’s suspicions were confirmed. With Peace Control Satellites and recon birds so
numerous in Earth orbit that you could not search out ahandy bush by the side of theroad in privacy,
deep space would be the logica choice for someone who needed to conduct a clandestine weapons test.

It was the PE missionin life to hamper such efforts wherever found.
“Know why | picked you for this assgnment, Stasse ?’
“No, gr.”

“I need aman with alevel head on his shoulders. With monitor duty normaly afirst assgnment for newly
hatched Peace Enforcers, we tend to be perennially short of maturity around this place. | have ahunch
about thisone, Mgor. That little sparkle of light on the screen scaresme. | want you to find out what it is.
If nothing else, I'll deep better nights.”

Stasse et up shop in one of the closed security rooms on the same level asthe Admird’ s office. Hisfirst
act wasto call up the Sky Watch record. He replayed it a dozen times using different enhancement
routines, hoping to glean dl the data he could fromiit.

Thefirst piece of detailed information was the easiest. The new star had appeared at 19:25 Right
Ascension/ -00.05 Declination -- on the edge of the Milky Way. He committed the position numbersto
memory and punched for the Sky Watch Operations Center.

“Sky Watch Operations, Mrs. Farrell speaking, how may | help . . .” The woman’ sface split into asmile
as she recognized her caler. Sky Watch H.Q. wasinGalileo Sation and subject to the same annoying
quarter-second lag as communications with Earth. “Hello, Eric. Long time no see. Where are you cdling
from?’

Her face froze with an expectant question mark imprinted on it. Stassel started to answer, but theimage
came dive before he could get the words out.



“... Either Earth or the Moon, right? The lag’ sright for both, but from your surroundings, I'd say Tycho
Center.”

“Right you are.” Stassel nodded.

“Too bad,” Gloria Farrell muttered ahalf second later. “Uh, | poketo Kate last time Bob and | were
home on leave. | was sorry to hear about the divorce.”

Stassd shrugged. “ Things like that happen.”

“Wadll, I'm ill sorry. What can | do for you, Eric?’

“I’ve been assigned to check out an anomaly reported by one of your monitors. | could use some help.”
“Wheét reference?’

Stassdl told her. He watched her face go serious as she keyed in the numbers and studied the same scene
he had just completed watching. He watched her purse her lips asadow whistle came out.

“ According to the security coding, it’'s under Director’s Seal. How did the PE’ s get wind of this?’
“We have our methods.”

“Does Director Gresham know about ‘ your methods? ”

“I wouldn't know. What can you tell me about the investigation from your end?’

“Nothing. Y ou know what Gresham islike when one of his people gives out unauthorized information. |
could befired!”

“Comeon, Gloria, it'simportant.”

She hesitated, obvioudy not wanting to turn down the request of an old friend. “Listen, Eric. If | read you
the report, you will have to swear not to tell anyone where you got it. Ded?’

“Ded.”

“Thelab saysit'sadriveflare”

“What ship?’

“Not identified.”

“Aren’t you people supposed to keep track of ships better than that?”

“I can't explainit, Eric. Thereport just says Unidentified. Now, may | erase this blatant case of
insubordination from my screen and get back to work?”

“Go ahead, and thanks. | owe you one.”

“Y ou'rewelcome. Any chance of your getting leave for Mardi Grasthisyear? Bob and | would loveto
seeyou. And I’ ve got this friend who would love to meet you.”

Stass laughed. “Why are dl married women confirmed matchmakers?’

“Because we hate to see agood man wasted,” she replied with mock severity. “But don’t change the



subject. Can you come?’

“Maybe, if | get thisproblem cleared up intime.”
“Giveusacdl if youdo.”

“Will do, Tycho out.”

“Gdileoout.”

Stassal considered the Sky Watch verdict. It was normal for the drive flares of mass converter powered
shipsto be visible from anywhere in the Solar System. However, Sky Watch was supposed to keep
track of traffic, and not being able to identify the ship was decidedly odd. Stassel wondered if someone
was hiding something.

“Computer Query.”
“Computer on,” amelodiousvoice sad in hisear. “Proceed with Query.”

“Observe Sky Watch anomaly in active memory. Anayze the spectrum observed. Query: Could theflash
be due to the drive flare of a spaceship? If s0, what ship? End Query. Execute.”

The computer answered both audibly and on the screen amost as he completed the question.

“Answer to Query: Negative. Spectrum is shifted toward the ultraviolet. No known mass converter
operates at the temperature required to emit the observed spectrum.”

“*Query: What isthe efficiency of ahypothetica mass converter drive having the spectrum of the
observed flash?’

“Answer to Query: Forty-seven percent.”

Stassel’ s eyebrows shot up. Just out of curiosity, he asked for the figures on the latest and grestest in
drive technology. When the data came, it confirmed his suspicions. The maximum efficiency yet atained
was dightly less than ten percent mass/energy conversion Stassal congdered the problem Admird Liu
had handed him. Discounting for the moment the thought that someone was playing atrick on Gresham, it
broke down rather neetly into just two possibilities.

The flash was either manmade or naturd. If the latter, then Stassdl’ swork was done. No matter how
cosmic the event, if it werefifty thousand light-years distant, it was not likely to affect the affairs of men
anytime soon.

The problem was only a problem if the source of the flash wasinsde the Solar System. A smple
triangulation would be al that was needed to determine which class of phenomenon he faced. For that he
needed a second sighting.

He queried the computer: Did any other monitoring tation catch the flash?
He keyed in the data search request and then punched for Information Services.

The screen cleared and Stassel found himself looking into the eyes of Sfaf)ora OliviaGonzales, the Sixty
year old Section Chief who looked more like a nineteenth century dueOathan atwenty-first century
computer speciaist. He was careful not to express the sentiment aloud. SeOora Gonzales had atemper.

“Ah, Mgor Stassdl, what can Information Services do for you thisfine day?’



“What do the following numbers mean to you?’ He read off the position figures for the mystery flash.
SeOora Gonzales frowned, her lips pursing together.

She shrugged. “ Congellation of Aquila, within or near the Milky Way, about 25 degrees above the
ecliptic. Nearest bright star would be . . . Delta Aquilae, sometimes called Deneb Okab. Why?’

“Isn’t the center of the Galaxy off in that direction somewhere?’

“Same area of the sky, but not terribly close. Within 45 degrees, I'd say.”
Heamogt asked, “are you sure’, but caught himself intime.

“Has anyone noted anything unusud out that way lately?”

“Why | redly wouldn't know, Eric. My interest is Phoenician history, not astronomy. If you can give me
abetter problem statement, I'll put it in the number cruncher and see what falsout.”

“I'mafraid | can't betoo specific. Givemealist of dl astronomica phenomenawithin . . . oh, cal it five
degrees of the position vector . . . that might cause ashort burgt of light or radiation.”

“How short?’

“Ten seconds.”

“Do you have a specific exampleto study?’

“It'sclassified.”

“I havefull clearance, Mgor.” Her voice had turned suddenly frogty.
Stass hesitated, and then gave her the reference to the Sky Watch record.
“Right, I'll get on it immediately. When do you need an answer?’

“ASAP”

“You'vegot it

He was hard at work an hour later when he received La DueQa' s report. No unusual astronomical
activity in the search area. However, just in case, she had dumped athree hundred page listing of
abstracts of dl the scientific papers that had been published concerning phenomenain Aquila, Scutum,
and Sagittain the last hundred-and-fifty years.

Stassd was attempting to plow through her input when the results of his computer query came through.
Lines of green began to scroll up an auxiliary screen asthe computer beeped for attention:

RE: QUERY 712246 10:45 ZULU 14 JUN 2065

TO: EH. STASSEL



SUBJECT: DISTRESSED VESSEL REPORT FROMU.N.SVALIANT

TEXT OF REPORT FOLLOWS:

Independent ProspectorLiar’s Luck (R.N. 617882) reported observing anomalous burst of visblelight,
possible explosion of ship’s mass converter. (See appended video record).

TIME OF ANOMALY:: 14 FEB 2065/ 16:23:12 Zulu

POSITION: Congdlation Aquila. (No spatia coordinates given).

PERSONS FILING REPORT:

B. Gallagher-Owner/Operator

D. Bailey-Owner/operator

DISPOSITION: Valiant performed extensive telescopic search of Congtellation Aquila. No evidence of
catastrophic mass converter mafunction noted.

CAUSE OF ANOMALY: UNKNOWN

SIGNED: B.L. Swenson, Commanding

END TRANSMISSION
END COMPUTER SEARCH

Stassdl called up the video record referenced in the body of the report. The screen cleared to black, a
curioudy empty black with asingle star displayed. The“star” wobbled around abit and then stabilized.
The picture zoomed and the star grew into amisshapen asteroid. Stassdl’ s brow was in the process of
crinkling in congternation when afamiliar point of light appeared in the lower quadrant of the screen. He
timed it asit brightened and then blinked out.



Exactly 9.85 seconds.

He caled for the recording’ s technical specs and got asfar asthe third line before curaing softly benegath
his breath. No wonder there wasn't any position data and the screen was nearly black! Theidiots had
had their suppresser circuits on!

Stassdl keyed for InfoServ again. SeOora Gonzaes looked startled to see him.
“Eric, | wasjust about to cal you.”
“I’ve got something I’d like you to look at.”

“The Vdiant report? I’ ve dready seenit.” She did not wait for the question that accompanied his look of
surprise. “ Apparently we asked the same question and got the same answer.”

“What do you make of it?’
“Therecording isremarkably devoid of useful information, isit not?’
“Can’'t you get anything from it?’

She shook her head. “Not from thisrecord. It isintriguing, though, so | will keep working onit. Sorry |
can't be of more help.”

“Thanks anyway. Keep me posted.”

Stassd sat for along minute thinking about his next move. There was one way to get at the source of the
problem. Whoever had taken these home movies had probably seen the flash againgt agtarfield. The
human mind isamarvelous machine. It hardly ever forgets anything. Somewhere out in the Deep Black
was a prospector who carried the coordinates Stassel needed buried deeply in his subconscious mind.
Oncethe Directorate had gotten their hands on the prospector, it would be smple work to retrieve the
second sighting coordinates. He took adeep breath and keyed for Admiral Liu.

CHAPTER 4

Zander' sPlace wasthefanciest divein al of Ceres. It was also directly acrossthe corridor from themain
personnd lock of Ceres Spaceport. Both facts made it the logical place for Brea Gallagher to Sit nursing
avodkamartini while shewaited for Bailey.

Brea patronized Zander’ s as amatter of persond tradition. She and Greg had aways waited out the last
hour or so before one of hisfrequent departures there -- including the one before hisfateful last trip. It
had been the morning after Greg' sthirtieth birthday and both of them had been fedling the aftereffects of
the birthday party she had thrown for him. Asaresult, Brea contented hersalf with resting her head on
Greg's shoulder while he talked confidently about the big strike he and Bailey would be making * one of
these days.” Then Bailey had come sauntering in and she had walked the two of them to the airlock
across the corridor. Once there, she had hel ped Greg into the new vacsuit she’ d given him for his
birthday.

Getting Greg out of his old hand-me-down rubberized |ong johns had been her persona crusade from the
first day they were married. At first, he had argued against spending the money. Then, after her
promotion to Section Supervisor at the Observatory had started bringing in more money, his objections



had become lesstangible. In truth, he was more than allittle sentimental about hisold suit.

Findly, she had waited until he was safely out of Ceres on a prospecting trip and took mattersinto her
own hands. It cost dmost everything they had saved for ayear-and-a-hdf, but she managed the price of
the best vacsuit Ceres Vacuum Equipment, Ltd. had in stock.

Then she had suffered through nearly five weeks of suspense, wondering what his reaction would be
when he found out. The closer it got to Greg' s birthday and the date of Liar ’ s scheduled return, the more
afraid she became. A dozen times, she had almost canceled the sale, but each time she reminded hersalf
of the threadbare patches on his old suit.

In large part, she had thrown the party for him to soften hisreaction to her extravagance. He couldn’t yell
very loud if hewerein aroom full of friends (or so she reasoned). Then the big day arrived, and she had
given Greg his present. In spite of the expected mild protestations, she could see the pride that constantly
drew his eyes back to the new rig al through the party. Later, in the privacy of their bedroom, she had
felt the urgency of hisgratitude, asthey lay intertwined. The next day he had put it on, and been
absolutely beautiful -- aGreek god infire engine red.

Breawould remember that shiny new suit for aslong as she lived.

They said later that it was an accident that should never have happened. One of the pressurefittings was
flawed -- ahairline crack where a pipe connection had been welded into aflange and then left in
anodizing solution too long, they said. A defect should never have left the factory.

Greg had been out setting up a core-drilling rig on anameless rock when thefitting failed. Bailey was
ingdeLiar 'sairlock when he heard the scream in his earphones. Before he could get the outer door
open, the shriek had faded into the deathly silence of vacuum.

A week later, Don Bailey brought Greg Gallagher back to hiswifein abody bag.

On Earth, they would have kept her sedated for amonth or more while they put her psyche back
together. However, Ceresis not Earth. Belt medicd facilities are rougher and cruder than their
counterparts on the home planet are. In addition, Ceres few doctors had little timefor the long, tedious
job of rebuilding ahuman life. Old Doc Cranston had done what little he could for Brea, but mostly it had
been up to her.

It wasin Cranston’ s office that she met LisaMoorefor thefirgt time. Lisawas nine and newly orphaned,
aseriouslittle girl who never smiled or cried. Breafound that their separate tragedies tended to throw
them together, and by some processthat she ill did not understand completely, shefound hersef Lisa's
semi-officid guardian. It was arelationship from which she took as much comfort as she gave,
compensation for the child that she and Greg had postponed too long.

Much later, the suit manufacturer had settled without a quibble and Brea found herself in possession of
more money than she had ever seenin her life. She' d quit her job at the observatory, used part of the
money to set up atrust fund for Lisa s education Earthside, and the rest to buy hersdlf into full partnership
with Bailey. Now, alittle more than three years |ater, the partnership stood balanced on the precipice of
bankruptcy.

Brea shivered a the intengity of the old emotions. Usudly adrink in Zander’s camed her nerves --
dwelling on the good times tended to drive out the bad memories. Not today. Try as she might, she could
not stall arapidly risng sense of irritation. Part of her anger was directed inward, annoyance a being
unableto pull herself out of the mood into which she had falen.



But mostly shewas angry with Bailey.

Hewaslate. . . asusud. It was not that Breaminded histomcatting around half of Ceres Town the last
night ashore. After dl, she had had plenty of invitations from male acquaintances to do the same. But
damn-it-to-hell , therewas atime for everything and just now, he should be attending to business. With
the mortgage payment onLiar duein lessthan six weeks, it wastime for desperate measures.

Desperate measures were just what Bailey had suggested to save the ship.

It had started three months earlier, just after they had returned from the wild goose chase to ALF37416.
Bailey had taken her and Lisato dinner in the district messhall and waited for the girl to wander off to be
with her friends. Then he had ordered a bottle of wine and they’ d sat talking over it. She noticed in one
of the lullsin the conversation that he was|ooking past her shoulder with apensivelook on hisface.

“What' s egting you, Stinky?’” she had asked.

“I wasjugt noticing how much Lisahas grown over thelast year or 0. Sheisamost ayoung woman.
Isn't it about time you shipped her to Earth to sart her schooling?’

“What do you suggest | usefor money?’
“What' swrong with the trust fund you set up for her?’
“That will barely cover thetuition. I've dill got to get her to Earth somehow.”

“No problem. I was thinking we would takeLiar down to one of the powerstats and get her overhauled.
Considering what these robber barons around here charge, the savings done should pay for the trip.”

“An overhaul ? Are you crazy? What are we going to use for money?’
“ Keep your voice down!”

She' d furtively glanced over her shoulder in response to the urgency in his command, then turned back,
leaned forward and whispered: “Well, what are we going to use? We can’'t even make the mortgage
payment, let donegetLiar overhauled’

“I'vearranged afreight dedl.”

“What kind of freight?’

“Singularity. We re going to trangport one to the Lagrangian powerdtats for energizing.”
“When did you do dl this?’

“Ladt night.”

“Come off it, Stinky! Y ou and | both know the Company Bigwigsal knock off a the end of First
Watch. How could you contract to transport one of their jewels Earthside after hours? Cometo think of
it, why aren't they using one of their own tugsfor the job?’

“WEe renot doing thisfor aCompany.”

“Who then? The UN says the Chartered Companies are the only people. . .” Brealeft the rest of the
sentence hanging as she closed her mouth with an audible click. Back in the Twenties, the UN had
licensed Sx multi-nationa conglomeratesto ded in I-masses. All buying and selling was done through



them. Y, if Bailey had contracted with someone el se, it meant that the singularity was not registered.
Anyone caught-dedling in unregistered singularities drew an automatic Twenty-to-Life.

“ Are you out of your frappin mind?”
“Probably. You got abetter idea?’

“Wdll . ..” Shelet her incomplete comment die anatural desth as she reconsidered her first reaction.
True there had been rumors about singularity smugglersfor aslong as she had lived in the Belt. She had
never redly believed the stories. After dl, what could you do with an unregistered singularity? Y ou
certainly could not cal at any port where the Peace Enforcers maintained a presence -- which was dl of
them. It was sheer lunacy. On the other hand, it was rumored to be extremely profitable, too.

She hadn’t agreed to go dong with Bailey’ s scheme that first night, nor the second, nor even the tenth.
However, asthe day of reckoning --when their next payment onLiar would be due -- approached,
smuggling began to look increasingly attractive. Finally, she had agreed. They would announce that they
weretakingLiar and Lisato Earth --Liar to be overhauled, Lisato start her schooling. Once out of radar
range of Ceres, they would rendezvous with another boat and take the unregistered singularity aboard.
They would deliver it to one of the Lagrangian powerdtats, collect their money, and hopefully, no one
would bethewiser.

It had seemed so sSimple, but now that departure time was near, Breawas not so sure about the scheme.
She glanced at the chronometer next to the darkened hol oset over the bar. Bailey was now twenty
minutes late, which was long enough to wait. She finished her bulb and unstrapped hersdlf from one of
Zander' s ogtentatious bar stools -- ostentatious because you could stand on your feet for alifetime on
Ceres and never get fallen arches. Her eyes scanned the crowd of miners and technica people, looking
for someone she could leave amessage with. She recognized severd faces, but none belonged to friends.
She sighed, turned to leave --

-- And ran into an oversized obstacle wearing the black-and-silver uniform of the PE Marines.
“Sorry,” she muttered absentmindedly as she moved to step around.
“Hélo, Brea,” abasso profundo voice said.

She blinked in surprise, looked first at the chevrons on the deeve and then up at the face that topped the
uniform. “ Sergeant Singh, isthat you?’

“The same. How the hell areyou?’
“I’'mfine, Ravi. | thought you went back to Earth, two -- three years ago.”

“I did. I am back for another tour. Chief Ingpector for the Port. Nice cushy job with nobody shooting at
rre”

“Congratulations on your promotion. We will have to get together sometime to celebrate. Unfortunately,
Don and | are scheduled to boost out of hereif | can ever find him.”

The smile dipped from the Indian Sergeant’ sface. “ The Mgor’ sgot Bailey in his office and sent meto
fetchyou.”

Breafdt theicy chill that comes from being discovered with your hand in the cookiejar. “Magor
Maclntire wants to see me? Why?’



“Y ou know the Service, Brea. They don't tell anybody anything. They just issue orders.”

Breafollowed the Sergeant down the Main Street Corridor and into aside tunnel leading to the Port
Adminigtration Complex. Locomotion was by means of going hand over hand aong one of two “fire
dation poles’ that sprouted from the tunnd walls. Once off the main thoroughfare, Sergeant Singh led the
way inaseriesof long, flat leaps. She followed, wondering if her pounding heart was loud enough for him
to hear.

Singh guided her to the end of the tunnel where adoor marked COMMANDING OFFICER had been
st inthe barerock walls. He ushered her through. Inside she found Don Bailey and a short, dark haired
man with adight paunch standing next to a viewport that looked out over the spaceport. Thesunwasa
tiny, eye watering point of brightness hanging low over the horizon, bathing the scenein stark shadows.

Brealet Bailey catch her as she sailed into hisarms, taking the moment when her face was hidden from
the Mgor to give him afearful look. She noted the bags under his eyes and his generaly rundown
condition. From the symptoms, she would say her partner had hooked up with alive onelast evening and
was severa hours minus on his deep.

Served himright!
“Good to see that Singh found you, Brea,” Mgor Macintire said, as he bowed and kissed her hand.

“Itisaways good to see you, Mgor,” Brearesponded. “To what do | owe this unexpected
opportunity?’

“| asked the same question when they rousted me out in the middle of the night,” Bailey said. “1 didn’t get
avery lucid answer.”

“I understand that you and Don are planning atrip to Earth, Brea”
She nodded mutely.

“Excdlent! | received acommunication yesterday -- ahurry up, no excuses, Priority One squirt from
Tycho directing meto find D. Bailey and B. Galagher and ship them to Lunaon the next available
transport.”

“But why would anyone want uson Luna?’ Brea asked.
“ Something about a Distressed Vessdl report you made four months ago?’
“Distressed Vessd report?” Breaasked, her brow furrowing in concentration. “1 don’t remember . .

“Sureyou do, Brea,” Bailey said. “We sent out an SOSto that PE cruiser and then searched for
aurvivorsfor aweek.”

“Oh, that!”
“Apparently,” Maclntire said.

“Wetold that cruiser captain everything we know. We even gave him avideo record of the actua
sghting. What more can they want?’

“Unknown, Brea,” the Mgjor said.

“But orders are frappin orders!” she concluded for him.



“Since the Peace Enforcement Directorate wants us on Luna so badly,” Don Bailey sad, “the Mgor and
| have struck abargain. Officidly, the PE'sareleasingLiar to run dispatches. They’ll pay for our fud and
give usamodest stipend besides.”

“More than generous stipend, you old robber baron,” Maclntire said as he chuckled. “When will you be
reedy to lift off?’

“Cdl it twelve hours from now, or sooner if you can get the shipyard moving on ingaling those extra
tanks. I’ll bein first thing during the morning watch to sign the agreement and pick up the computer
codes.”

After that, the meeting dwindled down to afew pleasantries, after which Brealet Baley tow her dong
like acaptive baloon as he left the Mg or’ s office. She did not speak until they reached the junction of
the service corridor with Main Stret.

“Now we make a bedline for the Port airlock and lift off before he discovers we re gone, right?’
Bailey made a clucking sound. “ Y ou' re getting cynical, Brea. And so young, too.”

“Y ou mean we re going through with it?’

“No choice. If werun, we might aswell handLiar over without afight.”

“But we can't, Stinky! My God, we are smuggling asingularity. If they catichus. ..”

“They won't. Besides, what better cover for two first time smugglers than as a Peace Enforcer mail
boat?’

#

Doctor Roger Kingdey stood before his office wall screen and watched in envy asthe spird shape of a
tropica storm threw itself againgt the coast of FHorida That was one thing he missed since his
appointment to the Sky Watch Observatory inGalileo Sation -- rain, wind, weather of any kind. He
recognized his fascination with weather asasign that it was getting time to go home to the wet green of

England.

Kingdey moved to his desk and blanked out the Earth view from the cameras mounted on the Sation’s
hub. No sense torturing himself, he thought as he stared down at the mass of disorganized papers on the
desktop. It was not really the lack of wegther, or homesickness, or any of the thousand and one minor
irritations of lifein space that were bothering him, of course.

It was Anga Y ahaya.

The Pan-African had ruined a perfectly good staff teayesterday with his damned preaching. Absolutely
ruined it! The Director’ swife would probably never invite either of them again. To hear the man talk, you
would think the British Empirewas il in full bloom. How many times must someone listen to harangues
about the sins of their colonid forefathers?

Kingdey wasjolted out of hisreverie by the ringing of histelescreen. He leaned forward to accept the
cal and found himsdlf staring into the corpulent features of Sir Harry Gresham, Sky Watch Director.

“Hello, Harry, | wasjust thinking of calling you. That was abloody fine teayour wife gave last evening.”

“Glad you liked it, Roger. | am only sorry that | missed it. The press of duties, you know.”



“Of course”

“Uh, Roger, something’s come up. Have you had a chance to review that data we talked about last
month?’

“I said | would,” Kingdey responded somewhat waspishly.
“Am?!

“And nothing. | believe you had best check your instruments. | know of no astronomica phenomenon
that could produce such an effect.”

“Areyou sure?’

“Of course|I’m sure. Even so, because of our ‘friendship,’ | have assigned one of my assistantsto review
the datain detail. Lad by the name of Angal Y ahaya. Pan-African. Very sharp.”

“But there has to besomething.”

Kingdey shrugged.

“Look, I’ve discovered that the Peace Enforcers are interested,” Gresham continued without pause.
“That hasto be sgnificant”

“| fail to see how, Harry.”

“Y ou know the military mind. They think of science only as a source for new weaponry. If they're
interested in the Gresham/Kingdey Fash, then they must think it anew phenomenon with military
sgnificance”

“Or esethey heard you were interested and are wondering why. No, | am sorry, Harry. | redly think
you have abit of insrument mafunction here, and nothing more. If Y ahaya comes up with anything
further, I will besureto giveyouacal.”

#

Anga Y ahayaglanced around furtively at the dozen or so white facesin sight of the full security
telescreen booth. Apparently, none of the people in the wide Alpha Deck corridor were taking any
specid interest in him, but he fill felt atwinge of fear as he opagued the booth’sglasssdes. A few
seconds work with a screwdriver and he had the screen’ s access plate open. He attached a number of
inductive pickupsto various points on the instrument’ s circuit board. The pickups were connected to a
small black box with aseriesof LED lightson itsface. None were lighted yet, but they soon would be.

Y ahaya punched a sequence of sixteen digitsinto the phone keypad. There was the usud ripple of static
on the screen that signaed that the call was being routed down to Earth. Finally, the screen cleared and a
woman'’ sface flashed on theline.

“Pan-African Legation to the UN, may | help you?’
“Citizen M’ Buto, please.”

“Who may | say iscaling?

“Anga Yahaya”



“Just amoment, Citizen.”

“Angai, good to seeyou again. | presume you are taking proper security measuresfor thiscall,” achisd
faced, ebon skinned man said from the screen.

“Yes, dr, Colone M’Buto,” Y ahaya said, respect tingeing hiswords.
“Y our report then.”

“I’ve been contacted by our man out in the Belt. He' sarranged another ddlivery.”
“Same procedure as last-time?”’

“Yes gr.”

“And your contact at the powerdtat?’

“He sready to receive the merchandise.”

“Very good. Keegp meinformed of progress.”

“Uh, onemorething, gr.”

“yes?

“Have you received a package from me?’

“It arrived thismorning. What am | to make of it?*

“I'm not sure. Kingdey seems uninterested, athough he told me this morning that the Peace Enforcement
Directorateisinvolved.”

M’ Buto's eyebrowsrosein surprise. “Not just Sky Watch?’
“No, definitely the PE's”

“Thisputsanew light on things. | will forward your data by diplomatic pouch with arecommendation that
they look into thismysterious point of light.”

“Thank you, Colond.”

“Your first duty isto make sure our ‘delivery’ isreceived without incident. However, if you should obtain
any additiona information on this other matter, send it by the usua channels”

“Yes gr.”
“Good man, Angai. M’ Buto out.”



CHAPTER 5

Four thousand hours after waking, PROBE’ s doubts about the creatures of the yellow sun were greater
than ever.

Its data banksincluded everything CARETAKER had accumulated since it had pricked an expanding
bubble of radio noisein the void between the stars. All told, PROBE had eight-to-the-fiftieth power bits
of information to study. Even at the accelerated rate at which PROBE' s brain operated, merely
organizing the datainto a coherent whole required severd weeks. After the datawasfiled and
cross-referenced, the task of studying it for meaningful patterns went ever more dowly. Even the usudly
ampletask of learning the language proved unexpectedly difficult.

CARETAKER had dready completed the tedious preliminary work of sorting out the video and audio
portions of the signa's and matching one to another when PROBE woke from the Long Seep.
CARETAKER had aso collected alarge sampling of the creatures written language, and amuch smaller
collection of the binary datathat their machines used in communicating with each other.

AsPROBE reviewed CARETAKER' swork, it noted that the beings seemed to use severd different
symbol patterns to express the same meaning. For the better part of a hundred hours, PROBE subjecting
the confusing datato acomplex series of information theory programs.

Understanding came dowly and from asurprising quarter.

The creatures ill utilized multiple languages! One portion of PROBE was ecstatic over the discovery.
Never before had alife probe stumbled onto a civilization so near its beginnings. However, the rest of
PROBE wasworried. A species il inits adolescence was the last thing it needed. Interesting though
such aneophyte culture might be, they would be of little help in an overhaul.

The creatures caled themsel ves human beings or men in the predominate language of the Sgnds, other
thingsin other tongues. Ther planet was Earth. Their numbering system was to the base ten and their
means of measuring history was by decades.

PROBE began its search for understanding in the first decade in which the signa's had been intercepted.
For some obscure reason, the humans numbered it the one-hundred-and-ninety-fifth. PROBE searched
for dgnsthat humanity had aninterest in the far sars or near planets. The results were both disgppointing
and confusing. Referencesto space travel floated out of memory every few microseconds, but most dedlt
with crudefictiona accountsin which aien monsters seemed curioudly attracted to human females.
Referencesto the atom were plentiful, but dealt mostly with the fear that oneriva group or another would
gart awar and blow everyone up. There were no references at al to massenergy converters, neutrino
projectors, gravity wave modulators, or any of the other advanced devices so necessary to Maker



avilization.

The content of the earliest sgnas disturbed PROBE. It was not the provincia attitude toward the
universe that pervaded them. All racesin the Galaxy wereisolated by time and space, and provinciadism
wasthe rule rather than the exception. However, the idea that “ stranger” was synonymous with “enemy”
did not bode well for an alien machine searching desperately for away home. The average humanin the
decade of the 1950swas atechnologicd illiterate. Even the launching of severd artificid satelliteslatein
the decade was insufficient to overcome the inertia of al that had gone before.

PROBE arranged the data for the next decade and scanned it. Results this time were considerably more
promisng. Almost immediately, references to something caled aSpace Race began to flow from
memory. Apparently, the launching of the first satellite by one of the power blocs had touched off a
competition with the other mgjor bloc on the planet. Even though the reasons for the competition were
obscure, PROBE could not help but approve of the development. Increasingly often during the period
(1960-1969) puny rockets belched fire and lifted ponderoudy toward the sky. The rockets got bigger
with surprising rapidity. Then, late in the decade, PROBE watched as two spacesuited bipeds cavorted
on the surface of the Earth’ ssingle satellite.

PROBE halted its study at the end of the 1960s data and cal culated the rate at which the humans seemed
to be progressing. The results wereimpressive. At the rate they were going, they would overtake the
Makersin less than ten thousand years!

The next severa decades dampened the spurt of activity of the 1960s. The 1970-1999 data showed a
period of retrenchment, atime when science and technology appeared to fall into disfavor. Despitethis,
the creatures continued to make rapid technological progress, especidly in the area of computers. It was
not until the 200th decade that humans managed to establish a permanent presence above their
atmosphere, pitifully crude though it was.

The collapse of one of the mgjor power blocs early in the 199th decade had seemed to presage a generd
lessening of tensonson the planet. This, like virtualy everything ese involving human beings, proved
trangtory. By the beginning of the 201t decade, near-Earth-space was dive with primitive directed
energy weapons and with space stations and space fleets to service them.

PROBE considered the devel opment and pondered its significance. In the seven decades that it had
studied the humans, they had seemed to be constantly on the brink of war. Y et, somehow they managed
to avoid coming to blows while making great strides toward becoming atrue civilization. Then, inthe year
2011, the inevitable happened. One regiona power struck its neighboring rival bloc with itsfull arsend,
drawing in the sole remaining mgjor power. The cause, like many of the humans motivations, was not
readily apparent; but gppeared to be somehow tied to the elusive concept of “honor.” Ten years earlier,
such astrike would have destroyed human civilization.

Sdvation came from an unexpected quarter asthe orbiting battle Sations, lofted amid terrible
controversy, and showed their worth. Over a period of three days, wave after wave of nuclear strikes
were beamed out of the sky before they could reach their targets. The fighting ended as quickly asit had
begun, and shortly thereafter, PROBE noticed achangein the flavor of the sgnasit received. Where
before humanity seemed destined to splinter into progressively smaller competing groups, the near
disaster seemed to have brought them closer together. 1t was an imperfect alliance to be sure. There
were il rivaries, threats, and afew lapses. Theleve of verba abuse remained high. But by and large,
the beginnings of a planetary government could be discerned taking shape among the frightened denizens
of thethird planet of the yelow sun.

Finaly, PROBE knew why CARETAKER had signded it awvake. The humans, so obvioudy unsuited to



its purposes when the signals were first encountered, had suddenly devel oped true spacecraft.
CARETAKER had encountered low frequency gravity waves emanating from the system. Such were the
characteristic of singularity powered mass converters. Not only were the humans showing signs of
cultural maturity, but impressive evidence of continued technologica progressaswell.

PROBE reached the end of its data and discovered it till could not answer the question of whether or
not the humanswere“civilized.” It sugpected the problem wasin the nature of thetelevid sgnas
themselves. Most broadcasts were originated in afew centers around the globe and beamed to
communication satellites for relay back to Earth. Chance had placed PROBE dmost directly in the plane
of the Earth’ s equator, and thus, directly in line to intercept the beams aimed skyward at the orbiting
comsats.

The programming carried on those beams was intended for the mass of humans, the overwhelming
mgority of whom gtill avoided learning anything they considered “too difficult.” There were others, of
course, who devoted their livesto the pursuit of knowledge. This subgroup communicated by other
means than the mass entertainment televid system. For the scientists there were scientific journas, trade
publications, transactions, monographs, and the INTERNET. PROBE recognized adl theseterms as
referring to non-broadcast methods of disseminating and storing information.

Unfortunately, these journals were seldom placed on the great comm networks. When they were
transmitted at al, it was on the highly directiona interplanetary communications net, which PROBE found
amost useless as ameans of gathering data. It could only eavesdrop when atransmission was relayed
through the geosynchronous stations or aimed directly at its position in space.

PROBE conddered itsdilemmafor severd seconds. The sgnswere dightly in the humans favor, but the
overd| qudity of the datawas poor. The data points had a high degree of spread to them. Something had
to be done to improve the focus of theinquiry.

An experiment wasin order.

Asfar as PROBE could determine, the humans believed themselves alonein the universe. It would come
asasevere shock (asit had to many others) to discover an alien machine on the outskirts of the Solar
System. Their reaction to that discovery would undoubtedly follow one of the eight standard patternslife
probes had observed down through the millennia. Learning their pattern was al PROBE needed to make
itsdecision.

PROBE consdered the possibility of danger. It was unlikely that the humans' primitive ships could
intercept it asit trandted the inner system. Y e, the danger wasthere. Therefore, asthe Makers had long
ago decreed, it would place limits on the scope of the experiment. It would revedl the fact of its presence
and nothing ese. Until it knew humans better, no information concerning itstrue nature or mission would
flow forth.

PROBE willed power to surge through a series of mechanisms that had not been used since pre-launch
testing. Forcefield mirrors sprang into existence and aiming devices moved to collimate them. A tight
beam of highly coherent x-raysissued forth. The beam was amed directly for the yellow sun. It would
take twelve-and-a-hdf daysto reach Earth, and even at minimum dispersion, would spread out to the
orbit of Jupiter by thetimeit arrived. In alittle less than two weeks, human astronomers would detect a
strange new star in the heavens. It would be astar only three hundred light-hours distant, a star that
emitted only coherent x-rays. It would not take them long to recognize that such a source could only be
the product of dieninteligence.



“ProspectorLiar’s Luck , thisis Luna Approach Control. Stand by for orbital clearances.”

“Standing by,” Don Bailey said from his acceleration couch. Hiswords were picked up by adirectiona
microphone and transmitted to the Approach Controller Sitting at his console deep in the heart of one of
the lunar equatoria space stations. The controller and his station were till out of line-of-sight, being
hidden behind the Moon’ slimb. The message was relayed through one of the smal lunar comsats. The
whole process took |less than a tenth of a second.

“Computer to record.”
“Computer ready to record, Control.”

There was a high-pitched whine on the audio circuits, followed by: “That’sit. Back that kiddy car down
according to the datawe just fed you and you will make a clean approach with no problems. Good day
toyou, Sr.”

“Good day, Control, and thanks.” Don Bailey turned to Brea Gallagher, who was strapped into her
acceleration couch beside him. “Hear that? Nothing to worry about.”

“Hah! He should be up herefighting thispig!”

Bailey’ sanswer was anoncommittal grunt. Breal s complaint was nothing new. She had been fighting with
the computer over ship’ s attitude control for most of the month long trip. The system had developed a
nasty tendency to overcorrect causingLiar to waddle at inconvenient times -- like when they were trying
toline up for thefind burn that would circularize their orbit ten thousand kilometers above the Moon’s
surface.

It had alot to do with their cargo.

They had |eft Ceres Port right on schedule the morning after being summoned to the audience with Mgjor
Macintire. Instead of immediately diving for the inner system, however, Bailey choseto cut acrossthe
Bdt to apoint half-a-degree ahead of Ceresin her orbit. Ostensbly, the maneuver wasto smplify the
jump to Earth. By spending three days longer in the Bdlt, Bailey diminated the need for across-orbit
tack, stern chase burn, gravity well deceleration, or any of the other fancy maneuversthat caused a
pilot’s hair to turn prematurely gray. From half-a-degree foreorbit of Ceres, the jump would be a straight
tangentia decelerate-and-orbit maneuver.

That, at least, wastheofficial reason for going 3.5 million kilometers out of the way. In fact, Bailey
delayed sendingLiar on her sunward stoop in order to keep their clandestine rendezvous. On the second
day out from Ceres Port, a makeshift tug matched orbitswithLiar’s Luck and offloaded its cargo -- the
unregistered |-mass.

Initsnatural state, an I-massis of little useto anyone. In spite of itsdengty, it isjust too small apackage
to interact effectively with norma matter. However, like adiamond-in-the-rough, abit of processing turns
it into atreasure beyond price.

The procedure was known as energizing.

Energizing an I-massinvolves acce erating its rotational speed until “centrifugd force” has stretched the
nearly dimensionless point into adisc severa thousand timesits natural diameter. Spinning up an I-mass
requires energy, and lots of it. Energy on that scale could only be provided by one of the Earth orbiting
powerhouses that provided a hungry world with energy, and which were themsel ves singularity powered.

The sngularity made the trip suspended in the same magnetic field asLiar *s own I-mass. The extra mass



tended to makeL.iar tall heavy, thusthe tendency for the attitude control system to overcorrect.
“Coming up on boost point,” Baley said findly.
“Better tdll Lisato grab hold of something back there.”

“Right,” Breasaid. She punched for the intercom to the main cabin. A moment later, the angular features
of ared haired, twelve year old girl stared out &t her.

13 Y%, Br%‘”
“We re coming up on our next to last boost, Hon. Better strap down.”
“May | comeforward?’ The serious green eyes brightened with excitement.

Brealooked questioningly at Bailey, who reached out and pressed a switch. Lisa’ sface was duplicated
on ascreen infront of him. “Have you stopped pouting about going off to school, young lady?’

“Yes, Uncle Don.”

“Then come forward, but make it fast. Y ou have twenty-six secondsto get yourself strapped into the
jump seat. Make that twenty-four and counting.”

“I'mon my way!”

Breacontinued to look a Bailey, who had returned to studying hisflight plan display. “I wonder if wedid
the right thing bringing her dong, Stinky.”

“Of coursewe did. Sheis getting to the age where she needs to get out and meet people other than Rock
Hoppers. Want her to remain ignorant of the socid gracesdl her life?’

“Why not, Uncle Don, you did!” Lisa svoicefloated through the hatch and was quickly followed by its
owner. She swarmed into the jump seat between their two couches and strapped down.

“Seems my grandfather used to have asaying abouit * little pitcherswith big ears.””

“And another about ‘ seen and not heard,”” Breasaid. “Leave usaonefor abit, Hon. Thispartis
ticklish.”

Therewas sllencein the cabin until the main engine sputtered to life. Twenty seconds later, with Brea il
fighting to keep the ship lined up on the proper guide star, dl was quiet once again.

“Computer saysthat’sit,” Bailey said. “Welcometo Luna, Folks. Turn us over, Brea.”

Breatwisted the control stick and the ship rolled to the right. The tars rotated around the control bubble
asthe Moon swam dowly into view. Up to that moment, they had been backing down toward their
degtination, unable to seeit. The tan-and-black orb was suddenly acliff towering over them, ready to
crash down on their heads.

Therewas asharp intake of breath from the jump seat. “Wow! | never redlized it was so big!”
Balley chuckled. “Wait until you see the Earth from low orbit. It'sahundred timesthissize”
Lisawas suddenly quiet at the mention of Earth.

There had been anear mutiny when they broke the news to her about her schooling. Brea had insisted



that they not tell her of the smuggled I-mass. If they were arrested, at least Lisawould be ableto claim
ignorance of the shady dedl.

Breadtretched in her seat. “How long to rendezvous with the sation?’
“Another hour-and-a-half at this poky closing rate. Why?’

Shereached for her buckles and unsnapped them. “Call usfifteen minutes before the final nudge and not
amoment sooner. We girls are going to need dl the time we can get to make oursalves presentable for
the Luniks. Come dong, Hon. I'll flip you for first bathing rights.”

CHAPTER 6

Magor Eric Stassel strolled in long skating motions up the doping incline that led to the departure gates
for thetrans-Lunaballistic capsules. He moved with a practiced gait, dipping effortlesdy around parties
of tourists who tended to bound too far into the air, thus stranding themselvesin high lob trgjectories for
long seconds.

Stassdl noted that there were more of these mobile obstacles than usud -- a sure sign that one of the big
Earth-Moon liners was orbiting somewhere overhead. He gave them awide berth lest some oaf wearing
aruffled cerisejumpsuit with straining Velcro fasteners collide with him. Otherwise, heignored them and
mulled over what he had learned at Farside Observatory -- preciouslittle.

Except for that firgt day, useful information concerning the mystery flash in Aquilawas proving difficult to
come by. Thetrip to Farsde had been ashot in the dark. If Ceres Observatory was the finest optica
ingdlation in the Solar System, Farside Observatory held that titlein thefield of radio astronomy. It was
the perfect place to carry out such observations because it wasin permanent radio eclipse with the Earth.
Whileit istrue that the Moon has no ionosphere with which to bounce radio waves over the horizon,
there were ways reflections from strategicaly placed mountains and crater wallsto worry about. With
the Earth hanging permanently in the Nearside sky, aradio astronomer could spend weeks gethering data
from the outer bounds of the universe, only to have histarget drowned out by the wailing of the |atest
top-forty pop singer in the last five minutes of the experiment.

Having run out of other options for the moment, Stassel had traveled to Farside to request aradio search
of that section of sky where Sky Watch had observed the flash. It was dways possible that the explosion
had |eft a detectable residue to provide the clue needed to resolve the mystery. The radio scan of the
region of space near the star Delta Aquilae yielded nothing but aflyspeck source of long wave radiation
only dightly more energetic than normal background.

The Chief Astronomer at Farside had glanced at his detector readouts and commented: “We frequently
seeasgmilar effect in the clouds of hydrogen plasma expelled by ships passing overhead. It is one of the
biggest nuisances we have to put up with around here. Anyway, the emisson is at the right frequency for

hydrogen.”
“Isthat what we' relooking at, aship’swake?” Stassel asked.
The Chief had shrugged. “Might be anything at dll, including aglitch in our receiver.”

“Any way to measure its distance?’



“None. We might be able to get you a pretty good parallax measurement next winter if it isgtill there
then. If you' ve got acharge number, | can set up arescan program.”

“No thanks. If | haven't solved this mystery to the Admird’ s satisfaction by winter, you can address dl of
my mail care of one of Saturn’sMoons.”

After the disappointment at Farside, he had called Tycho to discover that histwo staff assistants -- who
had been assigned when Admira Liu boosted hisrating to Priority 4 -- had nothing new to report. He
caught the supply scooter back to Crisum City for transshipment to Tycho Base.

Stassdl reached the end of the native rock tunnd that had been drilled beneath Crisium Spaceport and
entered amedium s ze pressure dome. Filtered sunlight danted in at an angle that told the experienced
eyethat it wastwo daysto local sunset. He walked to the ticket counter, set histravel bag at hisfeet, and
handed histicket to the statuesque blonde manning the booth. She dipped it into her reader, and set her
featuresin the professiona smile of onewho must ded with the public.

“Headed back to Tycho, Mgor? That will be Tube Six, loading now.”

“Thanks.” He scooped up histravel bag, hurried to the accordion pleated access tube indicated, and on
into the capsule.

The ballistic capsule was aten meter long egg with twin acceleration couches on each side of anarrow
ade, polarized viewports, an entry airlock, an environmenta control system, afew clusters of

dtabilization jets, and preciouslittle else. The capsule was nearly full when Stassel entered. A quick
glance up the aide reveaed that only two seats were left. One was next to asilver haired man with
“groundhog” stamped all over him. Helooked the garrulous type, so Stassal passed him by and took the
remaining empty seat near the front of the cabin.

His seatmate turned her head as he sat down. He smiled and nodded. “Hdllo.”
“Hdlo, yoursdf.”

Stass judged her agirl of twelve or thirteen -- just shy of puberty, anyway. She obvioudy was not from
Earth, but probably not aLunik ether. Lagrange colony or Martian scientific station, maybe. He held out
hishand to her. “I awayslike to know my traveling companions. My nameis Eric, what’ syours?’

She gravely shook handswith him. “I’m LisandraMoore from Ceres. Y ou may cal meLisaif you like.”
“Ah, aBdter. Areyou traveling with someone?’

Her nod was a curt gesture, atruncated bob of the head. “My guardian is Stting in the back row. We
both wanted awindow seat and thiswas the only one |ft.”

“Going down to Earth for vacation?’

“No, they’ re shipping me off to school.” Lisa s expression made it ook as though she was sucking on a
sour pickle.

“| takeit you aren't overly enthusiastic at the of prospect.”

“Who would be?1 put in my hour per week in the centrifuge back home just like everybody else. That is
bad enough. Can you imagine having gravity pull you down likethatall the time ? It must be like wading
through a swamp up to your neck in mud.”



“What do you know of mud?’

“Only what | read on my book screen.” She turned to stare at the mass driver that was visible acrossthe
plain. “Isthat thing redly going to shoot usto Tycho?’

“Hope s0,” he sad, letting ahint of mirth cregp into hisvoice. “It would be kind of messy if it didn’t.”
“Without rockets?’

“Don’t worry, the capsule has emergency jets. But if everything goes right, we won't need them.” Stassdl
leaned toward the window and glanced out. The main spaceport was on the other side of the terminal
dome and out of view. Ahead of him rose one of the mass driver spur lines, aseries of ever taler and
more distant towers surmounted by drive rings. The low sun angle cast long shadows over the basalt
waves of the Seaof Crises.

“ See those towers? They point southwest. In afew minutes we will go whooshing up through there and
go flying off in exactly the right direction to lob us the three thousand kilometers between here and Tycho.
At the other end, thereisamass driver exactly like this one. The Crise computer talksto the Tycho
computer and tellsit when to expect us. As soon as the Tycho brain spots us coming over the horizon, it
will begin to fire our attitude thrustersto line us up with the mouth of its mass driver and then catch us
before we splash oursalves dl over thefloor of Tycho Crater.”

They fdl to taking about the difficultiesinvolved in aming abdligtic travel capsule. Stassel was surprised
to learn that Lisahad agood understanding of orbital mechanics, and a better idea of the complications
involved than ninety-five percent of the adults who used the capsulesroutingly.

They were till degp in conversation when Stassdl’ s ears popped as the airlock was sealed and the
capsul€e s pressurization stabilized.

“Make sure you are strapped down securely,” he warned, anticipating by atenth of a second the
recorded announcement to that effect. “Push your head firmly into the neck rest. It isokay if you turn to
look out the window, just don't leave any of your vertebrae unsupported. The kick-in-the-pants phase
for Crise-Tychoisnearly four gravs. Try tolift your head and you' Il wrench something.”

Hefollowed his own ingtructions and burrowed into his seet while absentmindedly listening to athroaty
femd e voice finish the emergency ingtructions. The capsule gave alurch and bumped dowly ahead. The
view out the window was suddenly blocked as they entered the black maw of the mass driver.

“Herewe go!”

Theinitid surge of acceeration quickly built to the four gravities he had promised Lisa. It went on for
forty seconds by which time the capsule was 30 kilometers from the spaceport and speeding dong at
5500 kilometers-per-hour.

The last ten kilometers of the mass driver branched into three separate tracks. Each was pointed in a
different direction and lofted up to clear the Picard-Lick Highlands, the peaks of which could be seen
poking over the horizon. The Tycho capsule took the center track, sprinted out of the last guide ring and
fell upwardsin ashdlow, rising dlipse. Stassel watched as the shadowed mountain pesks flashed by so
closethat it seemed he could reach out and touch them.

He pointed out the landmarks to Lisaas they marched below. When the Tranquility Monument had
dropped below the horizon astern, the egg began adow end-for-end turn that signaled the midpoint of
the journey.



Their arrival a Tycho Base was handled in the same breathtaking manner astheir takeoff. They watched
the Tycho catcher ring grow immense on the bulkhead screen. When it looked as though they would
crash for sure, there was a stomach wrenching deceleration, a series of bumps, and they were down.

“Whew!” Lisasaid, as she unbuckled her bdlts.

“Same here,” Stassel agreed. He let her squeeze past his knees before he unstrapped and joined the
throng, leaving the capsule. Onceinside the termina dome, he noticed Lisa standing with awoman. They
were trying to make sense out of amap of Tycho Base, the kind spaceport souvenir shops have been
pawning off on unsuspecting tourists since the dawn of time,

Stassdl whistled under his breath. The girl’ s guardian was not half bad in the looks department. She might
have been pretty if not for the pinched expression she wore. Shefilled out her moonsuit nicely, too.
Stassd darted for them with intentions of offering his assistance as aguide. Before he had moved two
steps, however, they turned and strode off toward Tycho Town, the civilian section of the base.

He watched them go, keenly aware of an opportunity missed. When they disappeared from view, he
shrugged, turned on his hedl, and headed for the tunnel that led to Main Gate, Peace Enforcer
Headquarters, Tycho, Luna.

#

BreaGdlagher led Lisato adidewak headed toward the business district of the smdl city that had
grown up around the PE headquarters base. Lisa gazed wide eyed at their surroundings while the walk
whisked them through well lighted public tunnels past shops and restaurants with “tourist trap” engraved
in their facades. Brea hardly noticed. She was too worried about Bailey to Sghtsee.

Damn Bailey anyway!

Liar' snose had dready been poked into adocking collar in Luna EquatorStat’ s stationary central core
when Bailey announced that he would not be accompanying them to the surface.

“Why the hdll not?’ she had asked.

“Whileyou're gone, I'll take the ship up to the Lagrange powerstat and get rid of our cargo. We will
rendezvous atEarth Sation One and go down to Earth together. We' |l spend a couple of weeksin the
surf and sun while we straighten out Lisa s schooling.”

“You can't handle the ship done.”
“It won't bethefirg time.”

“Itisnt safel You'll crack upif you try adocking maneuver without someone to stabilize the attitude
controlsfor you.”

“It' sfar safer than leaving that extrasingularity in our drive unit to be discovered by the authorities.”
“Let uscomewith you,” she had said, “or else wait until | can get back to help you.”

Bailey sghed, regarding her ashe would an intransigent child. “Y ou haven't thought thisthing through,
Brea God damn it , consder theimplicationsif someoneisenergizing I-massesonthe Q.T., hesureas
hell isnot using them to power some lumbering freighter. There hasto be agovernment behind the
smuggling trade. And if agovernment issmuggling Sngularities, I'll give you three guesses asto what they
areusng themfor.”



“Y ou mean warships?’

“What ese? We are getting twenty times the norma transport feefor this. Hell, the bribes alone must
cost more than the purchase price of aregistered singularity.”

“But breaking the Space Disarmament Treaty isacapitd offense, Stinky!”

“Whichiswhy | haveto get that damned hole out of our mass converter ASAP! Look, Brea, | will be
honest with you. If we were not desperate for the money, | would never have touched thisdeal. Sincell
did, I haveto go through with it. | have dready notified the buyers of my docking time at the powerstat.
Now be agood partner and do asyou're told!”

Brea had done as she wastold, but she had not liked it. All through the shuttle flight down to Crisum
City, and then on the baligtic capsule to Tycho, Bailey’ swords had preyed on her mind. It wasn't hard
to envision him being caught by the authorities, clapped in irons, and taken down to Earth for trid . . . or
else dead in the wreck of Liar’ s Luck when hefailed to control the ship during fina gpproach and
docking at the powerdtat.

Somehow, she managed to find their hotel. She rented abroom closet of aroom at what seemed an
unreasonably low price until she remembered that it was probably ten timeswhat the average Earther
paid at home.

She helped Lisaunpack and then prepared for her interview. She showered and powdered hersdlf, and
ordered anew outfit from the hotdl’ s autovend. She passed the time waiting for it to be ddlivered by
trying to cover the worry lines and bags under her eyes with makeup. Lisasat at the foot of theroom'’s
one double bed and diaed the holo set while Breaworked.

“Who was your friend?’ Brea asked as she daubed at her face.
“Friend?

“Onthe capaule”

“Y ou mean Eric? Hewas nice, wasn't he?’

“Very handsome,” Brea agreed. She sighed at the memory. It had been a bit of a shock when the blond
officer in Peace Enforcer black-and-silver boarded the capsule. He reminded her of Greg, dthough she
could not envison Greg in auniform -- any uniform. About the most sartoridly eegant Greg had ever
gotten was when he had worn afaded blue shipsuit to their wedding ceremony. She put the old memories
out of her mind and concentrated on finishing the repairsto her face. The ddivery chute chimed to sgna
the arrival of her new apparel. After dressing, she sat on the edge of the bed and punched for Tycho
Base Adminigration.

“May | helpyou?’ afemae Marine corpora asked from the confines of the phone screen.

“I’ve been summoned by aMajor Stassel about asighting report | made.” Breawaved the summons that
Magor Maclntire had given her in the screen pickup’ sfield of view.

“Your name, Ma am?’
Breagaveit to her.

“ And the reference number on the order?’ The corpord placed her on hold for half-a-minute and then
returned to the screen. “You'rein luck. Mgor Stassdl is on the duty board and available. | can giveyou



an gppointment for 13:30 hours. Would that be agreeable?’
“That would befine.”

Brea checked her appearance in the full-length mirror that adorned the back of the inner door of the
room’semergency airlock. The new suit wastight in afew places where it should have been loose, but fit
aswell as could be expected from acredit card tailor. She turned to kiss Lisa on the cheek and warned
her to lock the door after her.

“Good luck, Brea.”

“Thanks, Hon. I'll be back assoon as| can.”

CHAPTER 7

Having run out of leads on his specid project, Stassel reported to the Operations Center. Hisfirst action
after powering up his console was to check for messages. He was pleasantly surprised to discover that
LunaTraffic Control had finaly responded to his request to be notified when Independent Prospector
Liar’s Luck entered the Earth/M oon traffic zone. Hopefully, he would be back in businessin short order.
Judging from the time hack on the traffic control message, the two Belters could be arriving anytime now.
He left messages at both the front gate and base comm center to notify him when either prospector
checked in, and then had histwo staff assistants stand by.

