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The Royd Ontario Museum redly exidts, and, of course, it has a red director, red
curators, red security guards, and so on. However, dl the characters in this novd are
entirdy the product of my imagination: none of them are meant to bear any resemblance
to the actud people who currently hold or in the past have held positions a the ROM or
any other musaum.

COMPLETE FOSSIL SKELETONS ARE RARELY FOUND. IT IS PERMISSIBLE
TO FILL IN MISSING PIECES USING THE RECONSTRUCTIONIST'S BEST
GUESSES, BUT, EXCEPT FOR DISPLAY MOUNTS, ONE MUST CLEARLY
DISTINGUISH THOSE PARTS THAT ARE ACTUAL FOSSILIZED MATERIAL
FROM THOSE THAT ARE CONJECTURE. ONLY THE AUTHENTIC FOSSILS
ARE TRUE FIRST-PERSON TESTIMONY OF THE PAST; IN CONTRAST, THE
RECONSTRUCTIONIST'S CONTRIBUTIONS ARE SOMETHING AKIN TO
THIRD-PERSON NARRATION.

—Thomas D. Jericho, Ph.D., in his introduction to Handbook of
Pdeontologica Restoration (Danilova and Tamasaki, editors)

| know, | know—it seemed crazy that the dien had come to Toronto. Sure, the
aty is popular with tourigts, but you'd think a being from another world would head for
the United Nations—or maybe to Washington. Didn't Klaatu go to Washington in
Robert Wise's movie The Day the Earth Stood Sill?



Of course, one might aso think it's crazy that the same director who did West
Sde Story would have made a good sciencefiction flick. Actudly, now that | think
about it, Wise directed three SF films, each more stolid than its predecessor.

But | digress. | do that alot lady—you'll have to forgive me. And, no, I'm not
going senile; I'm only fifty-four, for God' s sake. But the pain sometimes makes it hard to
concentrate.

| was taking about the dien.

And why he came to Toronto.

It happened likethis. . .

The dien's shuttle landed out front of what used to be the McLaughlin
Panetarium, which isright next door to the Royd Ontario Museum, where | work. | say
it used to be the planetarium because Mike Harris, Ontario’s tightfisted premier, cut the
funding to the plangtarium. He figured Canadian kids didn't have to know about
space—a red forward-thinking type, Harris. After he closed the planetarium, the building
was rented out for a commercid Sar Trek exhibit, with a mockup of the classic bridge
St indde what had been the star theater. As much as | like Star Trek, | can't think of a
sadder comment on Canadian educationd priorities. A variety of other private-sector
concerns had subsequently rented the space, but it was currently empty.

Actudly, dthough it was perhaps reasonable for an dien to vist a planetarium, it
turned out he redly wanted to go to the museum. A good thing, too: imagine how slly
Canada would have looked if fird contact were made on our soil, but when the
extraterrestrial ambassador knocked on the door, no one was home. The planetarium,
with its white dome like a giant igloo, is set wel back from the street, so there's a big
concrete areain front of it—perfect, gpparently, for landing a amdl shuttle.

Now, | didn't see the landing firsthand, even though | was right next door. But
four people—three tourists and a locd—did get it on video, and you could catch it
endedy on TV around the world for days afterward. The ship was a narrow wedge,
like the dice of cake someone takes when they're pretending to be on a diet. It was solid
black, had no visble exhaust, and had dropped slently from the sky.

The vessdl was maybe thirty feet long. (Yesh, | know, | know—Canada's a
metric country, but 1 was born in 1946. | don't think anyone of my generation—even a
stientig, like me—ever became comfortable with the metric system; I'll try to do better,
though.) Rather than being covered with robot puke, like just about every spaceship in
every movie snce Star Wars, the landing craft’s hull was completdly smooth. No sooner
had the ship set down than a door opened in its Sde. The door was rectangular, but
wider then it was tdl. And it opened by diding up—an immediae due that the occupant
probably wasn't human; humans rarely make doors like that because of our vulnerable
heads.

Seconds later, out came the dien. It looked like a giant, golden-brown spider,
with a sphericd body about the Sze of a large beach bal and legs that splayed out in dl
directions.

A blue Ford Taurus rear-ended a maroon Mercedes-Benz out front of the
planetarium as thair drivers gawked a the spectacle. Many people were waking by, but
they seemed more dumbfounded than terrified—athough a few did run down the dairs
into Museum subway gation, which has two exitsin front of the planetarium.