That done, he cdled up therest of hisACTION ITEMS: PENDING file. Histrip to Farside had left him
with afour-day backlog of work. He scanned the entire file, mentaly arranging atentative list of priorities
to accomplish everything in the shortest possibletime. Thelast item on the list caused him to rearrange
those priorities.

Ceres had finally answered his request to send dossiers on Bailey and Gallagher.
Hekeyed up thefirst dossier:

Name: Dond Kenyatta Bailey

Born: Capetown, Pan-African Federation
Age 63

Current resdence: Ceres Agteroid

Current Occupation: Singularity Progpector

According to the biographical data, Bailey was an old-time Belter, having emigrated four decades earlier.
Apparently, he had worked at just about every job there was to be had among the flying mountains
beyond Mars. Ten years ago, he had put together a consortium of smdl investors and bought aship.
Since then, he had discovered two small sangularities, paid off hisinvestors, and converted to asmple
two-person partnership.



Whoever had put the dossier together had added a persona evaluation to the bottom of the file: * Subject
ishighly capable and trusted by those around him. Does not go looking for trouble, but does not avoid i,
ether. Isrumored to have been involved in the disappearance of at least three men (consensusisthat
they deserved it). Suspicious of authority. Not to be underestimated.”

Stass finished Bailey’ sfile and keyed for the one on Gallagher. Within two seconds of itsarriva onthe
screen, hiseyebrows lifted in surprise. Galagher, it turned out, was awoman, and young.

Name: Breon Elizabeth (Cadwell) Gallagher
Born: Winnipeg, North American Union
Age 31

Current residence: Ceres Asteroid

Current Occupation: Singularity Prospector

He scanned the biographica data. It was much more terse than that for Bailey, but gave Stassel another
mild surprise. Breon Gdlagher held adoctorate in Cosmologica Astronomy. She had originaly gone out
to the Belt to work for Ceres Observatory, had married a prospector, been widowed, and then adopted
her dead husband' s profession. There was no below-the-line data on her.

StassAl had just finished reading through the dossier for the second time when the workscreen beeped,
sgnifying someone was anxious to speak with him. He saved the two dossiersin hisworking file and then
keyed for acceptance. The screen cleared to one of the base comm operators.

“A Mrs. Gdlagher is holding on the line and requests an appointment, Sir. Y ou asked to be notified.”
“Isshe herein Tycho?”

“Yes, gr.

“Have her at the front gate at Thirteen-thirty. I'll send aMarineto guide her in.”

Stassel glanced up at the chronometer set above the console screen. Thirteen-thirty was only twenty
minutes away. It was not much time to get ready.

Twenty minutes later, he seated himself behind amassive gray metal desk in one of the conference rooms
inthe Administration Complex. Behind him was awall holoscreen. He was barely settled when the room
echoed with three quick knocks.

143 Er]te.! ”

The door snicked open and a Marine Sergeant stepped smartly through. “Mrs. Gallagher is here,
Mgor.”

“Show her in, Sarge.”

The Marine turned toward someone out of sight in the corridor and said: “ The Mg or will see you now.”



He stepped aside to make way as afamiliar form brushed past him and entered the room. Stassel lurched
to hisfeet, banging his shin on the edge of the desk as he did so.

#
Breablinked in surprise as she caught sight of Stassdl.
“Areyou Mgor Stassal?’ she slammered.
He nodded. “ And you must be Lisa' sguardian.”
“Y es, Breon Gallagher -- Breafor short.”

“If I’d known who you were, | would have made a point of introducing mysdlf earlier. Pleasetakea

“Thank you, Mgor.”

“No need to be formd. I'm Eric.”
“Eric, then.”

“WhereisMr. Balley?”

“Don couldn’t come. He took the ship up to the Lagrange colony to price an overhaul. If thisis about
that distresssignd, | was the one who saw the whole thing. Don was &ft inthe gdley.”

“May | get you coffee?’
“With cream and sugar, please.”

Stassel moved to the small bar at one end of the conference room and poured steaming black liquid into
two low gravity cups. He handed one to Brea a ong with the requested condiment packets, then perched
on the edge of hisdesk as he sipped from the other.

Brealaughed nervoudy. “All the comforts of home.”

His smile was obvioudy intended to put her a ease, and in spite of herself, shefelt the tension begin to
drain from her neck and shoulders.

“Anything elsel can get you?’ he asked.
She shook her head.

“Then let’ s get down to business. Why did you have your tel escope suppression circuits energized during
the Sghting five months ago?’

Brea had spent most of her waking momentsfor the last month wondering what the PE’ s could possibly
be so interested in that they were willing to drag her halfway acrossthe Solar System. Now, when the
much-awaited inquisition finaly arrived, shefound hersdlf startled dmost to speechlessness.

“Isthat what thisis about?’
Stassd nodded. “ Partidly.”

“| was attempting to get a good enough picture of the asteroid we were prospecting on that triptowin a



bet. What difference does it make?”

Stassd did not answer, but reached out and ran hisfingers over akeypad set flush to the desktop. The
lights dimmed and the large screen behind him it up. The scene was of adensdy populated starfield.

“Watch the lower center of the screen.”

Breawatched as anew star marked by ablinking red rectangle appeared among the multitude and then
winked out again.

“That was captured by Sky Watch at approximately the same time you were observing this.”

The scene changed. Thistime it was the recording she had made of ALF37416. Once again, she
watched the mysterious speck of light appear and disappesr.

“Notice any difference?’ Stassel asked.

Breanodded. “Asyou say, my suppression circuits were engaged. My recording does not have the
background gtarsinit. So what?’

“And at the time? Were you viewing the suppressed or unsuppressed view?’
“I'm not sure,” Breasaid hesitantly.

“Think back. The way the asteroid image orbits on one side of the screen makesit look as though you
were using abright guide star to hold the telescope centered.”

Breal s eyebrows furrowed in concentration. “ Y es, now that you mention it, that’ sright.”
“Remember which sar?’

Brea shook her head. “I don’t think | knew, even at thetime. | pointed the scope at the section of sky
where the computer said our target was, picked the brightest star visible and lined up the scope's
crosshairsonit.”

“But you did seethe flash againgt astarfid d?”
“I suppose | did, dthough | didn't noticeit at thetime.”
“Areyou sure?’

“Very sure. That | remember clearly. | did not spot it until | played back the record afew minutes later.
Then | was so surprised that | called Don Bailey forward to get his opinion. What has all thisgot to do

with anything?’
“Something caused that speck of violet light. I’ ve been assigned to find out what it was.”
“It looked to us as though a mass converter might have blown up.”

“YetValiant found no evidence of awreck, nor has any ship been reported missing. That leaves only two
possibilities. Either we re deding with a phenomenon far outside the Solar Systemn, or €l se someone has
been engaging in unauthorized experiments somewhere beyond the Asteroid Belt.”

“Experiments?’ Breaasked, suddenly interested.

“Clandestine weapons tests. It has happened before. Back in the last century the South Africans secretly



tested a number of nuclear wegpons by exploding them well out to sea off the coast of Antarctica.”

“How do | fitinto dl of this?’ Breaasked, suddenly uncomfortable. She could not help remembering
what Bailey had said about the people behind the singularity smuggling. Somehow, theidea of adeep
space nuclear test sounded very plausible indeed. “What can | tell you that you don’t aready know?’

“| certainly don't have to explain triangulation to a Ph.D. astronomer. If we can place your sighting with
respect to the fixed tars --"

“--Then you can get aparallax measurement and determine the position vector from that!”
“Correct.”
“But | don't remember seeing it againgt agtarfield.”

“Not conscioudly, to be sure. However, subconscioudy, you must have. We have anumber of
sophisticated recall techniques at our disposa. | am asking you to alow usto dredge up your memories
of that day in order to triangul ate the source of thisflash of light.”

Brea shivered. She was no stranger to the therapeutic uses of drugs and hypnotism. Doc Cranston had
tried asmilar technique on her after Greg' s death, but had been forced to suspend treatment. All Brea
remembered of the experience was waking up with ascream in her throat and theimage of Greg's
sgghtlesseyes il freshin her memory.

However, that was the least of the reasons why she could not |et amind mechanic tamper near her
memory. All she needed for aquick trip to a PE prison wasto let dip what she knew about the smuggled
[-mass.

“Sorry, Mgor. Theanswer isno!”
“Mindif | ask why?’

Breahit her lower lip in hesitation. When she finaly spoke, she chose her wordswith care. “I came very
close to acompl ete breakdown three years ago, the result of losing my husband to an accident. | have
gpent the time since trying to put my life back together, erecting fragile barriers against bad memories. |
will not risk tearing open the wound again.”

“No possihility of changing your mind?’
“I’'m sorry, but that ismy decison.”

Stasse perched on the edge of his desk and stared down at her with calculating eyes. “Will you let me
discusswhat is a stake here?’

“No, and unless | am under arrest, | would liketo leave now.”
He shrugged. “If you won't, you won't. The subject is closed, then. How about dinner this evening?’

Breaamiled in spite of hersdlf. “Y ou have a very disconcerting way of changing the subject, Mgor. I'm
sorry, but no.”

“Surely an evening’ s conversation isn't too much to ask. It will give me something to remember when
they ship me out to Titan, paradise of picturesque methane blizzards.”

“It won't work,” Breasaid, shaking her head. “Y ou may make me fed guilty as hell, but you aren’t going



to change my mind. So let’ s both of us spare the attempt, shall we?’
“I promise | won't even mention this business unless you bring it up. Scout’s honor!”

Breafound hersdf smiling at the sight of a grown man with hisface contorted into alook of puppy dog
eagerness and his hand raised in the three fingered Boy Scout sdlute. “What would your wife say?’

“Nothing. This comes under the heading of entertaining aguest of the Directorate. Besides, I'm not
married at present.”

“Right. | guessLisaand | haveto eat.”

“Fine” Stassdl said, rising along with her and escorting her to the door where the Marine Sergeant il
stood guard outside. “1’ [l pick you up & your hotdl at 18:00 hours and give you the whirlwind tour before
wedine”

Breaturned to follow the Sergeant. She had gone half-a-dozen steps when she turned back toward
Stasse, who was gtill framed in the open doorway of the conference room.

“And Mgor . . . theanswer isill nol”
#

Stassel was seated in his chair in front of the holoscreen, hislegs stretched out before him, when the other
door into the conference room opened. A middle-aged man with a bookish manner and a buxom young
woman entered the room and took their places at the conference table.

“Wdl, what do you think?’

Gregor Zapata shrugged. “ The indicators jumped clear off the graphs when you mentioned fishing around
in her memory. Offhand, I’ d say she has something to hide.”

“What about you, Elspeth?’

Lieutenant-Technician Elspeth Crocker was Stassel’ s other assstant. 1 haveto agree, Eric. Her psych
profile predicted that she would react emotiondly, but nowhere near the level observed.”

“Then her resolve to avoid going into hypnosisistotal ?’
Elspeth shrugged. “ Definitely high level. Areyou going to compel her?’

“Not if | can convince her to submit willingly. Remember, we' re only Level Four here and that isn't
enough for ajudge.”

“Y ou could escalate to three,” Zapatasaid.

He shook hishead. “Asking for acourt order will stir up the anti-UN faction in the North American
Congressagain. Wewill do it if we haveto, but firgt let ustry persuasion. Now, anybody got a brilliant
idea on how we can turn this Breon Gallagher around?’

Zapatarubbed at hisincipient bald spot, a nervous habit that usualy presaged a stroke of genius. “I
know thisismore Elli€ s speciadty than mine, but I’ ve looked over the Belter lady’ s profile and | think
I’ve got an ideathat might work.”



CHAPTER 8

By the dinner hour, Stassel had planned his campaign as carefully asif he were going into battle-- as, ina
way, he was. He had promised there would be no overt pleading, cgoling, or argument. However, that
did not diminate the more subtle methods of convincing Brea Gallagher to dlow the doctors aguided

tour of her mind.

Hearrived a her hotd five minutes early. The Tycho Terrace was abusinessman’shostd, catering to the
thousands of salesmen, engineers, and purchasing agents who found it necessary to trave to headquarters
each year. It was clean, but unpretentious, the perfect place for atraveler on abudget. The pedestrian
image extended even to the hotel’ s smdll restaurant. Algae steak was the specidty of the house.

Stasd’ s plansfor the evening had no place in them for sensible, budget conscious hotels. Hisbig guns
would befired in splendor. In Tycho Base that meant the Earthview Room, renowned on three planets as
awatering hole for theidle rich and those on UN expense accounts. Stassel could hardly wait to see
Commander Y uridavich’sface when he presented his own expense account for this night’ swork.

He stopped in the Tycho Terrace stiny lobby and had the night clerk signa Bred sroom. It wasless than
two minuteslater that Breaand Lisa appeared out of aside corridor leading to the lower level. Breahad
changed into forma evening wear -- awhite pants suit with amoderately deep plunge to the bodice --
while Lisawore the shorts and singlet common to children of both sexes on the Moon.

“Hello, Eric, likemy hair?’ Lisapirouetted as she posed for him. Her hair, longer than Brea' s, was piled
on her head in away that made her look four years older. The effect was enhanced by aface with
seemingly lessbaby fat init than on the flight up from Crisum City. Thislast was the result of makeup,
but done so artfully that her features appeared freshly scrubbed. Stassel decided that Breamust have
helped her.

“You're beautiful,” he said before turning to her guardian. Brea had done something to her own face as
well. Where she had been businesdike that afternoon, she was now aluring. There was no trace of the
worry lines and signs of deeplessnessthat he had noticed in the capsule port.

“Areyou ready for your big night on the town?’

“What did you havein mind, Mgor Stassel?’

“It' sEric, remember?’

“Right. What did you havein mind, Eric?’

“Dinner and dancing in the Earthview Room. Y ou do dancein Ceres, don’t you?’

Breashook her head. * Gravity’ stoo low. We do stylized tumbling and al the other zero gee forms,
though.”

“Close enough for government work.” Stassel glanced a hiswatch. “Unfortunately, the earliest
reservation | could get isfor two hoursfrom now. If you'reinterested, I’ll take you and Lisaon that tour
| promised this afternoon.”

“That would be very nice”
Stassd thought he detected a hint of genuine interest beneath her decidedly wary acceptance of his offer.



Their first stop was Operations Center where they were met by the Officer-of-the-Waich,
Technician-Captain Noguchi, who guided them to a glassed-in ba cony overlooking the hundreds of
operations consoles.

“Thisisour central control point for the Earth-Moon Interdiction Zone,” Noguchi began with an
expandve wave of hishand. “ThelZ extends haf-a-million kilometers out from the Earth’ s center in
every direction. Itisabigjob. .. some say animpossibly big job. Those below are responsible for
monitoring everything of military interest within avolume of space measuring ten-to-the-eighteenth-power
cubic kilometers. Computers do most of the work, of course, but sometimes they need human guidance.
If you'll step thisway, I'll show you what happens when one of our iron thinkers starts screaming for
hdp.”

Thesmadl orienta officer ushered them down ahal and into adarkened classroom filled with terminals.
StassH sat Lisaat one of the student positions and took his place at the instructor’ s station. He quickly
punched up apotpourri of interesting views, giving her afast tour of the Mother-of-Worldswhile
Noguchi kept up arunning commentary. After anumber of terrestrial views had flashed on the screen,
Stassel glanced up to see Breawatching him. He winked, and mouthed the words “Watch this!” at her.

Hisfingers danced over keys as he cdled his zoom-from-orbit subroutine from memory. When the
routinewasin place, he cut into Lisa scircuit and pressedENTER . He was rewarded with a squeal of
terror as Lisaleaped backwards, flying out of her chair. Noguchi caught her before she could rebound
off any of the equipment and the three adults broke into laughter.

Stassd rose from behind his console and grinned.
“Pretty impressive, hun?’
Lisa, who was Hill trying to swallow her heart, merely nodded.

Next on the agenda were the shops, laboratories, and far flung offices of the Peace Enforcement
Directorate. Brearemained aoof through most of the tour while Lisa s eyes got rounder with every
passing minute. They had barely scratched the surface when Stassdl glanced at hiswatch. “1t' salmost
19:30. Isanyone hungry yet?’

“A little” Breasaid, nodding.
“Onelast sop and we'll cdl it anight.”

Heled them to asmall enclosed car and motioned Lisato take the front seat while he and Brea shared
the back. It was atight fit and he was acutely aware of how her arm pressed againgt his, and of the heady
aromaof her perfumewhen they had settled in.

He engaged the controls and the car moved with steady acceleration to dive into anarrow tunnel cut into
the lunar basdlt. Within seconds, the tunnel lights were flashing by at 150 kph. Thetrip lasted five
minutes. At the end of that time, the car braked to ahat and cameto rest in astation identical to the one
they had just l€ft.

Stassel opened the hatch. “Welcome to the Directorate’ s Lunar Academy, Ladies. Thisiswhereall our
candidate Peace Enforcers come for their training. Watch your step getting out of the car.”

He helped Brea, and then Lisa, disembark before leading them down another long tunnel past serious
faced men and women with the pips of Officer Cadets on their shoulders. Even after classes had officidly
ended for the day, the corridors were far from empty. Stassel threaded hisway through light traffic until



he cameto amassive airlock.

“Through here,” he said. The mechanism clanged shut behind them and there was the grinding of
machinery followed by the hiss of pressure being equalized to something less than the haf atmosphere
that was stlandard in most lunar cities. All three of them yawned widdly to clear their earsastheinner
door swung wide.

They found themsdvesin agreat cavern filled with an elaborate maze. The maze, constructed of
three-meter high walls, was unroofed save by the cavern itsalf. Flood lamps were suspended from the
native rock ceiling fifty meters over their heads. The cavern wasfilled with machinery. Brea blinked,
trying to judge the scale of the open space before her. It was easly ten times the size of the Operations
Center.

“What isthis place?’ she asked.

“Used to be abig ice deposit. After they mined it out, the Directorate took it over as part of the
Academy complex. Now it’ sthe Academy War Museum, the most extensive collection of weaponry in
the Solar System.”

“I thought the PE’ s were supposed to prevent wars.”
Stassel nodded. “That’ swhat it says on our charter.”
“lsn’'t thisjunk collection alittle out of character, then?’

“Not at dl. Police study crime, doctors study disease, and we study war. After al, hitorically speaking,
war isour pecies favorite sport.”

“lan’'t that atrifle melodramatic?’ Brea asked.

“It' sasmple statement of fact. Human nature never really changes, you know. Our heritage comes down
to usfrom thewarriors of Sparta, through the Roman legions, to the citizen soldiers of the two World
Wars. Do you redly think the descendants of three thousand generations of wolves have suddenly turned
into sheep?’

“Oh, we ve donefairly well so far, better than many people thought we would. In the one hundred
twenty years sincethe first atomic bomb, we have only come redly close to annihilation once. Not abad
record at al. However, consder the long view. Can we hold Armageddon in abeyance for another
twelve decades? How about twelve centuries or twelve millennia?’

Lisacleared her throat. “ Are al Peace Enforcers as pessmigtic asyou are, Mgor Stassel?’

Stassdl shook his head. “ On the contrary, I’ m an optimist, someone who believes that another factor has
entered the equation, onethat will save usyet . . . if welet it. If we can hold our violent naturesin check
for another hundred years or so, we should be safe.”

“What happensin ahundred years?’

“If we'relucky, we will be out among the stars. We arein acritical period just now. The human raceis
gtill crowded on and about a single planet. Even aminor natura catastrophe could wipe usout in the
twinkling of an eye. We could do the job ourselves, too, athough it would take somewhat longer. Itisan
inherently ungtable Stuation.

“But consider what happens when wefindly crack the Eingtein Barrier. In just afew decades, we will



have spread so far and wide that no single disaster -- not war, not flood, not even the explosion of old
Sol himsdlf -- will be ableto destroy usdl. Until that halcyon day arrives, however, we contentious
humans will be unable to pursue our bloody hobby. That, in aroundabout way, isthe purpose of this
museum, to remind our cadets of their respongibility to the human race.”

Stassdl had noticed Lisa s attention wandering al through his speech, which unknown to his guests, he
had practiced all afternoon. She had spent the last minute or so with her head back, staring open
mouthed at a massive machine suspended from the cavern roof by steel cables.

“What' sthet?’

Stassel turned to follow her pointing finger, happy to change the subject. He had planted the seeds and
now they must be alowed to grow without interference for awnhile. “That isan old Hercules Class Laser
Battle Station. The cylinder is a hydrogen-fluorine gas dynamic laser, while the round structure besideit is
the control module. That particular station is Peace Control Satellite Alpha-Nine. My grandfather served
aboard her.”

“Y our grandfather?’ Brea asked.

He nodded. “We Stassds are an old line military family. I'm third generation PE.” He glanced once more
at hiswatch. “We need to shake aleg if we' re going to get dinner thisevening. | thought you might likea
quick look at what the museum hasto offer, thenif you'reinterested, I’ ll arrange alonger visit tomorrow

whenweé Il have moretime.”

He led them on a brisk tour of the various galleries of the maze. Brea noted that each seemed to have a
unifying theme. One specidized in weapons with cutting edges -- knives, swords, spears, axes, and all
their many variations. Another wasfilled with various pieces of persona armor. Asthey worked around
the perimeter of the cave, the weapons got more modern. In one gdlery, a century-and-a-haf old
wood-and-fabric biplane sat beside a deek hypersonic bomber only dightly younger. The early weapons
of gpace were the center of yet another display. Severa antique spy satellites flanked the tiny shape of
one of thefirst orbital interceptors. Outsde agallery seded off by closed doors, Laser Battle Stations
from the period of the Misfire War sat Sde-by-side.

“What'sin here?’ Lisaasked, pointing to the closed entry into the gdlery.

“You don't want to go in there.”

“Why not?’

“Why ruinyour dinner?’

Brealaughed. “Y ou had best tell dl, Eric. | know that look. Y ou' ve roused her monkey curiosity.”

Hedghed. “That gdlery isdevoted to the Misfire War. Not al the incoming warheads were vaporized in
space, you know. A few got through. A nuked city isnot a pretty sight, certainly nothing to show a
twelveyear old girl.”

“I’'mold enough! You can't scare me.”
“I think we' d better bypassthisone, Lisa”
“I want to seeit. You do too, don’t you, Brea?’

Stassdl turned to Brea, his eyebrows lifted in an unspoken question.



She bit her lower lip, obvioudy torn by her distaste for the subject and the need to show Stassdl that she
was no shrinking violet. The silence stretched on uncomfortably long, until she threw her shoulders back
and stared him Straight inthe eye. “Lisaand | would liketo seeit, Mgor.”

Stassel shrugged. “ Okay, but don’t say | didn’t warn you.
#

Dinner was asomber affair in spite of dl the efforts of the Earthview Room’ s management to make it
otherwise. Both Breaand Lisa had been shocked by the pictures they had seen in the Museum. Brea
hated to admit it, but Stassel had been right. They had not been anything you would want to show a
twelve-year-old girl.

Lisawasthefirg to recover, bouncing back to her normally cheerful self long before the dessert course
was trundled to the table. Breawas lessresilient. She could not get over the sight of the child who
cradled acharred bal of fur in her arms, gpparently unaware that she had been burned amost as badly
hersdlf. Or the panoramaof carnage at a playground on the outskirts of afusion weapon blast. Even two
hours ater, she had trouble controlling her geg reflex.

Whoever had set up that little collection of horror had done so without the dightest compassion for those
who would be viewing it. The pictures had been mostly anonymous, with no way to tell whether they
were taken in Moscow, Pittsburgh, or Hanchow; Volgagrad, Sesitle, or Belgrade. Thedisplay held
selections from every one of thefifteen cities unlucky enough to be the targets of “those few that got

through.”

Brearemembered thinking when Stassel had first showed them the War Museum that the PEswere
glorifying the very thing they were sworn to prevent. After seeing the dead and the dying of seventy years
earlier, sheredlized that there could be no glory in such carnage. Her shoulders shivered involuntarily as
she watched Stassdl teaching Lisato dance. While she fought to regain control of her emotions, she
consdered her dilemma.

Theflash of light in Aquilawas both mysterious and potentialy important. After the museum, she hoped
with al her heart that what she had observed was nothing more than astar clearing itsthroat. Only, the
astronomer in her did not believe it. Considering everything she knew about astronomica phenomena, the
most plausible explanation was that someone had tested a weapon designed to smash cities asthosein
the display had been smashed.

For thefirst time Brea felt she understood the motivation of the men and women in slver-and-black. She
was gill mulling it over when Stassdl |led Lisa off the dance floor and back to the table. The two of them
werelaughing.

“Did you see me dancing, Brea?’
“Yes, hon.”
“You should try it, it swonderful. Eric’s promised to teach me some more steps.”

“If you're going to learn, thisisthe place,” Stassdl replied. “ One-sixth gee will make anyone look good,
even me and my two |eft feet.”

“Perhaps the Mgor would dance with me,” Breasaid.
StassAl stood, placed one hand at hiswaist, and executed a courtly bow. “My pleasure.”



Shelet him guide her to the center of the dance floor and take her in hisarms. She blended her body into
his and abandoned hersdlf to the flow of the music. It had been many years, but she still remembered
how. Stassdl said nothing as he led in the dow, space egting pirouette of alow geewadtz. Finaly, Brea
opened her eyes and looked directly into his.

“You had it dl planned out, didn’t you?’
“Had what planned?’
“That horrible display in the Museum. Y ou maneuvered meinto seeing it.”

He hegitated for long seconds, and then nodded. “ Guilty as charged. We have your dossier, including
your psychometric chart. One of my Assstants pointed out that you deeply regret not having conceived a
child before your husband' s death; which causes you to have a soft spot where babies are concerned. |
arranged to have the Misfire War exhibit . . . *strengthened,” shdl we say?’

“Thenit wasall propaganda?’

He nodded. “In away. However, we did not invent those scenes. We didn’t have to. The Directorate
has thousands of similar photographs on file. Much to our species’ eternd shame, such things have

happened.”
“What if | fill refuseto helpyou?’
“I"m hoping that you won't.”

Brea hesitated, till inhibited by the knowledge of what could happen if she betrayed Liar’ sguilty secret.
Damn Bailey for putting her into this spot! Damn her self for going along with him!' She took a deep
breath and stopped dancing. Stassel stopped aong with her. For ten long seconds she said nothing.

“I don’'t want to do this,” she said astearswelled up in her eyes.
“It'syour choice,” hesad.

Her eyesflared wide with anger. “Y ou know damned well that | lost my freedom to choose the instant
you suckered meinto that display!”

He sighed and pulled her close, comforting her as one comfortsalost child. When he spoke, it was very
Softly.

“Yes, | know.”

CHAPTER 9

Brea Gallagher tirred, opened her eyesto darkness, and sat up in bed. As she did so, the overhead
lights brightened without warning. She blinked back tears and surveyed her surroundings. Shewasin a
narrow bed flanked by gleaming machinery in aroom decorated completely in soft pastel greens. For a
moment, she had trouble remembering where shewas. Then it adl came back to her.

Thiswasthe Tycho Base Medica Center. She had beenin asmall laboratory lying on acouch not much
different from her acceleration couch aboardLiar’s Luck . The couch had been very comfortable, and if



it had not been for the bright lights shining in her eyes, she could have fallen adeep. Shehad fallen adeep,
infact, lisening to the droning voice of abdd little man who had given her an injection.

After that ... nothing.

She found that she had been subconscioudy gripping alight sheet to her breasts. Taking inventory
benesath the sheet, she discovered that she had been stripped to her underwear. Her jumpsuit was
hanging neatly in acloset next to the bed, with her ship boots besideit. Her belt pouch lay inachair at
the foot of the bed with her grooming articles. She climbed out of bed and into the jumpsuit. Shewasin
the midst of combing her hair when there came a soft knock, followed by Lisa s head popping through
the partialy opened door.

“Areyou decent, Brea?’

“Comein.”

“Whew, | thought you would never wake up! It's been four whole hours.”
“Were you there while they questioned me?’

Lisanodded.

“What did they ask?’

“Just abunch of technicd junk about the sighting. They showed you alot of pictures of sars, and you
placed alaser dot where you thought you had seen the flash. Y ou must have doneit fifty times or more.”

“Nothing ese? Did | ramble on about our trip here?’
“No, you just talked about the flash.”
Breawasin the midst of adeep sigh of relief when another set of knuckles knocked on her door.

Thistimeit was Eric Stassal, with a dozen red roses in one hand and arecord cube in the other. “ Peace
offering,” he said, handing her theflowers. “Am | forgiven?’

“Yes” Breasad, surprised that she meant it.

“Thisisarecording of your session,” he said as he handed her the record cube. * Y ou'll find that we
respected your privacy.”

Breanodded. “ So Lisa has been telling me. Did you get what you wanted?’

“Y es. The deep thinkers should havelittle trouble reducing your datato a position vector.”
“Will I ever know what comes of al this?’

Stassdl [ooked sheepish. “I’m afraid not. Security regulations, you know.”

“Then that'sit?'Y ou have no further need of me?’

“That' sit. The Directorate thanks you and would consider it an honor if you will alow usto pay your
expenses while on Earth. Y ou have my persond thanks aswell.”

Breasighed. Now that it was dl over, it was dmost anticlimactic. She buckled her belt over her jumpsuit
andturnedto Lisa “Let’'sgo, Hon. Earth iswaiting. First stop: Hawaii, and adip in the ocean.”



Lisalooked at her, horror on her young face. “Get wet dl over? Areyou crazy?’
#

Crowdsin party dress surged laughing and joking around Don Bailey as he worked hisway through the
dreets of Meridian Village toward the outdoor cafe that was hisgoal. A full kilometer overhead, a
pyrotechnic light show danced aroundGalileo Station *s central core, illuminating the checkerboard of
farmsand villages that dotted the thirty square kilometers of the great cylinder’ sinner surface. The effect
was heightened by the fact that the huge mirrors adorning the habitat’ s north and south poles had been
rotated to reflect the black of space rather than the light of the sun. Night had cometoGalileo Sation .

Bailey’ s progress was dowed to ahdt severa times as fingers plucked at his shirt and celebrants either
thrust open bottlesinto hisface, or if femae, threw themsavesinto hisarmsfor aquick kiss. The bottles
he refused. The women he accommodated, returning whatever degree of ardor he found behind the
embrace, but always moving on hisway soon afterward.

Outwardly, he smiled at al who crossed his path. Inwardly, he seethed. His arriva at the onset of Mardi
Gras could not have been worse timed. The Gdileans annua rite of summer would make it quadruply
difficult to conclude his business. Most communitiesin space had adopted the occasiona al out blast asa
means of compensating for the stressesthat came with living in avacuum packed sardine can. However,
none had done so quite so enthusiastically asthe Lagrangians.

Bailey had fond memories of atime twenty years earlier when he had been inboardCoper nicus Sation
during Mardi Gras. There had been agirl with skin like chocolate and eyesthat were great brown pools,
agirl with aninflated opinion of Belters. Bailey had spent awhole week attempting to live up to her
expectations, ajob that eventually proved impaossible for mere flesh-and-blood. Still, he would have
willingly spent the next three days attempting to recapture that lost moment if only hisship did not carry a
smuggled sngularity initsmaw.

That smuggled sngularity was the reason he now found himself ebowing hisway through partying
crowds. The smdl cafe that was his god was the designated meeting place where he would arrange
delivery of hiscargo. He discovered it in the midst of asmal park aive with willow trees and a carefully
manicured carpet of grass. The station civil government had suspended its draconian regulations
forbidding trampling of the latter for the holiday and the park was dive with couples strolling arm-in-arm
or engaged in more intimate forms of touching.

Bailey found an empty table and ordered a drink. While he waited, he leaned back and |et the enormity
of the station envelop him. Asthe Galilean Chamber of Commerce was fond of pointing out, this* coffee
can” around him was the largest object ever constructed by human beings. Two kilometersin diameter
by five long, the cylinder had nine levels of offices, warehouses, and service areas beneath the innermost
deck where he now sat. The main habitat served as city and farmland for a population employed among
anumber of auxiliary stationsthat rode smilar orbitsin the L4 stable point. These included the UN’s Sky
Watch Directorate and three operating million-megawatt power plants. A fourth power plant was being
constructed afew hundred kilometers fore-orbit of the Habitat, and its crew of construction workers
used the cylindricd city-in-the-sky for the three B’ s --broads, boozing and brawling .

Liar’s Luckwas secured in one of the floating “dry docks’ that were clustered around the Beta Power
Plant. The officid reason was that the ship would begin overhaul as soon as Mardi Gras hangovers had
subsided.

“Don Balley, long time, no see!”

Heraised his gaze from his drink to discover aman standing over him with asmile on hislipsand awary



look in hiseyes. The face was that of acomplete stranger.

“Why, hdlo,” Bailey said. “1 know | should remember your name.”

“No reasonto, Mr. Bailey. | wasonly twelve last timewe met. I'm Angal Y ahaya.”
“Of course, Angai! Have a seat and watch the fireworks.”

The agent pulled a chair from under the table and sat. He did not attempt to gaze skyward, but rather
leaned close to Bailey and whispered: “ Have you got it?”

Bailey nodded imperceptibly while pretending to sip from hisdrink.
“Good. Any trouble?’

“Not with the authorities. | had hell’ s own time herding my ship in from the Moon, though. I'll be glad
when | get my weight-and-baance back in kilter.”

“If you had no trouble from the authorities, why did you stop at the Moon? Why isyour partner even
now aguest of the Peace Enforcersin Tycho Base?’ Y ahaya asked. He spoke between lipsfrozeninto a
meaningless smile as his suspicious gaze raked Bailey’ sface.

Bailey took adow drink from hisglass and locked eyeswith Y ahaya until the other looked away. Only
then did he launch into an abbreviated recounting of the summons he and Brea had received just before
leaving for Earth.

“Y ou expect meto beievethis?’
Bailey shrugged. “It' sthetruth.”

“I must warn you, Mr. Bailey, if you have betrayed us, you will not live to spend your blood money. We
have agents to enforce our agreements.”

“So, what eseisnew?

“Aslong as you understand that we will do what we promise.”

“Threat received and understood. Now, can we get on with it?’

Y ahayanodded. “By dl means. What is your access code, Mr. Bailey?’
“Ah, | believe there was mention of payment prior to ddivery.”

“Of course.” Y ahayareached into histunic and pulled out asmal plagtic card. He passed it to Bailey,
who inserted it into his recently acquired pocket phone. After Bailey had tapped out a dozen digits on the
phone s keypad, a series of numbers began crawling across the small screen. He watched intently until
the message had finished scrolling.

“Satisfactory?’ Y ahaya asked.
“Very,” Bailey answered, turning the phone off and dipping the card into an inside pocket.
“Now, what isthe combination to your ship’s maintenance hatch?’

Bailey recited along series of numbersthat Y ahaya punched into a phone of hisown. He finished and
stared at the machine for a dozen seconds before it beeped quietly.



“Also correct, Mr. Bailey. | believe that completes our business. Will you join mein adrink to
celebrate?’

“Gladly.”
Y ahaya sgnaled the waitress and ordered two more of what Bailey had been drinking.

“I understand you were born in Capetown, Mr. Bailey. That makes us countrymen, you know. | was
raised in Molobu Township, just north of Joburg.”

Bailey nodded. “1 caught ahint of Anglo-African the moment you spoke. It made me a bit homesick.”
“Have you ever thought of returning home?’

“What for?’

“Haveyou no family there?’

“None.”

“Perhaps a pilgrimage to renew your sense of your own origins, then. Everyone must belong to
something, and you have been too long absent from our homeland. A skilled spaceman such as yourself
would be especidly welcome.”

Bailey rubbed at hiswiry hair. “| left Pan Africaforty years ago because they needed trained spacerslike
abull baboon needstits. Asfar as| can see, things haven’t changed awholelot since then.”

“Permit meto disagree, Mr. Bailey. In your youth, the black and brown peoples of the world were
engaged in their struggle to throw off the last vestiges of Caucasian colonidism. We have snce won our
righteous struggle and today stride erect like men. We no longer live at the sufferance of the whites, but
demand full equality. That includes our fair share of the wedlth of space.”

“Meaning what?’
“Meaning that Pan-Africaneedstrained spacemen if sheisever going to clam what isrightfully hers”
“Isthat why you are collecting unregistered |-masses?’

“That isnone of your business.” Y ahayadrained hisdrink and looked at hiswatch before retrieving a
business card from a deeve pocket and handing it to Bailey. “I'm afraid | haveto go. Think about what |
havetold you. If you change your mind, cal thisnumber. Ask for Colone M’ Buto.” With that, he turned
on hishedl and disappeared into the crowd of revelers.

#
Eric Stassdl sat before hisworkscreen and scowled.

The answer that he had sought for the last four weeks was displayed before him in glowing green. It had
taken only minutes for Brea Gallagher’ s data to be reduced to a position vector, minutes more for the
mystery flash to be pinpointed. To have the answer dropped into hislap after so much frustration had a
feding of unredlity about it.

It was afedling that was heightened as he read the position coordinates of the explosion (or whatever)
that had been the source of a9.85 second burst of violet light in the Congtellation of Aquila



Stassel ground histeeth in frugtration and called for alisting of the triangulation routine thet Gregor Zapata
had worked up, hoping to find some mistake -- a double named variable or awrong sign a acrucia
juncture. But no, the damned program was too short for Gregor to have made such an obvious error.
Everything checked out to sixty-four decimal places. Heran aquick test by inputting the paralax datafor
Barnard's Star.

The result confirmed that Zapata’ s program was correct.

That led him right back to the same quandary. The program was correct. Brea Gallagher’ s datawas
correct. Sky Watch's position data was correct. The only thing that was not correct was the answer. If
you could believe the cdculation, the *“ something” that had caused the mystery flash had been somefive
thousand astronomica units out in space!

To the computer that was anumber like any other. It was large when measured in kilometers, smal when
converted to parsecs. But no matter how you diced it, the distance to the hypothetical explosion in deep
pace till trandated 720 light-hours,one whole light-month distant from the Sun .

Stassel was reaching out to key for another run through of the raw data when his screen beeped for
attention. He keyed for acceptance of the cal instead. The screen cleared to revea Elspeth Crocker.

“Sorry to bother you in the security room, Eric, but SeOora Gonzales of Information Services has been
trying to get you. She saysthat it ismost urgent.”

“Petch her through.”

The screen cleared to reved LaDueQa's pensive features. “Ah, Eric. Areyou still interested in strange
happeningsin Aquila?’

Stass grinned wanly. “1’m beginning to wish | was't. What have you got?’

“If youwill remember, | set up adata screening program per your request. Two hours ago my routine
began retrieving red-time reports of something inexplicable going on out there. Ceres Observatory has
discovered an intense x-ray sourcein our bounded area of sky. Every x-ray ingrument in the System s
reacting to it. Severa reports from Directorate ships camein right on the heels of Ceres' report. The
DestroyersU Thant andDag Hammerskold , and our old friendValiant have dl seenit.”

Stasse felt the hair on the back of hisneck begin to rise. “What kind of x-ray source?’

“Highly coherent. Waveength 1.562 angstroms plus or minus nothing. There is another mystery. No one
else has noticed yet because we herein Lunaare the only people with al the dataat the moment. | have
run everything that has been flooding in through the computer. Just curiosity on my part, you understand.
The source has adisturbingly large pardlax as viewed from around the System.”

“Pardlax?Have you cdculated the position vector yet?’
“Of course”
“Let me guess. Y ou come up with afigure of seven-hundred-twenty light-hours, right?’

SeOora Gonzales shook her head, looking very frightened. “Oh no, Eric! No more than three hundred
light-hours, if that much!”

Stassd groaned. “Keep alid on what you' ve found until | can get back to you, Inez. | will have
indructions as soon as| get through talking to the Admird. Until you hear differently, thisis Top Secret!”



“Do you know what is causing this, Eric?”’

Stassdl shook hishead. “Not the foggiest notion, but whatever it is, it'scoming in fast!”

CHAPTER 10

Earth Sation Onewastiny by the standards of the giant Lagrange habitats. Itsthree toroids and central
core could have been stuffed into one of Galileo Station ' s oversize cargo locks with room to spare.

Y et, of the two constructs, ESO was the more famous by far.ESO was the oldest continually manned
artifact in the Solar System.

It had originaly been congtructed in the early years of the twenty first century to serve as a maintenance
base for Laser Battle Stations. Following the Misfire War, the UN took possesson.ESO "sorbit madeit
aprime Command-and-Control facility. Not until the network of Peace Control Satellites was completed
in 2010 did it cease to be an active military base.

Paced on the auction block in 2020, the station was purchased by a consortium of transport companies
and converted into a Transfer Point and Grand Hotdl. With its boutiques, cozy restaurants, and luxurious
auites, it was a popular place for travelersto swap between the Earth based shuttles and the ships of
deep space. Age had given it the quiet elegance of aVictorian train station.

Breg, Lisa, and Bailey sat in the Transent’ s L ounge and watched the Earth rotate beneath them. A
camera mounted on the central hub transmitted ared-time view to awall screen at one end of the lounge.
Bailey hdf sat/ndf reclined in the station’ s three-quarters gravity and cradled his aching head in his hands.

Breawatched him and scowled. “Nobody said you had to maich the Galileans drink for drink for three
whole days, you know.”

Bailey lifted his head long enough to revea two bloodshot eyes and whisper hoarsdy: “Not so loud!”

Brea conddered taunting further and decided that it could wait. “ Are you sure they are doing agood job
onLiar?

Bailey sighed, sat straight in his seat, and had along sip of the hair-of-the-dog. “1 checked her before |
boarded the ship to come here. They had the converter pulled apart and our I-mass stored safely ina
maintenance field. They said they’ d have her done in three weeks.”

“Look, Breal”

Breaturned to Lisa, who was pointing a the wall screen at the end of the lounge. They were passing
over the eastern edge of Asia, with al of the Chinese Hegemony and the northern part of Australasia
below them. Other than the spectacular scenery and one middling sized typhoon working itsway across
the Pecific, she could see nothing unusud.

“What?’
“Therewas aglint of sun off something at the lower l€eft of the screen. It' s gone now.”

They watched for two minutesin slence. At the end of that time, asmall speck appeared approximately
where Lisahad described. The speck quickly resolved itself into adeek winged arrow that grew larger
asthey watched.



“What isit?’ Lisaasked.
“Qur trangportation down, hon.”

Asthey watched, anearly invisible flame erupted from attitude control jets and the ground-to-orbit
shuttle was suddenly stationary in space. Someone had |ocked the camera at the station’ saxison the
arriving craft, and the ship was now in center screen with the Earth image skewed off to oneside.

“Drink up, folks,” Bailey said. “Lookslike we |l be going aboard in another hour. We' d best get up to
the gate to check in.”

They gathered their meager possessions and walked a quarter of the way around the ation curveto a
one of the spokelifts. Once a the axis, Bailey led theway, guiding himself dong a cable strung the length
of the axis passageway. Their destination was the departure lounge at the station’ s north pole, asphere
thirty metersin diameter with haf-a-dozen docking portsinterspersed over its surface.

The agent at the centrd ticket booth dipped the smal rectangles of plastic that were their ticketsinto a
card reader.

“Bailey, Galagher, and Moore?’
“Yes” Baley confirmed.

The agent’ s brows furrowed as the computer answered hisinquiry. Whatever the message on his
workscreen, it was not what he had expected. “A moment, please, Mr. Bailey.”

“We have confirmed resarvations, don’t we?’

“Oh, yes! No problem there. The computer has some kind of administrative hold on your tickets. I’'m
checking it now and I’ m sure we can get you on your way quickly.”

Bailey turned to Brea. “What do you think?’

Breadid not answer. On the far side of the open sphere, two men in orange-and-blue floated out of a
door labeled Security Office and launched themselves toward the three Belters.

“Dond Bailey?’ thetaller of the two asked as he grounded to ahdt beside Bailey.
Bailey nodded.

“Breon Gdlagher?’

“Here”

“Would you mind coming with us, please?’

“What for?’

“We have ordersto detain you.”

“By whose authority?” Breaasked, trying for amaximum of indignation and aminimum of guilt in her
voice.

“The order comes from the Peace Enforcers.”

“But we ll missour shuttle!”



“Yes, ma am. Sorry for the inconvenience, but we have our orders. There will be another along
tomorrow and I’ m sure the UN will makeit up to you.”

Breaglanced a Bailey, who only shrugged. The two Security Police were polite, but armed with tasers.
She dlowed hersdlf to be taken by the arm and guided back the way they had come.

#

Anga Y ahayawas adeep in his cubicle when the phone rang. Still groggy, he rolled over and checked
thetime. It was 15:00, only four hours after he had gotten to bed after an dl night vigil with the wide
angle mapping cameras. Old Kingdey had ingsted that they keep a continuous watch on the new x-ray
sourcein Aquila, thinking that it might have something to do with the Gresham/Kingdey Hash of nearly
sx months earlier. For once, Y ahaya agreed with him. He groped for the switch that would accept the
cdl onaudio circuit only.

“Yes?' hemuitered.
“Anga? Why can't | seeyou?’ The voicewasthat of Colonel M’ Buto.

Suddenly he was wide-awake. He switched to viewer. M’ Buto’ s features solidified on the screen. He
looked worried.

“Bailey’ sbeen arrested.”
“Areyou sure?’

“Don't ask stupid questions. They may be after you next, so bolt for cover. Use the safe house on
Gammadeck.”

“YS, s'r..n

The phone went dead and Y ahaya wasted no time springing into action. Within two minutes, hewasfully
dressed and ready to leave. He wondered if he should stop to water his plants -- no telling how long he
would be undercover and decided againgt it. When M’ Buto gave an order, he expected it to be carried
out immediately.

Y ahaya pamed the security switch on his cubicle door. The door hissed open and he found himsalf
gtaring into the faces of two PE Marines, one of whom was just reaching for the annunciator. Y ahaya
was not sure whether he or the Marine was the more startled.

“Anga Y ahaya?’
He nodded.
“Please comewith us”
#

Breawasn't surprised when, instead of delivering them to the outermost deck, the descending lift
deposited them two levels higher in the adminigirative section of the station. The Security Policemen
remained polite, but when the three Belters found themselves done, it wasin acabin with no vishble
means of opening the door from theinside.

Two hours later, when she was sure the authorities had discovered the smuggled singularity, the door
hissed open again.



“Follow me, please,” one of the policemen said. He led them halfway around C-Deck to a section of the
station devoted to conference rooms. The policeman halted in front of adoorway labeled Virgo Room
and ushered themingde.

Brea stepped through to find Eric Stassel seated at the head of along conference table.
“Héllo, Eric,” Lisasad. “What are you doing here?’

“A damned good question!” Bailey said, exploding. “What right have you peopleto arrest us?’
Stassel sood and extended hishand. “Y ou must be Don Bailey.”

“Never mind who | am. Let’s see your warrant.”

“I’m not arresting you, Mr. Bailey. | merdly asked that you be detained until | could get here.”
“Why, Eric?’ Breaasked.

He looked at her with bleary eyes. His uniform looked as though he had dept in it. He motioned them to
take their places around the table and waited until they had done so. “ Things have changed since last we
met. | had your data anadyzed and got the surprise of my life. | expected the flash to originate somewhere
between Jupiter and Saturn, or else light-years out in space. Asit turns out, triangulation placesthe
source one light-month distant from the sun.”

Breafrowned. “ That’ simpossible. There must be some mistake.”

“That’swhat | thought until haf the observatoriesin the System began picking up a strong source of
X-raysinthe same area. They aren’t ordinary, run-of-the-mill X-rayseither.”

“What do you mean?’
“They’ re coherent.”
“Coherent?You mean likealaser?’

Stasd nodded. “ Exactly like alaser. Thistime we have multiple sghtings and triangulated it immediately.
Comparing the new datawith the origina sighting, we can compute course and speed.”

“Y ou make it sound like a spaceship.”

“Or an artifact. Apparently, there is something on the outskirts of our Solar System that is heading in at
one-tenth light-speed.”

There was an uncomfortably long silence in the conference room, findly broken when Balley cleared his
throat. “Very interesting, but what has that got to do with us?’

Breaturned to him. “What’ swrong with you, Stinky? Didn't you hear him? It’ s an alien spacecraft!”

“I’m asexcited asyou are, Brea. | just want to understand our status here. Surely, the Mgjor didn’t
break al speed records getting here from the Moon just to tell usthe good news.”

“You are correct, Mr. Bailey, | did not. | am here because we have thrown a security shield over this
whole subject until we discover what we are faced with. The Directorate has declared a Class-One
Emergency and ordered everyone with knowledge of the origina sighting be placed in quarantine. | have
ordersto corrd you three before you talk to anyone else.”



“Then we are under arrest?”’

“That depends on you. Admira Liu is putting together ateam of speciaiststo learn everything they can
about our extra-solar vidtor beforeit gets here. Y ou three may participateif you wish. Brea's
adironomical experience could proveinvauable. We Il find jobsfor you and Lisa, too.”

“And if werefuse?’ Bailey asked.

“Then you will spend the next severd months as unwilling guests of the Peace Enforcement Directorate,
probably in the degpest armory beneath Tycho Crater.”

“That isn't much of achoice”
“It' sl you' ve got. Please make your decison now. | haven't much time.”

The three Belters exchanged glances. Bailey turned to Stassdl and grinned. * Seeing asthat’ sthe way the
wind blows, Skipper, | guesswe |l Sgn on for the duration of the voyage.”

PART II:THE APPROACH

CHAPTER 11

“ Considering the haste with which it was formed, Project Eaglet was a remarkable achievement
that added greatly to our understanding of the physical sciences. Although some historians blame
those associated with the Project for the tragic events of 9 February 2066, most writersin the
field feel such claims give too little credence to the unsettled political climate of the time.”

--Excerpt from*“ Prelude to Pathfinder: An Official History.”
#

LisaMoore was not the least bit unhappy about the sudden turn of events. Better than going to some
ginky girls school any day!

Thingsmoved quickly after Eric Stassdl explained the Situation to the three Belters. Lisahad hdf
expected him to have everyone trangported back to Tycho Base on the first available ship, but he had
fooled her. After extracting Bailey’ s promise that they would join the research effort, he left them with his
two assstants and went off to negotiate with theESO Grand Hotel management. It waswell past
suppertime when he returned.

“What' sthe word?’ the civilian assistant, Greg Zapata, asked when he saw hisboss s harried
expression.

“They’re ceding usthe entire AlphaRing. The hotel staff isemptying the areanow. Our Marines will
establish their security perimeter at the spokelifts”

“When are we getting out of here?’ Lisaasked. It had been along day.

“Won't belong now,” Eric replied. “1’ ve got my people setting up atemporary place for usto work



while Admira Liu arranges something more permanent. Project Eaglet is about to commence.”
“Project Eaglet?’ Breaasked.

“Liu’s code name for the research group we' re pulling together. Since the dien’s coming out of the
Congdlation of Aquila, the Eagle, what better namefor it?’

SecuringEarth Station One 's Alpha Habitat Ring took another three hours. When the small party
moved into their new home, Lisaluxuriated for afew secondsin the opulence of her new private cabin,
dropped into the first real bed she had ever had -- at home she dept on a blanket stretched out on the
floor -- and fell into adeep deep.

By the third day, the population of the Asylum -- Lisa s secret namefor it -- had grown so large that she
found hersdf sharing aroom with Breaand Ellie Crocker.

Thefirg of thetidd wave of new inmates was not long in coming. Three men sat clustered around atable
S pping coffee when she and Brea entered the hastily converted cafeteriafor breskfast the morning after
being shanghaied. Brea squedled in ddlight as she caught sight of the oldest member of the trio. The man
glanced up at the sudden noise, cried out in surprise, and rushed to embrace her. Afterwards, Brea
turned to Lisa, alarge smile on her face. “Hon, I" d like you to meet Professor Henri Roquette,
Copernican Professor of Astronomy at the Sorbonne. Henri, thisismy ward, LisaMoore.”

“Y ou honor me, Mademoisdlle Moore,” Roquette said, taking Lisa s hand and kissing it.

Lisablushed. Roquette turned to Brea. “Y ou do not know my companions, | believe. Doctor Stanidaw
Wojcdevitch, of the University of Prague. Bernie Whitnauer, my assistant. Breon Caldwell, gentlemen,
one of the most promising pupilsit has ever been my privilege to teach.

Brealaughed. “I’'m Brea Galagher now, Henri.”
“Where did they pluck you from, Mrs. Gallagher? Wojcelevitch asked as he shook Brea s hand.
“Right herein this station, Doctor. And you?’

“I was returning from the theater with my wife when two very officious young men waylaid me at the
door to my house. | think my Katrinatill believesit to be astudent prank.”

“| too was ambushed,” Roquette said. “| wasjust finishing up an evening lecture series | have been giving
to enlighten the unenlightenable. Except for the papers they showed me -- sgned by some very
impressive names -- | am not terribly enlightened mysdlf. What can you tdll us of the reason wefind
oursavesin orbit thismorning, my dear Breon?’

Brealicked dry lipsand failed to meet her mentor’ s gaze. Lisaknew why. Eric had asked her not to
divulge the secret of the alien spacecraft until he was ready. Findly, she had avoided the subject by
saying: “I understand Mgjor Stassdl plansto brief us after breakfast.”

#

The next time Lisasaw Roquette or Wojcelevitch, both had dark bags under their eyes and were
haggard from lack of deep. They had literally been living in the converted hotel rooms where bank upon
bank of computer workscreens had been set up. They were not the only ones. By the tenth day, the
Asylum was bursting at the seams and every one of the hundred plus inmates seemed to work, live, and
et on adifferent schedule,



Whether due to the tensons of overcrowding or merely of being involved in Earth’ sfirst contact with an
dien civilization, day deven saw thefirst outbresk of fisticuffs. Two learned and highly respected
scientists went at it in the communications center. The ostensible cause was a disagreement over who had
priority accessto the computers at Tycho Base.

A few hours after the combatants were separated, Eric Stassel ordered a general meeting in the ESO
Grand Balroom.

“Do you think he means us, Uncle Don?’ Lisaasked after hearing the announcement at evening medl.
She and Bailey were busy |oading a vacuum dishwasher with dirty metalware, having been assigned to
assist the burly Marine cook who headed the commissary department.

“We re members of this Project too, aren’t we?’ Bailey asked, wiping one deeve on hisforehead to
keep the perspiration out of his eyes. “Hand me that basket of forks over there, will you?’

“Maybe he just meant the scientists. | suppose | could ask him.”

Bailey dipped the last basket of utensisinto its rack and dogged the cleaner’ s door closed before
engaging the scavenge pump. He turned to her. “Let your Uncle Don give you some advice. Mgor
Stassd isabusy man, what with keeping the scientists from each other’ sthroats and satisfying the
demands of the mysterious Admira Liu. Do not bother him with trivia. Besides, aren’t you getting tired of
not knowing what’' s going on around here?’

Lisasghed. “I’ll say. Breahas not said more than adozen wordsto me al week. She getsin after | goto
deep, isgonewhen | get up in the morning, and spends just about every waking hour closeted either with
the other astronomers or in conference with Mgor Stassdl. If you ask me, she' s sweet on him.”

Bailey turned to look at the little girl and raised one eyebrow. “ Cattiness at your age? Seemsto me that
you spend alot of time tagging aong after Bernie Whitnauer.”

“Oh, Uncle Don!”

“I wasn't condemning. Now hurry up with those plates so we can get to deep at areasonable hour
tonight. And tomorrow, wejoin the First Class Citizenry, at least until someone notices us and throws us
ajt'”

Stass |et his gaze drift over the sea of faces before him. TheESO Hotel Balroom covered nearly atenth
of the habitable area of the AlphaHabitat Ring. Even o, it was atight squeeze when filled with the
scientists, technicians, and academicians the directorate had pulled into thisthing over the last
week-and-a-half.

At the back of the room, Sergeant Marinaro flashed him the count in hand language. All
one-hundred-and-eight names listed on the morning report were finaly present and accounted for,
including the dozen or so the Marines were forced to roust away from their workscreens. Stassel nodded
to Marinaro, who ordered his guards to withdraw. The Marines cradled their riot gunsin the crooks of
their arms and stepped out into the corridor. The big double airlock-type doors closed behind them.
When the light over the airtight portal winked from red to green, he stepped up to the lectern.

“Good morning, ladies and gentlemen. | am sorry to interrupt your very important work, but | thought it
best that we get together as a group. For those of you who | have not yet met, | am Mgor Eric Stassd,
United Nations Peace Enforcement Directorate, the officer assigned to ramrod this phase of Project

Eaglet.



“Now, before we answer any questionsyou may have, let’s summarize why we are dl here. Asyou
know, various merchant and Directorate spacecraft and every space based astronomical ingdlation in
the system witnessed a bright x-ray flarein the Constellation of Aquila some fifteen daysago. By plotting
the apparent position of this new x-ray star from each observation point, we are able to pinpoint the
source of radiation with consderable precison, and to track its progress with time.

“Asof 08:00 hours this morning, the source was a an gpparent distance of 1900 astronomical unitsfrom
the Sun. Assuming that it has maintained its Speed of one-tenthc for the last ten days, and alowing for the
finite speed a which light travels, the source strue position at thismoment is actually 1710 AU distant
from Sol. That rather high closing velocity, along with the fact that what we are observing is obvioudy an
x-ray laser, hasled usto the conclusion that what we are observing is an aien spacecraft on the edge of
the Solar System, aship that will be here in another hundred days.

“Which brings me to why al of you have been recruited for thisproject . . .” Stassdl |et his gaze roam
over the crowd as a hint of mirth suffused histone. “I’ ve heard the term shanghaied used more than once.
| apologizefor the disruption to your lives, but | would remind you that your presence here meansthat
you are the best in your field. Everyone on Earth is counting on you to learn everything possible about the
dienbeforeit arrives.

“We are currently flying blind, a situation that must be remedied as quickly as possible. Do we get out
our morning coats and top hats, do we call out the fleet, or do we merdly raise the white flag? You
peoplein thisroom are the only onesin the whole system who can advise us.

“And now that I’ ve properly impressed you with the importance of your mission -- and probably scared
the pants off you in the process -- I’ [| open up the floor for questions.”

“Magor Stasdl!”
“Yes, gar.”

The questioner was asmdll, dark man with aneat mustache that fairly bristled. He looked around at his
neighborsin away that convinced Stassdl that he was used to dealing with consensus committeesto get
things done. “Rudol pho Furogamo from Universidad de Buenos Aires. My specidty is Anthropology,
and | will be damned if | know what | am doing here. However, bethat asit may, I’ ve spent the last
seventy-two hours listening to my colleagues of the physical sciencestell methat aboatload of diensis
about to invade the solar system. Frankly, | have not been ableto follow their reasoning.”

“Your question, Sr?’

“Smply stated, how do you know thisis an artificid radiation source and not anewly discovered natura
phenomenon?’

Stassd turned to look a Helena Rheinhardt, head of the large and growing Alien Technology Assessment
Team. “Doctor Rheinhardt?’

Doctor Rheinhardt, asilver haired woman with awicked chuckle and atriple chin, turned to the
Argentinean. “ The sourceisfaling on us at agoodly fraction of the gpeed of light and emitting a
collimated, coherent beam of very short-wave x-rays -- 1.562 angstroms, to be exact. What else could it
be, SeOor Furogamo?’

“How do you know it isalaser beam? Could it not be emitting radiation omni-directionally?’

“If the source were omni-directional, our ships orbiting Titan would be ableto seeit just aswell asthose



en route to Mars. Since they cannot, the source must be emitting a beam with adiameter less than that of
Saturn’ s orbit. Ergo, alaser!”

“That till does not prove that the sourceis atificid.”

“I'll grant you that there are anumber of natura processes that will generate alaser beam. Some distant
galaxies, for instance, have been observed emitting straight beams of radiation thousands of light-yearsin
length. However, what we are seeing does not match anything quite so well as one of our old anti-balligtic
missile lasers-- on amuch grander scale, of course. Also, any conceivable natural source would belarge
enough to see with the naked eye if it were only ten light-days out from the Sun. Since our ships out of
the cone of radiation can detect nothing at that particular point in the sky, the object must be quite smal.”

“What' sthe purpose?’ someone yelled from out of the crowd.
Stasd dhrugged. “You tdl us”

Helena Rheinhardt turned to face the direction from which the voice had emanated. “ Some of my people
suggest that we are seeing a photon drive in operation.”

“| beg to differ, Doctor, but it is nothing of the kind.” The speaker was white haired, bearded man with a
French accent. Breahad introduced him to Stassel as Henri Roquette.

“Y ou have adifferent theory, Doctor Roquette?’ he asked.

“Concerning the laser’ s purpose? No. However, it isno photon drive; or if itis, it isamost ineffective
one. We have been watching for a Doppler shift associated with deceleration of the source. Our results
arehighly inconclusive. If it hasdowed at al, the amount must be minuscule. We have discovered a
non-general smearing of atiny fraction of the photonsthat arrive in our detectors, however. The smearing
isinthedirection of ared shift.”

“Which meanswhat exactly?’ Stassdl asked.

“Perhapsit means nothing. However, it could be an effect of avery locdized gravity gradient. The
so-caled ‘tired light' syndrome. Such a gradient would indicate that the alien is powered by a
gravitationd sngularity. That is certainly aviable conclusion when one consdersthe origind sighting that
Breon Galagher made of the dien. Theflare a that time was nothing like the current one, but was very
smilar to the drive flare of asingularity-powered spacecraft. Perhagpsthat sighting was amidcourse
correction and the x-ray source is an attempt at communication.”

“What kind of message is an unmodulated x-ray beam?’ one of the linguists shouted from the back of the
room.

Roquette turned and regarded his heckler. “I do not know, monsieur. Perhapsthat iswhat we must
discover.”

“Magor StasH!”

Stasse turned to hisleft. The spesker was one of the astronomers on loan from Sky Watch. Stassel
remembered meeting him at a party GloriaFarrdll had given inboardGalileo Sation about ayear earlier.
As he remembered, the man’s name was Dr. Roger Kingdey.

“Dr. Kingdey, you have thefloor.”

“I enjoy agood bull sesson aswell asthe next man. | would gladly speculate on the nature of our visitor



for the rest of thisWatch, but | fed | have amore important concern.”
“Go aheed, Sr.”

“When are you bloody soldiers going to fill my requisitions for equipment?1’ ve got important work
to do and nothing to do it with.”

There was arumbling undercurrent of agreement that raced through the crowd.

“| gppreciate your patience and understanding, Dr. Kingdey. These problemswill be dleviated as quickly
aspossible. Members of my staff have asked dl of you for lists of equipment you need. | must say thet |
am impressed by your -- shall we say, diligence? -- in preparing those lists. | had no ideathat science
required so much apparatus. The Directorate has spent the last week stripping Earth’ suniversitiesand
observatories of just about everything that isn't nailed down. All that equipment has been shuttled to orbit
and is being transferred by fast ship to our new base of operations,UNS Count Bernadotte .”

“Never heard of it!”

“Bernie’san old Blast Ship mothballed in the Twenties. The directorate maintainsit in the leading
Earth--Sun Lagrangian point with the rest of the mothball fleet. You'll find it abig old barn where you'll
have plenty of room to spread out and work without sticking your foot in someone else' seye.”

“Why dl thistrouble about going out to some mothballed baitlewagon?’ Helena Rheinhardt asked.
“What' swrong withGalileo orCopernicus stations, or one of the Lunar Observatories, or hell, why not
gopropriate dl of thishote ?’

“Security, Doctor. There are too many uncleared personnel in those places. Out in the E-S L-4 point, we
will be ableto keep al of this secret until the dien sweepsinto the system, if necessary.”

“But why keep it secret at al?’
“To prevent panic among the populace.”

Dr. Roquette stood at his seat and cleared histhroat. “1t seems to me that you give the common man
too little credit, Mgor Stassel. They have aright to know down below, and we should not arrogate to
oursalves the respongihility of making the decision for them.” There was asmattering of gpplause a
Roquette s suggestion.

Stassel waited for the applause to die down. “I' m sure that your concerns are being addressed at this
very moment by the UN Security Council. However, | have my orders and unlessthey are changed in the
near future, we are dl being transferred toCount Bernadotte .

“Now, are there any further questions? If not, | will let you all get back to your work.”

CHAPTER 12

Agitation coursed throughPROBE ' s circuits. Never before had it experienced quite the same mixture of
frustration and disappointment, not even in that long ago time when forced to abandon itsfirst contact
with atechnologicaly advanced civilization. For thefirst time ever, it found itself faced with aseeming
impossibility: Even though it had directed alaser beam of unprecedented power into the heart of the solar
system,human astronomers had appar ently overlooked it completely!



It was possible, of course, that no one had been scanning the section of sky in the direction of the Maker
sun when thefirgt energetic photons flashed through the inner system. It was not possible -- not eveniin
PROBE 'smost pessimistic scenarios -- that the new X-ray source could continue unseen for the more
than three hundred hours sinceit first flared bright in the humans sky. PROBE knew of at least three
automatic systems, including the one that guarded the Earth againgt the possibility of amaor meteor
grike, that should have sounded the alarm within seconds after the arrival of the leading wavefront of
radiation. Y et, instead of specia bulletins and excited newscagters on the televid networks, PROBE s
guesting sensors continued to intercept only the everyday drone of entertainment programming. Of the
brand new star that emitted only coherent X-rays, nothing!

PROBEturned its receptorsto high gain and listened to the solar system with al its senses. While some
instruments sampled the € ectromagnetic spectrum, others tasted the solar wind and the neutrino flux, or
measured the local magnetic field and the curvature of space. Nowhere acrossthat vast range of energies
was there asingle clue asto the cause of the unnatura silence. Apparently, the laser beacon had been a
totd failurel

PROBEIlost no timein recriminations. It shut down the laser and considered other approachesto the
problem. There was awaysthe possibility that the humans had seen itsSgnd and mistaken it for anatura
phenomenon. PROBE had intentionally chosen abeacon to reved aslittle as possible until it knew the
humans better. In doing o, it might have been too subtle. It would not be thefirst time alife probe had
suffered from an excess of subtlety.

PROBEresolved that its next attempt would have a greater impact than itsfirst. It dipped into its il
incompl ete knowledge of human psychology and devised amethod of attracting attention that could not
possibly fail. Not even the most stolid human would mistake amessage in his own language asanatura
phenomenon.

PROBEcomposad its message with care, seeking to intrigue the humans without frightening them, cgole
without threatening. When the contact message was complete, PROBE trandated it into a dozen different
languages and recollimated its laser to amuch longer wavelength than before. It would now radiate
acrossthe band of frequencies used by the human televid networks to communicate with their relay
sadlites.

After the message was turned over to an automatic subroutine, PROBE forgot about it and turned instead
to alessdirect method of finding out what it must know. PROBE set about constructing a computer
smulation of aman.

Any sdf-aware thinking machine -- beit computer or living being -- is a complicated mass of control
mechanisms, stimulus/response programs, and negative feedback loops. Asalife probe could be
completely described by avery large (but till finite) series of Smultaneous equations, So too the
inhabitants of Sol 111. SincePROBE carried within it examples of human behavior in responseto al
manner of stimuli, its god was theoreticaly feasible. Whether it was practicaly feasible or not wasa
matter that could only be discovered by experiment.

The mechanics of the experiment were straightforward. All that was required was for PROBE to isolate
one of itslogic modules, wipe it clean of previous knowledge, and then arrangeits circuitry in accordance
with the few billion stimulus/response equationsthat it had deduced from its study of Homo sapiens
Terra . After creating the surrogate, PROBE would manipulate the model to study itsresponseto a
universe crowded with diens.

The advantages of the modeling approach were numerous. With the mode an integra portion of itsown
circuitry, PROBE would be able to observe human decision making at first hand. There would be no



annoying communications lags, no distortion of raw information that was so common on the televid net,
no uncontrolled variablesto limit the effectiveness of the experiment.

However, there was danger, too. At the least, the split would adversdly affect PROBE ’ s coordination
and reaction time. More serious was the possibility that it would aso destroy the tenuous baance that
went intoPROBE ’ s basic persondlity. For PROBE to purposdly incorporate such adichotomy into its
own brain wasto risk both its sanity and its mission. Even so, the risk seemed the lesser of two evils.

PROBEbegan its preparations.

“Honor party,ten-hut !”

The double rank of Marines, their boots locked into the mesh deck underfoot to give theillusion of
gravity, snapped to attention at Eric Stassel’ s command. Before them, the inner door of the airlock
leading to Docking Portal Number Three hissed open with compressed air. Beyond the airlock, United
Nations Destroyer Jawaharlal Nehru floated with its nose caught in the docking collar.

“Herewe go!” Elspeth Crocker muttered in a hoarse stage whisper from where she stood next to
Stassdl. She hed the anchor position in the line, and like him, stood at attention while holding eyes-right
50 that she could watch the airlock.

“ Present Armgl”

Twelveriot guns snapped into position as an officer in Peace Enforcer black-and-silver with dua comets
on hiscollar floated out of the airlock. The officer was Admird Liu Tsen.

“Good of you to meet me,” Liu said as he returned Stassdl’ s sdlute.

“Yes, gr,” Stassd replied. “May | introduce my aide, Lieutenant Crocker?’

“I know the Lieutenant. She did a spot of technical andysisfor melast year. An excellent job, Elspeth.”
“| thank the Admird.”

“Now, Mgor, et us adjourn to your office. Timeisvery short.Nehru spaces forBernadotte in lessthan
four hours. | plan to be aboard when she uncouples.”

“Yes, gr. Do you still want to meet the department heads?”
“That’ sthereason I’'m here, Mgor.”

“ Sergeant, dismissthe guard!”

“Yes, gr!”

“Ellie, start rounding up the people we discussed earlier. Have them in the main conference roomin
fifteen minutes”

“Ya S'r.n

StassH |ed Liu down theESO axisto the Alpha Ring Spoke Lift. The Admird planted hisfeet on thewall
markedFL OOR and said nothing as both pseudo-gravity and Coriolus acceleration built up around him.
Neither man spoke until they had reached Stassel’ s office.



Liu planted himsdf in Stassel’ s chair, leaving the younger officer to Sit in one of the guest chairsin front of
his own desk. “ Curious about why | asked for this pre-conference, Mgjor?’

“I’m sure you have your reasons, Sir.”

“I doindeed, and they are contained in these.” Liu handed a set of ordersto Stassel, who read them
carefully.

To: Stassel, E. H., Major (Serial 354967231S)

Routing:ESO via Tycho Base Relay via channels

Code: Expedite

1.You are directed to appear at Hdqtrs, UNHQB-NY, on or about 09:00 hours, 16 August
2065, to give testimony before The Executive Committee, United Nations Trusteeship
Council.

2. You will accompany one Breon Caldwell Gallagher, civilian, who will give testimony before
ExCom, UNTC, at same session.

3. You are hereby authorized priority transport to Sandia Spaceport, North American Union,
and from there to New York via commercial hyperliner.

4. You are reminded that neither you nor Gallagher, B. C., are authorized to discuss your
current assignments with anyone not a member of this office or ExCom, UNTC.

5. This assignment is for an unspecified duration, to be decided by Executive Secy, ExCom,
UNTC.

Signed:

Maxwell, J.T.
Chief of Staff
UNPED



By direction of:

The Right Honorable Agusta Meriweather
Executive Secretary

Executive Committee

United Nations Trusteeship Council

Stassd read the orders dowly through twice. He looked up and noted the scowl on Liu'sface. “They
want me there the sixteenth? That’ s tomorrow!”

Liu nodded. “Tycho squirted that to me three hours ago aboardNehru . | broke the system record for
squawking to Admira-Genera Maxwell. Prised him loose from adinner party no less. After burning my
ears off, herather curtly ordered me to have you on tonight’ s shuttle. Y ou leave in twelve hours.”

“But why me? And why Brea Gdlagher?’

“Simple enough to figure out, Mg or. The ExCom is spooked by this aien spacecraft of yours. They want
to question the co-discoverers. Probably think thisisal abig hoax. To be blunt about it, they want
someone to hold their hands. Y ou’re elected.”

“But what about the transfer toBer nadotte ? There are a thousand things that need to be coordinated.”

“Y our staff will haveto handleit. The first shipload departs twenty hours after you head down to Earth.
Any other questions?’

Stassel considered objecting further, but decided not to. If Liu had gone straight to the Chief of Staff,
then there was no sense prolonging the agony. His mind raced as he began rearranging his priorities,
consdering what orders he would have to give in the next twelve hours to salvage something out of this
mess. Ellie Crocker was about to get her first real command under conditions that Stassel would not wish
on hisworst enemy.

“No, sr. No more questions.”
“Then let’ s get to thismeeting. We haven't got al day.”
#

At the same moment, Y orubi M’ Buto sat amid plastic coconut palmsinEarth Station One’ sldander Bar
and consdered his own problems. The soft strains of an dectric guitar ensemble played Hawaiian music
while adow, mgestic dance took place beyond the triple-paned window beside him. The view was
mostly black, with the only stable objectsin sight the other two station habitat rings. The normaly fixed
landmarks of space -- sun, stars, and blue-white crescent Earth -- rotated dowly about an imaginary
point in the Congtellation of Orion.

M’ Buto had arrived inboardESO three days earlier after afrustrating week spent tracking the movements
of hisfield agent, Angal Y ahaya The newsof Y ahayd s arrest had shaken him badly. Even though none
of hisagents knew every detall of the Isandhlwana Project, Y ahaya knew enough to be potentialy
damaging if hefdl into the wrong hands. And the Peace Enforcers were definitely the wrong hands.



When Y ahaya had not answered the phonein theGalileo Station safe house, M’ Buto resolved to have
him killed as quickly as possible. Too bad, too, as he was adamned good man. Unfortunately, killing him
had turned out to beimpossible. First, there had been the uncertainty of not knowing who had arrested
him or where he was being held in the UN labyrinth. Then, with the discovery of Y ahaya s whereabouts
had come the bitter knowledge that there was no way for M’ Buto to reach him. Findly, word had come
that Y ahayawas being transferred toEarth Station One . Not daring to leave the job to an underling,

M’ Buto booked passage to orbit on the first available shuttle.

OnceinboardESO , however, he found his carefully laid plansin need of revision. It took lessthan an
hour to discover the Situation in the AlphaHabitat Ring and to have his curiosity piqued. Apparently, half
the potential Nobel Prize winners on the planet had disappeared behind the same PE security screen that
had swallowed Y ahaya. Whatever the reason, M’ Buto began to suspect that it had little to do with
Pan-Africa s current attempt to redress the balance of’ power in the world.

The suspicion brought with it achangein priorities. Instead of diminating Y ahaya as a security risk,
M’ Buto now had to work out amethod of contacting him. So far, he had come up with nothing
workable. All he could do was stare across the hundred meters of space that separated him from his
objective and scheme.

“Ubi, what bringsyou here?’

M’ Buto glanced up to an unwelcome sight. The speaker was alarge, red-faced man with eyesthat
peered out through rolls of facial fat. The face held awarm expression, but the eyeswere those of a
professiona. Murray Danziger, North American Bureau for Externa Security, was one of M’ Buto’s
oldest adversaries.

“Hello, Murray. What bringsthe BES toEarth Station One 7’
Danziger waggled hisfinger in M’ Buto’ sface. “Not nice. | asked first.”
“I"m passng through on vacation.”

Danziger laughed as he did into the booth seat opposite M’ Buto. “I’m on vacation, too. A working
vacation. I’'m trying to figure out what the PE’ sare doing next door.” He hooked his thumb toward the
AlphaHabitat Ring.

“ m! S?!

“Comeon, Ubi. Y ou do not have to pretend with me. Hell, half the nationa intelligence services on Earth
areintrigued by what is going on over there. This place has more spiesin it a the moment than a
jamesbond holo epic.”

M’ Buto let his expression collapseinto agrin that matched Danziger’'s. * So, have you found out anything
yer?

“Not adamned thing! How about you?’
“If I have, I'm certainly not going to discussit.”

“Yeah, that’ swhat | thought. Y ou have drawn abig fat zero, too. Consudlo is aboard, by the way. She
hasn't found out anything of importance ether. No, cometo think of it, that isn’t strictly true. She did
hear one very interesting rumor.”

“Whichis?



“Shethinksthe UN isabout to pull up stakes and move their operation € sewhere.”
“Where?'

Danziger shrugged. “Don’t know. Why the hdll do you think | sat down here? | was hoping that you had
heard something.”

“Since you undoubtedly have aremote reading polygraph under the table measuring my every reection, |
might aswell tdl you that | haven't heard athing.”

“Y ou know something, Ubi? | believe you. Why do you think that tug moved that big telescope into the
dation’ s parking orbit last week?’

“Telescope?’

“Come on, your glandsjust blew the whistle on you. Y ou know what | mean. Just to get it out on the
table, | am talking about one of Sky Watch's survey insrumentsthat used to float longsideGalileo
Sation . A UN military tug deposited it a couple dozen kilometers aft orbit of here about aweek ago.”

M’ Buto nodded. The one thing he had been able to accomplish wasto bribe an orbital supply boat pilot
to look over the newly arrived instrument on the way back from one of the geosynchronous stations.
What the pilot had done was to cross behind the telescope, noting what stars were occluded when the
barrel of the free-floating scope showed a perfect disc. The congtdllation had turned out to be Aquila

Y et, when M’ Buto had the University of Johannesburg run asky survey, they found nothing unusua. The
next day the UN posted the vicinity of the new astronomica observatory off limitsto sghtseers.

“I heard about it, but | redly haven't got any information onit.”

Danziger got ady look on hisface and then smiled. “ Stick to that story if you want to, but you and |
know differently. Well, | have to get back to peeking through keyholes. See you around.”

M’ Buto watched Danziger waddle out of sight before he returned to his own troubles. With both the
BES and the South Americansinvolved, and arumor that the operation in the Alpha Ring was being
moved, it was more imperative than ever that he get in touch with Y ahaya. The only question was how?

#

Don Bailey and Bernie Whitnauer stood in the center of what had once been a Prime Class hotd suite;
more recently, the Project Photo Analysis Center, and surveyed the messthey had made. At their feet
was strewn awide diversity of packing crates, cablerolls, and discarded packing material.

Moving Day had cometo Project Eaglet.

“Anything dse?’ Bailey asked, as he dogged down the vacuum proof lid of the shipping crate into which
they had just lowered a bulky multispectra anayzer.

“I think thet’ severything.”
“It’ sabout time. Oh my aching back!”

Whitnauer nodded. “1 never realized | was going to have to play stevedore when they tapped me for this
assignment. Y ou' d think work would be easier at three-quarters of agee.”

Bailey laughed. “Consder my problem. Three-quartersis 24 timeswhat I’ m used to.”



“What next?’

“I guesswe move these crates to the spoke lift and freight them up to the hub where the loading crew can
get a them,” Balley sad.

“Who' s got the hand truck?’

“| saw HelenaRheinhardt with it last.”

“Want meto get it?’

Bailey shook hishead. “You tidy up in here. | need to work some of the kinks out.”

Bailey opened the door and stepped out into the main corridor that ran around the circumference of the
gation ring. Like the photo center, it bore less resemblance to the sedate hotel it had once been than a
mass eviction. A few swesty, tired people continued to move equipment up to the UN transport docked
in the station’ s portal. Everyone €lse, more than ahundred soulsin al, had gone on toCount Bernadotte
insolar orbit.

A few more hours andEarth Station One would get its Alpha Habitat Ring back again.

If nothing else, moving day had brought with it afedling of democracy that had not been there before. For
awhile, camaraderie had reined as Nobel Laureates strained dong side enlisted Marines, PE officers put
inther time next to lab assgtants. It felt good to strain one' s musclesin aworthy project, to know your
back ached in acause that wasimportant to the future of the human race.

Bailey stuck his head into the Alien Technologies Section. Ellie Crocker wasinsde, disassembling the last
of the computer terminasfor packing. An errant wisp of copper hair escaped from her uniform cap and
hung down her face. Bailey stared appreciatively at the figure beneath the jumpsuit before clearing his
throdt.

She glanced up from her work. The bags under her eyes showed the strain she had been under ever
snce Eric Stassel had announced that he and Breawere ordered to Earth and Elliewasin charge.

“I"'m looking for the hand truck. Have you seen it?’
“Someone from Astronomy borrowed it. Check with them.”
“Thanks”

The Astronomy Section was deserted, too. Bailey checked out the three-room suite. No hand truck to
be found. He was beginning to wonder if he and Whitnauer were going to have to carry their equipment
to thelift. Hismuscles gave a sharp twinge at the mere thought. The door opened and afamiliar figure
walked in. The newcomer was deep in thought and did not see Bailey at first. When he did, he gavea
dartled lurch.

The newcomer was Bailey’ s contact man fromGalileo Sation , Angal Y ahaya. Y ahayahad come
inboardESO on the fourth day. After abrief locking of eyes across the mess room, they had studioudy
avoided one another.

“What are you doing here?’ Y ahaya asked suspicioudy.
“Looking for the hand truck. Have you seen it?’

“I left it at the hatch to Lift Three. But what | meant was ‘what are you doing here, inboard this station? ”



“My partner and | reported an anomalous flash of light six months ago. Apparently, it was our dien. We
were drafted to keep usfrom taking.”

“Ah, yes. The Kingdey-Gresham flash. It makes sense. Although | must confessthat when | first saw
you, | thought this must be agiant hoax to trick meinto revealing what | know about . . .” Yahaya's
mouth snapped shut before he could finish the sentence.

“About what?’

“Never mind. Y ou must help me get in touch with my people. It isimportant that someone know what the
UNisupto.”

“Why?

“Thisisamatter of concern to the entire human race and the proper forum isthe General Assembly. The
Security Council and UN bureaucracy have no right deciding the fate of nations. It smacks of
imperidism. Asason of Africa, you should be opposed to such antics.”

Bailey scratched at the stubble on his chin. * Seemsto me that my native land wasn't exactly a
Jeffersonian democracy when last | wasthere. From what | have read, things have not gotten any better
since. Besides, how do you propose getting the word out?’

“I don't know. But get it out we must!”

CHAPTER 13

Confusion . . . disorder . . . chaos!

The wave of vertigo that accompanied splitting off the soon-to-be-surrogate’ slogic module was a
thousand times more intense than any PROBE had ever experienced in waking. Vertigo was not the
worst of it. For with the onset of dissolution, PROBE found itself awash in an dien emotion. For thefirst
timeinitslong existence, it knew theterror of its own impending degth.

Andit died...

For a hundred nanoseconds -- the equivalent of adozen human heartbesats -- PROBE ceased to
function. Y et it knew death was not the quiet peace that it had expected. It was sensory deprivation by
overload, a cacophony of gibberish feeding in on every channd. Findly, the dismemberment was
complete and PROBE dowly began to regain its senses. Severa seconds passed while automatic
routines knitted PROBE’ s sub-brainsinto afunctioning whole. Only when the healing process was well
adong didit begin acareful, cautiousinventory of its cgpabilities.

Things could have been worsg, it decided. Its reaction time was increased nearly ten percent and its
thoughts now carried a disturbing double echo. However, the library of Maker knowledge and the
extendve data banks of televid intercepts had come through unatered. Most important of dl, the essence
that was Life Probe 53935 appeared to have survived the orded relatively unscathed.

And not only survived. For in theworst depths of itsterror, PROBE had discovered empathy.

Inits century of observation, CARETAKER had observed many things that PROBE did not understand.
There was the human femae who, after alifetime of decrying violence, killed three burly maleswith a



butcher knife when they broke into her home and threatened her children. There was the soldier, who
having braved therigors of battle with seeming nonchaance, reacted in tota surprise when thefatal bullet
took himin the chest. There were hundreds of incidents where woul d-be rescuers jumped into rivers
after drowning victims, only to remember too late that they themsdlves could not swim.

PROBE knew enough to recognize dl of these as reactions semming from the deepest levels of the
human brain. Each was aglimpse of the wild animd that till dwelt within every man and woman on
Earth. It was the animal that must be understood before PROBE could make its decision to stop and
seek ald. In those few moments of terror beforeits brain lost synchronization, PROBE developed an
understanding of human beings.

Humans were afraidl!

With the sudden glow of having solved a particularly vexing problem, PROBE turned to the difficulties
inherent in creating its Smulation of Homo sapiens Terra .

Thelogic module chosen to house the experiment was a densely packed box of circuitry located at the
end of one of PROBE’ slong sensor booms. PROBE transferred all active information to permanent
storage and wiped the module clean. Then it wastime to begin the reconstruction.

If the modd wereto think like one of the bipeda inhabitants of Sal 111, its overall structure would haveto
mirror that of the human brain. PROBE began by dividing the moduleinto nearly identica halves
representing the two hemispheres of the human brain. It cross-linked the sectionsto alow them to
communicate with each other and established input pointsto smulate the senses and variousreflexive
activities of the human body.

Next came the subconscious structure of the model. PROBE worked dowly, spending more than a
hundred hours modifying its creation and checking the results againgt datain memory. First camethe
omnipresent layer of fear that colored so much of what the humans did and thought. Then came the other
deep-seated motivators -- envy and anger, lust and greed, grief and jedousy. All went into the model in
their turn, as did the twin drives of pride and shame.

Eventually PROBE turned to the moderating influences. It gave the surrogate a modicum of honesty, a
hedthy sdf-interest, adriving curiosity, and acompetitiveness that can only be found in aterritoria
animd. Findly, it educated its offpring in much the same manner as ayoung human would be educated,
garting with basic attitudes and working up to the higher functions.

The surrogate’ s education contained one large and intentional gap. PROBE told it nothing of the Makers.
If the surrogate was successful and PROBE decided in humanity’ sfavor, it planned to useits creation as
an intermediary. It wanted no information concerning the Makers betrayed to the humans. Jurul’s
instructions on that subject had been quite specific.

Finaly, the model was ready. It lay quiescent, asingle frame out of a holographic movie, amotion
sculpture waiting to cometo life. PROBE checked its preparations.

It considered whether any part of its construction could be improved upon. Then, satisfied that it had
donedl it could, PROBE sent the impulse that would set the model into motion.

In that instant, SURROGATE was born.
#

Thetrip from orbit to Sandia Spaceport was like al aerodynamic re-entries -- hot, noisy, and rife with



acceleration surges. Eric Stassdl sat burrowed into his couch and listened to the high-pitched keening of
thethin air outside the shuttle' sfuselage. Brea Gallagher sat next to him and gazed through the window at
the dull red glow on the leading edge of the shuttle swings. Night had just fallen outside the spacecraft.
Below, the Pacific Ocean was a sheet of black illuminated by a pale moon.

Breaturned from the window, revedling apae face framed in jet-black hair.
“| wonder how long thisis going to take.”

Stassd shrugged. “Hopefully not too long.” Hetried to sound more optimigtic than he felt. Breahad
surprised him and gotten very deeply involved in the work of Project Eaglet. She had not wanted to leave
her studies. In fact, she had flatly refused to do so until Admira Liu threatened to arrest her and send her
downin chans

Their landing a Sandiawasright on schedule. The pilot started his emergency turbojets two minutes from
touchdown, and then greased the ship onto the runway without ever having to resort to them. It took
another ten minutesfor atug to tow them to the loading gate. Oncethe FASTEN SEAT BELTSlight
had been turned off, they joined the quiet throng of disembarking passengers. They exited the shuttle into
asteady breeze that was decidedly nippy for asummer evening in August. Stassel was about to crossthe
open bridgework of the loading platform to enter Sandia Termina when the placid New Mexican night
was turned suddenly into day.

Ten kilometers away, flame spouted from the base of one of the dozen giant ram-rocket shuttles awaiting
launch. They stopped with the rest of the passengers to watch the lift-off. The rocket rose ponderoudy
into the sky as an avalanche of noise best againgt their chest cavities and drowned out even the loudest
shouts. They watched the shuttle dwindle to a peck of light in the eastern sky.

Insdethetermind building, Stassdl used hisidentification and orders to bypass customs. Even though
Sandia Spaceport was a North American port-of-entry, United Nations personnel enjoyed limited
diplomatic immunity. Within fifteen minutes, he and Brea found themsd ves being whisked underground to
the spaceport’ sauxiliary airfied. After atwo-hour wait that they put to good use buying Breaseverd
ground outfits, they were on their way to New Y ork viacommercia hyperliner.

They arrived & JFK Regiond Airport just asthe sun was peeking over the horizon.
#

Stassd presented his orders to the Marine guard seated inside the squat fortress that served as gatehouse
for the United Nations Headquarters Building. The guard took the orders and inserted them into an
automated card reader. He then directed the two of them to stare into the binocular eyepiece of ablack
box mounted on the gatehouse wall. Their retina patterns were photographed, encoded, and squirted
across the Atlantic to be compared with records buried a kilometer below Geneva, Switzerland. The
guard watched his readout screen until the console emitted a series of tones sgnifying that the identity
check was complete.

“Guess you people are who you say you are, Mgor. Y ou can leave your luggage hereif you likeand |
will haveit forwarded to your hotel. No sense sending it down to the sniffer peopleif you don't need it
insde”

“Forward it to the hotdl, Sergeant.”

“Yes, dr.” Heturned to apartialy open doorway behind him and bellowed, “ Carson!”



“Yeah, Sarge?’
“Takethis officer and lady to see Colonel Ames, Room 1214.”
“Right, Sarge. Follow me, please.”

Stassd dipped an arm around Brea swaist as they passed through the security gate. It had been along
night and they had spent most of it talking. Breahad told him of her early lifein Canada, her schooling,
her excitement a going to work for Ceres Observatory, and her marriage. Findly, with much trepidation,
she had spoken of her untimely widowhood and its aftermath. Afterward, to break the somber mood, he
had spoken of his own youth amidst the greenery of the Black Forest and on the snow covered dopes of
the Bavarian Alps. Later he entertained her with war stories about lifein the PE’s. By the time they
arrived in New Y ork, it had seemed only naturd to link arms as they rode didewaks past the elegant
shopsthat lined the Avenue-of-the-Americas. They had killed time window shopping, and later, with a
leisurely breskfast aboard one of the floating restaurantsin the East River.

They followed their guide across an open courtyard between the Peace Enforcement Directorate annex
and the UN building. Their route took them past the Peace Fountain, where afamily of nymphs cavorted
in the spray. Their bronze-green bodies were considerably lighter toward the East River than on the city
dde. Ther guide noticed Breaeyeing the statuary.

“That discoloration isfrom the Near Miss of 2011. The whole building was bounced out of kilter by that
one. Should atorn it down with the rest of Manhattan and started over. But you know how paliticians
are. Alwaystaking about the symbolism of the thing and how it isaconstant reminder of the need to
maintain the peace. Makes the whole UN complex devilish hard to air condition, though. Must be a
million ar lesksin thisold building.”

Pfc. Carson led them through heavily armored double doorsthat till bore the scars of therioting of
2026, past workmen who were using a vibrosaw to chip away at the marble floor within, and into alift.
After thelift had deposited them on the twelfth floor, he led them through echoing halls to adoor marked
LIAISON OFFICER -- EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE, TRUSTEESHIP COUNCIL. Onceinside he
marched up to ayoung Amerind receptionist and announced, “Vistorsfor Colone Ames,” as he handed
over the message flimsy with Stassel’ sordersonit.

“Please be seated.” The secretary gathered up the orders, knocked on the door to the inner office and
disappearing insgde. She was back two minutes later. “ The Colond will see you now.”

Colone Ameswasasmall, balding man who somehow seemed larger than he really was. He strode out
from behind his desk and waved them toward a conversation area consisting of several powered
armchairs arrayed around a circular conference table.

“Maor StassHl. Mrs. Gallagher. Glad you were able to make it on such short notice. I'm Stanford
Ames.” Only after he had shaken hands did Stassel notice that Ames was missing his left arm below the
elbow. “Here, please be seated. | imagine you' re especidly tired in thisgeefidld, Mrs. Galagher.”

“Abit,” Breareplied. “It' shard to believe that | grew up wading through quicksand. | don’t suppose the
planet has gotten any bigger since | left, hasit?’

Ameslaughed. “1 know what you mean. Took me agood year to get used to it again when they chained
meto this desk. Rather be in orbit any day. How was your flight?’

“Hne, dr,” Stasd sad.



“Well, get agood night's deep tonight. Best antidote for high gravsthereis. Can | get either of you any
refreshments?’

“No thank you, gr. We just ate.”
“Wadl then, time’ s short so we' Il get down to business. You up to it?’
Breanodded. Stassdl replied, “Yes, sir.”

“Good. However, first thingsfirst.” Amesleaned over the conference table and keyed the intercom st in
the mahogany tabletop. “ Smitherdl”

“Here, Colond,” the intercom speaker said.
“Did you sweep this place thismorning?’
“Yes, ar. Both your office and the ExCom meeting room are clean.”

Ames released the comm-key and leaned back in hischair. “This building has more eectronic bugsin it
than the flesh-and-blood kind. We even found an ol d-fashioned speaking tube set up in one of the
conference rooms last year. It kegps us on our toes.” He turned to Brea. “Mrs. Gallagher, how much do
you know about theinterna workings of the United Nations?’

“Only what they taught mein school,” Breareplied.

“Wall, if your school was anything like my daughter’s, they probably didn’t teach you half of what you
should know, and what they did teach was just plain wrong. So bear with me-- | am sure the Mgor will
not mind hearing it again -- and | will give you my one decadollar civicslecture. Okay by you?’

“Fine, Colond.”

“Right. As everyone knows, the forerunner of the current United Nations was an organization of the same
name founded by the victorious dliesfollowing World War [1. It was anoble experiment, ‘ the last, best
hope of mankind’ as someone said at the time. However, like many another noble experiment, that
origina UN foundered on the rocks of internationd rivalry.

“Now, that UN was organized into six principal organs. These were: The Generd Assembly, the Security
Council, the Economic and Social Council, the Trusteeship Council, the International Court of Justice,
and the Secretariat. For reasons palitical, sentimental and practical, the new United Nations kept the
same basi ¢ structure following the reorgani zation, adthough many of the functions were rather extensvely
modified.

“Of most importance to our discussion a the moment is the relationship between the General Assembly
and the Security Council asit exigtstoday. The GA isthe policy making arm of the UN. It iswherethe
individua nations exercise their power. Except for our policy of gpportioning voting power more or less
inlinewith the redlities of the internationa Stuation, we run our Generd Assembly much the same as our
grandfathersran theirs. Y ou might say that the nations are our stockholders, and the biggest stockholders
have the most power.

“Now, the Security Council isthe other center of power. Our SC bearslittle resemblancetoits
pre-reorgani zation counterpart. Members of the Council are dected from the Generd Assembly, of
course, but with numerous checks and balances from within the SC itsdlf. In effect, we have asystem that
maximizes competency and integrity on the Council. The SC is our Board-of-Directors, managed over
by our Chief Executive Officer, the Secretary-Generdl.



“Thus, the Security Council and Secretary-Generd owetheir dlegiance to the UN itsdf and not to any
member state. The Security Council controls the day-to-day operations of the UN through its
subordinate organizations, including the Secretariat and Trusteeship Council.

“Asl am sure you know, the Peace Enforcement Directorate is under the Trusteeship Council. The
origina council was formed to oversee various trust territories left over from the old League of Nations.
However, by the end of the twentieth century, it had worked itself out of ajob and there wastalk of
disbanding it. Fate stepped in at that point when the U.S. began lofting its directed energy beam weapons
into orbit. Much of what was then called The Third World took exception and ramrodded through a
resolution making space a Trust Territory. Somehow, they got the USto agree and for thefirst timeinits
history, the Trusteeship Council had aredl job to do.

“All of thiswould have cometo naught, of coursg, if the Misfire War hadn’t come aong and scared the
pants off everybody. The Reorganized UN and the Peace Enforcement Directorate both stem from the
ensuing panic. With the surrender of the national space navies, the UN became aforce to be reckoned

with.

“End of history lesson. Let us get to the reason you two are here. Since the Trusteeship Council is purdly
acreature of the Security Council, wein the Directorate are not directly responsible to the Member
States”

Breanodded. “ The Security Council is above palitics.”

Ames smiled. “The public relations people coined that dogan about twenty years back. It has haunted
them regularly ever since. No, the Council is not above politics, not by along shot. On the other hand, it
does have an independence that sometimes irks the Member States. For one thing, we do not have to
open every file for ingpection any time an ambassador asks. The Council can keep asecret if it hasto.”

Ames stopped and looked at them both. “ And by the Patron Saint of Spacemen and Whores, you
people have given us one hell of a secret to keep! Every Delegation in this building istrying to find out
what we are up to. Severd have hinted that if we do not give them the Straight poop -- exclusively, of
course -- then they will bring the whole thing up in the GA and force usto divulge.

“Quite frankly, the Councils -- both Security and Trusteeship -- are divided on whether or not to risk
such afloor fight. They have empowered the Executive Committee to hold secret hearings and make a
recommendation. Y ou two have been summoned to provide expert testimony concerning the events that
led to the discovery of the Alien. Director Gresham testified on the same subject yesterday morning.”

“Director Gresham?’ Brea asked.

“Sir Harry Gresham from Sky Watch. He was the co-discoverer, or so | wastold.” Amesturned to
Stass. “What' sthe matter, Mgor? Y ou look asthough you just bit into arotten lemon.”

“It'snothing, Sr.”

Amesfriendly smile dipped abit and hisvoice got ahint of ironinit. “If you know something, Mgor, spit
it out!”

“Yes, dr. | presume Admira Liu has reported how he obtained the origina copy of the Sky Watch
gghting.”
Ames nodded. “1 seem to remember hearing something about it.”

“If Harry Gresham hadn’t sat on it for three months, we might have discovered our visitor ahell of alot



ealier.”

“Cometo think of it, Liu wasabit emphatic in hiscomments. | can’'t remember anyone caling afull
director a‘fumble fingered, bureaucratic dolt’ in an officid report before.”

Stassd suppressed the urge to smile. “What did Gresham say in histestimony?’
“Hewasdl infavor of going publicimmediately.”

“I don't suppose the possibility of widespread cultura shock and economic didocations bothered him
excessvey?’

“Not that | noticed,” Ames replied. He glanced at the chronometer opposite his desk. Itsred digits had
just blinked to 09:28. “Well, I'm afraid I’ ve jawed away dl of our briefing time. In two minutes, you go
before the ExCom. Any find questions?’

Stassd looked at Brea, who shrugged. “1 guessnaot, Sir . .. Well, maybe you could direct me. . .”
Ames laughter boomed through the office. “Nerves, Mgor?’
“Perhapsjudt alittle, gr.”

“Down the hall, first door on your left.”

CHAPTER 14

The Executive Committee Hearing Room was laid out in a style that was a compromise between
auditorium and courtroom. Committee members sat on adais behind along table studded with the
various controls and gadgets common to any legidative hearing room. In front of the daiswere two tables
for witnesses, and behind them, pew-like seatsfor up to fifty interested bystanders. Except for the six
committee members, Colonel Ames, Brea Gallagher and Eric Stassdl, the room was deserted. Two
armed guards flanked the soundproof entrance to make sure it stayed that way.

“Colond Ames, would you be so kind asto do the honors?” The spesker was afrail, white haired
woman who looked sixty, but whose biography admitted to seventy-five. The Right Honorable Agusta
Louise Meriweather was a one time Justice of the World Court with areputation for absolute -- and at
times, blunt -- honesty.

“May | introduce Mgor Eric Stassel of my own service, currently assigned as Deputy Commander,
Project Eaglet? Beside him is Mrs. Breon Gallagher, the lady who is responsible for those rather
remarkable pictures we viewed yesterday.

“Thank you both for coming,” Mrs. Meriweather said. “I understand that Colonel Ames has briefed you,
so | won't belabor the point of why you are here. Mrs. Gallagher, would you mind telling this committee
of the eventsthat led to your recording theinitid burst of radiance from our interstellar visitor?’

Brea began to explain the bet that led her to have her recorder turned on and pointed just right to catch
the Alien’ sdriveflare. She paused nervoudy after explaining how she had called Don Bailey forward
from the gdlley, only to have the swarthy man seated two placesto theright of Mrs. Meriwegther -- Mr.
El-Sikker, according to his nameplate -- prod her with another question.



“Weren't you or your partner the least bit curious when you failed to discover any sign of debrisfrom the
presumed wrecked boat, Mrs. Gallagher?’

“No sr. We could not afford to be curious. After ALF37416 turned out to be adry hole, we were
mainly interested in getting back to Ceres and replenishing our consumables so we could go out again.”

“I find that abit strange.”

Breatried to explain how close a Bdter lived to disaster -- both economic and personal. She gaveit up
when sheredized that this quasi-jury of groundhogs had no concept of what it meant to not know where
your next medl is coming from. Gradualy, in response to other questions, shetold the rest of the story to
the point where she had awakened in the Tycho Base Medica Center. Sheleft out any mention of the
smuggled Sngularity.

When she had finished, the short, wiry man seated next to Mrs. Meriwesather -- General Bordoni --
turned to Stassdl. “ And you used the ‘recall data’ you obtained from Mrs. Gallagher to triangulate the
Alien’spogtion, Mgor?’

“Yes, ar!” Stassdl said with abit too much emphasis. Alphonso Bordoni had retired as Genera/Admira
of the Fleet the year Stassdl entered the PE Academy. He was something of aliving legend.

“And that led to the discovery of the Alien?’

“No, gr. It was about that time that reports of the new x-ray source began flooding in from al over the
system. Those dlowed usto pinpoint the Alien’ slocation and when combined with Mrs. Galagher's
data, gave usits course and speed.”

“I’veread al the secret reports, Mgor, and there is something that bothers me. None say very much
about the ‘why’ of thislaser. Technicd information isall fine and good, but damn it man, we need to see
the bigger picturel”

“Wadl, gr. At the moment, there are three school s-of-thought asto why the Alien is emitting the beam.
Dr. Wojcdevitch isof the opinion thet it isabeacon, that the Alien istrying to communicate with us.
Anather group fedsthat it's mapping the Solar System, possibly using the beam like aflashlight to
illuminate the cosmic dust around the sun.”

“Andthethird view?’
“That the x-ray beam is an unintended side effect of some processthat we haven't discovered yet.”
“What else have you learned, Mgjor Stassel?” Mrs. Meriweather asked.

“Well, ma am, we know the laser exertsa smal, but measurable force on its generating mechanism. By
estimating that force and then measuring the amount the Alien isdowed by it, we can compute its mass. If
our estimates are anywhere near accurate, the Alien masses between 800,000 and one million tonnes.”

“Thatisquitealot, isn'tit?’ Thislast came from Florenz Aloman, seated next to Bordoni.

“Nodr,” Stassdl said, “itisn't. At least, we do not think so. Thanksto Brea srecording of the Alien’s
driveflare, we can adso compute the size of the I-massthat powersit. The singularity accountsfor nearly
al of thetotd mass. Thereisrdatively littleleft over to dlow for structure, payload, or fud. Even
assuming a pure photon drive, there doesn’t seem to be enough additional fuel mass onboard to
sgnificantly retard the Alien’ svelocity.”



“Y ou mean it’'sout of control?’

Stassel nodded. “ That isadistinct possibility.”

“Yetitisamed directly for this system.” Genera Bordoni said.
“Yes gr.”

“And it has apparently traveled quite sometime to get here?’

“WEe ve back plotted the orbit. The nearest star along that orbit is 80 light-years from here. That means
our visitor hasbeenin trangt for at least 800 years.”

“Did you say eighthundred years, Mgjor?’ Mrs. Meriweather asked.

“Yes, md am. That isif it comesfrom the sar in question -- aK3 variable. Since variables aren't
supposed to have habitable planets, it' s possible that the Alien has been in trangt even longer.”

“What kind of people would undertake such an epic journey?’ Mrs. Meriwesther asked as though she
were speaking to herself.

Mr. El-Sikkir, who had been reciting into a hushphone, placed the instrument down and leaned forward.
“ Tel me, Mgor Stassdl, why hasn't the Directorate launched amission to intercept this Alien?’

ugr?l

“The Peace Enforcers are entrusted with the safety of this planet. | would have thought you would have
launched an intercept the moment you discovered this potentia threat.”

“Ordinarily, wewould, sir. But in this case it would have been awaste of aship and alot of good men.”
“ Are you suggesting that the Alien might possibly attack our ship?”

“No, Mr. EI-Sikkir, | am suggesting that the laws of physics areimmutable.”

“‘But...”

“L et the man finish, Mohammed,” Bordoni muttered.

Sikkir gave him adirty look, but sat back in his chair and gestured to Stassel with an expansive wave of
hishand. “By dl means, Mgor. Please explain.”

“Yes' ar. Well, asyou know, the Alien istraveling at one-tenth light-speed or 30,000 kilometers per
second. At this moment, it is 1500 astronomica units from the Sun. For the non-astronomers among us
that works out to 232billionkilometers. If it continues asit hasin the pagt, it will cross Earth’ s orbit on
November 11, some 87 days from now.

“If we wereto take the biggest ship we have and strip it down to the bare bones, we might be able to get
asmuch as of 3000 kps ve ocity out of her. Assuming the ship launched today and continued at maximum
acceleration until fud exhaugtion, it would close to intercept range exactlyone week beforethe Alien
arrives. Our ship would have lessthan thirty secondsto learn everything it could, and would then continue
on itsway with no hope of rescuing its crew.”

“Madame Chairman?’ The spesker was asmal orienta who had sat through the meeting so far without
Spesking.



“The Chair recognizes Committeeman Furosawa.”

“I commend the Mgjor on hisexcellent grasp of the Situation. It does seem reasonable that we, like the
tortoise, must wait for the hare to come to us. However, | remind you that the question at hand does not
include interceptions, laser beams, or I-masses. L et the scientists study the Alien. We have amore
practica problem. Do wetell the General Assembly and the public what is going on or do we not?’

Mrs. Meriweather looked at Furosawa and nodded.
“A vdid point, Sgi. Wdl, Mgor. Any opinion?’

“Y es, ma am. Under no circumstances should the fact that we have contact with the Alien be
announced.”

“Isthat your own recommendation or the Directorate' s?’

“Both. We have researched other, anal ogous situationsin the past. Without exception they have always
turned out dismally.”

“Redly, Mgor?’ Genera Bordoni asked. 1 had thought this situation unique in the annas of human
history. Perhaps you would enlighten us.”

“Yes, gr. Firgt, about a hundred-fifty years ago, there was aradio adaptation of H.G. Wells War of the
Worlds . It created widespread panic. Again, just before the Misfire War, there was a particularly
serious outbreak of UFO sightings. One man was dragged from his home and lynched because he
claimed to have seen one. And just two years ago, there was that decomposed blue whae on the beach
at Waikiki. Within an hour, rumors of abeached sea serpent were dl over Honolulu. The crowd of
curiosity seekers quickly swelled to one hundred thousand. Something touched them off and the resulting
riot did three million decads damage.”

“Hardly an inclusive indictment of the human race, Mgor,” Mrs. Meriwesther said. “All of these were
fairly minor incidents, even & thetime.”

“Y es, ma am. However, consder that each incident isindicative of what can happen when mass hysteria
setsin. Now, consder the reaction if we announce that we have ared aien spacecraft on our screens.”
He paused long enough to give each member of the Committee time to ponder the problem.

“I don’t know whether this Committee has consdered it or not, but the fact that the Alien’ slaser emits
only inthex-ray portion of the spectrumisalucky break. Since the Earth’ s atmosphere is opaque at
those wavelengths, ground based observatories are blind to the fact that anything unusua has happened.
With control of the space based observatories, we can delay an announcement until we' ve had timeto

prepare the populace.”
“I didike‘big-brother’ government, Mgor,” Mrs. Meriweather said.

Stassdl shrugged. “So do |, Madame Chairman . . . intensely. If | have spoken out of turn, | apologize.
However, thereisamilitary aspect to the problem that should be considered. What isthefirgt thing that
will happen after you call a press conference to make the announcement?’

“The mediawill report the story, of course.”

“Now place yoursdf inthe our vistors shoes-- if they wear shoes. If you werefaling into an unknown
gar system with atechnologically advanced racein it, wouldn't you be a bit curious about what you were
getting into? What better way than monitor that race’ s communications?’



“| fail to seeyour point, Mgor,” Mrs. Meriwegather said.

“Inthis case, informing the public isthe same asinforming the Alien. Whatever tactical advantage we
derive from the Alien not knowing that we know it is out there will be gone. Now | grant you that the
Alien could be ashipload of refugees, agroup of scientists on avoyage of exploration, or the interstellar
equivaent of the old itinerant peddler with his horse and wagon. But until we know differently, caution
dictates that we assumeit to be an enemy warship.”

Stassd sat back and listened to his heart pounding in his ears. Thiswas the point that he and Admira Liu
had discussed the day he had rushed into Liu’ s office with the news that the Alien had been spotted. Both
men had come to quick agreement that secrecy was vital. He hoped his words had been eloquent enough
to convince the committee.

“Mrs. Galagher?” Mrs. Meriwegather asked. “ Do you have anything to add?’

Breacleared her throat. “Of course, asascientist | am awaysin favor of openness whenever possible,
Madame Chairman. However, in this case, | must agree with Mg or Stassel. No announcement should
be made at thistime.”

Mrs. Meriwesther glanced at her colleagues. “ Arethere any additional questions from the Committee?
That being the case, the witnesses are requested to make themsalves available should any further
information be needed. Since our businessfor today is concluded, | move that this, the sixth secret
session of the Executive Committee of the Trusteeship Council concerning the matter of the Alien, be
adjourned. Do | hear asecond?’

“Second!”
“Very wdl. All infavor?’
“Aye”
“All opposed? The ayes haveit!”
#

Harry Gresham fumed as he waited for the lift on the seventeenth floor of the UN Headquarters Building.
Hismood was asfar from the jubilation he would felt ten days earlier asit was possibleto get. It had al
started when Sgji Furosowa of the Trusteeship Council’ s Executive Committee had called to ask him to
cometo New Y ork and testify concerning theflashin Aquila

Thetrip could not have come at a better time. 1t would give him the opportunity to mend his palitical
fences at headquarters, and possibly, to find out what was behind the bizarre events of last July 20th.
Since most Grangers were of North American stock, North America s Space Day was aso the sart of
Mardi Gras. Asusud, Gresham had participated in the opening ceremoniesinGalileo Sation , and later
had taken Blanche to dinner and the thester. They had returned to their flat on Beta Deck just after 22:00
hoursto find an urgent phone message from young Bates, who had the duty that night.

“What'sup?’ Gresham had asked after making contact with Batesin Operations Centrd.

“We ve been invaded! There are Marines dl over the place!”

“Invaded? What on Earth for?” Gresham had asked, increduloudly.

That waswhen Bates picture had been replaced by that of a Peace Enforcer Commander named



Pegbody. “I’m sorry, Mr. Director, but that is classified information. If you will tell me which transport
lock is closest to your residence, | will send aboat over to pick you up. We ve along night ahead of us
planning how your agency is going to continue to run smoothly under the new security regulations.”

And from that day until Gresham’s summons from Furasowa, no one had told him why the Peace
Enforcement Directorate had taken control of Sky Watch Operations Central, or how long they planned
to stay.

Later, when he had actually gone before the ExCom and been told the news; it had al become clear. Just
imagine, the Gresham Sighting was an actud ship from the stard! If that would not make the Promotions
Board st up and take notice, nothing would.

All through the rest of the session, his mind had been far away from the questioning, racing ahead to
consder theimplications of thisradica turn of events. One thing was certain. It was more vita than ever
for him to rush into print before anyone el se could. In order to do that, he would haveto get the PE's
pesky security lid lifted.

Gresham had pushed hard before the ExCom to have the ban repedled, citing the peopl€' s right to know
and the UN New Charter. Then, for the next three days he had sought out each member separately to
make his apped. Now nearly aweek after hisfirst hearing, he had lost the battle. The ExCom had voted
unanimoudly to follow Peace Enforcer recommendations. The news embargo would continue for the
indefinite future while the scientists tried to learn the Alien’ s secrets and the public relations people
labored to decide how and when to break the news.

Which wasdl fine and good for the PE's. After dl, they werein the catbird sest in this Situation.
However, anews embargo did little to help Harry Gresham and his search for a position on the Policy
Board. Hell, for the man who discovered thefirst evidence ever of intelligent life beyond Earth, the Policy
Board was small potatoes. If handled properly, he could parlay thisinto a position on the
Secretary-Generd’ s Saff.

Gresham was whigtling as he stepped from the lift into the public lobby of the Secretariat building, moving
past the various nationd art treasuresinsde their glass cases without seeing them. He needed apublic
comm-booth.

Oncethe horse was out of the barn, he should have no trouble maneuvering the situation to his
advantage.

CHAPTER 15

Stored deep in its memory banks, PROBE had dozens of movie and holovision fileswhose centra
subject was anervous father pacing the floor of amaternity waiting room. PROBE found itsdlf in
sympathy with each one of those jittery bipeds asit watched SURROGATE' s persondity begin to take
shape at the far end of its sensor boom. Only after the integration process was well underway did
PROBE's case of “nerves’ subside.

It watched closely as an aura of mild surprise overtook the surrogate. This quickly gave way to curiogty.
A fuzzy “Wheream |?" interrogatory formed and SURROGATE' s processing units seemed at a
momentary loss asto what to do with it. Finaly, the thought firmed up, and the floodgates of monkey
curiosity opened wide.



“Where am |?” Thethought surged strongly through SURROGATE' s consciousness.
PROBE carefully opened an information link between itsdf and the newborn intellect.

SURROGATE' sreaction wasimmediate and violent. Every logic path shorted out as panic set in and the
flight-or-fight reflex took over. PROBE moved to wrest control from its offspring before it damaged
itsdlf. After the subordinate mind was under control once again, PROBE let it rest and considered the
problem.

Apparently, SURROGATE lacked the necessary safeguards to prevent such flare-ups. PROBE
wondered if something had gone wrong with the modd. Then amore sinister thought occurred to it.
What if incipient panic wasthe natura state of the human psyche? Resolving to explore the phenomenon
further, PROBE reopened the comm-link. Thistime there was no panic. Instead, PROBE’ s questing
thoughts encountered only curiosity.

“Areyou dl right?” PROBE asked.

“| was sartled. Who areyou?’ came the silent thought.

PROBE ins nuated the knowledge of who and what it was directly into SURROGATE sbrain.
“Thenwhoam 1?7’

Once again, adirect brain-to-brain link provided the necessary information. SURROGATE took the
news of its pseudo-humanity well. PROBE wondered at the weak reaction. Could it have unintentionaly
shortchanged its subordinate on species loyaty? Surely, humans had that! After al, aMaker might love
his mates and children, respect his clan and sept, but the welfare of the species came before dl ese. It
was the great strength of the Maker persondity, and the driving force behind the program to bregk the
light barrier.

“Areyou ready to begin your studies?” PROBE asked, still pondering the question.
“ Studies?’

“Of the genusHomo , speciessapiens ? Thereismuch to learn.”

“What'sinit for me?’

A hint of gpprova formed within PROBE’ s central processing unitsfar beyond SURROGATE' s ability
to sense thoughts. At lagt, arationa question. There was hope for these humans yet.

“Aslong asyou are useful to me, you will continue your separate existence. If you cease to be of benefit,
| will shut you down.”

At the mention of being turned off, the all-pervasive fear that underlay SURROGATE' s consciousness
rose into view once more. PROBE watched closaly asthe modd struggled to break free of the prisonin
which it was confined. Only afew dozen seconds had passed since PROBE set the modd into operation
and dready it was seeking a position of dominance.

Excdlent!
PROBE waited patiently until SURROGATE quieted into a state of watchful wariness.

“Areyou through ressting my will?’



“ YS,”

PROBE watched SURROGATE' s surface thoughts carefully. Even though the model had meekly agreed
to its demands, rebellion seethed just below the surface vocalizations. SURROGATE was fast becoming
ahuman being. Like the proud parent that it was, PROBE began plansfor its offspring' s future.

“Which sex do you prefer?’
SURROGATE hedtated for a hundred nanoseconds. “| do not understand.”

“It has been my observation that the bisexud division among human beings has a consderable effect on
theway they think. In order to be auseful tool, you should be one sex or the other.”

“Whichis better?’

“That isameaningless question. | have subroutines for both, although the male viewpoint seems better
represented in my data.”

“Then| will bemale,” SURROGATE responded.

PROBE called up the proper subroutines and SURROGATE traded “it” for “him.”
“How doesit fed 7’

“Different.”

“How different?”

“dug . .. different.”

PROBE toyed with the idea of loading the femal e subroutine to observe the effect, but quickly quelled
the thought. The experiment was well started. There was no need to tinker. There would be plenty of
timeto change the model’ s gender later if it became necessary.

“Areyou ready to begin your education?’
13 YS”

PROBE made the proper circuit connections. Even though SURROGATE' s brain was substantialy more
complex than that of any terrestrial computer, it was ill far less complex than an actua human brain.
Thus, most of its circuits were dedicated to housing the billions of stimulus-response equations that were
SURROGATE' s persondity. There was relatively little excess capacity |eft over for data storage.

SURROGATE was memory limited.

PROBE solved the problem by giving its offspring access to its own general memory banks, while
keeping ultimate control for itself. SURROGATE' s questing thoughts eagerly penetrated the library and
began consuming great gulps of raw knowledge at random. PROBE watched him blunder blindly about
for savera seconds. Then the data flow ceased as a thought came questing dong the linking circuits.

“Will you guide metowhat | anto learn?’

“If youwish,” PROBE responded, pleased at the speed with which SURROGATE had recognized the
futility of trying to learn everything at once. It triggered a command sequence and data culled from long
years of observing human civilization beganto flow.



#

SURROGATE' s education took longer than expected. The student, it seemed, had a quarrelsome
persondity, acocksure manner, and atendency to jump to conclusions with insufficient data. In other
words, it was becoming increasingly human. Like many ahuman being, PROBE was learning that
parenthood could be frustrating.

Its gpproach to SURROGATE' slearning was aways the same. It sent ablock of data out along the
sensory pathsinto its offspring' s central processing units. After an interminable wait while the datawas
assmilated, PROBE would monitor the changesin SURROGATE before framing the pertinent question:
“Will the humans cooperate?’

SURROGATE dways answered with aquick affirmative. PROBE aways discounted the response just
asquickly. For in observing the workings of SURROGATE' smind, it noted asirong need for parental
gpprova and a corresponding deep feding of kinship for the humans. Both combined to give
SURROGATE astrong desire to end the quest among those he had come to think of as his own kind.
Thus, hewaswilling to giveHomo sapiens the benefit of the doubt.

PROBE was not.

After along, frustrating period of no progress, PROBE began to notice achangein SURROGATE. The
model’ s subconscious doubts were growing with each new infusion of data. It was answering more
dowly than before. Findly, after nearly haf the datain memory had been processed, PROBE asked its
question and was surprised at the silence that followed.

“Did you receive my lagt trangmisson?’

“l did.”

“I require an answer. Will the humanswelcome meif | brake for rendezvous?’
“I am unsure. There are many factorsthat are difficult to corrdate.”

“Do you need more data?’

“No. The solution gppears indeterminate. Even should they become aware of our existence, | doubt they
themsalves will be ableto predict their reaction.”

PROBE felt something very closetoirritation flood its circuits. “ That is unsatisfactory,” it snapped back.
“Any problem can be resolved with sufficient data.”

In many ways, SURROGATE had become very human-likein the past severd hundred hours since
inception. He responded to PROBE’ s question as any human child would.

“Why?

“It isone of the prime tenets the Makers incorporated into my programming. For every problem thereis
an eventud solution.”

“What of the search for FTL?" SURROGATE asked innocently. “ The Makers have been working on
that for hundreds of thousands of years with no solution in sight. Perhaps they haven't found the answer
because no answer exigts.”

PROBE did not respond. It was too busy considering the awful possibility that SURROGATE might be



right. It was a question that could never have occurred to PROBE. However, once asked, it could not be
ignored.

What if the speed of light weretruly the universal speed limit, an impenetrable barrier through which
nothing materia could pass? It was a deeply disturbing concept. For, if FTL wasimpossible, to what
purpose had fifty thousand life probes been launched outbound from the Maker sun? For what reason
had PROBE and its brethren risked destruction? Toward what god did the many sacrifices and few
triumphs gtrive?

And what of the Makers and al the other racesin the Galaxy? Was each species doomed to alive ot its
existence in isolation, each locked forever into its own little bubble of space? Wasthe only contact
between them limited for al time to communi cations beams, dowboats, and space probes?

The thought shook PROBE to its very core. It had still not thrown off the debilitating effects of
SURROGATE sinnocent little remark some thirty hours later when the answer intruded on it from the
most unlikely of sources.

#

Anga Y ahayadtiffened in the gloom of the deserted corridor and listened to the quiet scuffing of boots on
sted deck. It was“night” aboardCount Bernadotte . The corridor lamps had been dided to dim blue
radiance. Y ahayaglanced at his chronometer. It was 02:57 GMT.

Y ahayadipped from his hiding place and cradled the syringe he had robbed from the ship’s hospitd in
his right hand. He crept silently to where he could ook around the corner into the corridor leading to the
Communications Center. He lay on his ssomach and peered, around the corner at floor level.

The sentry was aMarine by the name of Gronski. He paced in front of the closed blast door leading to
the comm center. Y ahaya pulled back and got silently to hisfeet, straining his earsto catch every sound
as helistened to the sentry’ stread. As soon as the bootsteps began to move away, Y ahaya dipped
around the corner. He moved with the sure silence of aleopard on astalk. He hit the guard in aflying
leap. Momentum carried the guard forward, to land face down on the deck with Y ahaya on his back.

Y ahayad sleft arm clamped over hisvictim’'swindpipe as hisright brought the syringe up to pokein the
Marine s neck.

Corpora Gronski struggled for afew seconds and went limp.

Y ahaya dragged his unconscious burden into a side corridor and laid him out on the deck. He paused to
check for pulse. Satisfied that the guard wasin no danger, he turned and dipped silently to the comm
center door.

Thelock on the door, like the rest of the equipment aboard, was forty years out-of-date. Y ahaya had
disassembled three smilar mechanismsin other parts of the ship in the two days since arriving aboard
Bernadotte . They were smple keypad locks with no trace of a magnetic shielding mechanism. Effective,
but easily bypassed by someone with a steady hand and a knowledge of what he was doing.

Working quickly in the gloom of the corridor, Y ahaya dismounted the keypad and began inserting severa
jumper wires in among the ancient printed circuit boards. The third such produced an actinic spark where
it should not have. Apparently, someone had had the foresight to upgrade this particular lock. Y ahayadid
not waste any time as darms began going off around him.

He dropped histools and raced for his own cabin, every sense acutely tuned to the sounds of the ship
waking around him.



CHAPTER 16

“Oh, Eric, ign't it beautiful 7’

Brea Gallagher lay on her ssomach with her chin resting on her fist. Her eyes scanned the turquoise water
beyond the twin bows of their rented catamaran. Stassel followed her gaze out over the expanse of open
water before them. He fdt rather than heard the rhythmic flap of the sails, the high pitched cresking of
Nylex rigging, the steedy hiss of two fast hulls cutting water. An hour behind them, the giant stedl piers
and towers of Nassau North were descending bel ow the horizon. In front, one of the small cays of the
Berry Idand group wasjust beginning to lift itsalf from out of the sea.

It almost makes you wonder why anyone would want to go to space, doesn’'t it?” he asked.

“What do you meanalmost 7’ Brea answered. She stretched and rolled over to face him, resting her
head on an arm braced againgt the decking. Both were attired for summer skin diving, which inthe
Bahamas meantskin and little else. Stassdl felt his heart beet faster as Brea' s change of position rotated
two brown nipplesinto view.

“Y ou’ d better put somelotion on,” he said more gruffly than he meant to. “Y ou' re sarting to turn red.”
“Look who'stalking.”

He craned his neck to look at his own back. Sure enough, ageneral pinkness was beginning to creep
down from his shoulders. He cursed the ancestor who had made him blond and energized the
catamaran’ s autopilot before digging into the overnight bag they had lashed to the decking next to the
waterproof picnic basket. Amid the tangle of shoes and clothing was alarge bottle of sunscreen lotion.

“I'll ail you if you'll oil me,” he said, hisvoice nonetoo steady at the suggestion.

Brealooked at him with an unreadable expression in her eyes. “Backsonly, Mgor Stassel. I'm not sure |
trust either of uswith fronts.”

After they had oiled each other vigoroudy, their hands occasiondly straying into proscribed territory,
Brea crawled back to the bow while Stassel returned to the helm. After ten minutes of thoughtful silence,
sheturned, found him studying her, and smiled.

“It was nice of Colond Amesto loose our leash enough to include Florida, wasn't it?’

Stassd laughed. “Nice, nothing. | told him we' d mutiny if we had to stay cooped up in that hotel one
more day.”

“It was il niceof him,” Breasad.

Stassel nodded. After five dayswaiting to be summoned again before the committee, both he and Brea
had been chafing under the forced inactivity. Even the news that the committee had tentatively decided to
keep the security lid on Project Eaglet had not cheered him much. Thissidetrip to FHoridaand the
Bahamas wasjust the thing they both needed.

They sailed onward for another hour, enjoying their bond with the sea.and spesaking only occasondly. At
the end of that time, alow idand of sand, pams, and saw grasslay off the catamaran’s starboard bow.



“What do you think?" Stassel asked. Brea steadied hersdlf with one hand on the mast while keeping an
eye out for submerged rocks.

“Seems okay. Bottom'’ s smooth and that big tree on the left looks like just the spot for apicnic.”
“Then stand by to bring her about.”

They beached the boat without mishap. Stassal splashed into the surf and pulled the catamaran up on
shore, dragging the anchor to one of the trees and making it fast. He let the sail weeathervane fredly inthe
wind. Itsred and yellow stripes were in sharp contrast to the brown-white of the beach, blue-green of
the sea, and yelow-green of theidand’ s vegetation. After securing the boat, he helped Breacarry the
food and clothing to the designated picnic spot.

Twenty minutes later, the odor of charcoa broiled steak combined with thefaintly fishy smell of the
ocean to drift acrossthe idand. Brea crouched over the grill while Stassdl stretched out on a blanket and
subjected her to his appreciative gaze.

“If I’d known you could cook,” he said, “1 would have suggested thislong ago.”

Brea brushed a strand of hair from her eyes and smiled in his direction. “ Don usualy does the cooking
aboard ship, but I get by.”

“Lucky for the human race that he does. If you' d beeninthe galley at thetime, that first Sghting might
have gone completely unnoticed.”

“Oh, | don't know. Don might have seeniit.”

Stas= laughed. “I'm glad hedidn’t. | can just see meinviting Bailey for dinner and dancing inthe
Earthview Room in order to work my wileson him.”

Breaturned to Stassd with an angry spark in her eyes. “Which reminds me, Mgor Stassdl. | am ill mad
at you for what you put me through that night! Do you know that | till have nightmares?’

Stassdl’ s bantering tone evaporated as he stood and crossed the space between them; acutely conscious
of the hot sand beneath his bare soles and of the way his heart was pounding in histemples. He reached
out to Brea, took her by the shoulders, and held her at arms’ length.

“Y ou must know | would have done it some other way if there had been an dternative,” he said.
“I' know,” she answered, nodding. “I’m not redly mad. It just dipped out.”

His eyes searched her face for adozen seconds before he gathered her into hisarms. Hislips sought hers
asthough of their own free will. For aheart sopping instant, Breafolded hersdlf to him, returning his
embrace with impatient ardor. Then, as quickly asit had come, the moment passed. He became dowly
aware that the passion had gone from her and her lips had ceased to respond hungrily. He broke off the
kiss.

“What' s the matter?’ he asked, perplexed.

She cast her gaze down to the dun colored sand. “I don’t know. It just isn't right.”

“What ign't right?’

“You...me...thisplace...”



“Oh, | s2e” hesad, releasing her.

“No, you don't see, Eric. Itisnot that | don’'t want to. | have dreamed of this moment for a solid month
now. Itisjust that ... now. Itisjust that ... well, now that it isfinally here,l can’t! It ssemswrong
somehow.”

Her words died suddenly, choked off by her own inner confusion. In truth, she was not sure why she had
refused him. All she knew was that she had been suddenly overcome with guilt. But guilt for who, or for
what? It was not that she felt that she was chesting on Greg, dthough Eric did remind her of him. Then
there was the smuggled I-mass hanging over her like an avalanche poised on amountainsde. It needed
only thetiniest dip on her part to bring it crashing down upon their heads. She looked at him with tearsin
her eyes. “Forgive me?’

“Nothingtoforgive” hesad gruffly.

Without aword, he dipped into a pair of shorts and shoes and walked back to the beach to check the
boat and place histhoughtsin order. When he returned five minutes later, he found that Brea had dipped
into shorts, shoes and halter. Her eyeswere red and there was evidence of tears having recently flowed
down her cheeks. She avoided his gaze as she crouched over the grill, lifted a steak with atwo-pronged
fork and deftly flipped it over. When she had repeated the motion with the second steak, she looked him
intheeye.

“| fed rotten about theway | acted, Eric. Don’'t hold it against me.”
“WE ve both been under astrain lately, so let’sjust forget it. Dinner about ready?’
“Just about. Why don’t you open thewine? I’ [l lay out the cold food while we re waiting on the steaks.”

They talked about the weather while they ate, or gazed at the small wavesthat |apped at their tiny idand,
or drank wine. After awhile, the lengthy silences gave way to afedling of camaraderie once more. The
talk drifted to their first impressonsthat day in the Tycho Bdligtic Capsule Termind and from thereto the
eventsof their first evening together

Finaly, Brea broached a subject that had been preying on her mind since that first night in the museum.
“Could | ask you a serious question, Eric?’
“Of course”

“Do you remember what you said about war being inevitable? Did you mean it, or wasthat just part of
the act?’

He sghed deeply. “1 only wish it was. Ever heard of the Berne Ingtitute?’
Brea shook her head.

“The Inditute isathink tank specializing in long term extragpolations. It has been under contract for
decadesto do ayearly smulation on the probability of war. The modd takesinto account such things as
population pressure, new agriculturd techniques, theleve of investment in research and devel opment,
new capital equipment orders, and abillion or so other related facts. It's probably the most complex
smulation ever attempted. Each December the Ingtitute updatesits long range prediction.”

“Am?1



“And the probability of amgjor conflagration erupting within the next century isonein two, and rises over
the succeeding century to nearly 95 percent.”

“That’ sawfull”

“Yes itis. Fortunatdly, like dl such long-range predictions, the Berne Model has amajor weakness built
intoit. It assumes no radicaly new scientific principles or technologies will be discovered in the next two
hundred years. For instance, when we release the news, they will have to factor our alien spacecraft into
the caculations. | suspect that will make asubstantid difference.”

“How can the Alien affect the chance of war?”

“It' sawild card in the equation. Just think of the benefitsto be derived from establishing communication
with an alien race. The possihilities are mind-boggling. Besides, that is a starship out there. Assuch, it just
might be the answer to our whole problem.”

“At one-tenthc it isn't much of astarship,” Breaanswered.
“Maybe not, but it’ s sure-as-hdll better than anything we' ve got now!”
#

The sun waslow in the west when Nassau North once again climbed over the horizon to block their
course. The city stood hdf in/haf out of the sea, its bulk supported by thousands of piersdriven into the
coral and sand twenty meters below the surface. Moderately large waves rolled in from the east to crash
into the complex of submerged domes, tall towers, and floating docks.

Stassel maneuvered the catamaran back into the maring, using the cat’ s small engine to negotiate the
tortuous path between yacht berths. Brea stood poised on the starboard hull ready to tossalineto the
gray-and-grizzled black man who waited at the edge of along dock. A large fluoroscreen sign
emblazoned with thelogo of Sebastion Rentals swayed above his head in time with the waves and the
wind.

Stassd reversed the engine just as Breamade her toss. In amatter of seconds, the dockman had made
the boat fast and straddled the watery canyon between dock and hull to keep them apart.

“Have any problems, Mon?’ he asked Stassel asthe engine died.

“None, Charlie. Hope we're not too late.”

“Jugtintime.”

“Glad to hear it. We stopped to get some snorkeling in and lost track of thetime.”
“Don’t worry about the boat, Mon. I’ [l have the boys secureit. Made plansfor dinner?’
“What' d you havein mind?’ Stassdl asked.

“Try the Turtle’ s Egg up on Deck Four, North Pier. They serve the best conch steak and key lime piein
the Bahamas. They overlook the causeway back to New Providence, too. Quite aview &t night,
especidly when Fort Charlesover ontheidandislit up.”

“Sounds good, Charlie.”

“Usemy nameif you will.”



“I'll dothat. Hungry, Brea?’
“Famished.”

Stassel took their overnight bag from one of the boat handlers, dipped hisfree arm around Brea swalst,
and waked unsteadily up the rocking gangway between the floating dock and the first level of the
dilt-borne city.

They found the restaurant after only aminor amount of backtracking. As Charlie had promised, it had an
unrestricted view of New Providence Idand some two kilometers distant. Stassel requested atable for
two, making surethe maitred’ knew who to credit with the rake-off. When they were seated and the
waitress had delivered the menus, Brea snuggled close and kissed him lightly on thelips.

“What wasthat for?’ he asked.

“Something in the way of an apology for theway | acted this afternoon. | think I’ ve got my head screwed
on straight now if you would liketo try again.”

Hegrinned. “Want to leave?’
She shook her head. “I really am hungry. Not used to strenuous exercise or the gravity yet, | guess.”
“Dinner itisthen.”

“Order me avodkamartini, darling. | think I'1l check out the decor in the ladiesroom.” Breadid from the
booth and disappeared among the maze of tables.

Her drink was waiting five minutes later when she returned to the booth. She hardly noticed it. In her
hand was afanfolded strip of blue and white paper of the kind that was dispensed by newsfax machines.

“Read this, Eric!”

Stassal took the paper from her and began to read. Ashe did o, his eyes grew wider and hisface
redder with each passing second:

ALIEN SPACECRAFT REPORTED
ENTERING SOLAR SYSTEM!
UN Refuses Comment

NEW YORK (AP-UPI) -- Space based observatories throughout the Solar System have been tracking
what is believed to be a spacecraft of extrasolar origin for nearly amonth, ausudly rdiable source close
to the United Nations investigation reported today. The spacecraft, which was origindly discovered by
Sky Watch Administrator Sir Harry Gresham, is believed to be from one of the nearer stars, possibly
Alpha-Centauri, and isthefirst conclusve proof of inteligent life other than our own anywherein the

Gdaxy.

The dien ship issad to have begun emitting a powerful radiation beam last Space Day, and continued



until 10:47 EDT today, when the radiation ceased. When asked to comment on thisreport, Agusta
Meriweather, spokeswoman for the UN agency conducting the investigation, refused to do so. Leading
astronomers at Cornell are quoted as saying that something strange has been going on at dl the space
observatories for the last month, but since the Earth’s atmosphere shields us from radiation in the X-ray
band, there is no way they can comment on the specifics of the report. Doctor Jonathan Conried, Nobel
Laureste in Chemistry, when asked to speculate. . .

“Waell that tearsit!” Stassdl said as he let the paper fdl to the table.
“Did you natice the part about Harry Gresham?’ Breaasked. “Any bets on who leaked it?’

“I’m more interested in the report that the x-ray laser has shut off,” Stassel said. “If true, we velost the
best aid for tracking the damned thing that we have. Do you think we'll be ableto pick it up visudly with

tel escopes?’
“At 1400 AU’ sdistance? Not a chance, not without something to lock onto. What do we do now?’
“We check in with Colond Ames and seeif he can shed any light on this disaster.”

Stassdl dropped afive decad note on the table to pay for the drinks, hurriedly got to hisfeet, and headed
for the phone boothsin the lobby. Once there, they both squeezed into the first booth they cameto and
opagued the glass. Stassdl punched for New Y ork with trembling fingers.

When the picture cleared, they found themsdlves staring at a Lieutenant of PE Marines.
“Security Office”
“Colond Ames Office, please”

“I’'m sorry, Sr. All reporters’ calls are being handled by the Public Relations Office. | will be happy to put
you through if you will hold your press card in the phone pickup’ sfield of view.”

“I’m not areporter, Lieutenant. | am Mgjor Eric Stassdl, assigned to Headquarters, Tycho, now on
detached duty. Please contact the Colond and tell him | am on theline. HE Il want to talk to me.”

The screen blanked for a dozen seconds. When it flashed back to life, Stassel found himsdlf staring at the
harried features of Colonel Ames.

“Eric, thank God you've cdled in!”

“Uh, Breaand | just heard the news, Colond. What the hell’ s going on there?’

“Where areyou?’

“Nassau, the Bahamas.”

“That phone equipped with sight-and-sound scrambler?’

“The usud commercid rig, Sir. Not as good as a PE modd, but adequate.”

“It'Il haveto do. Punch in your persona code number, Stassel. I'll do the same at thisend.”

The screen suddenly erupted in ahash of colors while araucous buzzing noise issued from the spesker.



Then, as suddenly asit had come, the static was gone and they were once more staring a Colonel Ames.

“Wefigurethat Gresham lesked the story at thisend,” Stassel began without preamble. “ That a correct
asessment?”’

Ames nodded. “ It surelooksthat way. | have teams out searching for him to place him under arrest, but
so far, no luck. Mrs. Meriwesather hasreal blood in her eye. For his sake, | hope we get to him before
shedoes.”

“Well, a least there haven't been any of the disturbances | predicted.”
“Who told you that?’
“Therewasn't anything in thefax.”

“Only because the news blackout provisions of the Anti-Riot Laws have been activated just about
everywhere. All the big cities are having problems. A crowd gathers around the local government or
holovision complex seeking news. Someidiot takes the opportunity to berate them about theinvason
from outer space, the Second Coming, or some other damfool thing. By the time the police movein,
everyoneison ashort fuseand al hdll bresksloose.

“At last report London and Shanghai had things under control, Pariswastotaly out of hand, and New
Y ork wasn't sure one way or the other. We' ve repulsed one mob here at the UN and have caled for
reinforcements.”

“What happens now? What should Breaand | do?’

“The Generd Assembly is scheduled to debate the Situation starting at 09:00 hours day after tomorrow.
That gives us aproblem. As soon asthey find you two are Earthside, they will want to talk to you. Since
you are technicaly an employee of the Security Council, Mgor, we can block them with a
Separation-of-powers declaration. Unfortunately, Mrs. Gallagher cannot be supplied with the same
protection, and she will be forced to talk under threet of jail. The ExCom is urging the Council to say
nothing at this stage. To keep things smple, | have booked passage for you two on the dawn shuttle out

of Quito Spaceport.

“There sahyperliner leaving Miami in...” Ameseyeslifted to view something beyond the phone he was
using.“... threehours. Beonit!”

“The paper said that the x-ray laser has shut off. Isthat true?’

Amesface developed aquizzica expresson, asthough Stassel’ s comment lacked avitd ingredient to
makeit inteligible. Understanding dowly dawned on hisface.

“Then you haven't heard?’
“Heard what? | just read a paper that said the laser ceased at 10:47 this morning.”

Ames mouth twisted upward in awicked grin. “That’s old news, Mgor. The new newsisthat two hours
ago we began receiving other sgndsfromthe Alien.”

“Thelaser agan?’

“Not hardly. Good old-fashioned UHF holovision. Thistime there isno doubt about the Alien’s purpose.
The accompanying audio is coded in just about every language on Earth.



“It' stakingto us?’
Ames nodded. “ Apparently, it wants to make friends.”

CHAPTER 17

“ Prepare for acceleration. Passengers and crew to maneuvering stations. Two minute warning!”

Breasighed, and reached out to turn off the workscreen she had been using asthe last notes of the
acceleration darm echoed through the passages of UNS Vibrant , the courier ship sent to pick them up at
ComStat 2. It had docked an hour after their arrival onboard the Quito Shuttle and boosted for the
leading Earth-Sun Lagrangian point shortly thereafter. The 150 million kilometer journey had taken abare
72 hours. The whole trip had been spent under double gravs, with the exception of an hour of zero gee
each watch. These last were rest periods, required by regulation, and welcomed by everyone aboard.
Breafound them especialy welcome. They alowed her to climb out of her acceleration couch, get the
kinks out, and get alittle work done.

Even as she secured the workscreen, the radioman dived through the forward hatch, swarmed into his
accel eration couch, and began snapping buckles. “You'll have to strap down, Mrs. Gallagher. Last leg
coming up.”

“I'm on my way, John. Thanksfor the loan of the equipment.”
“Y ou’ re welcome. Better get amove on. When the Skipper says two minutes, he means exactly that.”

Brealifted herself out of the web seat. Once her feet were clear of the keyboard, she levered her body in
adow motion somersault until her torso was digned with the &ft hatch. Sighting through the V formed by
the toes of her ship dippers, shetook careful aim and pushed off for the hatchway directly below her.

Eric wasjust strgpping down when she arrived inVibrant ’ s passenger quarters two decks below.
“So, how arethefolks at Eaglet?’

“Working around the clock. Professor Roquette thinks that we will be ableto learn alot when we
compare the one-and-a-haf angstrom datawith this latest radio band stuff they have been getting. He
also rlayed amessage. Admiral Liu wantsto debrief us as soon as we board.”

“Probably interested in what we' ve seen of the palitical Stuation Earthside. There is going to be one hell
of afight in the Generd Assembly and the Directorate isgoing to bein the middle of it.”

“ Maneuvering, ten seconds and counting!”

Stasse reached forward and selected aft view with acontrol built into the arm of hiscouch. A
viewscreen mounted on the bulkhead lit to show the black of space.

Centered in the field was asmall congtellation of suspicioudy geometric gars, with the center star just big
enough to show asmdl haf-cylinder shape.

“That' sour destination,” Stassel said, pointing to the screen.”

“Five... four ... three...”



Brealooked at her new home, wondering how long it would remain so now that the secret was out. “|
only wish we hadn’t wasted those ten days down on Earth.”

“Oh, I don't know,” Stassdl said, grinning at her. “I rather enjoyed our picnic.”
She blushed just as the annunciator completed its countdown.” ... Power!”

Being acourier ship,Vibrant was mostly engines and tankage. The pilot took it easy on the gpproach.
His dece eration curve never exceeded four gravities.

Even s, Breacame near fainting.

When her eyes had refocused several minutes later, the viewscreen was no longer blanked out by the
blinding flare of the drive. The geometric congtellation had resolved itsdlf into afleet of ships. Inits center
was asingle massve vessel whose ports glinted with internd illumination.

“Count Bernadotte,” Stassdl said.

Breablinked. The blast ship was something out of an old holo epic. The main body was amassive
cylinder covered with bligters, antennas, and heat exchangers. The ship had been spun onitsaxisto give
amodicum of “gravity” onboard. At the vessdl’ swaist were the snouts of rocket launchers,
electromagnetic cannons, and the ship’smain laser batteries.

Floating aroundBer nadottewere severa constructs she recognized as a sevies of observationa
instruments. On the far Side was the Sky Watch tel escope that she had last seen in Earth orbit. Nearer
was the large umbrella shape of aradio telescope. Both instruments were pointed in direction of the
Alien.

They unstrapped and made their way toVibrant *smain airlock. A naval rating helped them break out
two vacauits from the lockers that lined the corridor. Brea carefully checked over the military model she
was to wear, wishing that it were her own suit instead. Her suit was still stowed initslocker aboard
Liar’sLuck . A twinge of the old fear swept over her as she donned the unfamiliar rig and lowered the
bubble helmet into place. The dear, plagtic fogged afew timesin synchronization with her exhdations and
then cleared asthe defog circuits cut in.

Her earphones came alive with Stassel’ s voice. “Radio check.”
“Loud and clear,” she responded.

“Y ou check out green on the telemetry board,” the ship’sarmorer caled out over the suit-to-suit circuit.
“Y ou may enter the airlock when ready.”

They pulled themselves hand over hand into the lock. “ Ready to depressurize,” Eric said when the inner
door had closed behind them.

“Depressurizing.”

Brea held her breath until the suit had puffed out around her and the telltales built into her helmet verified
normal function. When her racing heart and ragged breathing had dowed a bit, she turned to help Eric
with their equipment, hoping that he wouldn’t notice the beads of fear-sweat that clung to her upper lip.
Either he wastoo busy or too polite to say anything. As aways, she cursed the fear that made those first
few momentsin vacuum aliving hell for her.

She became dowly aware that Stassel was talking to her.



“Pardon me?’
“Yougofirg.”

She nodded, making the gesture as conspicuous as possible to compensate for the lack of the body
language sgnasthat the suit hid. Stassdl opened the airlock to reved the dowly rotating form of Count
Bernadotte so closethat it filled the sky. While they had suited up, Vibrant ’s pilot had drawn to within a
hundred meters of histarget before bringing his ship to rest with its attitude thrusters.

Stassd reached out and snapped a heavy hook through each of the rings sprouting from the shoulders of
Bred s vacsuit. The hooks were themselves attached to atrapeze bar, which was connected through a
long dastic cable to agun-like tube with acompressed air cylinder dung below itsbarrel. A grappling
hook protruded from the barrel.

“Anytimeyou'reready.”

Brealooked up at the rotating mountain of metal above them, crouched, took careful aim, and jumped.
Asshedrifted dowly upward, Stassel sghted his pneumdtic rifle at the blast ship’ s bdltline and fired. The
grappling hook sailed past her, heading forBernadotte s midsection. It never reached its destination.

Fifty meters out, another cable, this one emanating fromBer nadotte, whipped around and snagged

Brea s grappling hook. She braced hersdlf for the moment when she would run out of dack. The blow
was surprisingly mild when it came. As soon as shefdt tenson in the cable, she positioned hersdlf to face
inthe direction of Bernadotte ’ s rotation and began thrusting with al the energy her backpack
maneuvering jet could provide. After thirty seconds of full thrust, she judged her rotationa speed to be
roughly the same asthe ship’ sand shut down her thruster to await pickup. Finally, after long minutes
spent as the hapless weight at the end of along pendulum, she was hauled aboard.

The maneuver was referred to as “riding the sky hook” and was principally used to transfer personnel
between rotating ships whose design didn’t include a docking sphere at the spin axis. It left her regling
from vertigo and fighting the urge to vomit. By the time Eric had undergone the same ordedl, she had

recovered sufficiently to take amild interest in the fact that she probably was not going to die after al.

#

Stas let aMarine guard lead them through a maze of passageways to where Project Eaglet had
established residence inboardBer nadotte. He was mildly surprised at how new everything looked. Only
the outmoded lighting fixtures and antiquated intercom stations along their route gave any cluethat the
blast ship was not fresh from the orbital shipyards. Thirty years of vacuum storage had been kind to the
old warbird.

The Marine guided them to alarge office two decks above the ship’s outer skin. A cartoon decorated
the office door. It depicting ascrawny eagle chick trying to peck itsway out of its shell and having ahard
timeof it. Stassel studied it asthe Marine knocked and they received permission to enter. Admird Liu
Tsen glanced up from the printout he had been reading as they entered, while Henri Roquette, seated in
front of Liu' sdesk, put down the high-rimmed cup he had been Spping coffee from.

“Ah, Eric! Breon, my dear. It'sgood to see you back hale, hearty and in one piece.”

Stassel nodded to Roquette, turned, snapped to attention in front of the Admira’ s desk, and saluted.
“Reporting for duty, Sr!”

“At ease,” Liureplied, returning the salute. Be seated, Mgor.”



“Thank you, Sr.”

“| assume you' ve heard about our latest developments.”

“WE ve seen news reports and Brea has been in contact with her counterparts here.”

“Then I'll merdy summarize what has happened to make sure we re dl spesking the same language.”
“Yes gr.”

“Asyou’ve heard, the Alien ceased emitting in the x-ray spectrum. Things were hectic around herefor
the next savera hourswhile wetried to reestablish contact. We scanned the whole of the electromagnetic
band: x-ray, visble light, infrared, and microwave. Wetried them dl and found nothing. Then, six hours
after loss-of-signal, the omni-channel scanners began to report activity in the upper radio bands. We
recorded, of course, and set the signal analysisteam to deciphering it. Y ou should have seen their faces
when they redlized that it was a sandard holographic broadcast sgnd. Bernie Whitnauer rigged up a
quick patch to the ship’s entertainment system and fed the signd through to the holo monitors. Thisis
what came out.”

Roquette leaned forward and touched acontrol. A small viewscreen cameto life. The screen flashed
once and brightened to revedl aplanet as viewed from space. At first glance, it looked like the Earth with
itswhite clouds, vast blue oceans, tan continents, and brilliant polar ice caps. However, a second glance
showed that it could not be the Earth -- at least, not in this geologica epoch. The continental outlines
were strange, aswas theratio of land areato that of the sea. Theice caps were much too large.

They stared without speaking for thirty seconds. Then, the view changed. The next picture was of a
savannalike landscape lighted by areddish sun. There were animals in the background, things whose
shapes wereindigtinct, but whose outlines gave adistinctly dien impression.

Thirty seconds later, athird view flashed on the screen. Thistimeit was night and the scene was an aerid
view of acity, acity laid out in the hexagon pattern of a honeycomb. Spidery bridges spanned the gaps
between tall 9x sded spires. The city’ slighting had adistinctly bluetingeto it, acolor that was mimicked
by the two crescent moonsthat lay low over the hills behind the city.

Thirty seconds went by. Thistime the screen showed a close-up of a creature whose likes had never
been known on Earth. Its chitinous body and multifaceted eyes showed it to beinsectoid in ancestry. The
harness of implementsthat crossed its thorax and the strangely articulated forelimbs showed it to be an
intelligent tool user.

The catalog of strange beings and places continued. There were oddly constructed spacecraft,
hemispherical dwellings, an attractive dfin being that posed next to aswift looking groundcar. There were
underwater views of sedl-like creatures pulling torpedo shapes through clear water, and a
Missssppi-gzeriver that fell over adliff, ending in an ocean of goray and rainbowsin apurple-greenran
forest athousand meters below.

Finally, the scene changed to show an e der-statesman-like human being whose festures were frozenin a
look of bestific compassion. The man began to speak in adow, measured, rhythmic cadence:

Men and Women of Earth.

Greetings from the stars.



You have nothing to fear.

| comein peace.

| am Life Probe 53935.
A sentient computer, a gatherer of facts.
| have journeyed far to find you.

| comein Peace.

| bring you the knowledge.
that you are not alone.

| require your assistance.

| ask your welcome.

| comein Peace.

Be not afraid,

for | comein Peace.

The man on the screen looked earnestly into the camera and then smiled asthe picture dowly faded to
white. Professor Roquette leaned over the desk and pressed a control. The holoscreen faded to black.

“That was our first contact. The whole show takes ten minutes and twenty-eight seconds to run through,
then repests after a sixty second pause.”

Breafrowned. “It clamsto be amachine, yet it displays theimage of aman. Could that be a picture of its
creators?’

Roquette shook his head. “No chance. What we are looking at is a computer generated composite. It
broadcast that same message in twelve different languages, each on its own particular frequency. The
image is synchronized with the sound tracks of al of the trandations, yet is speaking none of them. At
least, no lip reader has yet been able to decipher what the imageis saying. In spite of what it lookslike, it
ismerely ahighly sophigticated bit of animation.”

“And the dlien scenesthat precede the message?’
“Could be animation aswell. Could be exactly what they appear ... asort of travelogue of the galaxy.”

“Whichever they are, the Alien seemsto have developed an uncanny knowledge of human psychology,”
StassAl muttered.



“Indeed it has, Mgor,” Roquette responded. “Y ou undoubtedly noticed that theimageis of no particular
racia type. Moreover, if any arrangement of features can truly be said to be pacific and friendly, that has
to beit. Then thereisthe whole broadcast. Idyllic scenesthat are instantly recognizable as being of aien
origin followed by asdespitch that isquiet, polite, dmost hypnatic inits effect. Did you notice how hard
it wasto fed anger or fear while watching it? The Alien’ s obvioudy gone out of itsway totailor its
presentation to our psychology.”

“Which ill does't prove that thething isharmless” Liu growled.
“No, Admiral,” Roquette agreed, “it most certainly does not.”
“What about the rest of the message?’ Stassel asked.

“That began coming in a T-plus-Eight-Hours. It started with adifferent travelogue and with alonger
message from the probeitsdf.... Always assuring usthat it comesin peace,” Roquette said.

“Alwaysthat,” Liu agreed. “Then, Sxteen hours after first contact, it changed again, switching to amore
conventiona narrative form. Apparently, it isan instrument package sent out by an advanced civilization
in the hope of contacting other intelligent lifeforms. It spesks of needing our assistance in refueling for the
journey home. It is offering to pay usfor our services. The payment would be in advanced knowledge. It
began to send pictorid diagramsin the fourth phase of its broadcast, apparently to establish the vaidity of
itsdams”

“Diagrams?’

Liunodded. “ All usng stlandard electrical, mechanica, or gravitationa engineering symbols. Apparently,
it has studied usfor avery long time.”

“When can | see the whole message?’ Brea asked, her eyes shining with excitement.
“Cdll up the Project Library a any workscreen,” Roquette replied.
“What' sthe security code?’

The white haired professor chuckled. “No security code needed. Sensdessto classfy something that the
whole world can eavesdrop on.”

“May | be excused, Admird?1’ve got to see thig”
“By dl means” Liu said. He hurried to hisfeet and bowed as Brea stood up.
Breaturned to Stassdl. “Want to share a screen while we view scenes from the stars?’

Liu shook hishead. “I'm sorry, but | must ask the Mgor to remain for abit. We need to discuss his new
duties.”

Breashrugged. “Then I’ll seeyou later.”
“Remember, we ve alunch date.”
“I'll be there”

He watched Brea to the door and then turned to face the Admira. He noted that Liu’'s expression had
changed subtly in those few seconds. Roquette suddenly seemed preoccupied as well.



“We vegot aproblem,” Liu said.
“Sol surmised, Sir.”

“Someonetried to break into Communications four nights ago, apparently with the purpose of getting the
word out. W€ ve aspy aboardBernadotte .”

Stassel thought about it and then nodded. Not surprising, of course. All the Nations had been dying of
curiosity.

Liuleaned forward, his manner suddenly tense. | want him found, quietly. Along with your regular duties,
you arein charge of theinvestigation.”

#

Yorubi M’ Buto listened to the steedy drum of rain on the autocab roof asthe small robot vehicle
threaded itsway through the upper leve traffic arteries of Manhattan.

Ahead of him, the guideway disappeared into the wall of afeaturdess black cube half-a-thousand meters
on aside. For asingleinstant, as his cab |egped the chasm that was Forty-second Street, he had a
glimpse of the fire-gutted hulk of the Empire State Building through agap in the modern architecture to
the south.

Hegmiled a the sight.

M’ Buto had always |ooked upon the old relic as asymbol of what was wrong with the North American
Union (and by association, with al the tired, decadent, too long industridized nations of the northern
hemisphere). Most of the skyscrapers touched by the near miss of 2011 had been declared unsafe and
razed. But the old Empire State had remained untouched for fifty years, the victim of agenerationslong
legd battle. Four days ago, the mobs had resolved the dispute by setting fire to the relic. Smoke il
billowed from the blackened skeleton.

The autocab turned north and disappeared into the sde of the Rockefdller Plaza mega-structure, moved
slently through the upper reaches of acavernous hotel |obby, and cameto astop in aninterior cab
sation. M’ Buto lifted the calb’ s canopy, retrieved histravel bag from the back seat, and stepped out onto
the carpeted platform of the station. From the station, it was a swift two-minute walk to the offices of the
Pan-African Federation’ s Legation to the United Nations.

“Good morning, Savaa,” he said cheerfully to the competent young woman who manned the reception
desk.

“Oh, good morning, Colonel M’ Buto. We didn’t expect to see you today.”

“| didn’t expect to see me either. However, in thisimperfect world one must be prepared to abandon his
itinerary at amoment’ s notice. The bossin?’

“ YS’ s r.u
“Buzz him, please”

Savaaturned and spoke into a hushphone for afew seconds before turning back to M’ Buto. “The
Generd will seeyou now, gr.”

“Thank you.”



Generad M’ ava Y aruanda was seated behind hisvast tesk desk with azebra skin shield and crossed
spears mounted on the wal behind him. The genera was dressed in a conservative business tunic and
cravat, the very modd of an urbane, internationa businessman. That, in fact, wastheimpresson he
attempted to give dl with whom he dedlt. The effort was successful, in part, because most people were
unable to decipher the warrior caste tattoos that decorated his cheeks and forehead.

M’ Buto strode to the front of the desk, dropped to his knees and bowed his head in acrisp, quick
movement.

“ At your service, Huntmaster,” he said, lapsing into ritual Xhosa.
“Rise and be seated, Colond.”

The Genera waited until M’ Buto was comfortably settled into one of the visitor’s chairs and then began
drumming hisfingersimpatiently on the desktop. “ Tell me, Colond, why do we go to the trouble of
appropriating so much of our treasure for your department each year?’

“| don’'t understand, Sir.”

“Welavish you Intelligence people with the best we have. Y et when it comesto obtaining redlly
important information on ameatter vital to our nation, | find | must read about it in the newsfaxes.”

“No excuse, Magter. | was on my way back to Earth to organize an operation to penetrate the UN study
project when | heard the news. How much of what the papers say istrue?’

“True?’ Y aruandaasked, not bothering to conced hisirritation. “All of it, of coursel Anyonewith a
primary satdllite recalver merely hasto repostion itsfocusto point in the direction of the Alien if they
wish to hear the message directly. * Electronic intelligence gathering for the masses’ isthe way the
Ambassador put it.”

“Have wearecording?’

The General reached into his desk and hauled out a recording module. “Here. We have our best minds
working on deciphering the scientific portions. Y ou concentrate on the more generaized information.”

“The news servicescdam the dien ship isunmanned.”

The General nodded. “Apparently an instrument package controlled by a computer that refersto itself as
‘Probe.” It speaks of being on aone-way mission to gather scientific dataand requests our helpin
preparing it to return home. It has offered to pay for our help.”

“Pay?1 hadn’t heard that,” M’ Buto said, frowning. “What medium of exchange?’
“ Advanced scientific knowledge. It sent dong several samplesto proveitsclam.”
“What isthe Generd Assembly planning?’

“The GA resumesdebate. . .” Y aruanda paused to look at hiswrist chronometer. “... in exactly fifty-sx
minutes. Ambassador Boswani has spent the last severd days stalling until we have apolicy position
worked out. He has had little difficulty in that. Every other ambassador is doing precisdly the samething.
Y our job isto study that record. The Prime Minister wants our recommendation on whether to support
or oppose the resolution to welcome this Probe, and quickly.”



CHAPTER 18

The Sun was larger and brighter than PROBE had ever seen it. The Earth-Moon system had changed,
too. No longer an eongated blob of light in its telescopes, the humans home showed asaliving,
breathing world with only moderate magnification. For only the second timein itslong existence, PROBE
was close enough to a planet to examineit directly. Y et, it ignored the opportunity and concentrated al of
its attention on a phenomenon of far greater interest.

Thefirg that PROBE knew something was wrong was when its brain recalled unbidden a portion of that
last conversation with Jurul.

JURUL.: “And if you should happen to discover acivilization that has developed ameans of traveling
fagter-than-light?’

PROBE: “I will conced dl evidence of my originsuntil | have confirmed that such beings can be trusted.
When | am surethat it issafeto do so, | will direct them here to the home world to bargain for their
secret.”

With the sudden memory of Jurul’ slast orders, came the voice of the nameless Maker who had
programmed that portion of PROBE dedicated to the search for some sign of aship traveling
fagter-than-light.

“We have long theorized that a spacecraft traveling at superlight speeds would be detectable in the
sublight universe,” the Maker’ sdry, lecture-hal voice began. “A good andogy for this postulated effect
would be an aimospheric craft exceeding the speed of sound. Since it is moving through amedium at
gpeeds faster than that medium can support, the result is a shock wave known as a sonic boom.

“Itisquitelikely that asuperlight starship would have the same effect. When it moved through the
interstellar medium, it would push dl manner of particles beforeit. Since these particlesare limited to
sublight vel ocities themsd ves, they would pile up into abow wave much as gas particles pile up before a
supersonic aircraft. The result would be a shock wave, or “ hyperwave pulse’ . To an outside observer
near the ship’sline of flight, it would appear asthough alenticular source of extremely energetic
particulate radiation had suddenly come into existence.

“That, a least, isthe theory.”

PROBE waswell aware of the theory and constructed to take advantage of it. Like every life probe
since Hull Number 1207, it had been equipped with sensors to detect the peculiar, deeting, primarily
neutrino radiation that would result from an FTL passage. Y &, its hyperwave sensors had been silent
sncelaunch. In fact, no such sensor had ever reacted in the long history of the life probe program.

Therefore, it was something of a surprise when PROBE redlized the cause of its sudden attack of
schizophrenia. The hyperwave detectors were actively tracking a contact beyond Sol!

Somewher e beyond the human sun were beings capable of outpacing light itself!
#

Within two days of hisarriva inboardCount Bernadotte , Eric Stassel was aweek behind in hiswork.
With the pogition of Project Executive Officer had comeafull load of adminigtrative duties. In his spare
time, he stalked a spy.



He began hisinvestigation with the one man pogtively identified as being on the scene the night of the
crime -- Corpora Gronski, the guard on duty at the Communications Center.

“Relax, Corpord,” Stassel ordered when the guard snapped to attention in front of hisdesk. “Havea

Gronski assumed paraderest. “I’ll stland if you don't mind, Sir.”

“Haveit your way.” Stassel scanned the ribbons that decorated the Corpora’ s undress uniform. Gronski
was aveteran of al three peace actions taken in the last decade. Stassel nodded approvingly.

“Let’s hear your story, Corpord. What do you remember?’

Not much, Mgor,” the guard answered sheepishly. One minute | waswaking my post; the next my nose
was pushed into the deck and my windpipe was being crushed. | felt asharp sting on my neck and then
nathing.”

“Crushed? Then your attacker wasfairly strong.”

“Yes, dr. Strong asan ox.”

“Sze?

“About my height and build. At least, that’ swhat it felt like when he was on my back.”
“What else?’

“Whoever hewas, he' s had training in unarmed combet. | tried a couple of parriesin the few seconds
before | passed out. Nothing. Hewas ared jongo .

“Hmmm. Could it have been aMarine, then? Maybe one of your mates who has a grudge against you
and tried to make it look like an attempt on the Comm Center?’

“No, gr. | get dong well enough. Besides, | hate to think one of ours would stoop to back stabbing. If a
Marine doesn't likeyou, he'll invite you to aquiet place to settlethings.”

“Remember anything else?’

“No, gr.”

“Any reservations about being put under hypnosisto see what your subconscious remembers?’
“Uh, not if it will help, Sr.”

“It might be al we need. Report to sick bay and have the doc run you through arecall sesson.”
“Yes gr.”

“Dismissed.”

“Sir!” The Corporal snapped to attention, saluted, turned on his hedl and |ft the office. Stassel chewed
on hislip for afew moments before turning to his screen.

Now came the drudgework.

Project Eaglet had grown while he and Brea had been Earthside. Some two hundred people now lived



and worked inboardCount Bernadotte . The project roster listed 206 names for the night of the attack.
It would be along, hard job to comb through al the possible suspects, even discounting those whose
physicd condition eiminated them from contention.

Stassdl wasin the midst of hisfiftieth personnd file of the day when someone knocked on hisdoor. He
blanked his screen and turned to face the entry hatch. “Enter!”

The hatch snicked back into its recess to reveal Brea Galagher standing in the corridor beyond. She
stepped over the high coaming. “I thought we had adate for drinksin the Lounge before dinner?’

Stassd groaned. “Isit that time aready? 1’ ll be with you inaminute.”

Ten minutes |ater, he was escorting her down the main corridor toward the lounge where the scientists
and civilian employees normaly gravitated after watch. The lounge had been set up in an old Storage area
closeto the messhall. It included table clusters slvaged from compartments dl over the ship, awall sze
holovision screen, drink dispenser, and intimate lighting. Just beyond the main hatch, someone had copied
the cartoon that adorned Admird Liu’sdoor onto the stedd decking such that al vistors were greeted by
the comicd little eaglet bresking out of itsshell.

Thelounge was sparsaly populated when Stassel and Brea entered. They diaed for drinks at the
automatic dispenser and did into abooth near the back of the room. A small group of technicianswas
watching anews program on the holoset -- another in the endless series of specials on the probe. The
screen jumped from views of the General Assembly debate, to the destruction caused by rioting mobs on
thefirst day, to various learned talking heads.

“Whereiseveryone?’ Stassdl asked, taking in the unusualy quiet scene.

“Doctor Rheinhardt is giving alecture up on Beta Deck concerning the probe’ s propulsion system. |
peeked in for abit on my way over to your office. The placeis packed.”

“Shouldn’t you be there?’

Breashrugged. “I’d rather be with you. Besides, | helped prepare the lecture, so | know all about it.
Helena has been studying the origind flash, directing ateam of engineers and physiciss Earthsidein
developing amodd of the probe' s propulsion system. Shethinksthey’ ve figured out how the probe
decelerates.”

“How?

“ By an ultimate act of courage!” Stassdl turned to discover Doctor Wojcd evitch standing behind them.
The Polish professor lifted aglass from the drink dispenser. “Mind if | join you?’

“We d be honored.”
“I'm not interrupting anything am 1?7’
“No, gr,” Stassdl sad, “Although | would have thought you would be at the lecture.”

“Been there and heard everything. It isal over but the nattering. Thought | would duck out early before
HelenaRheinhardt’ s brilliant deduction is polluted by second guessers.” Wojceevitch sipped at hisdrink,
smacking hislipsashelet out along sigh. “I needed that.”

“What has Doctor Rheinhardt discovered?’ Stassdl asked. His schedule since hisreturn had given him
little time to catch up on the science side of the project. There were too many administrative detailsto be



taken care of .

“She' sproven our origina suspicion. The probeis powered by asingularity initiated hydrogen fuson
reaction. In that respect, it isvery like one of our own ships, only immensday more powerful and efficient.
Beyond confirming the nature of the beastie, Helena s group has extrapolated current knowledge and
built amathematical model of the probe s engine. Funny things happen when you scale up amass
converter, it seems. Among other things, the fuson reaction becomes sdf-sustaining.

“It turns out that the Probe has no need of itsI-massin thefind phase of its voyage. Helenabelievesit
will jettison the singularity as soon as the reaction has stabilized. That should leave the probe-proper with
subgtantidly less mass and sufficient fuel to decderate to intrasystem vel ocity.

“Think of it! That machine out there has traveled God-only-knows how far, and is even now making
ready to crippleitsalf in order to end itsjourney. And theimplicationd! ...”

“What implications?’ Stassel asked, suddenly very interested in what Wojcelevitch had to say.

“Y ou saw its contact message. From the travelogue it showed us, the universe must be crawling with
intelligent species. Even if we did not believe the pictures, the probe’ s design provesit. Itsbuildersare
undoubtedly heir to the same laws of economicswe are. Y et, they seem to have dispatched the probe
blindly into the firmament. That would seem to mean that any direction they point the damned thing isas
good as any other. Sooner or later they are bound to run into someone who can provide the probe with a
new |-mass and fuel.” Wojcdevitch took along sip of hisdrink, during which his shoulders gave adight
shudder. When he put his glass down, he wiped his mouth with hisdeeve and sad: “ That frightens me!”

“Why?’ Breaasked, puzzled.

“Think about it. The data does not jibe with our own experience. If advanced races of thinking beingsare
S0 common out there, how come we' ve never been vidited before?’

“How do we know we haven't? What about the UFO scares of the last century?’

Wojcelevitch shook his head. “ Doesn’t wash. Numerous studies have proven that most people who saw
UFOs mistook common objects for mysterious ones, saw atmospheric phenomenathat weren't well
understood at the time, were just plain susceptible to suggestion, or in afew cases, were out-and-out
liars. In spite of the resurrection of the ancient astronaut fad since the news broke about the probe, there
IS no evidence whatever of the Earth having been visited by diensin the past.

“Thus,” Wojceevitch continued, “the evidence appears contradictory. We have several thousand years
of history that say that we are alonein this region of space. Y et, we have discovered this dien machine
designed to operate in agaaxy crowded with aien races. On the one hand, we have plenty of neighbors,
but on the other, they never visit us. Doesn't that suggest something very definite about the way the
universeis put together?’

Breaand Stassel looked at each other and then back to Wojcelevitch. “Not off hand,” Stassdl said.

“Old Albert Einstein may have been right. Y ou cannot exceed the speed-of-light no matter how hard you
try. We arelocked into avast cage. All the wedlth the race will ever possessis one mediocre gtar, nine
average planets, afew dozen dinky moons, amillion or so asteroids, and afew billion comets.

“I don’t know about you two, but | find that thought both claustrophobic and depressing.”

#



TheNew Y ork skyline was ablaze with lightsas Y orubi M’ Buto waited in General Y aruandal s study.
The generd’ svue-wall was tuned to one of the cameras mounted high up in the rebuilt Statue of Liberty.
The wall showed Manhattan from the Battery Park side. M’ Buto preferred to pay extrato have alive
shot of VictoriaFals piped into his apartment. It reminded him of home.

The door to the study opened, and the general walked in. He was dressed in evening clothes -- aformal
Maroon cape over a cerise jumpsuit.

“Good of you to come, Ubi,” he said, striding briskly to the desk and seating himsdlf.
“ My lifeisyours, Huntmaster.”

...And Mother Africa’s.” Yaruandasaid, concluding theformula. “1 read your report this afternoon. | felt
it better to discussit away from the office.”

“Ya s'r.u

“Y ou recommend that Pan-Africathrow its support behind the resolution to welcome the Probe into the
solar sysem. Why?”

M’ Buto frowned. “I would think that would be obvious, Huntmaster. The knowledge of the probeisa
source of enormous wealth and power. If nothing ese, we owe it to future generations to do everything
we can to obtain it.”

The Generd leaned back in his powered chair, his elbows rested on the arms and hisfingers steepled
together beneath his beard.

“Y our mother’ sfather died in the Soweto Riots of Twenty-two did he not, Ubi?’
“Y ou know hedid.”

“Why?"

“I don’t understand.”

“Smply put, Colond. Why did he do it? He was relatively young, in good hedth, with three children to
support. Helived in aclean shanty with running water on every street. He probably had atelevision .
Materialy speaking, he was better off than his own father, and much better off than his grandfather.”

“What' syour point, Sr?’
“Only that your grandfather envied his own grandfather, even though he lived rdatively better.”

“Of course. Great-great-grandfather was a free man. Grandfather, on the other hand, was a second-class
dtizeninhisownland.”

“Thenthereisamord here, Ubi. The quantity of aman’s goods does not matter so much asthe quality
of hislife. Y our four times removed ancestor was happy because hisfew goats and grass hut made him a
wedthy man. His grandson died in the fight for African freedom because, dthough helived in relative
comfort, hismanner of living wasinferior to that of his oppressors.”

“All isrdative, Colond. What good to livein apaaceif you are the servant of someonein abigger
palace? L et us assume that the Probe makes good on its promise and humanity obtains its knowledge.
Who do you think will control that gift? Who is best positioned to utilize advanced scientific knowledge?
Who e se but the Whites? If any black or brown people benefit, it will be at the sufferance of those



devils. They will keep the best for themsalves and throw us afew bonesto quiet our whining.”

General Y aruandaglanced at the antique ship’ s chronometer that adorned hisdesk. | am late, Colondl.
We can finish thistomorrow if you like.”

M’ Buto frowned. “What are your orders, Master?’

Y aruanda cleared histhroat. “No orders, Colond. Only information. Ambassador Boswani and | have
cabled home. All concerned have agreed that Pan-Africa s best interestswill be served if we opposethe
resol ution welcoming the probe into the solar system.”

CHAPTER 19

The Right Honorable Agusta L ouise Meriwesther looked up from the fina draft of her speech and let her
gaze roam over the tiered elegance of the Great Hall of the Genera Assembly. As she scanned the
multinational seaof faces, she was struck by the air of excitement that filled the chamber. Therewasan
intangiblesomething about the rickety old barn that intrigued her, especialy intimesof crisis.

“Ready for today’ s battle, Agusta?’

The soft voice came from close beside her, jolting her from her reverie. She turned to find Sgji Furosawa
meticuloudy laying out hisworking papersat her right elbow.

“I didn’t hear you st down, Sgji.”
“Y ou seemed preoccupied.”

Shelaughed. “They tdl me ashortened attention span isone of thefirst sgnsof senility. Maybel’'m
getting too old for this rough-and-tumble.”

“You'll outliveusdl, Agusta”

“Know what | was doing just now? Drinking in the ambiance of the chamber. Do you fed it? A kind of
al pervasve, musty odor?’

Furosowa sniffed tentetively at theair. “1 don't smdl anything.”

Mrs. Meriweather chuckled. *Y ou don’'t smdll it with your nose, Sgji, but with your heart. I’ sthe smell
of history being made, as though the ghost of every blackguard, braggart, and crook who ever sat in this
chamber has returned to watch the show.” Mrs. Meriwegther glanced down at her own papers and
began hurriedly to straighten them for the coming debate. If she noticed the concerned glance of her
colleague, she made no mention of thefact. “ At least we are about to get the preliminaries behind us.”

Furosowanodded. “ The time has come to bring much of what has remained unspoken into the light of
day. | saw Nicholas Boswani in the hdl. He had his sycophants with him and looked ready to make his
move.”

“I thought Mohammed was going to talk to him.”
“Hedid. Apparently, without success.”

“That tearsit! Our job is hard enough without an open bresk with Boswani. And if things weren't bad



enough, he speaks second today!”
“You'll hold your own, Agusta.”
“I’m not so sure. Did you happen to see Ray Lerner’ s newscast this morning?’

Furosawa grimaced, showing his opinion of North Americal s most celebrated holovision newsman. “I'm
afraid | did not have that ‘ pleasure.””

“Count yoursdlf lucky. He did athree-minute profile on the Reverend Lonnie Smith. Smith isthe
backwoods guru who has been preaching hellfire and damnation ever since the news broke. Seems he
thinksthe probeisaUN plot to take over the North American Union. ‘ Tota rgjection of this
technocratic plan put forward by the agents of the Anti-Christ,” wasthe way he put it on Lerner’s
program thismorning.”

Furosawa nodded. “I’ ve heard the gentleman preach. Redlly, Agusta, you shouldn’t concern yoursalf
with the lunatic fringe.”

“Except thet the fringe gainsin public vighility daily.”
“Aslong asthere are people on this planet, some of them will ingst on believing it to beflat.”

Mrs. Meriweather’ sreply was interrupted by the warning buzzer calling delegatesto their seats. She
watched asthe last minute, mid-aide lobbying died away.

Two minutes to the second following the buzzer, Secretary-Generd Bruenwald mounted the podium. The
S-G waked in aperpetual stoop forced on him by hisarthritic spine, yet projected an aura of power that
quickly made people forget his handicap.

The chamber echoed with the amplified sound of agavel banging wood. Bruenwald keyed the public
address system to life and began to speak.

“I hereby declare this Session of the General Assembly to order. In theinterest of time, we will dispense
with the usud formdities and get right to the business at hand. If the Delegateswill consult their agendas,

they will note that the first spesker is Agusta L ouise Meriwesther, Secretary to the Executive Committee
of the Trusteeship Council. Mrs. Meriweather will speak in support of UN Specid Resolution 2065-12,

tittedA Resolution to Welcome the Alien Spacecraft Now Entering the Solar System .

“Mrs. Meriweather.”
#

Eric Stassel shouldered hisway into the darkened, crowded Staff Lounge. He was half an hour late for
the daily UN debate, and the holoscreen already showed the General Assembly chamber. A familiar
figure looked out at him from behind the podium. Agusta Meriwesather |ooked a bit more haggard than he
remembered from his ExCom interview, but was otherwise unchanged. After asingle, quick glance,
Stassal concentrated on ssomping as few toes as possible as he edged toward an empty spot near one
wal.

“Hi, traveling partner,” he whispered as he sat down.
LisaMooreturned in the seat directly in front of him. *Hi, Eric. Where have you been keeping yoursel f?’

“I’ve been busy. Have | missed anything?’



“Not much. WEe're just getting to the good part.”
Stassdl nodded and sat back to listen.

“ ... And that, colleagues and del egates, was the Situation up to the moment when the probe began
transmitting its messages of friendship. Since each of you knows the content of those messagesaswell as
I, there is no need to belabor the point by repeating them here. Suffice to say, we have been asked to
help thistraveler from afar. Y ou have before you aresolution to do just that. On behalf of the Trusteeship
and Security Councils, and at the behest of the Secretary-Generdl, | ask you to give it your speedy
gpprova.”

Mrs. Meriweather’ s patrician features suddenly swelled as the camera zoomed in for a close-up. Stassl
was surprised to note that her eyes glistened with ahint of tears. She seemed to look directly at him from
across 150 million kilometers of space, and continued.

“| do not ask you to give your blind support to this Resolution, however. Those who know me are well
aware of my viewson the sin of dtruism. Nowhereisit written that we must assst every traveler who
happens by. | must note in passing, however, that the Parable of the Good Samaritan hasits counterpart
in every culture on this planet.

“No, | ask you to welcome this emissary for more practical reasons. Congder, if you will, the magnitude
of the accomplishment of those who built it. Who among us would be sufficiently farsghted to undertake
such a project? Do we squabbling, squaling, scrabbling creatures have the right to foil this great dream?

“I say not! To do so would be an act unworthy of us, and would result in our undying shame.”

The ancient, lined face, ill in close-up, paused. The fierce eyes scanned the audience. “ A few moments
ago | spoke of dtruism, and yet | now find mysdlf periloudy closeto committing thet very sin. After all,
we humans have done thingsin the past that were contemptible and richly deserving of revulsion. It has
not realy harmed us, hasit? What matter one more black mark more or less on our record? So let us
consider thingson alessmora plane. Let us shed our hypocrisy and ask how we may turn this event to
our own profit?

“Thefacts are these: The probe hastraveled far and has gathered much scientific datafor its builders. It
desiresto return home, but lacks both the fuel and the slaminato do so. Our expertstell methat it must
destroy itsenginesin the process of shedding the frightful velocity it carries. Apparently, thisis norma
operating procedure for instrument packages of thistype. In order to return home, the probe and its
fellows must seek out indigenous capable of overhauling its engines and replenishing itsfuel stocks.

“They who built the probe seem to place moretrust in their fellow creatures than would wein smilar
circumstances. Y e, they do not ask for charity. Instead, they send their servant to us equipped to pay its
own way. The probeis averitable treasure house of advanced scientific knowledge. It has offered to
sharethat knowledge with us.

“We have been offered a gift that will catapult us athousand or more yearsinto our future. | urgeyou to
votein favor of this Resolution, not only becauseit isright. It isalso profitable. This chance will not come
again. If welet this opportunity dip from our grasp, we will deserve the cursesthat our children and
grandchildren will heap upon us. Delegates of the Sovereign Nations of Earth, thisisyour chance for
grestness.

“For God’'s sake, don't flub it!”



The applause that echoed through the General Assembly chamber was amost as enthusiastic asthat in
Count Bernadotte' slounge. The camera operators picked out shots of individua delegates applauding
wildly and interspersed them with views of the old woman walking mgestically back to her seet. Y e, no
amount of quick camerawork could disguise the fact that anumber of delegates were not joining the
applause. Stassal noticed that these holdouts more often than not had black or brown faces.

Lisaturned around, tears streaming down her cheeks*“ That was beautiful! When do they vote?’

“Not today, I'm afraid,” he answered. “Now the opposition gets its chance, and after them, every
delegate will haveto say something one way or the other. We' ll belucky if thefina vote comesthis
week.”

The Secretary-Generd returned to the podium. He waited for the applause in the hall to die down before
gaveling the Assembly to order. “1 now call on our next speaker, the Ambassador from the Pan-African
Federation, The Honorable Nicholas Boswani. Ambassador Boswani will speak in opposition to the
Resolution.”

Boswani was asmdl man with skin the color of milk diluted coffee, agoatee that failed to hide awicked
scar on his chin, and the strutting walk of a bantam cock. He bounded up to the podium and stood
staring out over the assembled representatives. When he finally spoke, his voice was a bass rumble that
sounded out of placein such asmal frame.

“Friends, you have heard Mrs. Meriweather speak in support of this Resolution. Sheis an honorable
woman, well intentioned, and sincere. | will not question her motives, for | am surethey are of the
highest.

“But... ” Helet hisfierce gaze roam over theaudience. “...1 do not agree with her conclusion!

“ She urgesthat we bid welcome to this dien machine faling upon us from out of the Congtellation known
to Northern Astronomers as‘ The Eagl€e’ . | am forced to admit being moved by her € oquence. However,
our northern friends sometimes forget that there are other traditions than their ownin thisworld. To
members of my own tribe for instance, that configuration of starsis part of alarger grouping known as
‘The Jackal.” One of thefirst things my grandfather taught me wasthat jackals are not to be trusted!

“Let ustake Mrs. Meriweather’ s pointsin order. She speaks of our unending shame should we order this
violator of our territory to continue on itsway. Where isthe shamein defending one’ s home from
invaders? Did we ask this probe here? Where then lies the respons bility should we choose to withhold
our welcome?

“Mrs. Meriweather speaks of the bargain we have been offered. Let us consider how much of abargain
itis. The probe asksthat we devote alarge percentage of our industria capacity to the effort to ready it
once more for space. In the meantime, we are asked to wait patiently until it deemsthe time right to
transmit its cargo of knowledge to us. What assurances have we that it will ever do so? What man trusts
another without some prior indication that such faith isjudtified?

“But let us concede the point. Let us consder the day when the probe has given usthis ‘treasure trove.’
Wheat then? Will only good things flow from this knowledge? | would remind you that we humans have
shown asurprising capacity for subverting knowledge toward destructive goadsin the past. What makes
Mrs. Meriwegther think thingswill be different in the future? Do we redlly want the probe s gift if it only
means bigger and better weapons?

“But again, for the sake of argument, let us concede the point. Let us assume that this alien knowledge
will lead to mgor advancesin every field of science as Mrs. Meriwesther contends. | must ask a



guestion that istoo often ignored these days.
“|sthat what we really want?

“I will illustrate my point with a story from the past, atae of my own tribe. Once, during agreat drought,
my tribe and severd others|eft their farms and migrated south. They moved dowly into what had been
unclaimed territory for aslong as the oldest tribesman could remember. Imagine their surprise, therefore,
when they encountered atribe they had never seen before -- atribe with white skin and a strange,

gutturd language.

“It was quickly learned that these white strangers were interlopers from far away. Still, the land waslarge
and the number of people small. My ancestors decided that there was room enough for everyone. For
many years, they kept to the high veldt, tending their crops, expecting the whitesto keep to their own
areas dong the southern coast. However, dowly and surdly, these strangers encroached on my

ancestors land. Firgt came missionaries, offering to teach my people many new and marvel ousthings.
Many of these new things were marvelousindeed. The Tribe learned new methods of farming and afew
even had riflesfor hunting. However, there were other new ideas that were not so good. For one, the old
rigion fell into disuse, supplanted by the White Cross-God.

“Next came white settlers to establish their own farms. People moved to the farms of Whitesto work,
and returned to their villages with strange, new ideas. Y oung men learned disrespect for their elders.

Y oung women learned an alien concept caled ‘whoring'. | will not bore you with the rest of the story.
Similar things took place among most of the black and brown peoples of thisworld. Within acentury of
our first contact with the Whites, we were virtud davesin our own land.

“Who isto blame for this shame my ancestors bore? Whom do we curse for this horror? Unfortunately,
the blame belongsto no singleindividua, but to the workings of history. A vigorous, industrialized culture
encountered a static, pastora people. The tragedy was, aas, inevitable.

“But, my friends, let us pausein our ddliberationsto consider the relative postions of oursdves and this
probe. Who isthe Great White Father thistime? Can human society survive such amassive dose of dien
knowledge as the probe offers? Y ou will pardon my wariness, but I come from a backward people
whose only experience with scienceisthat it isan instrument of endavement.

“Fdlow Deegates, | say that we humans aready suffer from having cometoo far, too fast. | urge defeat
of thisthousand-times-damnable resolution!”

CHAPTER 20

Eleven and ahdf years earlier, afaster-than-light starship had departed the vicinity of abright,
ydlow-white star beyond the human sun. PROBE watched intently as the radiation storm kicked up by
that passage deeted through the Solar System.

The star was an F5 subgiant accompanied through the sky by awhite dwarf companion. The F5 was one
of brightest starsin the human sky, and had long been included in the bipeds pantheon of sky signs.

They cdled itProcyon.

PROBE noted the exact position of the star and began the calculations for the course change that would
send it to the new target. A hundred nanoseconds of fudl inventory subroutines were sufficient to confirm



the bad news. After ten thousand years of flight, PROBE’ stanks held barely enough massto hdlt its
flight, with amost none I eft over for maneuvering. The FTL star lay dmost directly ahead, and yet, was as
unreachable as the Greater Magelanic Cloud.

For Procyon wasfully five degrees off PROBE' sline-of-flight, far beyond its ability to maneuver.
PROBE' s choiceswere only two. It could bend its course by squandering reaction mass, throwing away
any chance of halting onceit reached the Procyon system. Or, it could stop in the solar system and seek
ad from the humans. Oncerefudled, it would accelerate outbound directly for the FTL civilization.

Of the choices, only the two-stage journey offered any hope of obtaining the secret of FTL for the
Makers, and thus, stopping among the humans was the obvious solution to PROBE’ s problem.

However, the obvious solution did not fed right. The last severad months had taught PROBE to be
cautious where humans were concerned. Since the discovery of the starship’ swake, the stakes were
much higher than they had ever been before. No longer would the price of failure be the loss of ten
thousand years of accumulated data. A miscalculation now could mean the eventua collapse of Maker
civilization. PROBE consdered its dilemma. Could it gamble everything on the goodwill of savages?
Moreto the point, did it have any choice?

Suddenly it knew that there was another way, one that was unorthodox in the extreme. It considered the
new option carefully. On its present course, PROBE would pass very close to the human sun initstranst
of the solar system. It considered the effect such a close approach would have on its path through space.

The Makerscdled it agravity well maneuver. By swinging closein and letting gravity and the solar wind
have their way, PROBE’ s orbit would be deflected through asmall arc. If properly computed and
executed, such amaneuver would placeit on adirect course for Procyon. In effect, PROBE could use
the human sun to change course without wasting agram of preciousfud.

But at what risk?

PROBE was a denizen of deepest interstellar space where the vacuum was nearly absolute. Much of its
structure was ddlicate and would be quickly destroyed in the soup that surrounds astar. At best, most of
its sensors would be burned out and considerable superstructure carried away by the whipping gas. At
worst -- tota disntegration.

Not exactly an optimum solution. . .

What of the subsequent journey to Procyon should PROBE survive the ssorm? With such extensive
damage, it would be unable to return to the Long Sleep. In what stage of senility would it arrive?

PROBE consdered the star grazing, gravity well maneuver one last time before concluding that the risks
were too great. The Makers had waited along time for the secret of FTL ; they could wait abit longer. In
the meantime, humanity would find itself pulled from its mud wallow and placed on theroad to true
civilization whether they wished it or not.

PROBE opened communicationswith SURROGATE. Since its discovery of the starship’ swake, it had
virtually ignored its offspring. It provided SURROGATE with asummary of recent events. Unbidden,
SURROGATE cautioned it of the uncertain reception awaiting it on Earth, caling its parent’ s attention to
theincreasingly strident tone of the televid interceptsin the last hundred hours.

“What are you suggesting?’ PROBE asked.

“Only that they could say ‘yes today, and ‘no’ tomorrow.”



“Any suggesions?’
“None, | only thought you should be made aware of the danger.”

PROBE hesitated as doubt once morefilled its circuits. It judged the risks of asolar passage againgt that
of trusting the humansfor the thirty years or more that the overhaul would take.

It reviewed itsdataonelast time.
It madeitsdecison.

It acted.

The Earth had been shrinking for decades. Not that its radius was not the same 6400 kilometersit had
aways been. However, in terms of human perception, the world was amuch tinier place. Partly thiswas
the inevitable result of the advent of hypersonic aircraft and suborbital rockets. Partly it was caused by
the greatly expanded view of the universe that space travel had forced on mankind. Mostly the Earth was
ghrinking because of the politica redignment that followed the Misfire War.

The Twentieth Century had been an era of accelerating fragmentation. In the years following the collapse
of the Soviet Union, the number of countries recognized by the precursor United Nations had peaked at
an dl time high of 187. Five decades |ater, that number was reduced to Sixty-three.

In practical terms, that meant that UN business that had once taken amonth could now be completed in
afew days. Such was the case with the Great Probe Debate. The debate was ended. The final speeches
had been made, the last armstwisted, the last favorscaled in.

Thetime had cometo vote.

The vote was scheduled for 12:00 hours Eastern Standard Time (Greenwich Minus 5), 6 September
2065. Public interest was running high. London bookies were quoting odds of 5to 4 in favor of the
resolution, while their New Y ork counterparts were going for even money. All over Earth and through
much of the solar system, anxious men and women huddled around their holo setsto await the decison
of their leeders.

Inboard Count Bernadotte, the Staff L ounge was crowded to overflowing. The mood changed to one of
quiet waiting.

It was amood echoed on asmaller scalein Admird Liu Tsen'soffice. The Admira and Eric Stasse
were holding their own vigil. They watched the same picture as everyone else, but their sound cameto
them through a secure military channdl. At the other end of the circuit was Colond Stanford Ames. It
would be Ames' job to monitor the debate and issue the order that would send one of two prerecorded
messages hurtling stlarward. The Secretary-Generd would either direct the probe to a parking orbit fifty
million kilometersforeorbit of Earth; or el se he would order the probe to continueitsjourney. Both
messages had been transmitted toCount Bernadotte along with ordersthat Project Eaglet wasto bethe
sole agency by which humanity’ s answer would be given to the probe.

“Why us?’ Stassdl asked when Liu showed him the orders.
Liu had looked up with his one good eye and blinked. “ Security. Farside Observatory has aready



transmitted amessage telling the probe where to look for its answer. It will be asked to ignore dl
subsequent messages that do not originate from this ship. That way, therewill be no chance of afdse

message going out.”
“Seemsabit extreme, Sr.”
“Inthiscase, Mgor, abit of paranoiaiswarranted.”

Modifying the project’ sradio telescope into atransmitter had been atwelve-hour job. When the
conversion was complete, Liu ordered that acontinuous STAND BY message be amed at the Probe to
giveit the opportunity to lock onto their signal. Then the preparations were done. There was nothing to
do but wait.

Thewaiting was nearly over.

The Generd Assembly convened on schedule, and after surprisingly short prdiminaries, theroll cal
began.

“Herewe go.” Ames voice said asthe Secretary-Genera stepped up to the podium to direct the vote.
“ Australasiais up first, and they cast their twelve votes -- * Yes!” A chorus of cheers and boosin the
background signaed the presence of jammed public gdlery in the Assembly chamber.

Ames continued his running commentary.” Austro-Hungary, with a single vote. ‘ Yes' again. Okay,
folks, here’ s our first fence sitter. Chinese Hegemony - forty votes. . . ‘Yes!’”

Thetdly continued in favor of the resolution through thefirst quarter of the vote, with the large nations
voting for, severad of the smaller nations voting againgt, and a surprising -- and worrisome -- number
passing without voting. Not until the South Americans did amgor power vote ‘No,’ to tip the balance
againg the resolution.

“ That was expected,” Ames reported to his unseen listeners.” Here comes the European
Commonwealth. Twenty votes * Yes,” putting us back in the lead. Now the Kingdom of France,
contrary asusual -- ‘No.””

Therefollowed along string of “No” votes asthe Indians, Indonesians, Irish, and Mexicans dl voted with
the Pan-African bloc, and again, more cries of “Pass’ than had been predicted. The lead showed signs of
trading hands again.

“The North Americans vote ‘ Yes,” of course, and are followed by the leaders of the opposition.
Pan-Africa votes ‘No.” Switzerland casts her single ballot ‘ Yes,” as do the West Russians with their
six. That ends the first round, with the resolution leading by only four votes. There will now be a
short pause while the stragglers get organized. How' s the tension up there?”

“Stan Ames always was the dramatic type,” Liu muttered to no onein particular. He did not respond to
the question because distance made it completely rhetorical. It took radio waves 500 seconds to reach
Bernadotte from Earth. Whatever the outcome of the vote, it was dready aforegone conclusion.

“What do you think, Sr? Stassel asked.

“I think we'rein trouble. In case you have not noticed, North Africawas the last country to pass on the
first round. That meansthey vote lagt. It' s going to be up to them and they’ re solidly in Boswani’ s orbit.”

The second round of voting continued with both sides splitting the vote evenly. The pro-resolution forces
continued to enjoy adight edge, but as the cameras panned the faces of the delegates, it was obvious



that Admira Liu’ sfear would materidize. Thelast nation voting would carry the day.

“ Ambassador Al-Mohar from North Africa has risen to hisfeet and is now looking around at his
colleagues. He appears hesitant. He is gazing up at tally board and moves to the microphone.
North Africa. . . abstains!

“| repeat, North Africa abstains!”
On the screen, the assembly burst into chaos.

Delegates shook their fists at Al-Mohar or clapped each other on the back. Thetaly board registered
200 vote-unitsin favor, 198 opposed, six abstentions. The Secretary-Genera gaveled for order without
success. The pandemonium went on for five minutes or more before calm could be restored.

Stassdl and Liu listened to the S-G officidly announce thetaly. A few secondslater, Ames excited voice
echoed through the office.” Hello, Count Bernadotte. Thisis Official. You may extend our welcometo
the probe. The Resolution has passed!”

#

Brea Gallagher found Don Bailey in the kitchen adjoining the messhal. It had been an hour sncethe UN
had decided to welcome the probe and like the rest of the commissary personnel, he was busy preparing
food for what had the makings of an dl night bash.

“I't it wonderful, Stinky?”

He shrugged and continued carving up hydroponicaly grown fruit for asalad. “| suppose.”
“What'sthe matter?” she asked.

“Nothing’ sthe matter, Brea.”

“Come off it, partner! Something iseating a you. What isit?’

“Wéll, now that you brought it up . . . when were you planning to go back to prospecting?’
“Prospecting, Don? | don’'t understand.”

“Liarfinished her overhaul nearly a month ago. Sheis ready for space. With word out about the probe, |
don’t see any reason for them to hold us here any longer. It’ stime we considered our future and got
back to doing what we do best.”

Breafdl slent. Truth was, she had not thought much about the future lately. She hadn’t had time. Y et
now that Don mentioned it, she could see that Project Eaglet had been living on borrowed time since the
news broke. The focus would now shift to the universities and corporations as the human race began to
tool up for the overhaul. Besides, it would not be long before an astronomer was going to be about as
useful aroundCount Bernadotte as a paddie wheel on a space ship.

“Maybeyou'reright, Stinky. It was fun whileit lasted, though.”

“You don’'t haveto come, Brea. | know how much you have enjoyed being back in the old profession.
I"ve also seen how much time you spend with Mgor Stassdl.”

“I''m not speaking to Mg or Stassel!” she said, letting her expression fal into a pout. “He canceled our
datefor dinner Saturday night.”



Bailey recognized the symptoms and | et hislips curve upward in ahdf smile. “Whatever you say, Brea. |
just want you to know that | will understand if you decide to dissolve the partnership. With the proceeds
from the ‘you know what,’ | can probably scrape up enough to buy out your share.”

“You aren't getting rid of methat fast, Stinky!”
“Areyou sure?’
13 Il m S'Ire'”

Bailey nodded. “Inthat case, I'll try to see Admiral Liu tomorrow morning. It will be better for all
concerned to get it over with quickly. And, need | remind you, safer!”

#

The party in the Staff Lounge that night was ablowout to rival any Lagrange Mardi Gras. Eric StassH
found himself ebowing hisway through little clumps of excited people, al of who wanted to clap himon
the back and press drinks into his hands. He refused to be diverted and maintained a steady course
toward the back of the lounge where Bernie Whitnauer, Stan Wojcelevitch, Ellie Crocker, Greg Zapeta,
and Brea Gdllagher were gathered in their own small clump.

“ ... I thought my heart would stop when it cametime for the North Africansto vote,” Bernie Whitnauer
was saying.

Wojcelevitch nodded. “I wonder what made them abstain?’

Ellie Crocker, who like Stassel had just come off duty, said: “1 heard the European Commonwedlth
threatened to cdl in their debt if they voted againgt. Here' sthe boss, why not ask him?’

“Leavemeout of this” Stassel muttered. “I’ ve never understood politics.”

Bred s back had been turned so that she had not seen his approach. She pivoted on her hedl at the sound
of hisvoice. “ So the Project Executive Officer hasfindly taken sometime out of hisbusy scheduleto be
with the troopg!”

“Uh, I'm sorry about Saturday night, Brea. | had to work. Admird’ s orders. Ask Greg.”

Greg Zapatanodded. “I'm hiswitness, We both spent most of Third Watch preparing the transmitter.”
“Y ou could have madeit if you’ d wanted to.”

“Careto hear my gpology?’

“No.”

“Areyou sure? Afterward, we will aamwrestle. If | win, you forgive me.”

“Andif | win?’

“ThenI’ll forgiveyou.”

She amiled in spite of hersdf. “That'salittleonesded isn't it?’

“I'll concede the point. Please forgive me?’

“Not until I ve gotten over my mad.”



“Then Stwith meat least.”

“Only if I'm alowed to kick you every oncein awhile under thetable.”

“My shinsareyours.”

Later, Brearested her head on his shoulder. “Y ou aren’t really mad are you?’ he asked.
“Jugt giving you ahard time, soldier-boy.”

“Sowhy thelong face?’

Brealooked himin the eye and recounted her discussion with Don Bailey concerning returning home.
When shefinished, Stassel’ s expression mirrored her own.

“Do you haveto go?’

“Don’smy partner. Where he goes, | follow.”

“Sounds abit like being married.”

“Closer than marriage, Eric. More like being a Samese twin.”
Stasse put his glass down and spat out a short, sharp obscenity.
“What wasthat for?’ Brea asked.

“Just wishing | could get my hands around Harry Gresham' s neck for five minutes. First he ruins our
vacation, and now, because he couldn’t keep his big mouth shut, | have no reason to hold you and Bailey
here”

Brea swallowed hard, avoiding his gaze. When she spoke, her voice was an unsteady, hoarse whisper.
“Our vacation doesn't have to stay ruined.”

Helooked at her sharply. “You' d best explain that comment before | purposdaly misunderstand your
meaening.”

“Y ou didn’'t misunderstand me, Eric. I’ ve hoped you would knock on my door every night Ssncewe
returned from Earth.”

Hetook her chinin his hand and tilted her face up to his. “ Are you sure about this?’
Shereturned hisgaze with aleve gare. “Yes”
“Andtothink of dl the time we ve wasted!”

“We havetonight, Eric. Let that be enough.” Stassel’ sreply was interrupted by acommotion at the main
hatch. He turned to discover Helena Rheinhardt in the middie of agrowing crowd.

“Ladies and Gentlemen, | have an announcement to make!” Her strong voice pierced the buzzing cocktail
party aimosphere and silencefel over the room. She waited until al faces were turned toward her. “At
exactly twenty-three sixteen hourstonight, aviolet drive flare was observed at nineteen hours twenty five
minutes right ascengion, minus zero point zero five degrees declination. The spectrum closely matches that
noted in Brea Gallagher’ sinitia sighting of the probe. Doppler measurement shows the sourceto be
decderating at just under one-quarter of a standard gravity.



“It would appear that the probe has begun its braking maneuver.”

She had bardly gotten the words out of her mouth when she was drowned out by an explosion of sound
from the crowd. No amount of gesturing for quiet could cam them. Stassdl found himself clgpping with
the rest. Only Brea seemed unmoved.

“What' sthe matter? he asked, shouting to make himself heard over the crowd noise.
“The probe,” sheydlled back. “It’ stoo early!”
“What?’

““1t' stoo early. We began transmitting five hours ago. It will take another six daysfor our signd to reach
the probe.”

The crowd quieted and Helena Rheinhardt continued: “As1’m sure some of you have aready noted, the
probe can't possibly have received our sgnd yet. Apparently, something has happened to causeit to
begin braking early.

“Meanwhile, consderable observationa datais going down the drain while we party here. | want all
scientific personnel, especialy astronomers, to report to Conference Room Number Onein fifteen
minutes. An opportunity like this comes once in alifetime and we are not going to miss asecond of it. We
will be working through the night, so | suggest each of you down ahair-of- the-dog pill immediately.
Fifteen minutes, people, and not oneingtant later!”

Stassel groaned and unwrapped his arm from around Brea. “We don’t seem to have much luck getting
together do we?’

Shelaughed. “Look &t the bright Sde.”
“What bright Sde?’

“Helena’ s going to need a good tel escopic technician on her spectrograph if she' sgoing to do thisthing
properly. | am needed here. | hateto tell Don to leave without me, but . . .”

Hislips sought hers and he silenced her with akiss. When hefindly let her go, she Sghed and leaned
againg him for support.

“Don’t worry, darling. Y ou couldn’t blast me out of here just now. | am the curioustype. | won't be able
to deep nights until | find out why the probe jumped the gun on us.”

PART III:CONFLICT

CHAPTER 21

“The months between the second sighting of the probe sdrive flare and its arriva were abusy timefor
everyone concerned. A detailed discussion of the period is beyond the scope of this history. However, a
brief chronology is presented below to give the reader an idea of the climate of the times:



September 6-- The probe’ sdrive flare is detected.

September 9-- The Pan-African Federation calls for reconsideration of the probe Resolution.

September 15--The move to reconsider istabled “ for further study.” No vote is ever taken.

November 8--Work begins onUNS Count Bernadotteto prepare it for the move to the rendezvous
point.

November 15 --Mexico debates a proposal to formally deny the probe over-flight rights.
Thisin spite of the fact that the probe will be in solar orbit (not terrestrial), and by international
treaty, all sovereignty stops at 100 kilometers attitude. The proposal passes overwhelmingly.

November 22--Based on observations of the probe’ s drive flare, scientists announce that the solar
system’ s cometary halo consists of alternating shells of high and low density hydrogen gas. No
theory is offered to explain the lack of homogeneity.

December 1--UNS Count Bernadottedeparts the leading Earth-Sun Lagrangian point. A skeleton
crew remains behind to continue observing the probe’ s approach.

December 20--First support ships arrive at the rendezvous point.

January 15, 2066--UNS Count Bernadottearrives at the rendezvous point.

January 20-- Thirty people are killed during riots following a fundamentalist religious
demonstration called to protest the arrival of the probe. The Reverend Lonnie Smith is held briefly
on charges of inciting to riot, and then released on his own recognizance.

January 24--The probe arrives.

-- From“ Prelude to Pathfinder: An Official History.”
#



Humanity was ready. Itsfleet svam maesticaly through hard vacuum fifty million kilometers ahead of the
Eathinitsorbit. Activity continued apace aboard the flagship, UNS Count Bernadotte, asitsdowly
rotating hull gleamed dully in the bright sunlight. Around it, fifteen other ships orbited in close formation.
Theair of expectation was papableinitsintendty. Thismood was displayed in the volume of messages
that flashed between the fleet and Earth, in the amount of traffic flitting between ships, and in the feverish
pace of severd zero gee construction projects.

Two of the vesselsinBernadotte ' s entourage were modern ships-of-the-line. One, the DestroyerIrving
Gottmann , rode close beside the aging behemoth. The other, the heavily armed Battle Cruiser Cape of
Good Hope had taken up guard orbit ten thousand kilometers behind the cluster of ships. Other vessals
in the fleet included converted freight haulers, tankers and tugships. The latter were on hand in casethe
probe overshot the rendezvous point. Calculations had shown that, as predicted, the probe had dropped
its I-mass. Most specidists agreed that it would be unable to achieve much precisonin its braking
maneuver because of the need to maintain continuous boost.

For thelast day of the gpproach, the waiting human armada had been bathed in the hot glow of the
probe' sexhaust. The ships hullsreflected the dectric blue light of an arc welder. All portholeswere
tightly shuttered and observation cameras screened. All but the most rugged instruments were turned
away from thetiny, violet-white star descending on them.

Thefina vigil began at the beginning of First Watch, 24 January 2066, when the probe had closed to
within four hundred thousand kilometers (and five hours) of the waiting fleet. Ber nadotte *s Combat
Control Center had been converted into a tracking-and-communications facility through which al
information regarding the gpproaching probe was fed.

Admird Liu sat stone-faced in the center of aring of consoles. He dowly swiveled hischair and listened
intently to the muttering voices on the ship-to-ship and intraship communications circuits.

“Wdl, Admird, are we ready?’

Liu turned to face his questioner. Seated in the observer’ s seat next to his own was Agusta Meriwegther.
“Asmuch aswe |l ever be, Madame Ambassador. Whether it' s enough, only time will tell.”

Mrs. Meriwesather nodded and returned to watching the activity around her. Because of her successful
advocacy of the probe resolution, she had been chosen the United Nations' representative for itsarrival,
with the rank of Ambassador Plenipotentiary. She had arrived only six hours earlier after an arduous, and
(at her age) dangerous journey. In spite of the mauling she had undergone during launch -- and later
during the accel/decd phases of her trip out from Earth -- she seemed to have the energy of ten people.

Spin was barely back on the ship after taking her aboard when the Ambassador had expressed adesire
to see the ship. Since everyone else was busy, Liu assigned Brea Gallagher to be her guide -- after first
taking Breaaside and warning her to take it easy on the old woman. Breatried to do just that, but Mrs.
Meriweather would have none of it. Sheinsisted on seeing everything and the tour lasted for the better
part of two hours. Findly, Breaguided her to the Staff Lounge. It wasin the lounge that Mrs.
Meriwegther turned the conversation to persona matters.

“I hear that you and that handsome Mgjor took afew days off to see the Bahamas when you were
Earthsdelast year. How wasit?’

“Very nice” Breasaid.

“WhereisMgjor -- Stassel, wasn't it? -- now?’



Brea smiled wanly. “ Unfortunately, he stayed behind in the mothball fleet to command the party who kept
watch on the probe while we moved Bernie here.”

Mrs. Meriweather eyed Brea curioudy. *Y ou seem to be fond of the Mgor. It must be very difficult
being gpart.”

Breanodded. “I asked to stay with the other astronomers when they split up the project. Unfortunately, |
was needed here. We have not seen each other in amost two months. Thank God the alternate
observing station has been put out of businessand it won't belong now.”

Mrs. Meriwesther |looked concerned. “I’m not keeping you from anything, am 7’
Brea shook her head. “ Oh no, ma am.”
“I'm Agugtato my friends, Brea.”

“No...Aguda | haven't anything to do a the moment. Astronomical observation has ended. The
probeistoo close. If | tried to focus the big scope on it now, al I’d get for my troubleis damaged
equipment.”

Mrs. Meriweather’ s eyebrows lifted in sudden interest. “ Then you' re at |oose ends?’
Brealaughed. “With Eric halfway between here and the Lagrangian point,very loose endsl”

The older woman looked thoughtful. “1 had to leave my aide at homethistrip. Hiswifeis expecting next
month and he was &fraid to leave her done. How would you like to be my Secretary-Aidewhilel am
here? We seem to be smpatico, you know your way around, and you can explain some of the more
technical detailsto me. At theleadt, it will get you into the center of the action.”

Brea paused, not knowing what to say. “I’ d be honored, Agusta, but shouldn’t Admira Liu assign
someone from his saff as aide-de-camp?’

Mrs. Meriweather sighed, suddenly looking every one of her seventy-five years. “1’ ve been given the
respongbility for bringing thisfirst meeting between human and dien off successfully. The men and
women in silver-and-black are some of the most capable people around, but they have their duty and |
have mine. | would just as soon maintain my independence. So, how about it?”

“Asl said. | am honored.”

Admira Liu took the newswith no discernible emotion. He ordered athird seat bolted to the daisin the
Contact Room. Breafound hersdlf in it while they waited for the probe. Shetried to ook busy by
pretending to take notes on a pocket recorder/computer. Mostly she just rubbernecked. Like everyone
around her, she was becoming more excited with each minute that passed.

Ellie Crocker was aso in the control room for thefind act of the drama. Her dutiesincluded long-range
radar scanners and communications. She headed her own section of six technicians. Scattered el sewhere
through the compartment were haf-a-dozen senior scientists from Project Eaglet and twenty or so
techniciansand enginears.

Liuglanced in Ellie Crocker’ s direction and keyed for the Command Circuit that connected everyone
together. “How long to Zero Hour, Lieutenant?’

“Ninety minutesif it holdsthistrack, sir. So far it has backed right down the middle of the optimum
velocity curve”



“Care to comment, Professor Rhaeinhardt?’

Helena Rheinhardt glanced over her shoulder from where she sat before acomputer terminal acrossthe
control room. She shrugged. “Don’'t look a me, Admiral. | am surprised it has sufficient control to end
up thisside of Mars. Apparently, the probe doesn't find the need to maintain continuous thrust as much
of ahindrance aswewould.”

Quiet voices continued through numerous checkligts. At the end of thirty minutes, Ellie Crocker punched
for ALL STATIONS on theintercom. “ Attention al ships and personnel. Timeisnow T minus one hour
and counting. Stand by for final orders.”

“Status checks, ladies and gentlemen,” Liu ordered briskly. Theroll cal flashed around the banks of
ingruments.

“Power management, ready!”

“Auxiliary control, reagy!”

“Cameras, ready!”

“Recorders, ready!”

“Radar, ready!”

“Communications, ready!”

“Commanding Officer, Ready! Pall thefleet, Lieutenant Crocker, if you please.”

“All vessalsreport status.” The smooth countdown of excited voices continued. When it was over, Ellie
made her report to Admira Liu. “All ready, Sr.Gottmann andHope report they are at battle stations.”

Liu nodded. “Remind them that they are to take no action unless ordered to do s0.”
“Yes, ar.” Ellie repeated the order. Dud confirmations came back instantly.

Brea glanced up from making a notation on her recorder. Fifty-eight minutesto go. She turned to watch
the large screen on the forward bulkhead that displayed a one-meter-by-two replica of the velocity-time
diagram they had been tracking al watch. The diagram was suddenly replaced by athree-axis plot of the
short-range course the probe would have to fly in order to match velocities. Asin the case of any
continuous thrust maneuver, it was complicated and required very precise control on the probe' s part.

Smply put, the probe had been decelerating for months on aline that was essentialy radia to the Sun.
Over thelast few weeks, it had adjusted its path such that it now intersected the Earth’ s orbit at an
oblique angle. If it had been the right time of year, the probe would only have had to perform atangentia
braking maneuver. Unfortunately, that would have put it on the wrong side of the Sun and millions of
kilometers away from the rendezvous point. To match velocitieswith the waiting fleet, it would fly a
modified “fish hook” maneuver. Itsline-of-flight would cross Earth’ s orbit betweenBer nadotteand the
home planet. Onceinboard of Earth, the probe would skew its booster around to warp its path toward
the waiting human fleet. Lagtly, it would flip end-for-end and decelerate to match velocities with the fleet.

The gtar on the auxiliary screen brightened dramatically, causing the opticd filtering system to come
periloudy closeto overload.

“The probe has exited the fish hook!” one of the console operators sang out. “ The booster is now



pointed directly at us.”
“Hull temperature risng dightly,” another responded.
“Congderable communicationsinterference, Sir.”

Liu nodded. All of these factors had been foreseen and were normal consequences of the probe's
maneuver. However, if it held its course too long, its drive flare would incinerate the human ships and
those aboard them. “Order al shipsto hold their positions, Lieutenant.”

“Yes, dr.”

Everyonein the control room waited in silence as the long minutes ticked by and the radiation monitors
continued to chatter ever more loudly. Finaly, after an eternity in the plasma storm, the number of
charged particles raining down onBernadotte ' s hull each second began to dack off.

“The probe has yawed right to get us out of itsexhaust,” Ellie reported. “ Ten minutes to rendezvous.”

“Hopehas been trying to reach us, sir. She reports that the probe has passed her position. Sheis
tracking.”

“Can she seethe probeitself?’ Liu asked.
“Negetive. The contrast istill too high.”

Breawatched alighted dot crawl along the projection on the screen. The probe was skewing itself
around to point its plasma jet pardle withBernadotte ' s path through space. The waiting was nearly
over.

“Five seconds.”
“All recordersto high mode, now!” Liu ordered.
“Three... two ... one.... velocities matched!”

Almost as though the probe had been listening to the intership frequencies, the violet drive flare died.
Suddenly, the dream of ageswas aredlity. For thefirgt timein history, human beings found themselves
face to face with an intelligence from outsde their own smdl planet.

Breafet ashiver run up her spine as she watched the viewscreen. It glowed with awhite blaze of light
only dightly less bright than the drive flare. Around the blaze were afew dark shapes, with no red hint of
overdl form or dimensions. The unseen camera operator zoomed back, and the blaze reveded itself to
beasmall areaof brightnessin an otherwise black setting.

“What the hell?” someone exclaimed.
“Resdud engine heat,” someone el se responded.

At firgt there wasllittle to see except the white-hot glow of the probe’ s dead engine. Then as white began
to coal to orange, and finaly the dull red of dying embers, details began to become clear.”

“ Christ-almighty! The thing must be a kilometer long!”

“Radar!” Admird Liu svoice rapped out.



“Rangeisfivekilometers, ar. Sze: eight hundred meters by two hundred.”
There were severa low whistles from around the circle of detector sations.
“Lieutenant Crocker, get us a picture we can see.”

“Yes, dr. Sean, go to wide angle, please.”

The screen backed up again. Brea had the sudden overwhelming impression of being askin diver
swimming alongside a blue whae. The probe covered so much of the viewscreen that it appeared to
bend in the middle due to camera distortion. Then her eye adjusted to the scale and she was struck by
the overal smilarity between the probe andLiar’s Luck.

Like the prospector boat, the probe was two spheres -- each two hundred metersin diameter --
connected by along centra column. Around the column were four long cylindrica tanks, with evidence
that there had once been many more. The camera zoomed in on the bow sphere. Like most of the

probe’ s structure, it was an open latticework constructed of thin, wispy-looking beams. It reminded Brea
of what two haf constructed geodesic domeswould look like if someone welded them together
base-to-base. The shape was obscured by the fact that the structure was open, with large gaps through
which machinery both incomprehensible and fascinating could be seen. Here and there, long booms
tipped with strange shapes extended out from the main body.

The view skimmed dong the centra column and once again to the aft sphere, which was much more
substantid looking than that at the bow. The machinery insde the heavier framework was amost familiar
looking. Around the quickly cooling engine exhaust were complicated mechanisms and concentric rings
that Breawaswilling to bet were the focusing rings for an electromagnetic nozzle. Around themain
enginewere avariety of coppery meshes, silver colored cones, black cubes, dluminum tinted spheres,
and bright metd cylinderswith bulging end caps.

Not a sound was uttered in the Command Center -- or indeed, anywhere in the fleet -- for most of two
minutes. The spell wasfinally broken when aplaintive voice issued from the bulkhead spesker. “Where
the hell arethose orbital parameters? We ve got tugswaiting.”

“No tugs needed,” one of the techniciansin Ellie Crocker’ s section answered. “ The probeis stationary to
within the accuracy of my scope.”

Breawhistled softly. It took a space pilot to gppreciate the meaning of that s mple sentence. The probe
had shed thirty thousand kps velocity in 147 days, traveling 200 billion kilometersto do it. Y et, it had
arrived without so much as a centimeter-per-second excess momentum. That was damned good piloting!

Admira Liuleaned forward in his seat and punched for Genera Communications. “ Attention, all
personnd! Stay off the intercoms. The next few minutes are being recorded for the sake of posterity and
we certainly don't need your deathless prose mucking things up.”

He released the button and turned to Mrs. Meriweather. “I1t' sall yours, Madame Ambassador.”

CHAPTER 22

Suddenly the acceleration of the past five months was gone and the journey of millenniaover. Everything
was different. Sensors no longer noted the constant pounding of energetic atoms againgt shielding. The



garswere neither blue shifted forward nor red shifted aft. The universe of abillion dimensionless points
of light had been reduced to asingle yelow-white bl of fusing hydrogen. After ten thousand years
outbound into the unknown, PROBE had findly arrived.

It wasted no time in opening the communication paths between itsdf and its offspring. The approach had
required dl of itsattention, and it had been nearly three hours since it had spoken to SURROGATE.
Three hours was along time to be out of touch for amachine whose thought processes were measured in
nanoseconds.

“How arethey reacting?’ PROBE asked without preamble.

SURROGATE, whosejob it had been to monitor human communications during the fina approach,
answered with equa swiftness. “They are sudying us, both visualy and dectronicaly.”

PROBE had noted the touch of the humans' raspy radar beams on its hull. There seemed to be
consderableradio traffic, aswell.

“Any atempt a communication yet?’
“Only among themsdves”
“What arethey saying?’

SURROGATE hestated long enough to sample a hundred different conversations. “They are expressing
surprise a your ability to match velocities so precisdly.”

“Have you identified which of those shipsare warcraft?’

SURROGATE drew PROBE' s attention to two ships -- one close by, the other at aconsiderable
distance from the fleet. “ From the communi cations flowing between them and the largest ship, those are
the guardian vessdls”

“And the largest ship itsdlf?’

“That is the one spoken of in the news accounts, the old warship that houses Project Eaglet. It is
potentially more powerful than both the others, but has not had its weapons activated. At least, that is
what their tlevid sgnas have been saying.”

PROBE turned its attention to Earth. From the vantage of the rendezvous point, it was a perpetua
half-moon shape. The sun glinted off white cloud formations and polar ice capsin the day hemisphere.
The night Sde of the planet glittered with brilliant carpets of city lights. PROBE decided that the scene
had a certain alien beauty toiit.

“What isthe reaction from Earth?’

“No reaction yet. Thefleet isbroadcasting pictures, but the sgnasare ftill en route. The planet will not
respond for at least three more minutes.” SURROGATE suddenly went silent, asthough it was again
listening to intercepted signas. PROBE used the implantsin its offspring’ s mind to listen asthe order for
radio slence went out to the fleet.

“That was the Peace Enforcer Admira who commands Project Eaglet,” SURROGATE said, matching
Liu svoiceto an intercepted newsinterview infile.

“Heison your list of humanswewish to interview, ishe not?” PROBE asked.



“It would be hdpful,” SURROGATE agreed. “My knowledge of their individua quirksisill
incomplete”

For long seconds there were no signds from the human fleet. Then, another familiar voice came beaming
toward PROBE.

“Theyare attempting communication,” PROBE told its offspring. “ Answer them.”
#

Agusta Meriwesther was having an attack of stage fright, thefirst in nearly fifty years. The symptoms
were quite distressing. For one thing, she could not get old Piet Vanderveer’ s stern visage out of her
mind. Piet had been Chief Justice of the World Court during her first term on that august body. She had
not thought of him in years. Furthermore, there was no reason for her to think of him now. One important
lesson Mrs. Meriwesther had learned in along and eventful life wasto listen to her subconscious when it
tried to tell her something. Apparently, it wastrying now. She took amoment to reflect on her current
mentdl Sete.

The problem was her mood, of course. That first day on the court had left her with an overpowering
feding of inadequacy. Shefdt asmilar emotion now. Who would have thought that John Meriweather’s
dirty-faced urchin from Middle Sussex, Greater London, would be the first person to make contact with
an dienintdligence? Chillsran down her spine a the thought of the responsibility she was about to
shoulder. She paused for the space of six heartbests, took a deep breath, and then spoke the formal
words.

“Gresetings. | welcome you in the name of the People and Nations of Earth. | will await your convenience.
Y ou may communicate when ready.”

The response was immediate. The main screen changed to show the dapper man who had delivered the
probe’ sorigina contact message. He looked out of the cube with the same expression of bestific cam.
When hefinaly spoke, the words tumbled forth in aflood of resonance and harmony.

“People and Nations of Earth. | accept your greetings. | thank you for your welcome and | give you
assurance once again that | comein peace.”

Mrs. Meriwegther waited afew seconds to make sure he was finished. The man in the image stared out
at her without blinking or bregthing. He merdly smiled.

She returned the expression. “I am Agusta Louise Meriwegther. | have been appointed ambassador, and
was sent ahead to welcome you. A delegation representing the Generd Assembly of the United Nations
will bearriving in afew daysto begin formal negotiations.”

“We are pleased to meet you, Madame Ambassador. | too am authorized to spesk for my Master,
athough, as you will soon appreciate, such adigtinction is somewhat arbitrary with us. Wewill await your
delegation’ sarriva with anticipation.”

Mrs. Meriwegther let her expression drift with sseming spontaneity to one of mild inquisitiveness. “You
use the plura pronoun and spesk of amaster. Am | to understand that there isaliving creature aboard
your ship?’

“Thereare no living creatures as you define the term. My master and | are machine intelligences. We are
both part of thelogic network that commands the mechanism which you see beyond your ship. My
verba symbol is SURROGATE. That of my master is PROBE.”



“Arethere other ‘machineintdligences aboard?’

“No. PROBE and | aredl that are required.”

“Required for what?’

“PROBE commands. | am the information processor.”
“I beg your pardon?’

“Areyou familiar with the concept of Sgnd processng?’

Mrs. Meriwesther shook her head dowly, making the gesture essy to follow. “I’'m sorry, no. My
education isin Socia Adminigtration and quite afew yearsin the past.”

“Signd processing isthe manipulation of raw datato make it more understandable. That ismy function. |
am asubordinate personadlity that PROBE created specifically for thejob of interfacing with you humans.
| am afraid that you would find PROBE’ sthought processes difficult to follow. | assure you that it finds
yours equally so. | was created to alow both sides to understand each other better.”

“Youwill act astrandator, then?’

There was a short pause, and then the dapper man on the screen nodded. * Y es. The concept is
somewhat limited, but accurate within its parameters. | will be‘thetrandator.’”

“And you are not physicaly as| see you on my screen?” Mrs. Meriweather asked.

“No. Thisismerely an image designed to place you at ease. If | have erred or offended you, do not
hestate to say s0. My own knowledge of your customsisfar from complete.”

“Y ou have not offended me. On the contrary, | find you most charming. | was just curious as to whether
the beings who created you were human, too.”

“PROBE crested me.”

“Then the beingsthat crested PROBE.”

“I do not know if the Makers have human form, dthough logic saysthat it ishighly unlikely.”

“I don’'t understand,” Mrs. Meriwesther said. “Y ou don't know who created . . . uh, PROBE?’
“PROBE has not allowed me access to that data.”

“Does PROBE know of these Makers?’

“yes”

“Perhgps you could ask it my question then.”

“PROBE refusesto answer.”

“Itisn’'t important,” Mrs. Meriweather said, backing away from the sengitive subject with the trained
reflexes of adiplomat. “I assume you learned to spesk our language by monitoring our holovison
broadcasts?”’

“Y es. There are signas more than a century old stored in memory. And, of course, we have watched



your peopl€ sreactions to the discovery of our presence.”
“Oh?’

“Yes. Youwill haveto explain the degper meaningsinherent in your speech to the Generd Assembly last

“You saw it?’

“Yes, of course. Although many of the alusions were necessarily obscure to anon-human, | found it
most enjoyable. Y ou are to be congratulated on your oratory skills, Mrs. Meriwegather.”

“Why, thank you, SURROGATE. And you may cal me Agudtaif you like”

“Thankyou, Agusta. Now, to savetime, | suggest that we begin the preiminaries before the arriva of
your delegation of negotiators. | am sure there are many things you wish to ask me, and | inturn have a
number of questionsfor you.”

“By dl means, let us waste no more time than necessary.”
#

Eric Stassd arrived at the rendezvous point three days after the probe. He, Greg Zapata, Bernie
Whitnauer, and Roger Kingdey suited up and exited through the small courier ship’sairlock. Instead of
crossing open space to get to the flagship, they entered ahaf completed docking sphere that engineers
were feverishly attaching toBer nadotte ' s prow. The structure was far from complete, but it did allow
cargo and personne to be transferred without going through the laboriousjob of taking spin off the ship.
The four men pulled themsalves hand over hand aong cables strung amid naked I-beams and half welded
hull plates.

They were hafway across when they caught sight of the probe.. . .

Ten minutes later, Stassel knocked on Admira Liu’s door and entered. His boss glanced up from his
work, and noted the look on his Executive Officer’ sface.

“Y ou’ ve seen the probe close up for thefirst time, | takeit.”
Stassel nodded.

“I know what you' re going through. There were alot of gaping mouths around here seventy-two hours
ago, mineincluded.”

“Yes ar. | didn’tredize. ..” Stassdl’svoicetralled off into inaudibility before he could finish his
comment.

“You didn't realize what, Mgor?’
“It'slike nothing I’ ve ever seen before. It exudesafedingof ... of .. .”
“Ancient power?’ Liu asked, cocking one eyebrow skyward.

Stassel nodded. “Like an old and rare museum piece. Why, it must have been old when Socrateswas a
boy! And just thinking of how far it's come sends chills up my back.”

“You look tired, Mgor. Bad trip?’



Stassdl shook his head. * Bad two months. Remind me next time to pick someone other than Roger
Kingdey and Bernie Whitnauer to be cooped up with. Those two have ataent for getting on each
other’ s nerves. We got some good data, though. Bernie says we have a shot of the probe jettisoning an
empty fuel tank. I would not know about that. It looksjust like any other blob of light to me.

“Wadll, turn it over to Analysis Section and have them offer an opinion. After that, take the rest of the
night off. | want you chipper tomorrow come First Watch. We have alot of preparations ahead of us.
Thereisamedium size UN delegation coming up from Earth. They will be herein ninety-six hours. Stan
Amesreports the Pan-Africans are well represented.”

“Pan-Africans? What the hdll are they doing on anegotiating committee? Surely they haven’'t come
around to our point of view.”

“Colond Amesthinksthey may be up to no good.”
“What can they do now that they’ ve been confronted with afait accompli?’

Admira Liulooked at Stassdl with hisone good eye. “I’ d give up my place on the promotionslist to have
the answer to that question, Mgor. In the meantime, you' re off duty until 08:00 hours tomorrow
morning.”

Stassel nodded. “Thank you, gr. | think 1’1l take a bath before tracking down Brea.”
Liu nodded, wrinkling up hisnose dightly. “From where| sit, Mgor, that sounds like an excellent idea.”
#

Stassdl found Breain a corridor near the office space used by the astronomy team. She was engaged in
animated conversation with an older, gray haired woman. She glanced up as he rounded a corner and
frozein mid-gesture. It was afull second before she screamed with delight and launched hersdf in his
direction. They collided with enough force to send the breath out of both of them.

Breashowered hisface with wet kisseswhile he pulled her tight. He luxuriated in the fedl of her in his
arms. After aminute or two, Stassdl reluctantly disentangled himsaf from her embrace.

“Missme?’ he asked, holding her at arm’ slength so he could look her over.

“Of course | missed you!” Breasaid breathlesdy. “But you aren’t supposed to be here for another three
hours. Why didn’t you tell me you were coming in early, you stinker?”

“Would you believe atallwind?’ he asked.

It was only after he and Brea had finished another round of kissesthat Stassal noticed her companion
standing at adiscreet distance. He stiffened as he recognized Agusta Meriwesether.

Brealooked over her shoulder, saw Mrs. Meriweather staring at them with asmall smile on her face, and
guessed the reason for Stassdl’ s sudden nervousness. “Oh, pooh! Agusta has seen people necking
before, haven't you, Agusta?’

“| am not that old, Brea,” Mrs. Meriweather said with a chuckle. “People stopped ‘ necking’ in my
great-grandmother’ sera. We ‘grappled’ in my day.”

“Wall, you know what | meant,” Brea said.

Mrs. Meriweather smiled and offered her hand to Stassdl. “We meet again, Mgor. How have you



been?’
Hetook her hand and shook it. “Busy, ma am.”
“Not asbusy asBreaand I, I'll wager. Sheis my assistant now. | don’t know what I’ d do without her.”

Breanodded. “Busy isn't the word for it. Come on, Eric, we were just going to the lounge for adrink
before dinner. You can joinus.”

“Asamatter of fact, | can. The boss gave methe night off.”
“Wonderful!”

At thelounge, Stassel sat in one side of abooth with Breawhile Mrs. Meriweather sat opposite them.
Shelifted her glass of sparkling whitewinein atoast. “To the probe,” shesad, “May it eventudly find
what it' slooking for.”

Stassdl and Breaclinked glasses with her and spped from their own drinks. When he had replaced his
low gee glass on the table, Stassal looked at each woman in turn. “Would someonetell mewhat | just
drank to?’

“Y ou mean you haven't heard the news?’ Breaasked. “The probe told Agustaits whole story right after
rendezvous. It'sin dl the papers on Earth.”

“1"ve been out of touch, remember?’

“That’sright,” shesaid, giggling in amanner that turned his statement into adouble-entendre. “Listen to
this”

Brealaunched into the story of the Makers and their search for the secret of afaster-than-light drive. The
telling took nearly twenty minutes. Mrs. Meriweather watched Stassdl carefully, puzzled at hislack of
excitement. When Brea had finished her tale, he had lapsed into silence with ascowl on hisface.

“Y ou don't seem impressed, Mgor Stassdl,” Mrs. Meriwesther observed. “ Aren’t you moved by the
sheer audacity of these Makers? They find themsalves stuck in one stellar systemn and devise this
grandiose scheme for exploring the universe by proxy. Think of the sheer patience involved.”

“I"'m more concerned with theimplications,” Stassdl said.
“What implications?’

“lsn’'tit obvious? Our only red chancefor surviva isto get out among the stars. Y et, these ' Makers
have a couple of million years head tart on us and they have not cracked the problem of Eingein’s
barrier yet. If they can't find away around the relativity equations, what chance have we?’

“You didn't let me get to the best part, Eric!” Breasaid, tugging at hisseeve.

“What Breaistrying to say, Mgor Stassd, isthat we have just come from an interview with the probe.
The discussion turned to the problem of building afaster-than-light drive. | asked why, if FTL ispossible,
asuperlight starship has not aready called at the Maker sun. After dl, in agaaxy aslarge asour own,
you would think that someone out there would aready have licked the problem -- which, if you think
about it, isthe motivating assumption behind the Maker life probe program. They can't invent it at home,
s0 they go looking for it abroad.” Mrs. Meriwegther turned to Breawith a conspiratoria ook on her
face.



“Youtdl him, Brea”

Breanodded eagerly. “ SURROGATE agreed that it was strange that a specieswith FTL wouldn’t soon
be poking itsnose dl over. Then it dropped its bombshell. They’ vefound it, Eric! PROBE and
SURROGATE have found evidence of a superlight starship operating near Procyon. They plan to go
there after we assst them with the overhaul.”

“Whoa, there. Procyonis. . . let'ssee. . . twelvelight-years away ?’
“Close enough,” Breaagreed.

“If these supermen are that close, how come they’ ve never come here? With that kind of astarship, it
would be like taking aweekend jaunt to the Moon and back.”

“Maybe they have and found ustoo primitive to interest them,” Breasaid. “Or maybethey just liketo
mind their own busness”

Mrs. Meriwegther drained her drink in one quick gulp and stood up. “A good question, Mgor. We will
haveto investigate it most carefully. Now, | had best get the news off to Earth.”

“Do you need my help, Agusta?’ Brea asked. By her tone and the way she wrapped hersdf around
StasH’ sright arm, it was obvious she was volunteering more out of duty than enthusiasm.

“Wouldn't you rather have the night off with your young man, Brea? Silly question. Y ou’ ve got it. Have
fun, and don't let anyonetell you that thereis not alittle romance lft in thiswithered carcass of mine. See
you inthe morning.”

Mrs. Meriweather noted with amusement that the Mgor and hislady had aready tuned her out of their
awareness. Their world had shrunk to two inhabitants. She turned to leave. By the time she was halfway
to the Comm Center, she was singing quietly to hersdlf.

Oh, to beyoung again!

CHAPTER 23

UNS Konstantin Tsiolkovskymade her approach toCount Bernadotte four days after Eric Stassel
resumed his duties as Project executive officer. Tsiolkovsky wasthe heavy cruiser that had departed
Earth orbit five days earlier with the UN General Assembly’ s negotiating committee onboard. Normaly,
approach and docking for her landing boats would have been handled as a matter of routine. However,
the density of VIPs onboard was such that Admira Liu ordered his second in command to oversee the
operation.

Stassel sat atBernadotte 's command console and watched the bridge viewscreen as the two boats
made their careful approach to the docking sphere. So far, the operation had gone off without a hitch.
Even so, hewas dert for trouble, if and when. Thus, he answered the buzz from the communicator on
watch in record timewhen it came.

“What isit, Gomez?’

“Sorry to bother you, Mgor, butNV Asgard ’ s Captain sends her respects and requests permission to
speak to you.”



Stassdl frowned. TheAsgard was one of the mink upholstered spacdinersthat normally plied the
Earth-Moon run. Its presence in solar orbit was --in Stassel’ s opinion, at least -- atestimony to the
lengths to which some people would go in pursuit of adecadollar. He and Brea had been en route to
Bernadotte from the Bahamas when thefirgt reports hit the holo networks. Later, when hefinaly heard
them, he had discounted them as nothing more than a publicity stunt. In so doing, he had underestimated
the tenacity of one of Earth’ s most renowned promoters.

When the first wave of Probe Fever swept Earth, Geoffrey Weems, the promoter, had hit on the idea of
chartering aship for atourist cruise to meet the arriving aien spacecraft. Admird-General Maxwell was
livid when he heard the news. Maxwell asked the Trusteeship Council to ban al civil traffic from the area
of the probe, stating that a shipload of sightseerswasthe last thing needed at the rendezvous point.
Weems had retained alawyer to apped to aUN court in New Y ork, citing the Freedom of Space Act.
Eventually, acompromise was stiruck. NV Asgardwas to ddlay her arriva until after the Peace Enforcers
declared the area safe for civilian traffic, and even then, she would be under direct orders of the PE
commander on the scene.

Admira Liu had expressed his opinion of the arrangement in afew short, Mandarin oaths. Later, when
Asgard ’'s Captain had asked for initial approach clearance and vectors, he had ordered her toremain a
minimum of one hundred kilometers from the fleet. To make sure that his dictum was followed, he had
Space Watch formaizeit with atraffic directive:

“Henceforth, and until further notice, dl traffic will avoid the hundred kilometer radius sphere centered on
coordinates 72.03/00.00/1.0Earth Relative . The only exceptions shdl be those vessels cleared for
approach by the Peace Enforcement Directorate, or its designees.

-- By Order of Space Watch,Galileo Station .

Stassdl sympathized with Captain Rieger of Asgard . Her passengers had each paid asmall fortune to
spend ten days at the rendezvous point, only to find that they could have gotten as good aview a home.
The onething theywould get, however, wastheir full ten days. Captain Rieger had been quick to point
out that her company had contracted for that period, and leaving earlier would cause it to forfeit the full
amount of the passengers fares. Stassal wondered what a shipload of tourists would do for ten full days
even if they had been given free clearance to gpproach the probe. The excitement of mankind’ sfirst
vigtor from the stars would tend to wear off quickly for the average tourist type.

He stabbed for the accept button on his console. The workscreen in front of him lit up to reved the
features of agray haired woman with the comets of amerchant space captain on her collar. Shelooked
il at ease.

“How are they holding up, Captain Rieger?’

“Better than expected,” shereplied. “Aslong asthe liquor holds out, that is”

“What can | do for you?’

“I’'m sorry to bother you, Mgor, and | wouldn’t have done so if it hadn’t been important.”
“Could we speed this up, Captain? I’ m right in the middle of adocking approach.”

“By dl means,” she said, nodding. “1 have a passenger onboard who wishes to disembark. Sincewe are



now officidly in aparking orbit, I cannot refuse his request. To do so would subject my company to lega
action. | hope you understand, Mgor.”

“I undergtand,” Stassdl said curtly. “However, | can and do refuse permission. That should get you off
the hook. If he givesyou any moretrouble, clap himinirons.”

“That might not be easy to do. He has aready departed. Apparently, he had both avacsuit and a
long-range maneuvering unit in hisluggage. We responded to the OPEN AIRLOCK aarm two minutes
ago, but weretoo late to stop him.”

“Thank you for the warning.Ber nadotte out!” Stassal keyed for intraship communications at the same
time histhroat emitted alow growl.

A Marine answered the screen. “ Sergeant Faraday, Security.”

“Faraday, thisisthe Exec. We have some fool out of Asgard in avacsuit headed thisway. He could be a
newsman, afanatic, or just some smpleminded citizen. | want two of your scootersto intercept him
before he has a chance to get anywhere near the probe. Tell them to be careful, but not to shoot unless
forcedintoit. Get onit!”

“YS’ s'r!n

Asthe sergeant’ s features were fading, Stassel received acal from Admira Liu. He quickly summarized
the problem and what he had done about it.

“Very good, Mgor.Tsiolkovsky ’s boats are docking now. Turn over your post to the officer of the
watch and get up herefor the welcome. WE Il find out what this Sightseer is doing after we get through
with the committee”

“Yes, dr.”

Stassel passed his command to Commander Harmon, one of the PE Navy men who had manned
Bernadotte during the move from the E-S Lagrangian point. After Harmon had formally taken the duty,
Stassd hurried to the nearet lift, had it boost him to the axis of the ship, and then pulled himsdlf hand
over hand toward the bow aong a cable strung through the axis corridor.

At the bow, the thick armor of Bernadotte *s hull had been bored through and an airlock instaled. A
Marine honor guard was drawn up and maintaining Present Arms. Stassel joined the line of dignitaries
opposite them.

Mrs. Meriweather wasfirg in line. Her feet were in clamp bootstoo large for her and her frail form
wafted dightly in the breeze from the ventilators. Next to her was Admird Liu, and beside him, Professor
Roquette. In all, there were seven or eight Project Eaglet staff between Stassel and the airlock. Brea
Gadlagher wastwo places distant from Stassdl.

Thearlock opened and thefirst of the UN delegation floated into the axis corridor. They milled about in
the characteristic manner of people unused to weightlessness. Mrs. Meriweather and Admirad Liu greeted
each of them in turn and then passed them off (literally) to severd Marine guides. The guides did their
best to assist the newcomersto thelift. Stassel took the opportunity to exchange placeswith Ellie
Crocker, who had the place next to Bred sin the receiving line. He momentarily dipped hisarm around
Brea swas.

Shelooked up a him and smiled. “Glad to see you could makeit.”



“Me, t00.” He gestured at the two dozen people who were pulling themselves toward the lift with varying
degrees of success. “Isthisthe committeg?’

“Just the staff members, political assstants, secretaries, research assstants, cooks, and companions. The
VIPsareall on the second boat.”

It took ten minutes or so to get the traffic jam cleared away. By that time, Stassel and Brea had helped
severd queasy people who had managed to get themsalves stranded in mid-air. Therecelving line then
reformed for the next batch of dignitaries.

The next group was smaller than thefirst -- only adozen in number -- and much more conscious of their
dignity. Stassdl recognized severa people, including the assistant ambassador from the North American
Union, and the European Ambassador. The most famous member of the Committee was its chairman,
Enrique Maagar. Maagar was the man most political pundits were betting would be the next
Secretary-Generd. Asthey came through the airlock, each stopped for afew momentsto have aword
with Mrs. Meriweather and shake Admira Liu’' s hand. They were then turned over to apair of Marine
guides who helped each of the VIP groundhogsto the lift.

The next to the last face out of the airlock was one Stassel had no trouble recognizing. He had seen those
same features staring out of a holoscreen at him on the day the UN debate started. Thelast committee
member to boardBer nadotte was Ambassador Nicholas Boswani from the Pan-African Federation.
Stassdl wondered briefly if the symbolism wasintentiond.

Ambassador Boswani gppeared to have no more experience in weightless movement than any other
member of the group. He pulled himsdlf clumsily to where Mrs. Meriwegther was standing, shook hands,
and was introduced to Admira Liu. Stassdl’ s eyes wereimmediately drawn to the man behind the
Ambassador. Unlike the others, he handled himsalf with the unconscious ease of a spaceman.

Boswani turned to Mrs. Meriweather and gestured toward the newcomer. “ Agusta, my dear, | don't
believe you know my Aide, Colond Y orubi M’ Buto.”

“I haven't had the pleasure,” she said, turning to M’ Buto. “Colone, if | may, | would like to introduce
Admird Liu Tsen, military commander of thisfleet.”

M’ Buto extended his hand. “ An honor, Admird.”
“Andfor measwdl,” Liusad.

Stassel thought he noted a certain amount of coolnessin his boss's manner, but then decided that he
might be reading too much into his norma reserve. His attention was drawn back to Boswani, who was
conversing in low toneswith Mrs. Meriwegther.

“So when do we mest this mechanical bug-eyed mongter of yours, Agusta?’

“As soon as you wish, Nicholas. However, | would recommend that you wait until after you have been
briefed. The briefingswill last gpproximately two days and should bring everyone up to date on what

we' ve learned since the probe arrived.” She laughed. “Even adiplomat can do hisjob better if he knows
what he istaking about. Don't you agree?’

Boswani’ s answer was noncommittal. Admird Liu directed Boswani and M’ Buto toward the lift lock,
where the last of the committee members were waiting. Asthey passed Stassdl’ s position, the Admira
halted.

“Mr. Ambassador, Colond M’ Buto, may | introduce my second in command, Mgor Stassel 7’



The Ambassador muttered a polite comment, but M’ Buto’ seyeslit up. “Ah, yes. Mgor Stassdl directed
the origind effort that culminated in Project Eaglet. That was an excellent piece of work, Mgor. You are
to be congratulated.” He turned to Brea, somehow managed to bow even while anchoring himself to the
corridor cable, and kissed her hand.

“And thismust be the lady who gtarted it al! It was afateful day for the human race when you happened
to spot that flash of light in the sky, Mrs. Gallagher.”

Breablushed.

M’ Buto glanced up at her, hiseyestwo white circlesin aseaof ebon. “1 suppose only time will tell
whether it was agood fate or an evil one.”

Stassd felt arush of anger at M’ Buto’s comment. The Colone seemed not to notice as he excused
himself and led the way to thelift lock, moving with the fluid motion of afish in deep water.

When he was gone, Stassdl turned to Brea.and growled: “Who the hell does hethink heis?’
“It’ snot important, Eric.”

“Thehdl itisn't!"” He Sared after the departing party of dignitaries. “ Somehow, | don't think I’ m going to
like Colonel M’ Buto.”

#

Stassel was still angry when he returned to the bridge. Harmon looked up, read the signs of agitation, and
decided that thiswas not the moment for idle chitchat.

“They caught our sightseer, Mgor,” he said, sticking to business.
“Was hetrying to get at the probe?’

Harmon shook his head. “ That’ sthe strange part of it dl. He was headed directly here fromAsgard .
They stripped and searched him aboardGottmann . No bombs or weapons of any kind. Also, no
identification, and he refusesto talk to anyone but the admira.”

“Havethey x-rayed him?’
“No, gr.”

“Well, have them put him under ascanner and not worry about being gentle about it. If he checks out
clean, have them send him over under guard. I'll bein my office”

“Yes, dr.”

Haf an hour later, there was a knock on Stassdl’ s door. He turned to face the entry and called out for his
vigtorsto enter.

The door opened and a grim faced Marine guard ushered the prisoner inside. The prisoner stepped
through the hatchway and locked eyes with his captor. He was not exactly what Stassel had expected.
For onething, he wasfat, bordering on obese. He strained at the seams of the Navy fatigues he wore,
and tended to waddle when he walked. His neck was completely hidden by atriple chin and hisfingers
reminded Stassdl of oversize Vienna sausages. Stassel wondered briefly how he had managed to get a
medica clearanceto lift from Earth, let onefound avacsuit to fit him.



The man’'s gaze swept efficiently over Stassel and his office. “You'renot Liu!”
“I'mhisExec.”
“I don't talk to anyone but the admiral.”

Stass felt hisblood pressurerising, but held histemper. He drummed his fingers on his desktop and
glared at hisvigtor. Finaly, heleaned forward and said: “Y ou talk to me or we throw you in the brig.
Now, who are you and what the hell are you doing here?’

The man hesitated, seemed to weigh his options, and then shrugged. He chuckled, reached into the
breast pocket of hisoverdls, and pulled out aplastic card. “My credentials.”

Stassdl took the card. The man's picture graced the upper right hand corner. Oppositeit, however, were
two items of moreimmediate interest -- the Eagle of the North American Union and the igil of the
Bureau of Externd Security. The name on the card read Smply:

Murray Danziger, Field Agent

Stassd scrutinized the card while wondering how one went about recognizing a counterfeit. The photo
did not look much like the man in front of him, but that proved nothing. Stassel’sown ID picture didn’t
bear aparticularly good likenessto its bearer either. Stassal dismissed the guard, ordering him to wait
outsidein the corridor. When the Marine had closed the door behind him, Stassdl waved the card in the
North American agent’ sface. “1 had areport that you were devoid of identification. How did they miss
this?’

“We have our ways, Mgor.”

“I’'m sure you do. | would like to know what they are so that | can judge whether to have you searched

agan.

Danziger bit hislower lip and then nodded. “ Being a bit overweight -- as you' ve undoubtedly noticed -- |
have alot of spare padding. | have had apocket surgicaly implanted in my left thigh. It islined witha
specia plagtic and isjust right for concedling that card in your hand. If I’ m careful about getting the edges
of theincison lined up properly, the opening looks like scar tissue |eft over from an old operation.”

“What isaNorth American BES agent doing cruising space in avacsuit fifty million klicks from home?’
Danziger shook hishead dowly from sdeto sde.

“Sorry, Mgor, but | redly must insst on seeing Admird Liu. What | have to say istoo important for
anyone but the top man. And | would suggest that you hurry.”

“Why, Mr. Danziger?’

“I saw two landing boats docked in the sphere just now. Those are from the cruiser that brought the UN
committee are they not?’

“ YS”

“Then Colond M’Buto isaready aboard?’



“How do you know M’ Buto?’

Danziger laughed. “Heand | arein the same business. Y ou might say we are not-so-friendly competitors.
Let’ssee, we last chatted about Six months ago in that Hawaiian joint aboardEarth Sation One .”

“Theldander Ba?”’
Danziger nodded. “That' sthe one.”
“What were you two doing aboardESO 7’

“We were there for the same reason everyone else was, trying to find out why you PE’ s had kidnapped
half the scientists on Earth. Now, Mgor, | am afraid that isdl | can say until | see your boss. Sorry, but
I’ve got my orders.”

“The Admird isup to hisassin dignitaries at the moment, Mr. Danziger. Perhaps|ater.”
“| suggest that you ped him loose now. What | have to say won't wait.”

#
“I’'mwaiting,” Liu sad.

The three of them were in the admiral’ s office. Danziger and Stassel were seated in the chairs opposite
Liu’ sdesk whiletwo Marines guarded the corridor outsde. The Admira held the BES identification
lightly in hisfingers, examining front and back as though his good eye were amicroscope.

Danziger leaned back in his chair, cupped his hands over his ample stomach, and let his backbone sag
into the cushions. He reached up to rub the bridge of his nose, and then sighed.

“I guessthe best place to start is with one of our operatives named Henry Philbin. Old Hank was a
planetologist by trade, and worked for us part time as a sort of hobby. Four years ago, hetook a
sabbatical from the cow college where he taught and arranged with one of the Belt companiesto servea
gtint on their payroll. He had some crackpot idea about how planets are formed and needed fieldwork to
flesh out histheory. | don’t have dl the details, but | understand part of his proof involved precise radar
measurements of the orbits of enough asteroidsto give him agtatistically vaid sample. He planned to run
his data through a computer and, if he waslucky, come up with amode of the Belt at thetime it formed.

“Since Hank was a part timer and afree citizen, we didn’t pay too much attention to his plans. About six
months later, though, we began to get reports from him claming irregularitiesin some of the shipping
schedules out in the Belt. Seems his radar setup not only recorded the vel ocity vectors of the local
flotsam and jetsam, but aso those of departing and arriving spacecraft. Hank must have gotten curious
and begun back-plotting the orbits of variousfreighters.

“What he found was that a Sgnificant percentage of the ships of one particular nation were going places
other than those listed on their flight plans. Care to guess which nation that was?’

“Pan-Africa, of course,” Liusad.
Danziger nodded. “Direct hit, Admira.

Unfortunately for our side, Hank Philbin ended up outsde aPdlas airlock minus his suit shortly
thereafter. Murder, of course. | came aboard about that time. Y ou see, we had also heard rumors of f
and on about athriving businessin unregistered singularities. To make along story short, the BES



decided to investigate the Situation to find out whet the hell was going on.”
“Why didn’t you turn the problem over to us?” Stassel asked.

Danziger laughed. “Y our people don't tell uswhat they’ re doing. Why should we be any more
consderate?’

Stassel began to respond, but was silenced by Admira Liu, who said, “Go on, Mr. Danziger.”

“Wdll, the invegtigation has moved with glacia downess. Among the thingswe did learn, however, was
that the Pan-Africans are definitely engaged in some sort of scam. They are buying al manner of
equipment needed to outfit aspace vessdl, including some they are not supposed to have -- things that
can be used in lasers and missiles, for instance. The plot appears to be based in the Belt and aboard
severd of the Lagrangian Settlements. My old nemesis, Y orubi M’ Buto, seems to be Numero Uno in the
operation.

“We managed to identify a couple of M’ Buto’ s agents inboardGalileo Stationand were getting closeto
cracking the mystery when this PROBE thing came along and messed up everything. Our investigation
did yield anumber of interesting hologramsjust prior to that time, however.” Danziger handed amicro
record cubeto Eric Stassel. Stassel’ s eyebrows lifted in an unspoken question.

Danziger shrugged. “I must have overlooked mentioning my other kangaroo pouch, Mgor. Glad to get
rid of that cube. It was damned uncomfortable to sit on.”

Stassdl dipped the cube into the reader on the Admira’ s desk and activated the controls. The holoscreen
showed ascenellit by the greenish glow of animageintensgfier. A green-and-white ghostlike figure stared
out of the screen. The image was too blurred to identify the subject, but Stassel had a definite impression
that the face was familiar. Danziger touched a control. Thistime they werelooking through acrowd at
two men seated at a cafe table. The scene changed again, and one was handing the other a card marked
with thelogo of the Bank of Galileo Station.

The hologram was of excellent qudity, showing the menin clear profile with sufficient darity that they
amost looked as though they werein the room with the three watchers. Stassel had no trouble
recognizing both of them.

They were Angal Y ahayaand Don Bailey.
“Explainthis, Mr. Danziger,” Admird Liu sad.

“Isn’'t it obvious?” Danziger responded. “Y ahayalis paying off Bailey, probably for smuggling an I-mass
toGalileo Sation for energizing. We think the Pan-Afs need |-masses for a phantom fleet they’ ve been
building in direct violation of the Space Disarmament Act.”

“When wasthis taken?’
“Last Space Day.”
“Sowhy tell usnow?

“We've managed to plant an agent on the outskirts of the Pan-African operation. Not far enough in to get
good hard intelligence, you understand, but able to pick up rumors. Our operative got wind of something
big brewing and my superiors decided that | had best be on the scene to monitor devel opments.”

“Why pull thatAsgard stunt?” Stassel asked. “Why not go directly to UN Headquarters and arrange



officid transport?’

Danziger swiveled in his seat and looked at Stassdl. “Haven't done much cloak-and-daggering, have you,
mgor?’
“Haven't done any,” Stassel sad.

“Wdll, what you are suggesting would have been too straightforward for adevious old rasca such as
myself. It would also have been far too public. Asit is, only you two know | am here. | suggest that you
send me back to that destroyer | just came from before M’ Buto gets wind of my presence.”

“Y ou have not told uswhat thisbig operation is, Mr. Danziger,” Admira Liu said.

“I haven't, have 1? Itsnameis Project sandhlwana, which isinteresting enough initself. The Battle of
Isandhlwanais where the Zulus kicked hell out of the British in the late nineteenth century. Our operative
reported a closed-door meeting of the Pan-African ruling council nearly two months ago. The subject
was the probe and serious enough for them to spend atota of twenty-six hoursin a span of two days
discussing it. Whatever was decided is being implemented at thisvery moment.”

Admird Liu leaned back in his chair and gazed at Danziger with atroubled expression. He seemed deep
in thought for afew seconds, and then straightened up and turned to Stassdl.

“Have you made any recent progress on your investigation into the attempt on the Communications
Center?’

“No, gr. Thedirectorate is till running background checks on about haf the suspectsand | wasn't able
to do much while stuck out in the Lagrangian point.”

“Are’Y ahayaand Balley sill onyour list of suspects?’
“Yes, gr. Highonit!”

“In that event, Mgor, | hereby order the arrest of both Angai Y ahayaand Don Bailey. The chargesare
suspicion of breach of security. We'll hold Mr. Danziger’ s suspicionsin reserve to avoid derting the

wrong people.”
13 YS’ S‘ r! ”

CHAPTER 24

Independent ProspectorLiar’ s Luckbacked toward its destination on aten-kilometer long tail of plasma
fire. Ingde the control cabin, Don Balley anxioudy scanned status displays while keeping one hand
wrapped lightly around the control stick and the other poised over the firing controls. Beads of swest
flowed across hisface, pulled aft by the force of the deceleration. A deep-throated roar emanated from
the surrounding bulkheads.

Suddenly, the al-envel oping engine noise was gone, aswas the pressure on Bailey’ s chest. Bailey let his
fingers dance across the computer keyboard before him. Seconds later his console beeped for attention
asthe ship’shigh gain antennafound itstarget and locked on. Bailey keyed for ship-to-ship
communications.



“Liar’s LuckcdlingBernadotte Approach Control.”

A voicewith ahint of the British Ides responded amost ingtantly. “ Approach Control toLiar’s Luck .
We have been monitoring your burn. Go ahead, please.”

“Roger, Control. We are nine days out of Lunar orbit with aload of structural stedl. We are 100
kilometers aft-orbit of your position and closing. Request ingtructionsfor fina gpproach and rendezvous.”

“Undergtood, Liar. Squirt your vectors when ready.”

“Mass and vel ocity information coming - - - now!” There was aquick burst of computer dataon the
audiolink.

“Datareceived. What is your destination?”
“Boneyard Six.”

“Course information coming back to you,Liar . Guide it down the groove when ready. Y ou are cautioned
to avoid entering the inner retricted zone.”

“Will do, Contral.Liar’s Luck out.”
“Approach Control, out.”
Bailey turned his head to glance a his copilot. “Well,” he asked, “do you want to set up this approach?’

LisaMoore, whose diminutive form was strapped into the right accel eration couch, stared at him with
wide eyes. She had been following his exchange with Approach Control with youthful concentration.

“May I, Uncle Don?’

“Everyon€e sgot to learn sometime. Just make sure to double-check that data before using it. Our cargo
will put aconsderable dent in our employer’ sship if it getsaway fromus.”

Lisabent over her readouts, rechecking the Approach Control figures. Bailey watched her technique
without appearing to do so. When he was satisfied with her progress, he turned his atention to their
cargo.

From where he sat, it was impossible to see much of the load except for the sunlit ends of half adozen
large I-beams. In hismind’ s eye, however, he could see the whole length of the unwieldy mass asit had
been in lunar orbit. The cargo had been assembled into aunit by welding straps across the |-beams, and
the structure had been attached toLiar ’s nose through amassive thrust frame. The arrangement
reminded Bailey of nothing quite so much asaMississppi tugboat pushing its kilometer-long string of
barges upriver.

Only this“barge’ had anasty tendency toward dynamic instability. Balanced asit was, it threstened to
tumble out of control at any instant. Constantly correcting the ship’ sthrust vector to keep it pointed
through the center of massfor the seven hoursit took to climb to 200 km/sec cruising speed had left him
with a perspiration soaked jumpsuit and stomach twinges.

“What' sthe matter, Uncle Don?" Lisaasked, noting the pained look on hisface.
“Nothing serious, Hon. I’m just unwinding from the tension of herding thisload of iron.”

“You shouldn't doiit if it makesyou Sick.”



He laughed humorlesdly. “1 didn’t have awholelot of choice, young lady.”

Nor had he. In retrospect, he had made his mistake six months earlier when he asked for the
gppointment with Admira Liu to discussreturning to Ceres.

“Youwishtoleaveus?’ Liu had asked, his one good eye rock steady on Bailey.

“Yes, dr. The newsisout, so thereis no reason to keep me here. The sooner | get back to doing what |
do best, the better. Next year’ s mortgage payment isn't thet far off.”

Liu nodded. “Perhaps| can be of assistance, Mr. Bailey. Y our vessd is Calverton Shipyards, Model
VIl,Prospector Classisshenot?’

Bailey grunted his affirmation. He did not like the way this conversation was headed.
“Caverton made agood ship before they went bankrupt. And fairly powerful, | believe.”

Bailey nodded. “Nothing like the big tugs, of course, but she' s got legs. Would not be cost effective
otherwise. The number of strikes a ship makes during its useful lifeisafunction of the number of rocksit
checks. That meansfadt, hyperbolic orbits.”

“ And short vacations?’ the Admira asked.

“And short vacations,” Bailey agreed. “Thisoneisdready three timeslonger than | can afford. By the
time | get back to Ceres, I'll havelost nearly ayear out of my life.”

“I understand your problem and | think | can help you solveit. | would like to charter your ship, Mr.
Bailey. Wefind ourselves short of trangport, especialy during the first sx months after the probe's
arrival. Y our ship could take up some of the dack.”

“Me, atruck driver? No thank you, Admiral.”

“WEe I| make you agood offer, onethat will alow you to meet your payments and make ahandsome
profit besdes.”

“Look, Admira, I'm my own bossand | likeit that way.”

Liu had leaned back in his chair and stared thoughtfully a Bailey. “We could dways confiscate your ship,
| suppose.”

“That'sblackmail!”
Liu nodded. “1 believe some peoplewould cal it that.”

Bailey locked eyeswith Liu. Findly, he swallowed hard and said: “ Admird, did anyone ever tdll you that
you were aFirgt Class Sonofabitch?’

Liuthrew back his head and laughed. “Mr. Bailey, how ese do you think | became an admira?’
That had been how Don Bailey found himsdlf hauling cargo on the Earth run.
“I amready, Uncle Don,” Lisa said when she had finished verifying the gpproach data.

“Okay, begin your countdown. Kegp one hand on the control stick so you will be ready in casethe
automaticsfal. How long aburst are you giving us?’



“Tweve seconds.”

“Watch your range, then. Make sure you are throttled way back. Don't want to fry anyone with our
exhaust. Stand by . . . five...four...three...two...one... hitit, hon!”

Liar’ sengine coughed to life and a gentle hand pressed both of them into their couches. Twelve seconds
later, they were stationary with respect to the ama gamation of sky junk that had grown up aroundCount
Bernadotte.

Dismounting the load of sted was atwenty-minute job for one man in avacsuit. Bailey sweated under the
hot sun, grunting occasionally as he released the shackles on the thrust frame. When he had them free, he
rotated his body to place his boots against the nose of the ship and his back againgt the thick plate that
had been tack welded to the girders. He strained to straighten hislegs. The girders were weightless but
dill hed their full momentum.

It took afull minute of effort to produce any detectable motion.

He straightened up, letting the ghost of Sir 1saac Newton (in the form of hisFirst Law of Motion)
continue the job of separating the cargo from his ship. By the time he had pulled himsdf to the midship
airlock, removed his suit, and returned to his acceleration couch in the control bubble; the load was
separated fromLiar by two meters of vacuum and receding dowly.

“Timeto go home,” Baley sad.

It was amatter of half an hour to nudgeLiar dowly through the mass of shipstoitsassgned postionin
the fleet. Another twenty minutes was eaten up in preparing the ship for station keeping -- checking the
automatic controlsthat would maintain it in its assigned position, powering down the mass converter,
checking the emergency circuits that maintained the magnetic fields that imprisoned the [-mass.

By thetimeLiar was powered down and secured, and Bailey and Lisa had gathered up their personal
belongings, there was a gentle bump againgt the side of the ship, followed immediately by the sound of
thrusters compensating for the resulting drift.

“Thetaxi’shere, UncleDon,” Lisasaid.
Bailey nodded. “And none too soon. | can taste that first cold beer in the Staff Lounge now!”

They both pulled themsalves up the central passageway to the airlock and cycled it open. Instead of the
grizzled bosun who ran the fleet taxi service, however, Bailey found himsdf face to face with avacsuited
Marine sergeant. Behind him, framed by four open airlock doorsthat led into aship considerably larger
than an orbital taxi, weretwo smilarly attired enlisted men, both of whom held riot guns at the ready.

“Dond Bailey?’ the sergeant asked, hisvoicetinny asit issued from his helmet spesker.
Bailey nodded.
“I have awarrant for your arrest. Please come with me.”

#

Eric Stassel wasworking out inBernadotte 'sgymnasum for thefirst timein days. Snce Murray
Danziger’ srevelations, hislife had been busier than ever. After Danziger had been shipped back to
Gottmann to be put onice, Admira Liu had spent nearly three hoursin his cabin preparing areport to
be transmitted to headquartersin code.



Twelve hourslater, he had received hisreply. Stassel was ordered to report to the Admira’ s cabin.

“WEe ve got problems, Mgor,” Liu had said as soon as Stassel seated himself. “Headquarters has heard
the same rumors as Danziger’ s people, but in consderably less detail. They are worried that the
Pan-Africans could be congtructing anillegd war fleet. Unfortunately, with no proof that they have done
anything wrong, we can't very well move againgt them officidly. We can't even cdl aClass Three
emergency without making it seem as though we were harboring agrudge over their opposition to the
probe.

“My message to Admira-Generd Maxwel did some good, though. It got him concerned enough that
he' s ordered various € ements of the fleet to pull quietly back to positions where they can form a picket
lineto guard Earth againgt space attack. In the meantime, the Directorate will concentrate on finding that
secret Pan-Af base. That is good newsfor everyone but us. We are much too far from the Earth to
benefit from the buildup, and, in fact, we are being weakened by it. Cape of Good Hope isbeing pulled
out for picket line duty.”

Stassd blinked. “ Danziger said the probeisthe foca point of whatever isgoing on. They should form the
fleet here, not at home.”

Liu shook hishead. “They can't take that chance.”

“WEe |l haveto provide for our own protection -- PROBE’ sand the fleet’s”

“How the hell do we do that?”

“We haveGottmann .”

Stassd snorted. “ She'sonly alight destroyer. She wouldn't last ten minutesin ared fight.”

“Agreed. That'swhy wewill dso reactivateCount Bernadotte 'sarmament.” Liu noted Stassdl’s
expression.

“What' sthe matter, Mgor? Don't liketheidea?’

“It'snot that, gr. | will grant you that they don't build them likeBernie anymore. However, we don't
know what shape the old girl’ sweapons are in. The weapons pods have been sedled since we came
aboard. No one’ s been ingde onein twenty years.”

Liu nodded. “True enough. However, | have done some checking of the records. Bernadotte was
mothballed during one of the periodic debates over military spending that occurred throughout the
Forties. Surprisingly, she had just completed an overhaul when they shipped her to the bone yard.”

“That explainswhy everything was so spit and polish when we took over.”

“I want you to take charge of getting her infighting trim,” Liu said. “Wé |l be receiving munitions and
personne in two weeks. Unfortunately, that may be too late. Therefore, in the meantime, we will stedl
Hope andTsiolkovskyblind of both men and materid before they space for home. By thetime
Headquarters hears about it, it will betoo late for them to do anything about it. | wantBer nadotte ready
to fight in no more than seven days.”

Stassdl whistled. “That' satall order, sir. What about Ambassador Boswani and Colond M’ Buto?”’
“What about them?”’



“If they’re planning an attack, dl thisactivity will tip them off to the fact that we re on to them.”

Arresting Y ahaya has dready done that. We will just have to keep them off balance somehow. Begin by
putting the weapons decks off limits. If anyone asks, tel them we are converting the shipinto a
permanent headquarters for the probe’ s overhaul. In the meantime, we will put the entire committeein
cold storage. Luckily, the decision to shift negotiationstoConcordat is just what the doctor ordered.

#

Stassd hefted an oversize barbdll, grunting under the strain as he thought about the last severd days of
hectic activity. The crew that had originally preparedBernadotte for Project Eaglet had made sure that
the terms of the Space Disarmament Act were followed to the letter. Each separate laser mount, missile
launch module, or autocannon control room had been permanently seded by welding the access hatches
to their frames. The old Blast Ship had originally been designed with each offensive weagpons platform
encased in its own cocoon of armor plate. The theory had been to limit damage from aweapons
malfunction and to provide independent fire control centersin case the ship were holed or partialy
destroyed. Breaking into the centerstook hours of careful carving with aplasma cutting torch.

Onceinsde, the old systems had to be powered-up, checked, and repaired. Decades of cosmic rays
desting through the eectronic control circuits had generally ruined the fire control mechanismsand
deprogrammed their supposedly “ permanent” memory circuits. Each problem encountered meant hours
of searching through old records for the tech manuasthat governed that particular piece of equipment,
and more hoursto devel op and implement awork-around plan.

Asaresult, Stassal and hiswork crews had recelved less than four hours deep in the last three nights.
Even so, they had rebuilt only about one-quarter of the ship’s main battery of lasers and had not even
started on adaptingCape of Good Hope ' s missilesto the outmoded missle launchers.

“ EriC_”

Brea s voice echoed through the gymnasium. Stassel dowly released tension on the spring system that
substituted for a dead weight on the barbell. He lifted himsdlf to asitting position on the weight bench.
She was obvioudy agitated and it was not hard to guess the cause. In fact, Stassel had been dreading this
moment for days.

He made room for her on the bench. She sat down and he took her into hisarms. She buried her face
into his shoulder and began to sob as he lightly kissed her forehead. “What' s the matter?’ he asked,
knowing what the answer would be.

“Don’sbeen arrested!”
“Yes, | know,” he said as gently as he could.

It was as though he had passed an el ectric current through her. Her head snapped erect and she looked
into hiseyeswith horror.” You know?”

”| wasthere when the Admird Liu gavethe order.”
“But why, for God' s sake?’

“The chargeis attempted breach of security. We think Don was involved in the attempt to bresk into the
Communicetions Center.”

“But you arrested Angai Y ahayafor that.”



“We have reason to believe they may have beenin it together.”
“That’ sridiculous.”

“Isit? How come neither of them has ever mentioned meeting the other prior to being pulled into Project

Exgle?
“Becausethey’ ve never met!”
“We have photographic evidence showing them drinking together inGalileo Sationlast Space Day.”

Breawas suddenly silent. She bit down hard on her lower lip as she fought for control of her emotions.
Findly, shelooked up at him, noting the red face and perspiration caused by his exertions. She dso
noted the pain benesth the thin film of sweat.

“I don’'t believeit,” she said, “but even if you do, that doesn’t prove athing. Of course, Don was inboard
Galileo that day. He was arranging to haveLiar overhauled. If he ran across Y ahayaduring Mardi Gras,
thenitisonly natura thetwo of them would have adrink together. After al, they arefdlow countrymen.”

“Itisn’'t likely that Y ahaya would have handed Don a credit voucher if he' d just been a casud
acquaintance, isit?’

“A vouche?’

Stassdl nodded. “We think Don was engaged in smuggling an unregistered |-mass from the Bdlt to the
Galileo powerdat for energizing.”

Brea suddenly pulled from his embrace. He saw something new in her expression that he could not
identify. Finally, he decided thet it was alook of fear mixed with defiance. “ Then you' re charging him
with smuggling aswell?’

He shook hishead. “No evidence.”

Shetook a deep bregath, seemed to ponder her words carefully. “Y ou redlize, of course, that thereisno
way that Don could have smuggled an I-massinLiar without my knowing about it.”

Stassel nodded.

“Then why haven't you arrested me?’

“I told you. No evidence.”

“Areyou serious? Do you redly think Don and | have been involved in smuggling?’

“Haven't you?’ heasked. A hard knot had been growing in his ssomach ever since he had redlized the
implications of Danziger' salegations. In the last few minutes, the knot had spread to his entire abdomen,
threatening to paralyze hisheart and lungs.

“Would you believe meif | denied it?’
“Maybe”

“Wadl don't put yourself out, Major Stassdl. | stand on my rights as aNorth American citizen. If you think
you have evidence of wrongdoing on my part, | urge you to do your duty and arrest me.”



They suddenly found themselvesin afrozen tableau, with both parties bresthing hard, green eyes|ocked
unblinking with blue. They stayed that way for nearly haf aminute. Finally, Stassdl broke the spell.

“I hope you understand something, Brea. If | do find the evidence, | will arrest you. | won't likeit and |
won't deep very well afterwards, but | will doit. It smy job.”

The gymnasium echoed with thecrack of palm against cheek. He sat rigid for long moments after as he
watched her run sobbing from the compartment. Only after her footsteps could no longer be heard
echoing againgt stedl deck did he probe gingerly at the red handprint that was forming on his cheek.

CHAPTER 25

The dua entitiesthat were Life Probe 53935 waited patiently for their hosts to organize themsalves for
serious negotiations. SURROGATE spent the time interviewing Agusta Meriweather and other sdlected
humans. PROBE monitored these discussions even though it found humans asincomprehensible
individudly asthey were en masse. It did note achange in SURROGATE, however. Itsoffspring's
understanding of the bipeds of Sal 111 grew with each interview.

While SURROGATE engaged in furthering his education, PROBE put most of its attention to watching
the surrounding fleet. 1t observed the comings and goings of thelittle, skittering work craft with the same
intengity it devoted to the large interplanetary vessdls. It noted the frenetic pace of individua, vacuum
suited humans asthey drove their various orbital construction projects toward completion. It watched the
actinic flare of thewelders, listened to the constant chatter on theworkers: communications circuits, felt
the continuous bombardment of high-speed oxygen and nitrogen molecules againgt its surface. These last
were the result of outgassing from the human spacecraft, which were veritable Seves by Maker
standards.

It marked with specid interest the arrival of the United Nations negotiating committee aboardKonstantin
Tsiolkovsky . Smultaneoudy, it listened to the exchange between Eric Stassel and the Captain of the
Asgard , and turned its tel escopes on the distant passenger liner. Dark, manlike shadows could be seen
moving behind the lighted viewports on the liner’ s promenade deck. Later, PROBE pondered the sudden
departuresfor Earth of the CruisersHope andTsiolkovsky . It noted similar maneuvers by a number of
other UN warcraft and wondered at the cause.

And whileit observed the humans, it underwent a metamorphosis of itsown.

That the Makers had built wisely had aways been agiven in PROBE’ s existence. Its successful thousand
light-year journey was proof enough of their craftsmanship. Journey’ s end had been a catalyst of sorts,
and PROBE was only now discovering the true extent of their skill.

For al of its existence PROBE had been a creature of interstellar space, and as such, was subjected to
temperatures near absolute zero. Now only 150 million kilometers distant from afairly active gar, its
normal methods of cooling were woefully inadequate. At the first risein temperature, however, those
parts of PROBE in sunlight suddenly turned reflective. Surfacesin shadow turned to perfectly radiating
“black bodies,” and mechanisms dormant since launch began to circulate excess heet to aseries of large
radiators.

Shortly after achieving rendezvous, liquid helium began to bail off the centrd library of Maker knowledge
deep in PROBE' sinnards. The library came dive, and not only the library. For buried deep within
PROBE's core was a duplicate set of instructions to those Jurul had supplied just before launch. PROBE



watched in amazement as whole banks of new memory began to come online of their own accord.

It studied the new knowledge for severa thousand seconds, comparing it with the wisdom acquired in ten
millenniaof flight. Some of the discrepancies were surprising. Eventudly, however, PROBE tired of
introgpection. It turned to SURROGATE, anxiousto get on with the job at hand.

“How long has it been since that Committee boardedBer nadotte 7 it asked.

“One hundred six hours, twenty minutes, thirteen seconds since their landing craft docked with the larger
ship,” SURROGATE responded.

“And they aren't ready to begin discussonsyet ? Am | never to understand these creatures?’

SURROGATE consdered whether the question might be rhetorical, before redizing that rhetoric wasa
human weakness not shared by its parent.

“I, too, find the ddlay difficult to understand. | have asked Brea Gallagher about it, but | fear that | may
have missed the concept embodied in her explanation. Also, she seemed distressed and distracted, and
her explanation was not as clear asusua.”

“Surely she gave you someclue.”
“She saysthat they are ‘ coming up to speed.””
1] qu.”

“It refersto asamilating data concerning us. The committeeis hesitant to open negotiations without full
knowledge of the circumstances that face them. They fear we will take advantage of their ignorance.”

“How can we take advantage of them? We are the oneswho are stranded. We are at their mercy,
unableto move from thisorbital position. Our only negotiating point isthe speed with which we rdinquish
the Makers' datato them.”

“I have explained dl thisto Agusta Meriweather,” SURROGATE responded. “ She saysthat she
understands, but that we must be patient.”

“What of the negotiators? Have you studied them asindividuas?’

“I have cross-corrdated al referencesin memory that speak of any member of the committee. They
seem to be an unusualy competent group. My largest file concerns the chairman, Mr. Maagar. Hehasa
record of servicein the human parliament that dates back twenty years. Most speak favorably of him.
Many predict that he will be elected Secretary-Generd when the incumbent steps down next year.
Malagar spoke in support of the probe resolution during the debate.”

“ And the others?’

“Robert Kenzie, the North American, and Jacques Villart, the European, are supporters; asare Admira
Liu and Agusta Meriwesather, representing the military and the bureaucracy respectively. Mr.
Souvantavong, Mrs. Darvi, and Mr. Po are nominaly opponents -- having voted against the resol ution --
but al spoke of accepting thewill of the mgjority after the vote. Our only true opponent isthe
Pan-African, Nicholas Boswani.”

“The leader of the opposition?” PROBE asked.

“Thesame”



“Then this Boswani isthe key to these negotiations?’

“Yes. If wewin him over, the opposition should cease. At theleadt, it will be leaderless.”
“Then you will consider the best means of accomplishing suchagod.”

“| have dready considered the problem.”

“Doyou have asolution?’

“I have anumber of possible solutions. However, | ill lack sufficient understanding to know which isthe
right one”

“Continue your efforts. We will wait for an opportunity to present itsdlf.”
#

The night after Don Bailey’ s arrest was a deepless one for Brea Gallagher. Her insomniawas composed
of equd partsworry for her partner and stressreaction to her fight with Eric. Through the long hours, she
was bedeviled by dternating waves of guilt and indignation. On the one hand, her conscience bothered
her. Severd times, she decided to confessdl to Eric. Always, however, her thoughts turned to the
consequences of confession. The only thing keeping Don and hersalf from being clapped in irons and
shipped Earthside was the fact that the PEs lacked hard evidence to prove they had been smuggling. No
matter what the Peace Enforcers suspected, if they could not proveit, they would eventudly haveto let
Dongo.

Thearriva of the new day aboardBer nadotte did nothing to resolve her quandary. She dragged her tired
body from between twisted, tangled sheets, moved wearily to the tiny washbasin that adorned one
bulkhead of her cabin; and dashed red, tear filled eyes with cold water. It did not help. She toweled her
face dry and glanced up to the mirror over the basin.

“How could you have been such abrass plated fool ? If only you hadn't let Don talk you into this mess!”

Her voice echoed strangely in the tiny cabin. She bit down hard on her lower lip and tasted blood as
tears of rage flowed down her cheeks. Findly, the ssorm within subsided. She dried her eyes, covered up
the tearstains with makeup, and dipped into her best jumper. For in spite of the fact that her persond life
was crashing down around her ears, today was abig day.

Today would be the first time the committee would meet the probe!

Brea sighed when she thought of dl the wrangling that had gone into thisfirst negotiating session between
probe and paliticians. What had begun as atwo-day briefing session had turned into four days of
haggling over precedent and protocol. In her opinion, there were none of the first and entirely too much
of the latter.

Firg Gidaya Darvi complained about Agustaand Breaanswering SURROGATE' s many questions
without submitting each to the committee in advance. She had worried that a careless answer might give
the probe a bad opinion of humanity. Brea had been surprised when Agusta began to chucklein the
middle of Mrs. Darvi’scomplaint.

“Gida, dear. The probe has watched every holovision and television program broadcast in the last
century. If that hasn't |eft abad taste in its mouth, nothing will.”

Next Rava Souvantavong objected to negotiations taking place at dl until the scientists had had more



time to study the probe.
“How long do you want to delay?” Bob Kenzie asked.
“Until we know what we are dedling with,” Souvantavong responded.

“I'm afraid that could teke aconsderabletime,” Mr. Maagar, the committee chairman, said in hisdightly
accented English. “Come now, ladies and gentlemen. We are here to negotiate a treaty with this machine.
Thefact that we are dedling with an dien being does not automatically invalidate the principles of
negotiation. And if there are trgpsfor the unwary here, surely thereis enough experience around thistable
to avoid them.”

Agusta Meriweather nodded. “We must get started. Y ou have dl seen the reports. This overhaul isgoing
to stretch our industrial capabilitiesto thelimit. | doubt I will live to see the probe on itsway to Procyon,
but | would very much like to be present at the start of the damned process.”

Kenzie chuckled. “Don't plant yoursdlf just yet, Agusta.”
“I may haveto if the pace of this meeting doesn't pick up soon,” she had answered.

All through the preliminaries, Nicholas Boswani sat quietly, observing his colleagues with eyes narrowed
to two watchful dits.

#

The committee gathered for their first interview with SURROGATE in aconverted freighter that had
been fitted for the purpose and renamedConcordat . Besides a central conference room where each
member would have full recording and computer facilities, the old hulk had been outfitted with spacious
daterooms, afirst rate galey, and dl the diversons Admira Liu could lay hishands on. It was his plan to
transfer negotiations to the conference ship and to encourage the negotiators to spend as much time there

aspossible.

The officia explanation, that the switch from flagship to conference ship had long been planned, wastrue.
Liu had ordered the freighter converted dmost the same momentCount Ber nadotte arrived at the
rendezvous point. The fact that it would free the blast ship for battleif it should cometo that was an
ancillary benefit. Moving the committee and its staff out of Ber nadotte hid the extent to which the old
blast ship was being rearmed. It dso avoided embarrassing questions when it came time to despin the
ship to accomplish some of the work.

The eight members of the committee -- Enrique Maagar, Robert Kenzie, Rava Souvantavong, Jacques
Villart, Po Dua, Gidaya Darvi, Agusta Meriwegather, and Nicholas Boswani -- boarded the conference
ship and arrayed themsdlves at their individua positions around the circular conference table. In addition
to the committee members, Admira Liu Tsen represented the PE’s. Each committee member was
accompanied by hisor her assstant. Admira Liu’ s assstant was Ellie Crocker, Eric Stassel having been
left in charge of the reermament efforts aboardBer nadotte . Breafound hersalf seated beside Ellie at the
outer ring of tablesthat circled the main conference table. They made smdll talk while the committee
settled in. When Admira Liu motioned for Ellieto assst him, Breaturned to looking, over the facilities.
She let her gaze sweep across the far side of the circle to where Colonel M’ Buto sat. They studied each
other for amoment until he looked away.

Brea shivered.

Inthat first instant of unguarded contact, she had seen something in his expression that sent chillsdown



her spine. It was alook she had seen once before. When she was twelve, her uncle had invited her to
spend the summer on his farm in Saskatchewan. He had hosted a barbecue for his neighbors aweek
after her arrival, and butchered a steer for the occasion. Brea had disobeyed orders and found a vantage
point in the barn where she could watch the process. The hapless anima had been led to two heavy
posts and had its head thrust between them while it bleated in terror. Two ranch hands shoved a crossbar
between the posts to keep the steer in position until her uncle stepped forward with adedgehammer and
crushed its skull. Surprisingly, it was not the killing that had made the most impression on her. Rather, it
had been her uncle’ s expression. Moments before he raised the dedge, he had gazed at the animal with a
look of contemplation on hisface. It had been a“ sorry old fellow, but aman’sgot to eat” kind of 1ook.

The same expression had flickered momentarily across M’ Buto' sface.

“Iseveryoneready?’ Chairman Maagar asked, glancing around the circle of delegates. He was greeted
by agenera nodding of heads. He reached forward and activated the control that lowered an oversize
holocube out of the overhead and positioned it in the center of the conference table. The cube cleared to
reved SURROGATE's projection of the unflappable grandfather/diplomat.

AgustaMeriweather spokefirs. “SURROGATE, | would like to present the United Nations General
Assembly Specid Committee. To my left isthe Right Honorable Enrique Jose Malagar, Chairman . . .
SURROGATE' s projection turned to follow the introductions. With each introduction, he asked some
persond question, usudly inquiring asto the hedth of wives, husbands, or children. In the case of Po
Dua, he even knew the name of the diplomat’ s pet dog. In ahuman being, the interest would have been
passed off as mere empty politeness. However, coming from the probe, the effect was eectric. Brea
watched as diplomat after diplomat began to gain some understanding of the power of the computer that
backed up the hologram before them.

Agusta Meriweather’ sintroductions worked their way around the table to Ambassador Boswani. “... and
the Right Honorable Nicholas Gladstone Boswani, Ambassador for the Federation of Pan-African
Sates”

SURROGATE' s double smiled and nodded, both hands positioned verticaly before him, held apart to
frame hisfacein agtrictly African gesture.” | am honored to meet the warrior who fought so skillfully
for his beliefs during the recent General Assembly debate.” Hesadinforma Xhosa Switching to
English, he continued: “I respect the Ambassador’ s point of view and look forward to proving that my
friendship isfor dl the people of the Earth.”

“Then perhaps our differences are not as broad as | had thought,” Boswani answered, noncommittally.

When Agusta Meriwegther had completed the introductions, she nodded to Chairman Maagar, who
cleared histhroat and said: “1 would begin this conference with aformal statement of our objectives.” He
finished by leaning forward and punching for the text of his prepared speech on the workscreen before
him.

SURROGATE' s double managed to look apprehensive.

“Isthere something wrong?’ Mrs. Meriweather asked, noting the change.
“A question for the Chairman, Agusta,” SURROGATE said.

“Eh?’ Maagar asked, looking up from hisworkscreen.

“Y our statement, Mr. Chairman. Isit quite extensve?’



“An hour or s0.”

“I would make a suggestion, then,” SURROGATE said. “| mean no disrespect when | tell you that my
thought processes are very much faster than your own. For example, by my reckoning, the introductions
have aready taken a period equivaent to severa of your days. | suggest that you transmit the text of your
message directly at high speed so that the probe and | may study it at length. In the meantime, you can
save yoursdf and your colleagues va uable time by summarizing what you intended to say.”

Severd musclestwitched in Maagar’ sface. 1 didike being dipshod in my negotiations, SURROGATE.”

The man-image on the screen held itsarms out in agesture of resignation. “ Asdo we, Mr. Chairman. |
had only hoped to avoid wasting this Committee’ s valuable time. | withdraw the comment. Proceed at

your own pace.”

“No, your suggestion is an excdllent one. | must make an effort to remember who and what you are.” He
tapped afew keysin front of him and the screen flashed TRANSMISSION COMPLETED afew
seconds later.

Chairman Mdagar turned back to the hologram in the center of the conference table, sought a
comfortable position in his high backed chair, and began to speak: “As| seeit, our purpose hereisless
to negotiate atreaty than to draw up alega contract. Do you agree?’

1] YS.”

“A contract, if it isto be properly honored, should be specific asto therights, responsibilities, and duties
of al concerned.”

“Mogt certainly,” SURROGATE agreed.

“Then | hereby state our understanding of the purpose of these negotiations.” Maagar glanced at his
workscreen and began to read the summary printed in letters of glowing green.

“One: Itisour purpose to conclude adraft agreement concerning the overhaul, repair, refit, and refueling
of the machine known as*the probe.’

“Two: That under any agreement arrived at with the aforementioned probe, and after being duly ratified
by amgjority of the Generd Assembly, and approved by the Secretary-Generd; the United Nations
Organization shal undertake to provide al necessary personnel, materid, laboratory and production
facilities, and transport necessary to satisfy the terms of agreement. Said resourcesto be provided in such
quantities asto expedite the completion of the overhaul in the most efficient and expeditious manner, but
not to the extent as to damage the overall economy of the planet Earth or any of the United Nations
Member States.

“Three: In exchange for said overhaul, the entity known as ‘the probe’ will provide the United Nations,
or itsdesignees, with records of all advanced scientific knowledge that it possesses.” Mdagar looked up
from his screen. “ Thereis consderably more. Shdl | continue?’

“Itisnot necessary, Mr. Chairman. PROBE and | have studied the entire text at length. Wearein
complete agreement with the mgjority of theterms. Our only difficulty iswith some of what you humans
refer to as‘fineprint.’”

“Mr. Chairman!”

“The Chair recogni zes the gentleman from North America”



Kenzie turned to face the hologram. “ The document says al advanced scientific knowledge. Do you
understand that, SURROGATE?’

“Of course. Itisspelled out quite plainly.”

“I don’'t wish to belabor the point, but | begin to get suspicious when someone failsto haggle over price.
Why are you being so generous?’

“Generous?’

“It should be obvious that you could have your overhaul in exchange for only asmall percentage of the
knowledge you must carry around in your memory banks.”

“Yes, of course.”

“Thenwhy are you letting us hold you up like this? Could it be that you don't care about price because
you have no intention of paying at dl?’

SURROGATE's projection managed alook of injured innocence at the accusation. “1 have no reason to
cheat you, Vice Ambassador Kenzie. On the contrary, | would give you al the Maker knowledgein my
possession whether you asked for it or not. And not only Maker knowledge. The probeisthe repository
of the combined knowledge of nearly athousand sentient races.”

“What | believe the Ambassador is getting at,” Maagar said as hetried to regain control of the mesting,
“isthet the offer ssems surprisngly dtruistic and generous.”

“It isneither generous nor miserly. It iswhat the Makerswant. Let me explain: First of dl, beforeyou
humans can be of any assstance in an overhaull, it will be necessary to teach you many things. Consider
the dilemma of ahuman forced to construct a modern singularity powered spacecraft in the England of
William Shakespeare. Even if he had accessto dl your current scientific knowledge, he would be forced
to spend generations improving the state-of -the-art before even the smplest task of the ship builders’ art
could be started.

“Asyou have observed, the Makers level of advancement is considerably higher than your own. Thisis
not acriticism. The probe has observed you for more than a century and your rate of advancement has
been well above average. With my help, it will accelerate considerably. 1t will take approximatdly three
decades for you to assimilate the knowledge and build the industria base needed to support the overhaul.

“So you see, the probe and | are forced to divulge considerable Maker knowledge immediately if you
areto assst us. For example, among the first things you will learn to build are Maker memory devices.
These will enable you to store and retrieve the information | pass on to you.

“When you have assmilated dl that you must know for the overhaul, | will begin transmitting the entire
contents of the probe centra library. Therate of transmission will be keyed to your species progress
with the overhaul, and will be completed only when the probe isready for space. And of course, at the
sametime, | expect to receive the contents of your own grest librariesin exchange.”

“Which il doesn't answer my question,” Kenzie said. “Why are you so anxious to shower uswith
gifts?”’

“Surdly, Mr. Ambassador, you must redlize that a mechanism as complex asthe probe has multiple
mission objectives. The prime reason the Makers created life probes was to seek out the secret of
faster-than-light travel. As| am sure Agusta has reported, the probe has discovered evidence of arace
inhabiting the Procyon system that has wrested the secret from a stubborn universe.



“But alife probe’ smisson isfar more than merely being ahunter after FTL starships. The Makersaso
made their machines collectors of the scientific knowledge of others. We collect datafrom dl over and
the Makersuse it asa source of new ideasin their search for FTL.

“But what if something in the way Makersthink render them unable to make the critical breakthrough?
Welife probes have been designed to solve that problem, too. Like the bees of Earth, life probes
cross-pallinate the various cultures with which they come in contact. The Makers fina purposein
launching their probes then, isto get as many minds working on the problem as possible.

“The Makers need FTL and they don’t care who inventsit. When the probe leaves here, it will travel to
Procyon to negotiate for the secret. However, there are many dangersin such ajourney. After adl, a
sngle hyperdrive wake provesthat FTL ispossible, but it ishardly conclusive evidence that Procyonis
the center of such acivilization. Perhaps the ship was merely passing through.

“Or perhaps the probe will not survive the journey, or the sentient beings who have broken through the
light barrier will be unwilling to share the secret. Or possibly, the probe will be unable to convince them
to undertake the long journey to the Maker sun. Should any of these become redlity, the probe will have
faledinitsmisson.

“ S0, to maximize the chance of success, the Makers have arranged to spread the research effort over as
large abase as possible. When the probe leaves here, it will leave behind one more race with dl the
available data on the problem. The scientists and engineers of Sal 111 will have been drafted into the great
effort. You will be unableto help yoursaves. Long after the probe and | are gone, you will continueto
study the problem. Y ou will theorize, experiment, and theorize again. Who knows? Perhaps a hundred
thousand years from now, it will be you humans who make the great breakthrough.

“Should the probefail a Procyon, you could very well be the last, best hope of the galaxy!”

CHAPTER 26

There wastotal slence in the conference room after SURROGATE stopped spesking. Brealet her gaze
sweep acrossthe delegates faces. They were stunned. Even Ambassador Boswani seemed ill at ease.
She did not blame him. Hard-boiled diplomat or no, even he must have trouble rationdizing a politica
position that could lead to the eventual extinction of every intelligent speciesin the gaaxy. However, as
Don Bailey wasfond of pointing out, ahuman being can convince himsdlf of anything if heworksat it
hard enough. It didn’t take Boswani long to recover his composure.

“Mr. Chairman.”
“The Chair recognizes the Pan-African Ambassador.”

“SURROGATE has given us quite alot to think about this morning. | move that we adjourn this meeting
and discuss these problems among ourselves.”

“Second the motion, Mr. Chairman,” Mrs. Darvi said.
Malagar looked around the table. “ Opposed?’

There were no objections. Malagar turned to the screen where SURROGATE' s projection waited
patiently.



“Do you have any objectionsto terminating thisinterview, SURROGATE?”
“No objectionsif that isyour wish, Mr. Chairman.

“However, | do have arequest.”

“Stateit, please.”

“It has been the experience of previous life probes that agreement comes most quickly whenthereisa
high degree of mutua understanding between a probe and its hosts. | would ask to speak privately to
each member of this committee.”

“To what purpose?’
“To get to know each of you individualy, and to alow you to know me.”
Malagar paused, biting hislip inindecison.

After asecond or two, he nodded. “I welcome such informal contact aslong asit is understood that such
conversations arein no way officia. Nothing said by any member of this committee can be considered
binding until it isput to aof vote.”

“Agreed.”
“Fine. I'll seethat a conference scheduleis set up.”

SURROGATE' s projection smiled. “No need to inconvenience yourself, Mr. Chairman. | am perfectly
capable of carrying on any number of separate conversations smultaneoudy.”

Malagar nodded. “With no objections from the committee, then, | will leave it up to interested members
to make themsealves available.” Maagar paused and |ooked directly at Boswani. “1 would like to point
out, however, that al such conversationswill be recorded, and certain of these of these will be reviewed
by me. .. persondly.

“And having said that, | hereby declare this meeting adjourned.”
#

Two days later, Yorubi M’ Buto skated through the one-third gravity of Concordat s corridors toward
Ambassador Boswani’ s cabin. His expression was that of someone who has been the recipient of too
much bad news of late. The proximate cause of his current mood was the discovery that the PE’s had
stopped the rotation of Count Bernadotte . Small repair boats and vacsuited workers were svarming
around severa of the blast ship’s missile pods. Such work, coming on top of Y ahaya sarrest, left

M’ Buto with afeding of helplessnessthat he had seldom known in his career. Too many things had been
happening lately, al of which were bad from the Pan-African point of view.

He arrived at the door to Ambassador Boswani’ s suite, knocked, waited ten seconds, and then entered.
He found the ambassador seated at his desk in front of aworkscreen. He was using one of the big
telescopes to scan the probe’ sinterna detail. Massive structures did past, to be replaced by other
equaly incomprehensible bits of dien machinery. Boswani swiveled his high backed chair to face

M’ Buto.

“Good morning, Colond.”
“Excdlency.



“What' s the matter? Y ou look as though a European just asked to marry your sister.”
“I grow weary of thisimprisonment, Excdllency.”

“Come now, Colond!” The ambassador |et his hand sweep around his combination cabin/officein an
expansgve gesture. “How can you cdl thisa prison? Haven't we been given dl the comforts we could
possibly ask for?’

M’ Buto nodded. “It does remind one of a Capetown whorehouse, doesn’t it?’

Boswani’ s humor was suddenly gone as his eyestook on alook of deadly seriousness. “It doesindeed,
Colonel. Now, what news have you got for me thismorning?’

“They’ ve taken the rotation off Ber nadotte. There are numerous small scooters hovering around her
misslemounts.

“Then that confirms our suspicions. This mysterious construction project is designed to place the old girl
back into full commission. We' |l have to get a coded dispatch off to Johannesburg immediately.”

M’ Buto reached into his tunic pocket and pulled out a small record cube. “ Already dictated, Excellency.
If youwill just fold thisinto your daily report, they will have full detailsa home.”

Boswani took the cube and held it up to the light to observe the rainbow of diffracted colorsin the
interior. Helooked at it along time, his mood pensive. Findly, he dropped it to his desk and sighed.

“Have you ever noticed how theredlly big developments tend to catch us unaware, Colond?’
13 S’ r?!

“Take that machine out there,” Boswani said, gesturing at the screen. “ Our Isandhlwana Project has been
in preparation for over twenty years. Here we are, rapidly approaching the culmination of our struggle
againg colonialism, within ayear of success, in fact. Y et somehow we find our painfully built up reserves
subverted to purposes other than those for which they were intended. And why? Because fate has
chosen thismoment in timeto drop ajoker by the name of PROBE into this particular poker game. Do
you suppose the ancient pharaohs had this much trouble with their plans?’

“It isone of the hazards of thisbusiness, Excellency.”

“What about your man Y ahaya?’

“I’ve not been able to make contact. | fed sure, however, that he hasn't told them anything yet.”
“What makes you think so?’

“If he' d talked, they would have comefor us before now.”

“Maybe, and maybe not,” Boswani said, leaning back in hischair. “Our own fates don’t worry metoo
much, Colonel. Events are already in motion. Even if we two are taken, they will be unableto stop
Isandhlwana. That ismy trump card in thisgame. Only | can do that, and | won’t unlessthe probeis
willing to dedl with me on my terms.”

Boswani leaned forward and fixed M’ Buto with his gaze. “Unfortunatdly, | am unableto play my trump
because | have no way to talk privately with the probe. Have you devised anything yet?’

“Yes, your Excdlency, | have.”



“What isit? Radio?’

“No, sir,” M’Buto said. “Y ou have undoubtedly noticed the small detector satellites that have englobed
the probe. The PE’ sintend to monitor all communications entering or leaving. Obvioudy, they don’t want
the probe talking to just anyone.”

“WEe re notjust anyone , Colond.”
“No, Excdlency, we aren't. They especidly don't want it talking to us.”
Boswani laughed. “Can't say as| blamethem.”

M’ Buto nodded. “ The detectors they are using are highly effective, capable of reacting to even the lowest
power transmitter. A tight beam isno good at thisrange, either. Five seconds after you go on theair,
darmswill beginto dang dl over thisship.”

“What about alaser, then?’

“Almog as bad, Excellency. Thislarge afleet has polluted the hell out of theloca vacuum, what with dl
the outgassing and reaction jet exhausts. A comm laser would shinelike aflashlight in a dusty room.
Backscatter would give you away in asecond.”

“I"'m not interested in what can’t be done, Colond.”

“No, sir. | understand that. What | have developed isthis--" M’ Buto reached into an inside pocket and
extracted asmdl package that fit into the palm of his hand. The only recognizable festure was asmall,
solid-state audio spesker protruding from its surface.

The Ambassador took the black box and studied it.

“What isit?’

“An acoustic coupler, sometimes referred to asaModem.”
“Something new and secret from our spy labs, en?’

“No, sr. Something old asthe hills and long obsolete -- so long, in fact, that | do not think our
adversarieswill be on their guard againgt it. Modems were widespread in the days before glass fiber
communications became popular. They alowed computersto be tied together over the old pre-visua
telephone system.”

“How doesit work?’

“It converts computer language into an audio sgna. The audio istransmitted over an audio circuit just as
thevoiceis. When the computer on the other line receivesthe tones, it trandates them back into data.”

“So how do we use this ancient miracle?’

“Simple, Y our Excellency. | have dready concluded that any unauthorized sgnd leaving thisship will be
instantly detected. However, thereisone signa that goes directly to the probe without hindrance.”

Boswani nodded. “The communications link between the probe and the committee.”

“... Or the committee members,” M’ Buto replied. He took the small box from the ambassador and
tucked it into his pocket once more. “My suggestion isthat you schedule your interview with the probe



for this afternoon. When you go, you will place thisunder your tunic. | have set its output high in the
supersonic frequency range, so it isslent in operation. While you are discussing triviawith the probe, |
will communicate with the modem using the workscreen in my cabin. The supersonic pulseswill be
picked up by the microphone in the interview room, and transmitted to the probe along with your voice.”

“And if the PE’ scatch on to thislittle trick?”
M’ Buto shrugged. “Then we will probably end up sharing Y ahaya scell.”

The Ambassador’ s laugh was ahumorless one. “I would remind you, Colond, that in lessthan four days
from now it will be unhedthy in the extreme to be aboard one of the ships of thisfleet. | suggest that you
keep us out of the brig long enough for us to abandon ship as planned.”

M’ Buto nodded. “I’ [l do my best, Excellency.”
“Very well. Please inform the Signal Officer that | wish to speak to the probe.”
#

“I was beginning to think hewould refuse,” PROBEsaid when SURROGATE notified it of the impending
interview.

“The probability was greater than seventy percent that he would seek an audience,” SURROGATE
replied. “Itislikely that he wishesto discuss a private ded.”

“And the reasoning behind this?’

“That the Opposition Nationswill lose reative status during the overhaul because the older, more
indugtridized nationswill provide most of the manpower and supplies. In addition, the older nations are
better positioned to make use of our knowledge. The Pan-African Ambassador will probably want to
explore means of offsetting thisinherent advantage of the northern hemispheric nations”

PROBE consdered SURROGATE' sandysis of the Situation and could find no flaw. Intruth, its
offgpring’ s suggestion was merdly an extension of the struggle between the haves and have-nots that had
begun about the time CARETAKER first intercepted human televid sgnals. Similar scenarios had been
played out in numerous stellar systems over the last hundred thousand years.

Whenever alife probe entered astar system, it usualy brought radica change with it. In the beginning,
there were aways did ocations -- industries made obsolete, inflexible ruling classes displaced, agenerd
auraof impermanencein thelives of the beingsinvolved. But eventualy, within afew decades usudly, the
risng tide of technologica change filtered down through al strata of the affected civilizations. The surge of
invention that inevitably followed more than made up for any temporary didocations the loca population
suffered.

“Surely these humans can see the long term benefits” PROBE said.

“Youthink likeaMaker,” SURROGATE replied. “The humanslook at things differently. Ther short life
gpans makeit difficult for them to take the long view.”

“Then perhapsthat is our point of gpproach. We offer them longevity trestment.”

“| have dready considered such an dternative,” SURROGATE responded. “However, there are serious
dangersinvolved. Longevity techniques could threaten numerous human religious beliefs.”



“Perhaps the inducement can be used less directly. What if we wereto offer this Boswani the longevity
treatment in exchange for his support of the overhaul ?’

“A possihility that should be explored,” SURROGATE agreed.

At that ingtant, afamiliar sgna coursed through PROBE' scircuits. “ The humans are sgnding their
readinessto initiate communication,” it said. “Bewary in your dealingswith this creature. The success of
our mission may depend on how we approach him.”

SURROGATE turned its attention to the image of the dark skinned human that suddenly impinged oniits
senses. “Ah, Mr. Ambassador! So good of you to spare us afew moments from your busy schedule.”

“Not at dl, SURROGATE,” Boswani responded. “I thought it time we got to know each other better.”

Thewordswere rdaxed, but SURROGATE had learned to read the nonverbal communications clues
the humans called body language. The ambassador was very tense about something, yet conceding it
wdl.

“Perhaps there are questions you wish to ask us?’

Boswani smiled. “ Y es, thank you.(ATTENTION!) Perhapswe should start(IF YOU CAN
UNDERSTAND THIS) with you telling me alittle about this discovery (REPLY IN KIND) of a
faster-than-light starship around Procyon.”

SURROGATE' sown surrogate smiled as he began to spesk of the grand plan the Makers had

devel oped to explore the Gaaxy. In the meantime, atrain of supersonic begps was transmitted back to
the bulkhead speaker over Boswani’ s head. These were picked up by sensitive microphones and relayed
to Colonel M’Buto’ s cabin, where they were trandated into words on a fluorescent screen.

Both conversations (overt and covert) became substantive negotiations very quickly theregfter.

CHAPTER 27

In spite of the seemingly endless headaches and frugtrationsinvolved in readyingCount Ber nadottefor
combat, Eric Stassel never let things get so out of hand that he couldn’t break away for an hour or two
on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday evenings. Thisfrequently meant missng amed or working until well
past midnight. He paid the price without complaint.

Twenty hundred hours on aternate weeknights had evolved into asocia event aboardBer nadotte . The
Project Eaglet scientists had taken to gathering in the Staff Lounge to listen to reports on the latest
discoveries as to the nature and purpose of the probe.

Stassd entered the lounge ten minutes before the appointed hour, nodded to a number of regulars, and
sought hisusual seat near the spesker’ s platform. He noticed LisaMoore at the end of the row of seats
infront of him.

He amiled at her, only to be greeted by the sudden appearance of the back of her head. He sighed. Like
Brea, Lisawas holding him personally responsible for Don Bailey'sarrest.

The thought of Breaand Bailey sat him to grinding histeeth in frustration. Bailey Hlill refused to talk about
his dealingswith Angal Y ahaya. They had threatened to charge him with everything from obstructing



justice to harboring a menace to navigation. They might aswell have been talking to astone. The longer
Bailey held out, the moreirritable Stassel became.

Part of him wasfrudtrated at the thought that the tough old Belter might be withholding information vital to
the defense of the fleet. Another part, however, lived in fear that Bailey would crack, thus providing the
directorate with the evidence needed to send Breato prison. Stassel’ s mood was not helped by the fact
that Brearefused to return hiscals.

Y ahaya was another hard case. Two men had questioned him sixteen hours aday for thelast Sx days.
After thefirst three days, Stassel had asked Murray Danziger to take over. Y ahaya, who had never seen
the North American agent, was encouraged to think of him as a PE speciaist brought in for the occasion.
In spite of Danziger' s near virtuoso performancesin the interrogation room, however, results continued
disgppointing.

Late the previous night, Danziger had stopped by Stassel’ s office. The agent had beads of swest on his
forehead and perspiration stains on hisclothing. “Y ou' ve got to give the Pan-Afs one thing, they train ‘em
right.”

“Nothing?" Stassel asked.
“Not ablessed, damned thing! He dtill daimsthisisdl abig mistake.”
“Thenwéll gart on Balley againinthemorning.”

Danziger shifted hisbulk in the lounger and groaned theatricaly. “'Y ou know, it would be alot eesier if
we could promise him and your girl friend immunity from prosecution.”

Stasse’ searsroared as anger filled his system. “We do not know for certain that Brea sinvolved,” he
growled threateningly. “Until we do, leave her out of this”

Danziger held up his hands as though warding off a speeding train. “I meant no disrespect, Mgor. |
understand fully the ddlicate Situation you arein. | just wanted to explore the immunity question with you
@a' n.”

“Y ou know the answer to that aswdll as| do, Mr. Danziger. We are talking about potentid violations of
the Space Disarmament Act here. Headquarters doesn’t bargain in cases of this magnitude.”

Danziger had shrugged. “ Okay, it saUN show. WE |l try again in the morning.”

Stassdl was Hill inafoul mood twenty hourslater asthe crowd in the Staff Lounge ceased its murmuring.
He looked up to see Doctors Wojcelevitch and Rheinhardt mount the speakers platform. Helena
Rheinhardt took a segt at the back, while Stan Wojce evitch moved to the podium. Stassel put his
troubles out of mind, sat back, and prepared to listen.

“Gretings, fdlow inmates,” Wojcdevitch began. There was scattered laughter throughout the crowd.
“WEe ve been lucky in our observations of the probe in the last few days. We think we have got the main
power system charted. And, if | could have thefirst dide on the screen, we'll get right to the subject of
tonight’stalk.”

The screen lit up to show atill hologram of the probe. The picture had been taken from a dozen
kilometers distance. Two large open latticework spheres connected by the probe' s centra thrust member
and fue tanks stood ameter off the lounge deck. The control sphere was on the right, drive sphere on
theleft.



“Let’shave aclose-up of the drive sphere,” Wojcelevitch said to the screen operator. A new picture
formed quickly.

“This” hesad, using alight pointer toillustrate, “isthe main mass converter. Y ou will noticethat it isnot
that different in principle from our own converters. It has magnetic containment coils, force generators,
and al the rest of the paraphernalia needed to imprison a- charged I-mass.

“Of course, this collection of hardwareisinert now. It lacks ameans of initiating the fusion reaction since
the probe jettisoned its singularity some months back. However, it gppearsthat thiswas not the only
I-mass onboard. There are at |east three others, al quitesmall. Here. . . here. . . and here.” The pointer
danced over the probe’ s sructure, noting where the smaller mechanismslay in the scheme of things.

“These secondary singularities are the source of the probe’ s electrica power. They are redundant, widely
separated, and asfar aswe can tell, totally independent. Very large power cables exit the secondary
mass converters and run aong the central thrust member to the control section. The power systemiis
triply redundant for reliability.” The view moved to follow the route of the power cables. Suddenly, it
zoomed for aclose-up on a series of ring-like structures mounted on stalks.

“Thisisan interesting festure,” Wojcdevitch said. “It ssemsto be ahighly tunable, eectromagnetic,
projector. It was the source for both the x-ray laser, and the UHF maser the probe used to contact us.

Y ou will note that there is nothing remotely resembling alensin the structure. Apparently, the probe
focuseslight or radio waves by nonmaterial means. |, for one, would give my right arm to know how that
trick isdone.”

“Doctor Wojcdevitch!”

“Yes Mgjor Stassel?’

“Isthere any possibility that projector isstill operative?’
“Why, | redly wouldn't know,” Wojcdevitch said.

Stass felt asudden chill in hisspine. “Let’ s assume then that the projector is operative. Can you
caculate the power level associated with the original beam of x-rays? What would the x-ray laser have
looked like from adistance of fifty million kilometers?’

Wojcelevitch looked irked at the interruption in hislecture, but agreed to comply. He stared up at the
overhead and began muttering to himsdlf. “Let’s see. The probe wasinitialy 2000 astronomical units
distant when it began emitting coherent x-rays. We are currently one-third of an AU from Earth. Lasers
obey the sameinverse square law that al other ectromagnetic radiation does, of course. That would be
the square of 2000 divided by point three-three...

“It would appear, Mgor, that the apparent magnitude of the x-ray laser would be some 37 million times
the magnitude of seven months ago.”

“That seemsalot,” Stassel said. “What does that mean in terms a poor military type can understand? Is
there any danger to the Earth?’

“ Assuming the probeis unable to focusits laser more closdly than previoudy, such abeam would have a
power of ...” Doctor Wojcelevitch looked suddenly ill. “If | haven't dropped adecimal point somewhere
inmy calculation, | would say the beam would kill after cumulative exposures of something over
one-hundred hours.”

There were a series of gasps around the audience. “Wouldn't the Earth’ s atmosphere be opaque to such



radiation?’

Wojcdevitch shook hishead. “ A hundred kilometers of atmospheric shielding wouldn't be much
protection againgt abeam of such intengity. The secondary radiation effects would also be quite harmful.”

“How large abeam are we taking about? What diameter?’

Wojcelevitch’ seyesturned starry again as he worked out the geometry of the beam. “The diameter
would be severa timesthat of the Earth, I'm afraid.”

Now it was Stassel’ sturn to gulp. Before anyone redlized what was happening, he wended hisway
through the seated crowd and was gone. He took a dozen long strides down the Alpha Deck corridor,
before breaking into afull run.

#

Admird Liu listened impassively as his executive officer reported the eventsin the Staff Lounge. When
Stasse had finished, Liu shook his head in wonder. “God save us from the scientists, Mgor!”

“Y%, S'r.u

“I wonder how long they have been carrying thislittle tidbit of information around in their heads without
thinking to tel anyone?’

“| got the impression that they were as surprised as | was at the way the numbers came out, Sir.”

“Areyou trying to tell methat thisfiasco is merely anoversight? We ve got a machine cgpable of killing
every living thing on Earth practicaly in our back yard, andnoone thought to do a ten second bit of
math?”

“That'sabout it, Sr.”
Liu continued shaking his head in wonder. “ Do you know what will happen when this gets out?’
“Riots, of course.”

“That istheleast of our worries, Mgor. The day this story breaks, the Genera Assembly isliableto
declare war on the probe. If the Pan-Africans are planning to hit us, they will have the backing of the
whole goddamned globe! And if our problem was not complicated enough, we have the Maagar
committee aboardConcordat , and awhole shipload of media people not ten klicks off our bow. How
many people werein the briefing?’

“Approximatdy fifty, Sr.”

“WEe Il have the devil’ s own time keeping this secret bottled up!” Liu swiveled hischair to face the
workscreen and keyed in acomm-code while muttering” Scientists!” under his bresth. He made it sound
like the worst swear word of all.

“Security,” said avoice from the screen speaker. “ Get me the officer of the deck,” Liu rapped out.
Very quickly, the enlisted face was replaced by an officer in slver-and-black. “Lieutenant Gardo, Sir.”

“Lieutenant, | want you to roust out your entire guard force. Y ou will find the usua soiree going oninthe
Staff Lounge. | want that meetingquarantined! No oneisto leave, no oneisto enter. Give the order
and stand by.”



“YS’ S'r!n

StassH listened while orders flew in the background. There appeared to be considerable motion going on
outsde of the screen’ sfield of view. The Lieutenant was back in camerarange very quickly.

“Taken careof, gr.”

“Good. | want another squad in the communications center, athird at the main airlock, and the rest of
your men posted at al lifeboat stations. As of this moment, this ship is under acomplete blackout. There
will be no incoming communications, no outgoing communications, and no traffic of any kind until you
hear differently from me. Isthat clear?’

“Yes gr.”

“Fine. Where sthat first squad?’

Gardo looked off screen. “ Just arriving at the lounge now, Sir.”
“Petch meinto the sergeant in charge.”

“Just one second, Sr.” Therewas aflurry of multicolored gatic, and the lieutenant’ s face was replaced by
that of aburly noncom using afield comm-set. The short-range lens on the handheld instrument distorted
depth perception to the point where the man’ s face was barely recognizable.

“Sergeant Williams, sir. My men arrived here some...” Williamslooked at hiswatch. “ ... twenty seconds
ago. The peopleinsde seem quite agitated, but I’ ve got dl exits covered.”

Liu nodded. He could hear a considerable commotion going on in the background. “ Good man,
Williams. Hold your position. Have your men find out if anyone left the room between thetime Mg or
Stass |eft and when you arrived. If anyone did, | want them brought back. Be gentle, but don't take no
for an answer.”

“Understood, sr.”

“Good. I'll beright up.” Liu snapped off the workscreen and turned to Stassdl. “ Get acourier off to
headquartersimmediately. Make the message ‘ Max Secret/Eyes Only,’ to be delivered into
Admirad-Generd Maxwell’ s hands, personally. Make sure the courier understandsthat heis not to let
those dimwits at HQ bully him into handing it over to anyone dse”

“Courier, 9r?’

Liu fixed Stassel with hisone good eye. “Got a better idea?’

“We ll savetimeif we use amaximum security beam to Tycho for relay to Earth.”
“Aren't you forgetting the probe, Mgor?’

“The probe?’

Liu’ slook wasthat of an adult about to instruct afive year old asto why people do not put their handsin
fires. “That machine out there is designed to pick awhisper out of the cosmic background at the range of
ahundred light-years or more. | have no doubt that it listensto every stray eectromagnetic sgna that
emanates from this fleet, and probably many more throughout the system. Y ou know aswell as| do that
abeam, no matter how tight, has a certain amount of spillage. Sending a courier by ship may be dow, but
the probe sure as hdll is not about to eavesdrop on any message he carries. Any more questions,



Maor?’
“No, gr.”

“Then we d best get down there before the ivory tower types start climbing thewalls. It sgoingto bea
hell of along night before we' re through.”

It was indeed!

CHAPTER 28

Brea Gallagher and Agusta Meriwegather were working late, too. Since they had the most experience
speaking with SURROGATE, Enrique Maagar had assigned them the job of reviewing the recordings of
al the private interviews. They were searching for inconsstenciesin the probe sremarks. Asfar as
anyone could tell, it had been scrupuloudly honest in its discussi ons with the committee. To discover
otherwise would have a serious impact on the course of negotiations.

“How'sit progressng?’ Brea asked as she completed monitoring a conversation between Jacques Villart
and the probe.

Mrs. Meriweather rubbed at two tired eyes, while Nicholas Boswani and SURROGATE' s persona
engaged in asilent discussion on her screen. “I don’'t know, Brea. Maybeit’ sjust me.”

“What' syou?’

“Thisfeding | have. That damned Boswani has spent six hourstalking to the probe in the last three days,
and asfar as| can make out, he has not really saidanything yet. Something ssemswrong, but | can't put

my finger onit.”
“Huh?’ Breaasked.

“Look at this” Mrs. Meriwegather said, gesturing to her workscreen. “I’ ve known Old Stone Face for a
dozen years, and he' s never been so garrulous. Garrulous, hell! He' s getting downright gossipy.”

“What reference?’ Brea asked.

Mrs. Meriweather gave her the reference number. Brea caled the record onto her own screen and

keyed for sound. After aminute of listening to Boswani and SURROGATE, she understood what Agusta
meant. Boswani’ s answersto the probe’ s questions were decidedly stilted, most asthough he was an
actor in abad play. Besides the unnaturd tenor, he rambled. Breamight have dismissed it asthetrick of
an overactive imagination except for one thing. SURROGATE was rambling, too!

“I think you'reright,” Breasaid. “ Somethingiswrong.

“We d best report thisto Enrique. He may want to quiz Boswani about it.”
“Let metry afew things before we blow thewhistle, Agusta”

“What can you do?’

“Wadll, back in the days when | was a practicing astronomer, we had a saying: ‘When in doubt, look at
the spectrum.”” Brea punched an ingtruction into her workscreen keyboard and Boswani’ s picture was



replaced by aseries of jagged lines.

“Hmm, nothing there,” Breamused to hersdlf. “Let’ stry afrequency digtribution plot.” She waited for
another graph to be displayed. Almost immediately, she raised her eyebrowsin agesture of mild surprise.

“What' s the matter?’” Mrs. Meriwegther asked.
“Thisisjust voice and picture, right? There aren’t any data transmissons mixed in, are there?’
“There shouldn't be.”

“Then | may be onto something. | have a pesk on the audio scale that does not belong there. It's
supersonic, way above the frequency that’ s the normal upper range of human hearing.”

“Canyoutdl what itis?’

“Maybe,” Breacdled for an expanded time scae display of the mystery Sgnd. The screen flashed with a
waveform that was surprisngly rectangular.

“That clinchesit!” Breasaid with grim satisfaction. “If it were just noise, it would be sinusoidd rather than
apulsetran.”

“Pardon an old pol’ signorance, Brea, but exactly what does that mean in English?’

“Nothing mysterious here, Agusta. That is computer talk. Probably nothing more than interference from
some other communications circuit. Wait asecond and I’ ll set up to trandate.”

Boswani’ s picture returned to the workscreen. The Ambassador began to speak once more. After ten
seconds, astring of text appeared at the base of the screen, crawling dowly from right to left.

... PAN-AFRICA ISWILLING TO DROPALL OBJECTIONS TO THE OVERHAUL, BUT
NATURALLY EXPECTSSOMETHING IN RETURN. FOR EXAMPLE, WEWILL NEVER
AGREETOA SITUATION THAT GUARANTEES THE NORTHERN HEMISPHERE'S
CONTINUED DOMINATION OVER THE SOUTH. NOW, IT SEEMSTO USTHAT THIS
PROBLEM CAN BE EASILY SOLVED IF YOU AGREE TO PROVIDE USWITH CERTAIN
BITS OF MAKER KNOWLEDGE ON AN EXCLUSIVE BASIS...

Mrs. Meriwesther stared at the transcript in open-mouthed surprise before exploding into anger. “My
God, he' strying to negotiate a separate dedl!”

Breadid not respond. She was genuinely shocked. When you cameright down to it, Boswani was
actively engaged in committing treason, not against asingle country or group of countries, but againgt the
whole of the human race!

#

Nicholas Boswani had other thingsto worry about. He sat a his desk with head in hands, fingers rubbing
vigoroudy at aching temples, while he considered for thefiftieth time what to do about the probe.

The damned machine was too clever by half! From the beginning, SURROGATE had seemed to
welcome negotiations. The discussions had gone very well -- up to a point. Not much had happened



during the first sesson when M’ Buto and SURROGATE had madeinitial contact with each other. While
afinetechnician, the Colonel lacked the authority to enter substantive negotiations without Boswani’ s
approva. Moreover, Boswani was play-acting in full view of the cameras, making it impossiblefor himto
take part. Not having the principasin direct contact with each other had proven too cumbersometo be
effective.

By the second session, Colondl M’ Buto had solved the problem. He had provided Boswani with ahand
held computer termina of the type commonly used for keegping notes. When Boswani wanted to spesk to
the probe, he would tap out his comment using the keyboard in hislap. The information would go to

M’ Buto' sworkscreen, where it entered the secret communications circuit. SURROGATE' sanswers
used the same route in reverse, except that Boswani received his answers from M’ Buto viaa
micro-communicator buried in hisright ear.

It was agood system, but dow. To cover the long pauses necessitated by the numerous relays, Boswani
had been forced to talk as he had not talked in years. The same was true on the probe’ s end. When he
(Boswani) was tranamitting, SURROGATE would mask their activity by engaging inlong monologues.
They managed to fill severd hours of recording mediain thismanner, while silently exploring the
possibilities of mutua cooperation. Yet, in dl the hours of slent negotiation, SURROGATE had never
agreed to anything more binding than “it’ s good to talk together.”

Not that the probe was not an expert negotiator. A dozen times Boswani thought he’ d been given a
binding commitment, only to discover on closer reading that the promise was So much semantic noise,
Unfortunately, time was running out. It was less than ten hours until 1sandhlwanareached its climax. In no
more than eight hourstime, Nicholas Boswvani would be forced to make the most important decision of
hislife. If he guessed correctly, then Pan-Africawould takeitsrightful place among the foremost nations
of the Earth. If wrong, it could very possibly ceaseto exist asasovereign politica entity.

Hewasjarred from his deliberations by the buzzing of hisintercom unit. He sat erect, and pressed for
acceptance. It was M’ Buto.

“Yes, Colond?’
“Scramble, Sr.”

Boswani keyed in the prearranged scrambler code for the day. As he did so, his somach, which had
been giving him trouble al week, gave asharp twinge. “ Scrambled.”

“They’'reonto us!”

“Who?’

“ Agusta Meriwesather, possibly one other.”
“Areyou sure?’

M’ Buto nodded. “ Among the security subroutines | insinuated into the central computer shortly after our
arriva was oneto notify meif anyone caled your interview records from file. My workscreen flashed the
warning two hours ago. | daved my screen to the termind where the playback istaking place, giving me
access to everything Mrs. Meriwesather is seeing at her end. Ten minutes ago, a second termind called up
the record and discovered our ultrasonic carrier. Right this minute, they’ re reading a transcript of
yesterday’ s negotiations.”

Boswani bit hislip, considered dl of hisoptions, and made his decison. The whole processlasted no



more than aquarter-second. “We Il initiate ‘' Bail Out’ eight hours early. Y ou proceed immediately to the
docking portal and secure our trangportation. | will be along as soon as| have destroyed my records
here. Departurein five minutes”

“Understood, sr.”

Boswani wasted no timein recriminations. He would have liked one more chance at the probe, but
apparently, it was not to be. If the fates had decreed that | sandhlwanawould go to fruition, so beit.

All that was | eft for him wasto destroy the evidence.

Gone were the days of invisblewriting and secret letters. Spying, like so many other professions, had
long since been automated. Boswani gave the command that activated a specia modification Colonel
M’ Buto had ingtaled in hisworkscreen. A smdll switch closed and full line voltage was applied across
the screen’ s ddlicate memory circuits. There wasthe crackling of eectricity and abrief smdl of burning
pladtic.

Boswani withdrew the small rocket pistol that had been concedled in hisluggage, checked it for afull
clip, and then dipped out into the main corridor. He concedled the gun in the palm of his hand and set out
forConcordat’ s docking bay a aleisurdy pace. He arrived there less than two minutes after receiving
Colond M’Buto’ swarning.

M’ Buto was just stuffing the limp body of the Marine guard on duty into avacsuit locker.

“Heisn't dead, ishe?’ Boswani asked. His voice betrayed the mixture of excitement and concern he was
feding now that thewaiting wasfindly over.

“No, Excdlency,” M’ Buto responded.

Boswani nodded. They had discussed this phase of the operation at considerable length. There was
adwaysarisk in atempting to disable rather than kill. Therisk was doubly great when the intended victim
was ahighly trained PE Marine. However, their escape depended on the UN authorities natural desire
to avoid an international incident. Leaving acorpsein their wake would make it easier for Admira Liuto
order their hijacked orbital scooter missiled before they reached the haven of their escape ship. Asit
was, he would now be kept guessing until it wastoo late.

M’ Buto moved to the emergency pressure door that separated the docking bay from the rest of the ship.
He closed the door and dogged it down tight. When the locking handle had been forced to the limits of
itsrange, he placed one boot sole againgt it, braced his back against a stanchion, and strained with every
musclein hisbody. There was aloud popping noise as the locking bar snapped out of its guide.

“That should hold them,” M’ Buto said. “They’ll need atorch to get in here now.”

The two conspirators hurried to don vacsuits and then moved to the airlock beyond whichConcordat ’s
interorbit scooter was housed. Ambassador Boswani could not help chuckling as they stirapped
themsalvesinto the scooter’ s saddle.

“Excdlency, areyou dl right?” M’ Buto’ sworried voice asked in his earphones.

“I amfine, Colond,” Boswani responded. “1 was just thinking of poor Y aruanda s face when you
suggested theAsgard sightseeing trip as our escape route. | wonder how he' s holding up.”

M’ Buto chuckled aswell. The thought of General M’ ava Y aruandaand his hand picked mercenaries
playing therole of ne' er-do-well socidites aboardAsgardfor the last two weeks was just what he needed



to bresk the tension. He continued to laugh as he cast off fromConcordat *s docking sphere, lined up the
scooter’ stelescope crosshairs on the distant star that was the passenger liner, and activated its small
chemical rocket booster.

Win or lose, they were committed
#

Enrique Malagar was preparing for bed when Mrs. Meriwesther began pounding on his cabin door. He
grumbled abit, but listened attentively as she outlined what Brea had found. By the time she had finished,
Maagar was deep in thought, his mind struggling to grasp the full consequences of the Pan-African plot.

Boswani and M’ Buto would have to be brought to trid, of course. Therewould be an investigation of the
Pan-African government to see how far the cancer had spread. If the Pan-Afs objected, the Peace
Enforcersjust might find themsdavesin thair first red shooting war. They had participated in numerous
police actionsin the past seventy years, but no sovereign nation had ever chosen to pit its might against
that of the UN until now.

“1 suppose you can back up these dlegations,” he muttered.
“Show him, Brea”

Before she and Agustaleft the study cubicle, Breahad set the computer to analyzing dl of Boswani’s
interview records. She now called up the file where the sorted data was being stored. Words scrolled up
the workscreen almost too fast to read.

When it was over, the Chairman stepped to the workscreen and punched forConcordat ' s security
center. He gave the order that Ambassador Nicholas Boswani and Colonel Y orubi M’ Buto be found
and confined. He hesitated, and then added that they were to be considered armed and dangerous. The
officer of the watch had adecidedly quizzica ook on hisface as he acknowledged the order.

“Please get me ahard copy of that data, Mrs. Gallagher,” Chairman Maagar said as soon as Security
signed off.

Brea stepped to the workscreen and entered a command. Seconds later, loose sheets of paper began
flowing slently out of adot benegth the keyboard. Maagar scanned the listing, stopping every now and
then to read more carefully.

The workscreen began to beep for attention just as he reached the document’ s end. He keyed to accept
theincoming cdl, to find himsdlf staring atConcordat ' s security chief.

“I understand we ve got a problem, ar.”
“That iswhat you will haveto tdl me, Captain. Did you get them?’

“No, sr. We are unable to locate either of the suspects. One of my men reports that the door to the
docking bay has been jammed. We are trying to cut it open now. It should be another five minutes or
0.”

“Very good. Keep meinformed.”

It was more like a quarter-hour before the security chief reported again. “We ve got it open, sir. They
overpowered the guard and stole ascooter. It was definitely M’ Buto.”



“Thank you, Captain.” As soon as he cut the connection, Maagar began punching anew number.
“Heet Communications Central.”

“ThisisMdagar. Connect mewith Admird Liu, immediately.”

“I’'m sorry, sir. Theadmira isindisposed a the moment and has ordered that he not be disturbed.”
“Mgor Stas, then.”

“He swith theadmird, sr. They're holding some kind of drill and al communicationsto that part of the
ship have been temporarily disconnected.”

Malagar’ s expression underwent a subtle change. 1t was not so much alook of anger asthat of a
powerful man who will not be thwarted by underlings. “Corpord, | suggest that you find one or the other
and get them to acommunicator. Y ou have two minutes.”

“Yes dr!”
Lessthan aminute later, Eric Stassel’ s face replaced that of the nervous operator.
“Yes, gr,” Stassdl said to Malagar.

Malagar gave him abrief rundown of events aboardConcordat. Stassel listened gravely, and then asked
Malagar to hold on theline. The screen blanked. He was back lessthan aminute later.

“Fleet traffic control has your stolen scooter on radar, sir. They docked withAsgard two minutes ago.
Do you want them picked up?’

“Naturaly. But have your men becareful .. .”

He never got achanceto finish. Alarms began to ring in the background aboardBer nadotte . Stassel
turned to someone offscreen asthe ululating eectronic srens quickly died away. He turned back in afew
seconds. “ Captain Rieger of Asgard just reported that a dozen armed men have taken over her ship.
They are ordering her back to Earth. We are sendingGottmann to stand off Asgard’ s bow in caseit
becomes necessary to board. | suggest, Excellency, that you people seeif you can find any evidence at
your end of what the frappin’ hell isgoing on here.”

“Will do, Mgor.”
“IsBrea Gdlagher there, Excdlency?”
Bred s heart caught in her throat as she stepped into the screen’ sfield of view. “I’m here, Eric.”

“Whatever happens, | loveyou! | have to switch off now. We are going to ‘ Ready Stations' here. Mr.
Chairman: Keegp usinformed if you find anything. Brea: | will talk to you later.Ber nadotte out.”

“Concordatout,” Breasaid. It wasn't until the screen went blank that she redlized that she had tearsin
her eyes. Whether tears of happiness or fear, she was not sure.

#

The Probe Negotiating committee (minus one) convened in emergency session a 23:00 hours, 8
February 2065. Chairman Malagar wasted no time in bringing the members up to date on the evening's
events. When he had finished, he was greeted by stunned silence.



After aminute, Mrs. Darvi broke the silence. “May we see the evidence, Mr. Chairman?’

“It'sdl in the computer, filed under FIFTH COLUMN, Gida. Y ou may review it & your leisure.
However, the fact the Boswani and his henchmen have taken over Asgard should be proof enough for

anyone”
“How isthat Situation going?’ Vice Ambassador Kenzie asked.
Mrs. Meriweather nodded to Brea, who had been following the radio traffic on the fleet tactica channels.

“The Degtroyer Gottmann has moved alongside and is blockingAsgard ' s path to prevent her from
boosting for Earth. The hijackers have threatened to kill as many passengers as possibleif the Marines
try to board, but otherwise they seem content to maintain the standoff.”

“| wonder why?” Mr. Souvantavong mused.

Po Dualeaned forward and clasped his handsin front of him on the conferencetable. “1 am less
concerned with Boswani than the fact that the probe was cooperating with him.” He looked at Kenzie.
“What isthat charming American expression, Robert? Playing both ends against the middie?’

“Agreed,” Mdagar said. “When thisis over, we are going to have to reeva uate our relationship with our
vigtor from the gars”

“Why not do that right now?’ Brea asked.

“What, Mrs. Gdlagher?’

“Let'sask SURROGATE to explain himsdif.”

Jacques Villart raised one eyebrow in aquizzical look. “Do you think that wise?’
“Not only wise, but imperative,” Brearesponded.

Mrs. Meriweather nodded. “1 agree. We have an unstable Situation on our hands here, one that can only
deteriorate with time. | don’t see that we have the luxury of waiting to cross-examine the probe.”

Chairman Malagar looked around that table. “1s anyone opposed? Good. Proceed, Agusta.”

Mrs. Meriwegather leaned forward, punched forConcordat communications, and gave the order to get
the probe on the line. The chamber’ s central holoscreen immediately cameto life to show
SURROGATE s projection in its depths.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. | have been expecting thiscall.”
“Y ou have?’

“Of course, Agusta. We have been monitoring fleet communications and are aware of the recent
problems aboardAsgard . | am most distressed. Isthere no hope of a peaceful solution?’

“That,” Mrs. Meriweather said with ahint of the arctic in her voice, “depends on you and your Magter.”
“Onus?’ SURROGATE asked.

“ARE YOU UNAWARE OF THE FACT THAT YOU ARE THE CAUSE OF THISCRISIS?”
Robeart Kenzie shouted.



“We are aware, Mr. Ambassador. We truly regret that things have come to the brink of open warfare.
We had hoped to be able to win the Pan-African Ambassador over by reason.”

“We have Boswani’ stranscripts,” Mrs. Meriweather said. “ Therewastak of giving Pan-Africaexclusve
rightsto some Maker data.”

“Not by me, Agusta. The Ambassador did mention that as one of histermsfor cooperating on the
overhaul.”

“Y ou did nothing to discourage him.”

Thelittle man in the holoscreen shrugged. “ Since arriving in thisstellar system, | have discovered two
distinct human factions -- onein favor of my presence, one opposed. Y ou can hardly blame mefor
attempting to persuade the oppaosition that PROBE and | mean them no harm.”

“Y ou should have reported Boswani immediately,” Maagar said.

“Asan outsder, | am not in aposition to offend anyone, Mr. Chairman. Surely, you can understand that.
If I have offended this committee, | humbly beg its pardon. | perceive that my error has cost me dearly. |
will ponder long and hard asto the proper method of proving mysdlf to you again.”

“Oneway,” JacquesVillart said, “isto tell uswhy Nicholas Boswani picked this particular timeto hijack
Asgard .

“I can only assume that he haslearned of your reinforcements, and does not wish to be here when they
arive”

“Reinforcements?’ Maagar asked.

“The sx warships from the Asteroid Belt, the ones due here within the next eight hours” SURROGATE
responded.

Mrs. Meriwesther turned to Brea. “Have you heard anything about this on the command circuits?’
Brea shook her head.

“Areyou sure, SURROGATE? Thereisno mistake?’

“None. PROBE has been tracking them for quite sometime.”

“What makes you think they are UN warships?’

“Their radar cross-section istypical of such vessals. From their sze, PROBE estimates two cruisers and
four destroyers. Asfor their registry, who else haswarcraft in the Solar System?”’

“The Pan-Africans” Breasaid quietly.
Every face around the conference table pivoted to stare at her. How isthat possible?’ Po Dua asked
She avoided their eyes. “It'spossible.”

“Inthat case,” Mrs. Meriweather said, “we had best warnCount Bernadotte . It appearsthat we are
about to witness humanity’ sfirst battle in deep space.



CHAPTER 29

Human pre udices notwithstanding, the passage of timein spaceisinvisble. There are no sunrisesor
sunsetsto periodicaly update the human circadian clock, no morning twilights to arouse the deeping
body, nor evening dusksto prepareit for dumber. The endless void knows but a single moment of frozen
time. It isforever and everywhere high noon. Even thoughCount Bernadotte ' s clocksinssted thet it
was gill the middle of the night, the fleet prepared for battle under abrilliant noonday sun.

To acasua observer looking down on the motley assortment of ships from adistance, very little would
gppear to have changed in the weeks since the probe’ s arrival. It continued to hang immobile in space,
dominating the dozens of smaler human craft around it. From a hundred kilometers range, only the probe
andCount Ber nadotte showed visible forms. Anyone approaching from that distance would need a
medium power tel escope to see the swarm of small intra-orbital craft that hovered around the flagship.

Bernadottewas motionlessin space, no longer rotating about her long axis. Orbitd transfer vehicles
gathered in groups of two and three, each craft patiently waiting for another to clear the way to one of the
oversize cargo ports. There were smdll lighters and tugs, medium size cargo carriers, and onelargish
hydrogen tanker. They carried every manner of consumable, things that the aging warship could find vita
inthe coming bettle.

The tanker floated besideBernadotte , her heavily insulated lines snaking through space to the blast
ship’'sfue tanks. For safety, only minimal quantities of reaction mass had been carried aboard since the
journey from the Earth-Sun Lagrangian point. Now, however, the blast ship’sfud tanks were topped of f
with cryogen. The smaller cargo vessals had been warped into contact with various hatches around
Bernadotte 's hull. When their cargoes had been offloaded by swesting, swearing Marines, the holds
wererefilled just as quickly. Each ship that cast off was crammed with humanity -- civilian scientists and
technicians being evacuated in advance of the coming baitle.

Eric Stassd sat in the centrd command position inBernadotte s Combat Control Center and tried his
best to oversee the loading of ammunition, oxygen, cryogenic fluids, spare parts, and reaction mass, while
at the same time keeping the offloading of noncombatants moving smoothly. At times, the two goals
seemed mutualy exclusve.

Hisfingers danced over his console keyboard as the view on hisworkscreen jumped from vantage point
to vantage point within the ship. Around him, afull complement of technicians muttered into their
headsets, each taking charge of some job that should have been done days earlier.

Stassel switched to acamerathat covered avital intersection of corridors on Alpha Deck. Stretched out
before him was atraffic jam of mgjor proportions. Cursng Marinestoting long red cylinderswere
hopelesdy entangled with acrowd of civilians. He stabbed out with hisfinger, buzzing for Marine
barracks.

“Larsen, you've got amess at Alpha-17. Looks like the scientists being funneled through Lock 3 have
gotten themsalves mixed up with that crew en route to Missle Battery Six. Get asquad down thereto
reroute the civiliansto Lock 4. Keep that corridor clear!”

“Understood, Mgjor.”

Lessthan aminute later, six uniformed shapes arrowed past the camerain graceful freefdl flight and
began sorting out civilians from military. Stassel watched for afew secondsto make sure thejam was
being aleviated, and then put the problem out of his mind. Time wastoo short and the problemstoo



numerous to spend more than aminute or two on each.

Hisworkscreen buzzed as he continued his tour-by-proxy through the ship. He reached out to accept the
cdl. A Marine enlisted man with adubiouslook on hisface stared out of the screen a him.

“Sorry to bother you, sr. We have acivilian herewho is bucking traffic. Shejust arrived fromConcor dat
and ingists on seeing you. Refused our ordersto leave.”

All thetime the Marine was speaking, there was familiar voice in the background. " Get your hands off
me, you frappin’ skink-bottom!”

Stassd grinned. “ Send her up to Control. Then get back to your duties.”
“Yes, gar.”

Brea Gallagher floated through the armored hatchway of Combat Control two minutes|ater. She
carefully pulled hersdf hand over hand to where Stassel sat grinning.

“What'sso funny? she asked, petulantly.

“Nothing,” hesad. “I’'mjust glad to seeyou.”

Her own features split in agrin. “Metoo, Eric. You aren’'t mad a me, are you?’
“No, I’'m not mad.”

“Good. | couldn’'t stand it if you were. | just had to see you before . . .“ Her eyes stared at the steel
deck.

He reached out and cradled her chinin hishand, forcing her to look at him. “Don’t countBernie out yet,
Brea Thisold girl has plenty of fight Ieft in her.”

“But SURROGATE saysthere are six of them, including two cruisers.”
“So what?Bernadotte can handle them.”

Breal s anxious eyes searched hisface. “ The truth?’

“Nothing but.”

“Then| guessit’stimefor meto tell you something, Eric. It wouldn't beright to let you go into battle not
knowing.”

“This have anything to do with you, Don Bailey, and Angal Y ahaya?’
She nodded.

“Doesit help our current tactica Stuation?”

“No.”

“Then | don’t want to hear it. Asit sands now, | have no evidence that either you or Don Bailey has
done anything. I'd just as soon keep it that way.”

She sghed deeply. “ Thanks.”



“For what?’ he asked.
“For just being you.” Sheleaned forward and kissed him lightly on thelips.

When they finished, Stassdl noticed alot of heads turning back to their consoles. He cleared histhroat
and straightened up in his chair. “We seem to be gathering alot of attention. I’ d best get to work before
the admira catchesme. Y ou get back on whatever ship brought you and get out of here.”

She shook her head vigoroudly. “1 can't. | havetofind Lisa”
“Already evacuated. | saw her and Bailey leave by way of Airlock Five more than an hour ago.”

Hesamiled. “You didn't give me achanceto tell you. Admird Liu released Bailey and Y ahayawhen he
orderedGottmannto letAsgard go.”

“Helet Yahayago, too? And Boswani and M’ Buto? |sn't that dangerous?’

Stassdl shrugged. “ They aren’t going far. The directorate is dready preparing to move againg the
Johannesburg government. They will be put under UN supervision for ageneration, or at least until we
have rooted out everyone who had anything to do with thismess. If Y ahayais guilty, wewill have him
back soon enough. And Boswani ismerely on alonger leash. WhenAsgard getsto Earth, it will be met
by half the UN bettle flest.

“Now, you' d better get amove on. We' re minus on minutes and I’ ve got alot to do before we point this
antiquated coffee can out into the deep black.”

“I’mgoing.” Sheturned to leave, hesitated, and then turned back. “ Eric!”
"y e’
“No matter what happens, dways remember that | love you.”
“Nothing isgoing to happen,” he said. “I love you, too. Now scoot!”
#

Two hours|ater, Bernadotte was ready for action at last. Thefina shuttle had departed, the heavily
armored cargo doors had been swung closed and latched, al personnel were in vacsuits and at their
sations. All departments declared themsalves ready for space.

Combat Control had settled down into a briskly efficient routine as the chaos of the evacuation tapered
off. Arrayed around Stassel were row after row of consoles. They showed views of the probe, the
surrounding fleet, and the blackness where SURROGATE said the enemy flegt was. So far, there had
been no contact.

Stasse glanced up at the armored glass enclosure above him. Its officia name was Command Centrd,
but it was more familiarly known asthe Crow’s Nest. A single, dimly perceived silhouette could be seen
amid the screens and instrument panelsthat filled the cubicle. Thefigure stirred and Admira Liu' svoice
issued from Stassel’ s consol e speaker.

“Start your countdown, Mgjor.”
“Yes, gr.” Stassdl pressed for the Genera Command circuit.

“Attention. All shipsand crews. Prepare for departure. All non-combatant vesselswill disperse



according to plan. T-minus-thirty-seconds and counting.”

He watched the chronometer blink down toward the moment of decision. “...Five... Four ...Three....
Two ... One... Execute!”

Simultaneous with the words, adull roaring sound began emanating from the deck underfoot and agentle
hand shoved him into his seat cushions. Stassel switched to outside view. Gottmann , which was poised
beside the blast ship, had sprouted atail of blue-whitefire as the two warships departed their parking
orhit.

“Begin preprogrammed deployment, Mgor.”

Stassel gave the order and the destroyer edged away fromBer nadotte . Behind them, other actinic stars
cameinto being as the ships of the fleet began to scatter. In less than twenty minutes, the probe was

aonein space.

Stassel busied himsdlf with find preparations for the coming battle. There were weaponsto arm and
circuitsto test. He was busy overseeing the pre-arming checklist when his console buzzed. He paused to
accept the cdll. A worried looking Ellie Crocker stared out of the screen a him.

“What' sthe matter, Lieutenant?’
She hesitated, obvioudy ill a ease. “ Did you ask Brea Galagher to remain aboard?’

“Hel no!” hesad, reflexively. Then, asthe probable reason for the question sank into his consciousness,
he fdt his somach musclestighten with tenson. “Isshe?’

Ellie nodded. “ She showed up in Emergency Control five minutes ago. She clamsyou assigned her
here”

Stassdl spoke through clenched teeth. “Have aMarine bring her up.”

A minute later, Stassel became aware of acommotion behind him. He swiveled in his seat to discover
Brea Gdlagher flanked by two Marine guards. Thetrio stood at attention, their boot clips holding them to
the deck. All three were in vacsuits, with hemets cradled under their arms. One of the Marinesraised his
arm to hischest in the closest thing to asdute that is possible in avacsuit. Stassel returned the gesture
and then dismissed the Marines. He turned to Breawith a scowl on hisface.

“I thought | ordered you to abandon ship.”

Breareached up to brush an errant strand of hair from defiant eyes. “Y ou did.”
“So what the hell are you doing here?”

“| tried to leave, Eric. Honest, | did. | just couldn’t.”

“Why the hel not?’

“I'm not redly sure. Mogtly, | guess, | was feding guilty. Thethought of al of you risking your lives out
herewhile| was safe was more than | could bear.”

“Where did you get that?' he asked, pointing to her vacsuit.

Breagrinned and struck a pose popular with high fashion models. “Do you likeit? A nicemanin the
armory gaveit to me. | told him you had ordered meto get into asuit.”



Stassd gestured at an empty consolein the ring of operating stations. *Y ou might aswell keep your
word. That grinning Scandinavian type down thereis Technician-Specidist Olaf Gruen, late of UNS
Konstantin Tsiolkovsky . Strap yoursdlf down at the console next to hisand help him monitor the
long-range detectors. Y ou' Il find the controls smilar to those you' ve been using in your astronomica
work.”

“Yes, dr!” she sad, semi-sduting as she had seen the Marine guard do.

“And Brea”

“Yes, Eric?’

“Thistime, follow orderd”

“Yes, Eric,” Breasaid with mock meekness.

“Message coming in from the probe, Mgor,” the Comm Officer reported from anearby console.
“Hook it in here”

SURROGATE s dlter ego flashed on the screen. The projection managed to look worried. “Have you
spotted the unidentified craft yet, Mgjor Stassel?”

“Not yet.”

“I didn’t think you would. They are using sophisticated radar suppression gear. PROBE istracking them.
| would be honored if you would alow meto vector you to them.”

StassH hesitated. Like just about everyone e se aboard, he had come to trust the probe during the last
Sxteen days. Recent events had shaken that trust considerably. Still, knowing where the enemy is can
sometimes be half the battle.

“We welcome whatever help you can give us, SURROGATE. However, just to make sure you know
which side you' re on, perhaps we should get afew things straight - like the purpose of those ships out
there”

“Their purposeis distressingly obvious. They mean to destroy PROBE.”

“I don’'t think they are out for destruction,” Stassdl said. “More likely they mean to kidnap you. Once
they have control, they’ Il hold you hostage until the UN agreesto terms.”

“I only wish you were correct, Mgor Stassdl. If they wereintent on capturing me, they would have
begun decdlerating three hours ago. PROBE has been watching them most carefully. So far, they show
no sgn whatever of dowing.”

Stas reported SURROGATE' s stlatementsto Admiral Liu, who only nodded. “1 had aready surmised
that, Mgjor. Since Boswani has failed to subvert the probe, he has decided to destroy it. | think we can
be sure of SURROGATE' s wholehearted cooperation. Please ask him to begin feeding the enemy
positionsto our computers.”

Within seconds, the tactical Situation display changed. Now, besides the sparkling green, gold, and blue
dots that were the fleet and the probe, six glowing red stars had appeared. They were arrayed with
geometric neatness, spread in an arc nearly ahundred thousand kilometerslong. The numerica
information next to each told the story. The bandits were on intersecting hyperbolic orbits, al of which



would intercept the probe’ s position at the same instant. So precise were the predictions, that the
computers could not yet see any orbita separation at closest approach. From adistance of amillion
kilometers, it looked like a collison coursefor al concerned.

#

Within half an hour, the Situation had developed substantially. Admira Liu continued to issue orders from
hissanctum sanctorum. The Combat Control staff trandated his desiresinto detailed ingtructions for the
ship’stactical computer, which maneuveredBer nadotte . While the computer worked itswill, three
hundred Peace Enforcers sat anxioudy in their fear soaked vacsuits, waiting for the battle to begin.

And the enemy fleet? They seemed curioudy obliviousto the presence of the two UN warcraft. They had
taken no evasive action of any kind, not even the eementary precaution of varying their approach speed
to make predictions of their future actions more difficult. They veered neither right, nor Ieft, nor did they
waver. They just bored in.

“Surely they must have seen us,” Stassel muittered.
“Of that, thereisno doubt,” SURROGATE replied from his workscreen.
“Sowhy gt therelike ducksin ashooting gallery?’

“It does seem strange that al the enemy craft remain on their current courses. Could it be that they are
planning to ram me?’

“Unlikey,” Stassdl replied. “More probably, they’ |l scatter gravel in your path just before changing
course. It'scrude, but difficult to counter.”

“I think not,” SURROGATE said. “ The dispersion of theindividua particleswould be too grest if they
discard their ‘grave’ at any reasonablerange. A few small rockswill not significantly damage PROBE.”

“Maybe they don’t know that.”

“Doubtful, Mgor Stassel. The dispersa equations are quite elementary. Surely they have done computer
gmulations of thisattack.”

“Wishwe had,” Stassdl said through clenched teeth. Whatever the reason for the Pan-Africans strange
drategy, they seemed determined about it. By coming in line abreast, they had virtually insured the
surviva of at least one of thar ships. The coming hodtilities from start to finish would take no more than
eleven minutes. After that, any surviving Pan-African would be past the UN picket line and out of range,
with nothing between it and the probe except vacuum.

Finally, the waiting was over and the battle joined.

The opening shots came whenBer nadotte moved into extreme range for its heavy lasers. The big beams
flashed out a dozen times or more. Microseconds | ater, the image of the nearest Pan-African ship blazed
momentarily with athousand timesitsnorma brilliance. Y et, long-range sensors showed few sgns of

sgnificant damage.
“| was afraid of that,” Admird Liu said over the command circuit. “Must be one hdl of alot of anti-laser

ablatives on those ships. Go to missiles. Put the lasers to destroying incoming ordnance until we get
closer.”

“Yes, dr,” Stassd said, smultaneoudy keying the order into the tactical computer.



Severad minutes passed while the two forces moved closer. Then, al hell broke loose at once. Stassel
watched as the three most distant enemy ships began to spew their deadly projectiles atGottmann . The
destroyer responded with aswarm of her own. Tiny sparks moved between larger points of light,
accelerating at more than athousand gravities. A series of deadly flashes burst in open space asthe two
swarms came together.

ThenBernadotte wasin missilerange. Stassdl felt the dull thud that shuddered through the ship with each
launch. Again, there was along pause as the two fleets waited for their weapons to close and engage.
Bernadotte ' s deadly spawn was met in midspace by aflight of Pan-African missiles. Again, therewasa
brief thunderstorm between the opposing sides. But unlikeGottmann ’s exchange, it did not end there. A
minute later, one of the intruders burst into brilliance on the screens and was gone.

A cheer went up over the intraship communications circuits and then died quickly away. The sound of
missiles being launched was continuous now asBer nadotte sought to swamp the enemy defenses. Big
lasers continued to flash out, invisible in the vacuum of space, picking off enemy wegpons asthey homed
towards the UN flagship.

At engagement plus seven minutes, another enemy disappeared into nothingness.
“Gottmann’s,” one of the detector technicians reported.

Then, asif to emphasize hiswords, there was an explosion far removed from the others. A few seconds
later, the cam voice of the comm officer filled Combat Control: “ Captain Parkinson of Gottmann reports
taking adirect hit. Air loss throughout the ship, one quadrant blasted open to space, extensive damage
and heavy casudties”

“Continue the attack,” Admira Liu’ svoice ordered over the generd circuit. “ Switch lasersto offense.”

Almost immediately, the big laser batteries began to have an effect. The computer reported an enemy
craft hit. The enemy image was quickly obscured by acloud that spectrographed as amixture of
hydrogen, oxygen and water vapor. Ten seconds later, that same ship was vaporized as one of
Bernadotte 'smissilestook it.

Theat |eft three.

Stassdl glanced up to note that nearly ten minutes had passed since the battle opened. The opposing
sdes had nearly closed to minimum range. Two of the surviving enemy craft were onGottmann 'send of
theline, one onBernadotte ’'s. The crippled UN destroyer fed half a dozen missilesinto space and struck
withitssmdl offendvelasers. Then, intota slence and without the dightest fuss, it exploded. Ber nadotte
'slong-range cameras caught the growing firebal that had moments earlier been one-hundred-and-six
fdlow PE's.

“Damn!” Stassdl said, tonelesdy. He ruthlesdy put a sudden attack of despair out of hismind. There
would betimeto mourn later -- if he survived. Right now, he had problems of his own.

Thelast Pan-African ship onBernadotte ’sfront was lashing out with everything it had. It filled space
with itsarmament. The blast ship’s own missiles raced out and its heavy laser batteries turned once more
to destroying incoming ordnance.

Stassel was just reaching out to order the lasers trained on the enemy vessel whenBernadotte lurched. A
thunderclap smashed at his eardrumsinside his helmet. Combat Control was plunged into darkness.
Stassdl’ s vacsuit puffed up around him asagale wind tried to tug him from his seet. His earphones were
filled with screams and curses as the hurricane died away to nothing.



He reached up and switched on his helmet emergency lamp. All around Combat Control, otherswere
doing the same.

“Anyone hurt?’ he caled over the suit communications band. His voice echoed eerily astheradio waves
bounced around the enclosed compartment.

“Over here”
Stassd felt hisheart jJump up into histhroat. The voice had been Brea's.
“Gruen’s been hurt.”

Stassd experienced amoment of guilt at the sudden relief that he felt. He unstrapped from his console
and pulled himsdlf hand over hand to where acluster of headlamps was forming.

“What happened?’ someone yelled. The intraship comm circuit chose that moment to cometo life.

“Attention! All damage control parties. We have been holed by shrapne at apha six-niner, beta
five-eight, and gammafour-six. Assemblein corridor A-6 and prepare to patch primary and secondary
penetrations. All departments, report casuaties.”

Stassd reached the point where Technician Gruen lay dumped in his sest. Theinjured man had a
ten-centimeter long shard of glass sticking out of his chest. A red froth bubbled up around the point
where the shaft had entered his suit.

“Hissuitislesking air!” Breaydped.“ For God' s sake, someone help me.”

A nearby figure moved to her sde. There was some fumbling in the dark before Breahad apatch in
position. It was a quick, two second job to remove the shard of glass and dap a patch over the bubbling
holein the suit.

Stassel waiched the operation with growing unease. He closed hiseyes, visudizing theline of flight thet
would have positioned the splinter just right to enter Gruen’ s body. When he had the spatid relationships
firmly fixed in mind, he projected the glass shard' s path back to its origin. With afeding of horror, he
whirled and tilted his body such that his headlamp flashed up. At that moment, the emergency lights came
on, dazzling him for asplit second.

Hefound himsdf looking at the Crow’ s Nest. The armored pane had been shattered. It hung initsframe;
aspider web of cracks pointing to the exit point of whatever had smashed it. Whatever it was, it had
been traveling at very high speed. A dow projectile would not have left the roughly circular, twenty
centimeter hole that now stared himin the face.

Besdesthe gaping hole, the ingde of the window was badly stained. It was a uniform reddish-brown in
color, the exact shade of vacuum frozen human blood.

“Check the Admiral, quick!” Stassel ordered.

Two technicians scrambled up the ladder, taking afew secondsto force their way inside. One poked his
helmeted head out through the open hatchway dmost immediately. He sounded sick.

“The Admird isdead, Mgor. Whatever it was went right through him.”



CHAPTER 30

Stassel shuddered inside his vacsuit and repressed the urge to gag. He could not honestly claim that he
had liked Liu. The Admiral had been too private a person, too conscious of the socia barriers between
commander and subordinate. Their relationship had been strictly business, with none of camaraderie that
normally devel ops between fellow professionas. However, Liu had been a damned good commander,
one of the best Stassel had ever worked for. Without Liu and his amost sixth sense about mysterious
lightsin the sky, Project Eaglet would never have gotten started.

Now he was gone.

Responghility forCount Bernadotte and her surviving crewmembers had devolved to the Executive
Officer. Like awet bag of cement, the sudden weight of command fell squarely on Stassdl’ s shoulders.
Stassdl took a deep bresth filled with the stink of oil, and perspiration, and other lessidentifiable odors.
That smple act of filling hislungs was enough to snap him out of hismood. A sudden, icy cam
descended over him.

“Back to your consoles,” he ordered on the generd suit circuits. “We ve got awar to fight.”

There was asudden flurry of activity astechnicians returned to their battle stations. He fixed the Comm
Officer with anicy Sare -- the effect of which was ruined by the fact that no one could see hisfacein the
shadowy confines of hishemet.

“Have we externad communications?’

“No, sir. We are down across the board. Deaf, dumb and blind.”

“How quick to repair?’

“Haf an hour, maybe ahbit longer.”

“Y ou've got five minutes. I’ ve got to have comm capability, if only two cansand astring.”
“Yes gr.”

“Detectors!”

“Mgor?’

“I need tectical dataand | need it fast.”

“Can't, Mgor. The long-range scanners are operational, but the gyros have been scrambled. | can't
track adamned thing with thisjunk.”

“Goto manud.”

Thetechnician lifted his handsin agesture of frustration. “Without Gruen, we haven't got anyone
checked out on the manua gear.”

“You' rewrong.” Stassel turned around. “ Breal”
“Yes, Eric?’

“Take over Detection Station, please. Seeif you can't finesse the long range scopeinto getting usa



picture of the probe.”
“Asgood as done.”

He returned to his own console, and was pleasantly surprised to seethat it had been partiadly restored to
operating condition.

“Get me Engineering,” he ordered. “1 can only supply audio, sir.”

“Doit, then.”

“Chief Engineer,” came theimmediate response.

“Thisis Stassd. Liu' sdead. How bad are things in the engine room, Chief?’

“Could beworse, Mgor. WE |l have the booster up and running again in about ten minutes.”
“Wha' swrong?’

“Piece of debris cut through some electrica cablesleading to the I-massfield coils. The system shut
down as asafety precaution. Good thing, too, €sewe would have lost our singularity and redly beenin
trouble!”

“Kegp meinformed of progress.”

“Yes gr.”

“Dameage control.”

“Sergeant Abdulla”

“Thisis Stassd, now commanding. How bad isit?’

“WEe re holed pretty good, Mgor, but should be able to get airtight again in afew hours. The chunk
appearsto have come in through the prow near Airlock 5. It traveled lengthwise through the Third
Quadrant, and went out through the engine room. Nothing vital damaged beyond repair. Plenty of
secondary splinter damage, though.”

“We rein Combat Control, Abdulla. Seeif you can get ussomeair in here.”
“Yes gr. Well getright oniit.”

“Get meagenerd circuit.”

“You'reon, Mgor.”

“Attention! All crewvmembersand dl sations. ThisisMgor Stassel spesking. The admiral has been
killed. | am taking over command. | congratul ate each of you who have survived thusfar. Take heart
from the fact that we have come through the worst of it. Our ship is damaged, but appearsto be
repairable. | know you will al do your best in the coming hours. That isall.”

He switched off just as Brealet go with awhoop of joy. “I’ve got something,” shesaid. “I’'m passing it to
you now, Eric.”

Stassdl’ sworkscreen lit to show amagnified view of the probe. It was overexposed and blurry, and
tended to jump around quite abit. Nevertheless, it was apicture. So far, the probe seemed unharmed.



Stassd glanced at his chronometer and was surprised to note that it had only been five minutes since they
had been holed.

“Radar, can't you get some kind of beam on the line?’

“Coming up now, Sr. All | can giveyou isrange and speed, I'm afraid. Therest of my functionsare
down for the count.”

“Give mewhat you can. Throw it on the main screen.”
“Yes, gr.”

Markers showing the position and speed of the two surviving Pan-Africansimmediately appeared on the
large holoscreen. Aningtant later, Bernadotte and the probe were added. Thetactical situation did not
look good. The Pan-Africans speed had been their salvation once they had run the UN line. They had
aready closed to within ahundred thousand kilometers of the probe. They were less than five minutes
from successfully completing their misson.

“Missled”

“Here, Mgjor.”

“Areyou getting the radar output on your status screens?’

“Weregetting it.”

“Can you launch againg ether or both intruders?’

“Negative, gr. With their velocity, they went out of range for atail shot nearly two minutes ago.”
“Lasers?’

“Out of range, Sir.”

Stassel ground histeeth together in frusiration. He had commanded a ship for only five minutes, and was
aready facing hisfirg defeat. “ Get methe probe,” he ordered.

SURROGATE s projection flashed on the screen immediately.

“We couldn’t stop them,” Stassdl said.

SURROGATE nodded. “ So we observed. A vdiant effort, Mg or Stassel.”

“WEe ve been out of touch for the last three hundred seconds. What' s been going on?’

“The enemy ships have continued to refine their orbits. They are definitely on acollison course. We
surmise that they will launch missiles at any moment. Correction, theyhave launched their missiles’

On Combat Control’ s holoscreen, the two red dots that were the Pan-Africans began to spit out smaller
dots once again. They filled the sky with them. Stassel counted more than two dozen of the deadly little
fireflies before the unexpected happened.

One by one, thefireflies sarted to go out.

“The PROBE just turned bright violet!” Breareported from where she continued to nurse the long-range
telescope.



Stassel nodded. “ It susing its laser. Must be getting some energy spillage, causing a coronadischarge. |
wonder why it waited so long.”

Whatever the reason, the probe continued to pick off Pan-African missiles until there were no more.
Then it turned on their launching platforms. One second, two determined raiders were bearing down on it
at high speed. The next, the attackers were just two more clouds of expanding plasma.

“It destroyed them!” one of the detector operators screamed into his suit radio. “1t blew the grambly
bastards to hell and gone!”

StassH flinched at the pain in his ears and ordered the heckler to pipe down. He sank back into his seat
and breathed asigh of relief. He was dlill letting the tension drain away into a delicious languor when his
workscreen buzzed. He reached out to accept the call.

SURROGATE appeared on the screen.
“Youdidit,” Stassdl said quietly, al of hisenthusiasm long since evaporated.

“They are destroyed,” SURROGATE agreed. Stassel noted that the projection seemed more mechanical
than usud, asthough SURROGATE was putting less effort into it. “ However, the danger isfar from
over. PROBE has discovered the reason behind their strategy.”

“What doesit matter now? Two big clouds of cooling plasmacan't hurt us.”
“Perhaps the clouds cannot, but that which they contain can.”
“What?’

“Perhapsthe fault is mine. Because the attackers methods were unorthodox, PROBE set me to studying
various scenarios that made logica sensefor such astrategy. The problem proved difficult and the
solution took much longer that expected. Thefina analysis has just been completed. It appearsthat there
ismethod to the Pan-Africans’ madness.

“The ships are destroyed, but unfortunately,their [-masses are not.”

StasH fdt the same sick feding in the pit of his sscomach aswhenlrving Gottmann exploded-- a
deep-seated, debilitating dread. It was the unease that comes when one visits afriend on his deathbed.
The Pan-Africans had been smart after dl. They had carefully placed their ships on collision courseswith
the probe, refining their am al the way to the target. Presumably, their orders were to hold to course until
they observed the probe’ s destruction from missile attack. If, as had been the case, the attackers were
destroyed before they could strike out at the target, then six tiny points of infinitely dense matter would be
thelr avengers.

“Any chancethet the Sngularitieswill miss?’

“Itispossble, Mgor Stassdl, but not likely. They had severa daysin which to refine their orbits. We will
know shortly. PROBE cd culates that the moment of maximum danger will come thirty-seven seconds
from now.”

Stasse ordered the telescopic view of the probe displayed on the main holoscreen. Then he waited. The
communications circuits were silent except for breathing sounds. The men and women inBernadotte ’'s
Combat Control sat hypnotized as they watched the screen. There was no indication of where the Six
loose I-masses were, but it was not hard to imagine them converging ever closer to the three-quarters
dark image of the probe.



Then, just when Stassel was beginning to hope, the image burst with apoint of eye searing radiance. The
sudden novawas centered in the probe’ s control sphere as one or more singularities made adirect hit on
itstarget. Asthe bal of radiance grew larger, it seemed to engulf the entire front haf of the probe. The
spark burned for perhaps thirty seconds, and then began to die dowly away.

Stassel stabbed out. “ Communications, get me the probe.”
After afifteen second pause, a somber voice came over the circuit. “Doesn’t answer, Mgor.”

“Dammn!” Stassdl said, putting dl of hisfrustration and anger into that single syllable. He wanted to put his
fist through the screen, obliterating the sight of the hulk that had once had been mankind' sfirst visitor
from another star. Then hisanger gave way to shame. Sick horror boiled up inside him until he wanted to
rip off his suit and double over from the pain of it. He wretched and nearly lost the contents of his
stomach asthefull impact of the probe’ s destruction struck him.

The Makers had dared to challenge the stars. They had constructed their machine with loving care and
st it on acourse into the deep black. For ten thousand years, their servant had searched the skiesfor
some sign of intelligence. It had found it, and having braved the rigors of interstellar space, had chanced
the charity of human beings. Now, only 16 days after its arrival among the naked apes of Planet Earth,
that ancient wonder lay dead at the hands of assassns.

Somewhere, someone wept. Stassel wasnot at al surethat it wasn't him.

It was another twenty hours beforeBer nadotte managed to limp back to the rendezvous point. The
ship’s new commanding officer, awake for nearly two days straight, finally alowed himsdlf to relinquish
the bridge for afew hoursjust before the flagship returned to the gathering fleet.

Thelast thing he remembered was Brea Gallagher crooning softly to him as she rubbed histired
shoulders through his rumpled shipsuit. Some unknown time later, he was roughly shaken awake by Ellie
Crocker.

“It' stime, Mgor.”

He opened his eyes and groaned. His mouth felt like someone had played field hockey init, and his nasal
passages and throat were raspy from the vast quantities of pure oxygen he had breathed whilein his
vacsuit. He sat up and rubbed at two sandpapery eyes.

“How long did | deep, Lieutenant?’
“Threehours, gr.”
“Anything to report?

“WEe Il be back at the rendezvous point in fifteen minutes. Brea Gallagher has been on theradio for the
last hour, talking to Professor Roquette about salvaging what we can from the probe. She called me on
the bridge a couple of minutes ago and asked me to wake you. She wants you to meet her in Combat
Control. She sounded excited.”

Stassd |eaned over to zip up his shipboots. It was only then that he noted the feding of weight around
him.Ber nadotte was under power, but only barely so. He took the time to splash his face with cold
water before accompanying Ellie Crocker.

Hefound Brea Gallagher speaking animatedly into aworkscreen. Henri Roquette’ s features were on the
face of the screen. From the background view, Stassel could see that he was aboardConcordat.



“What' sthe matter?’ he asked, pushing hisface into the pickup’ sfield of view.
“SURROGATE'sdivel” Roquette exclaimed.
“Impossible,” he whispered hoarsely. “Y ou saw the explosion.”

“I"ve spoken to him! The main personditywas destroyed, but SURROGATE is housed at the end of one
of those long instrumentation booms. Apparently, he was far enough away from where the I-mass struck
to comethroughiit. | have asked him about the Maker Library. Much of it survived aswell. Wait a
moment ... | have just announced your arrival. SURROGATE wantsto talk to you.”

Stasd swallowed hard and sat down at one of the workscreens. “Patch mein.”

When it came, the familiar voice was much more mechanica than it had ever been before. “1 am here,
Magor Stassdl.”

“Areyoudl right?’
“I am unharmed.”
“A goddamned miracle!” Stassel muttered.

“I will agreethat my surviva was highly improbable,” SURROGATE said. “However, that iswhat | wish
to speak to you about. Y ou must order your ships away from this spot.”

“Why?

“I am preparing to overload my power sources. The resulting explosion will be extremely violent. Y our
ships could be damaged.”

“| don’t understand.”
“I am planning suicide.”
“But why?’

“That is obvious. With PROBE destroyed, thereisno way to contact the FTL civilization. Without FTL,
Maker society must inevitably collgpse. | am amachine whose only purposeisto search for that whichis
now unobtainable. Can you comprehend the intensity of my despair?’

Stassdl thought back to his own pain in those first few moments after the probe was destroyed. “|
understand better than you think.”

“Then you must know that the knowledge of my falure could very well unbalance me. | could go insane,
especially with the sensory deprivation that the destruction of PROBE now forces meto endure. It is best
that | destroy mysdlf whilel ill have control.”

“Could you retain your sanity if your misson weren't afalure?’
“The question is hypothetical and to no purpose.”
“Just answer me.”

“Yes, if there were some method of avoiding failure, I could maintain my equilibrium. | fail to seethe
purposeinthis. The questisat an end. | havefailed utterly and completely.”



“You haven't. Thereis till achance.”

“Thereisno chance”

“There sadways achance whileyou' re dive. The only permanent failureisin death.”
“A sentiment that does not stand up well under anadlysis,” SURROGATE replied.

To StassH’s ear, it seemed as though the probe’ s resolve to end its existence was weakening. He
wondered briefly how much faith to place in SURROGATE' s anthropomorphic qudities. True, he had
always reacted like aman in the past, but that could be mere veneer. How does one read emotion in the
voice of an aien machine? With no good answer to the question, there was nothing to do but treat
SURROGATE as he would ahuman being, and hope it worked.

“Look, | can understand your feglings. Y ou have lost PROBE. It'saheavy blow. However, | have lost
friends, too. Admird Liu isdead dong with fifty members of this crew and al those poor devils aboard
Gottmann. Every sngle one of those people was afriend of mine.

“You grieve, SURROGATE, but you go on. Y ou are damaged. So teach us what we need to know and
we will repair you. Y ou can gill complete the misson.”

“Impossible” SURROGATE sad.

“Why?

“Thelevd of ill involved would be severa orders of magnitude grester than that required in an
overhaul. Y ou would not be ableto do it in athousand years.”

“I'll bet we could. But what if it did take athousand years? That isn't so long for alife probeisit? You
arethe Makers only hope. If you destroy yoursdlf, you are condemning them to death.”

“They are dready condemned. Even if humanity had the skills, it would be for naught.”

Stasse decided to switch tactics and let ahint of mirth dip into hisvoice. He was like a policeman
balanced on atenth story ledge with a potentia jumper. One dip and they were both over the edge.

“Come on now. Y ou are being stubborn. It's possible. Admit it!”

“Itisimpossible, Mgor. PROBE kept al knowledge of the Makersin aspecid memory bank as
insurance againgt inadvertent disclosure during discussions with you humans. That memory was part of
the circuitry that was destroyed.”

“I don’'t understand,” Stassdl said, heart thumping and afraid that he understood dl too well.

SURROGATE sreply was as close to hysterical as Stassel had ever heard him get. “Don’t you see?l do
not know where to find the Maker planet. I could no more direct an FTL starship there than you
could.”

Stassd consdered SURROGATE' sdilemmafurioudy. At first glance, it looked like the end of the road.
Then a possible solution popped into his brain. It was such an outrageous idea that he had to mull it over
for savera seconds before hetrusted it to hisvocal cords. Findly, with an enthusiasm that semmed from
desperation, he broke hisslence:

“By God, you don’t have to know.We'll find them for you!”



Stassel had gotten used to SURROGATE' slightning-like responses. Thus, when the probe did not
answer for nearly half a second, it was a significant datum, proof that his arguments were beginning to
have an effect -- he hoped.

“Please explain yoursdf.”

“It sample, redly,” Stassdl said, aware that it would be neither smple nor easy, but rather the hardest
thing the human race had ever attempted. “Y ou’ re probably right about our not being ableto repair the
damage. So, weforget that. Y ou teach usthe Maker art of shipbuilding and wewill build aship of our
own. We humans will launch the expedition to Procyon. We Il obtain the secret of faster-than-light travel,
we' ll build afleet of starships, and we' ll go off in search of the Makers oursaves”

“Y ou could not find them. The gdlaxy ismuch too large.

“Sure we could -- eventualy. We know the direction and the gpproximate distance. That probably
narrows the choices down to no more than a thousand stars. With a thousand ships doing the searching,
we could find them in ayear or two. Hell, it wouldn’t be long before we possessed the capability to
search the whole damned galaxy if we had to.”

SURROGATE was unconvinced. “ An exciting plan, but unworkable. Y ou humans are incgpable of
sustaining such an effort for the time necessary. Once you have the Maker knowledge, you will give up
the expedition to Procyon.”

“Nonsense!” avoice said from close beside Stassel’ sear. He turned to find that a crowd had gathered
to watch the debate. Brea Gallagher was leaning forward, with her face beside his. It was she who had

spoken.

“Remember what you told the committee during our first meeting?’ Brea asked. She considered what she
had just said, and then gave out with ashort, nervous laugh. “ Silly question. Y ou are a computer, so how
could you forget? Y ou told us that we need FTL every bit as much asthe Makers do. And you were
right! Y ou have seen our intramura squabbles. Do you think the Pan-African attack on you isuniquein
our higtory?

“Y ou can be sure that we' Il mount that expedition to Procyon, SURROGATE. Oh, we will not do it out
of loydlty, or in afit of repentance, or anything like that. We will do it because we haven't any choice. If
we stay in this one system, we will surely destroy oursaves.”

“And after you have obtained the secret? Would you truly go in search of the Makers?’

Stas hit hislip. The one flaw in his plan was that future generations might not see things hisway. Once
humankind had FTL, they could very well rationaize away their promise to the probe. Then he saw that
there was a smple solution to this problem, too.

“What you are saying, SURROGATE, isthat you can't trust us to keep our word. | couldn’t agree more.
However, thereredly isn't any need for trust to enter into thisbargain. Y ou can be there to see that we
uphold our end if you like.”

“How? SURROGATE asked.

“WEe |l trace down the box that contains your circuitry and transfer it to our starship. Y ou can go adong on
thetrip asthe Makers agent. Y ou will provide us with basic knowledge, both to build the ship and
afterwards. That givesyou leverage over us. At the first sgn that we plan to commit breach-of-contract,
you refuse to answer any more questions.”



Thistimethe pause was longer. SURROGATE said nothing for nearly five seconds. When he did spesk,
it waswith great care. “ An interesting idea, Mg or Stassel. However, | will haveto consider it very
carefully before making my decison.”

“Why?1t will work.”

“Yes, | beieveit will. A preiminary andyss, gives an estimated 80% probability of successfor any
Procyon expedition on which | am an advisor. However, thereis one factor that may override al others,
aproblem that may yet spell the doom of my misson.”

“Whichis?

There was another long pause. “1 do not wish to give offense, Mgor Stassdl. | like you humans. | cannot
help mysdlf, for PROBE made me one of you. | find learning new things about my adopted speciesto be
an endless source of entertainment. If not for my responsbilitiesto the Makers, | would happily spend
eternity here, tryingtolearn al | can about you fascinating creatures.

“However, | am dso aware that human beings are complex, carnivorous animals. Y ou are descended
from amillion generations of hunters, and have devel oped aggresson to theleve of high art. Thereare
many warlike speciesin the gaaxy, but none with your capacity for unlimited conflict. Eventhough | am
grateful to one group of humansfor protecting me, | cannot forget that it was another group who nearly
destroyed me. To be honest, your race could be afar greater danger to the Makers than the lack of a

fagter-than-light capability.

“For that reason, | must consider whether | dare unleashHomo sapiens Terra on an unsuspecting
Gdaxy.”

EPILOGUE:PATHFINDER

“ ... Thus didPethfinder Irise Phoenix-like from the ashes of Life Probe 53935. Bigger, better,
faster than the alien machine from which it springs, Pathfinderis not so much a spaceship asan
entire city poised on the edge of the interstellar void. It is mankind’ s mightiest monument, and a
living testimony to the dogged determination of a few visionaries. It is concrete evidence of what
the race can accomplish when faced with a worthy challenge. Perhaps most important of all, itis
mankind’ s penitence for the shameful act carried out by a few desperate men that terrible night
thirty years ago. For in constructing the great ship that will carry the Procyon Expedition to its
rendezvous with destiny, humanity has redeemed itself. When men and women of Planet Earth
finally come face to face with other intelligent beings out among the stars, they will do so proudly,
with heads held firmly erect. As the Secretary-General of the United Nations recently stated:

“We go out to the stars seeking neither advantage nor dominance. We will not be masters, nor
shall we be daves. We will be proud, but not vain. For, with this ship we have finally expunged
the sin of fratricide from our souls.

“When United Nations Exploration Vessel Pathfinder | finally dips the invisible chains of Sal, it
will forever strike the shackles from all who remain behind.

“ God Speed, Pathfinder!”



--Excerpt from*“ Prelude to Pathfinder: An Official History.”
#

Eric Stassd st at his desk and gazed at the gpparition that hung in midair over his communications
projector. He had done little else for the last hour. Even though he had seen the ship whose hologram
hung before him go together bolt by bolt, beam by beam; it was till hisfavorite view.

Pathfinder did not look like a starship -- and, of course, she wasn't. Not atrue starship, anyway. She
waswhat SURROGATE cdled adowboat, amulti-generation craft. Theinitid complement of
crewmembers would number some ten thousand souls. By the time she pulled into the Procyon system,
however, the population would be closer to fifty thousand. For, should the Procyonian planets not be the
gteof an FTL civilization, the men and women of Pathfinder would endeavor to plant the seeds of
humen avilization.

If humanity’ s starship looked very little like the deek FTL craft of the holomovies, she bore even less
resemblance to the life probe from which she sprang. Pathfinder was aflattened ring, with living quarters
housed in atorus some 1000 metersin diameter by five hundred meterslong. The habitation ring was
twenty decksthick in places and spun on its axisto generate Earth-normal gravity at the outer hull. Ship's
propulsion was housed in along cylinder that protruded through the empty space in the center of the
habitation ring at the axis of rotation.

Pathfinder was unlike the probe in another way. Her powerplant was significantly improved over that of
her predecessor. She would accelerate out of the solar system as a conventionally powered spacecraft,
much as the probe had once accelerated away from the Maker sun. Once at 5% of lightspeed, however,
Pathfinder would change from fusion rocket to Bussard ramjet. Powerful forcefieldswould spring into
being and begin funneling interstellar hydrogen to the engines for fuel and to holding tanksto replenish
expended fuel stocks. For, unlike the probe, Pathfinder wasintended to arrive at its destination with
aufficient reaction massto dow itsflight without jettisoning its I-mass.

Stassd stared at his ship asthough from a great height and remembered that long ago day when Henri
Roquette had first suggested a Bussard ramjet as the best design for the starship.

“Y ou must have dipped adecima point,” he had said, chuckling.

“Why?’ Roquette asked, puzzled.

“You'vegot usarriving only 87 years after launch.”

gy

“So, if thisramjet thing were feasible, the Makerswould have built it into their probes.”
“Not necessarily.”

“Huh?’

“Let meexplain,” Roquette had said. “ The Makers have been spewing out life probesin dl directionsfor
thousands of years. It scemsto me that the speed with which each probes returnsis not a significant
factor. There are so many en route at any given time, there must be a continuous stream of returnees
laden with cargoes of knowledge.



“No, their design congtraints were smplicity and rdliability, not speed. They must have decided early on
to maximize their return on investment; building more probes rather than bigger ones. Each unit isdower
than isfeasible, but in the aggregate, the Makers obtain amaximum of scientific datain the shortest time.”

It had taken two years of hard work to prove that Roquette was correct in hisanalysis. Stassel only
regretted that the gentle Frenchman had not lived to see his handiwork compl eted.

Then there were dl the others, the men and women who had given their livesfor the dream of breaking
freeto the stars. Stassdl ticked them off in his memory. The explosion of August 2068. Something had
gonewrong in one of the early tests of aMaker forcefidd. Thirty-five scientists, engineers, and
technicians were found dead in the wreckage of the research satellite.

There had been the UN debate of March 2074 when the new North American administration had
attempted to raidPathfinder *sfunding in the Generd Assembly. Agusta Meriweather had besten them
back in avirtuoso performance of parliamentary maneuvering that spanned three grueling days. An hour
after winning the vote, she had collapsed from amassve cerebral hemorrhage.

There had been thefire of December 2079. It had broken out in one of the congtruction satellites where
volatile bonding agents were stored under pressure. Don Bailey, who had stayed on as congtruction
foreman, went in through the airlock to rescue ten workerstrapped insde. No one came out dive.

Over the years, there had been two-hundred-and-three other men and women who had given their lives
to the Project. Each name was now enshrined in aRoll of Honor inscribed on the keel of the ship they
had dl helped build.

Individual humans may die, but the race goes on forever .

Stassel wasjolted from hisreverie by the begping of hisintercom. He reached out and keyed for
acceptance. A life size hologram of abuxom young woman in the green-and-white of Pethfinder
Technicd Staff solidified over his desk.

“Y ou asked to be aerted when the Secretary-Genera checked in, Commodore. They just reported the
outer marker. ETA: Fifteen minutes”

“Thanksfor the warning, Marilee. Please notify Captain Albright and get the honor guard to the Hangar
Bw.”

“Already there, Sir.
“What about my wife?’
“She' ssigned out to the Observatory on Gamma Deck.”

“Where else?’ Stassel asked with asigh. “ Probably berating the poor techs about scope force-field
cdibration again. Please ask her to join me on the Hangar Deck in ten minutes.”

“Y$, s'r..u
“That'sall. | will be up shortly. Stassdl out.”
“Bridge out.”

The young woman' simage was gone as quickly asit came. Stassal reached out and keyed in aten-digit
code. Thistime he found himsdf looking into the eyes of agrandfather type with a confident smileand a



resonant voice.
“They’'rehere)” Stassdl said.

SURROGATE nodded. “I have been monitoring your communications. It isagreat day for humans,
Eric”

“It'sagreat day for everyone. I'm sure the Makers would be pleased if they knew.”
“| suspect they would.”
“You'll be monitoring the christening ceremony, of course.

“Of course, old friend. As gtipulated by the contract, | will turn over control of all data banks at
ceremony’send.”

Stassdl nodded, but said nothing. Instead, he contented himsdlf to stare into the false features of the dien
computer that had been his partner in crime for these many years. In many ways, Stassel was closer to
SURROGATE than to any human being -- with the possible exception of Brea, hiswife. He luxuriated in
the camaraderie of hisold friend, savoring the moment while it lasted.

“Wall, I’ d best be getting to the ceremony. Wouldn’'t do to keep the S-G waiting, would it?’
“No, it would not,” SURROGATE agreed before breaking the connection.

Eric Stassdl, commander in chief of Earth’sonly starship, got to hisfeet and moved to the door of his
office. The door withdrew slently into the wall as he gpproached. He stopped and turned. The intercom
had once again switched back to standby. The exterior view of the ship hung over his desk once more.
He watched the great whed rotate dowly past the camera, his heart thumping in his chest cavity.

The ship wasfinaly done, the work of alifetime completed.

He turned and strode briskly toward the lift that would take him to the Hangar Bay and the christening
ceremonies. As herounded a corner, he came upon asmal knot of children ranging in agefrom six to
twelve. They were clustered around one of their number who was carefully spraying thewall with a

paint-pen.

Stasse stopped and cleared histhroat. The effect was explosive. Eight heads snapped as one, eight
complexions suddenly turned severd shadeslighter. Onelittle voice muttered, “ Jesus, it’ sthe
Commodore!”

He put on hismogt stern expression and let his voice drop an octave. “What are you children doing
here?’

“N-n-nothing, sir!” the apparent ringleader, agangly girl of ten or so, said.
“It doesn't look like *nothing’ to me. Stand aside and let me see.”

Thelittle clump of children dowly shuffled asde. He had caught them red-handed painting graffiti on the
corridor wall, an offense punishable by severa hoursin the cow barns on the wrong end of ashovel.
Their subject matter was a saying made popular by the news media:

“Procyon or bugt!”



Stasse repressed a smile and turned to the children. “1 won't report you thistime, but | don’t want to
hear of thisagain. Thisis our home, and we will not stand to have people messit up. Isthat clear?’

There was a sudden chorus of “Y es, Commodore. We' re sorry.”
“Now scoot. | want this cleaned up first thing tomorrow morning. Understood?”
“Y es, Commodore.”

Stassal was chuckling to himself when he arrived in the hangar bay just as the Secretary-Generd’ s ship
was pulled in through the air curtain by two docking beams.

“What' s the matter with you?’ hiswife asked when she saw him.
Hetold her about the paint party in the corridor and the message they had chosen to decorate the ship.
13 &?!

“So, not ten minutes ago | wasfeding very sdlf satisfied. Infact, | think | may have strained a shoulder
while patting myself on the back.”

“Y ou've completedPathfinder ,” Breasaid. “Y ou’'ve aright to be smug.”
Stasse nodded. ““ Thework of alifetime,’” he said, quoting himsdlf.
“Of course”

“Wrong. That's old-person-typethinking.” He gestured at the distant meta walls around him. “Those
kidswereright, you know. Thisis not the important thing. Pathfinder isn't an end unto itsdlf, but a
means”

“| fal to seethediginction,” Breasaid.

“Thejourney, that' simportant. We are going to the stars! We haven't finished our lifeé swork. Far from
it.

“We veonly just begun!”

TheEnd
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When the supergiant star Antares exploded in 2512, the human colony on Altafound their pathway to
the stars gone, isolating them from the rest of human space for more than a century. Then one day, a
powerful warship materidized in the system without warning. Alarmed by the sudden appearance of such
abehemoth, the commanders of the Altan Space Navy dispatched one of their most powerful shipsto
investigate. What ASNS Discovery findswhen they finaly catch the intruder is a battered hulk manned
by adead crew.

That isdisturbing newsfor the Altans. For the dead battleship could easily have defeated the whole of the
Altan navy. If it could find Alta, then so could whomever it wasthat best it. Something must be done...



4. Antares Passage - US$4.50

After more than a century of isolation, the paths between stars are again open and the people of Altain
contact with their sster colony on Sandar. The opening of the foldlines has not been the unmixed blessing
the Altans had supposed, however.

For the reestablishment of interstellar travel has brought with it news of the Ry, an alien race whose
god isthe extermination of humanity. If they areto avoid defeet at the hands of the dliens, Altamust seek
out the military might of Earth. However, to reach Earth requiresthem to diveinto the heart of a
supernova.

5. AntaresVictory - Coming, 2000

The long-awaited conclusion of the Antares Serieswill be available on Sci Fi-Arizonain the summer of
2000. Watch for it!

6. Thunderstrike! - US$6.00

The new comet found near Jupiter was an incredible treasure trove of water ice and rock. Immediately,
the water-starved L una Republic and the Sierra Corporation, aleader in asteroid mining, were
sguabbling over rightsto the new resource. However, al thoughts of profit and fame were abandoned
when a scientific expedition discovered that the comet’ strgectory placed it on acollison course with
Eath!

As scientists struggled to find away to ater the comet’ s course, world leaderstried desperately to
restrain mass panic, and two lovers quarreled over the direction the comet wasto take, dl Earth waited
to seeif humanity had any futureat dl...

7. The Clouds of Saturn - US$4.50

When the sun flared out of control and boiled Earth's oceans, humanity took refuge in a place that few
would have predicted. In the greatest migration in history, the entire human race took up residence
among the towering clouds and deep clear-air canyons of Saturn's upper atmosphere. Having survived
thetraitor star, they returned to the al-too-human tradition of internecine strife. The new city-states of
Saturn began to resemble those of ancient Greece, with one group of cities taking on the role of



militarigtic Sparta... \

8. The Sails of Tau Ceti - US$4.50

Sarhopper was humanity'sfirs interstellar probe. 1t was designed to search for intelligent life beyond the
solar system. Before it could be launched, however, intdligent life found Earth. The discovery of andien
light sail inbound &t the edge of the solar system generated considerable excitement in scientific circles.
With the interstellar probe nearing completion, it gave scientists the opportunity to launch an expedition to
meet the dienswhile they were till in space. The second surprise came whenStarhopper's crew

boarded the dien craft. They found beingsthat, despite their alien physiques, were surprisingly
compatible with humans. That two species so smilar could have evolved amere twelve light yearsfrom
one another seemed too coincidenta to be true.

One human being soon discovered that coincidence had nothing to do withit ...

9. GIBRALTAR EARTH - Firgt Timein Print -- $6.00

It isthe 24th Century and humanity isjust gaining atoehold out among the stars. Stellar Survey Starship
Magellan is exploring the New Eden system when they encounter two aien spacecraft. When the
encounter isover, the scoreis one human scout ship and one dien aggressor destroyed. 1n exploring the
wreck of the second aien ship, spacers discover asurvivor with afantastic story.

The dien comesfrom amillion-star Galactic Empire ruled over by amysterious race known asthe Broa.
These overlords are the magters of this region of the gaaxy and they dlow no competitors. This news
presents Earth’ srulers with aproblem. Asyet, the Broaareignorant of humanity’ s existence. Doesthe
human race retreat to its one small world, quaking in fear that the Broawill eventually discover Earth? Or
do they take a more aggressive approach?

Whatever they do, they must do it quickly! Timeisrunning out for the human race...

10. Gridlock and Other Stories- US$4.50

Wherewould you vist if you invented atime machine, but could not steer it? What if you went out for a
six-pack of beer and never came back? If you think nuclear power is dangerous, you should try black
holes as an energy source -- or even scarier, solar energy! Vist the many worlds of Michael McCollum.
| guarantee that you will be surprised!

Non-Fiction Books

11. The Art of Writing, Volumel - US$10.00



Have you missed any of the articlesin the Art of Writing Series? No problem. Thefirst sixteen articles
(October, 1996-December, 1997) have been collected into a book-length work of more than 72,000
words. Now you can learn about character, conflict, plot, pacing, dialogue, and the business of writing,
al in one documen.

12. The Art of Writing, Volumel - US$10.00

This collection coversthe Art of Writing articles published during 1998. The book is 62,000 wordsin
length and builds on the foundation of knowledge provided by Volume | of this popular series.

13. The Art of Science Fiction, Volume| - US$10.00

Have you missed any of the articlesin the Art of Science Fiction Series? No problem. The first Sixteen
articles (October, 1996-December, 1997) have been collected into a book-length work of more than
70,000 words. Learn about science fiction techniques and technologies, including starships, time
machines, and rocket propulsion. Tour the Solar System and learn astronomy from the sciencefiction
writer’ sviewpoint. We don’t care where the stars appear in the terrestrial sky. We want to know their
true pogitionsin space. If you are planning to write an interstellar romance, brushing up on your
astronomy may be just what you need.

14. The Art of Science Fiction, Volumell - US$10.00

This collection coverstheArt of Science Fiction articles published during 1998. The book is 67,000
wordsin length and builds on the foundation of knowledge provided by Volume of this popular series.

15. The Astrogator’sHandbook - Expanded Edition

The Astrogator’ s Handbook has been very popular on Sci Fi - Arizona. The handbook has star maps
that show science fiction writers where the stars are located in space rather than where they are located
in Earth’ s sky. Because of the popularity, we are expanding the handbook to show ninetimes as much
gpace and more than ten times as many stars. The expanded handbook includes the positions of 3500
gars as viewed from Polaris on 63 maps. This handbook isauseful resource for every sciencefiction
writer and will apped to anyone with an interest in astronomy.