The giant spider walked the short distance to the museum; the planetarium had
been a divison of the ROM, and so the two buildings are joined by an eevated wakway
between thar second floors, but an dley separates them at street level. The musaum was
erected in 1914, long before anyone thought about accessibility issues. There were nine



wide steps leading up to the 9x main glass doors;, a whedchar ramp had been added
only much later. The dien stopped for a moment, apparently trying to decide which
method to use. It settled on the gtairs; the ralings on the ramp were a bit close together,
given the way its legs stuck out.

At the top of the stairs, the dien was again briefly flummoxed. It probably lived in
atypicd sci-fi world, full of doors that did aside automaticaly. It was now facing the row
of exterior glass doors, they pull open, usng tubular handles, but he didn't seem to
comprehend that. But within seconds of hisarriva, akid came out, oblivious to what was
going on &t fird, but letting out a sartled yelp when he saw the extraterrestrid. The dien
cadmly caught the open door with one of its limbs—it used 9x of them for waking, and
two adjacent ones as ams—and managed to squeeze through into the vedtibule. A
second wadl of glass doors faced him a short distance aheed; this air-lock-like gap helped
the museum control its interior temperature. Now savwwy in the ways of terrestrid doors,
the dien pulled one of the inner ones open and then scuttled into the Rotunda, the
museum’s large, octagona lobby; it was such a symbal of the ROM that our quarterly
members megazine was cdled Rotunda inits honor.

On the left Sde of the Rotunda was the Garfidd Weston Exhibition Hall, used for
specid displays, it currently housed the Burgess Shde show I'd helped put together. The
world's two best collections of Burgess Shae fossls were here a the ROM and at the
Smithsonian; neither inditution normaly had them out for the public to see, though. I'd
aranged for a temporary pooling of both collections to be exhibited firg here, then in
Washington.

The wing of the museum to the right of the Rotunda used to contain our late,
lamented Geology Gdlery, but it now held gift shops and a Druxy’s deli—one of many
sacrifices the ROM had made under Chrigtine Dorati’s adminidration to becoming an
“dtraction.”

Anyway, the cresture moved quickly to the far Sde of the Rotunda, in between
the admissions desk and the membership-services counter. Now, | didn't see this part
firghand, ether, but the whole thing was recorded by a security camera, which is good
because no one would have bdieved it otherwise. The dien sdled up to the
blue-blazered security office—Raghubir, a grizzled but genid Sikh who'd been with the
ROM foreve—and said, in perfect English, “Excuse me. | would like to see a
paeontologist.”

Raghubir's brown eyes went wide, but he quickly relaxed. He later sad he
figured it was a joke. Lots of movies are made in Toronto, and, for some reason, an
enormous number of sciencefiction TV series, induding over the years such fare as
Gene Roddenberry’s Earth: Final Conflict, Ray Bradbury Theater, and the revived
Twilight Zone. He assumed this was some guy in costume or an animatronic prop.
“What kind of paleontologist?’ he said, deadpan, going dong with the bit.

The dien's gpherical torso bobbed once. “A pleasant one, | suppose.”

On the video, you can see old Raghubir trying without complete success to
suppress agrin. “1 mean, do you want an invertebrate or a vertebrate?’

“Arenot dl your paleontologists humans?” asked the dien. He had a strange way
of talking, but I'll get to that. “Would they not therefore dl be vertebrates?’

| swear to God, thisisdl on tape.

“Of course, they're dl human,” said Raghubir. A andl crowd of vistors had
gathered, and dthough the camera didn’'t show it, apparently a number of people were
looking down onto the Rotunda' s polished marble floor from the indoor balconies one
levd up. “But some specidize in vertebrate fossls and somein invertebrates.”

“Oh,” sad the dien. “An atificid digtinction, it seems to me. Either will do.”

Raghubir lifted a telephone handset and dided my extenson. Over in the



Curatorid Centre, hidden behind the gppdling new Inco Limited Gdley of Earth
Sciences—the quintessentia expression of Chriging's vison for the ROM—I picked up
my phone. “Jericho,” | said.

“Dr. Jeicho,” sad Raghubir's voice, with its didinctive accent, “ther€'s
somebody here to see you.”

Now, getting to see a paeontologist igT't like getting to see the CEO of a
Fortune 500; sure, wed rather you made an appointment, but we are avil
servants—we work for the taxpayers. Sill: “Who isit?’

Raghubir paused. “I think you'll want to come and see for yoursdf, Dr. Jericho.”

Wedl, the Trotdon skull that Phil Currie had sent over from the Tyrrdl had
waited patiently for seventy million years; it could wait alittle longer. “I'll be right there.” |
left my office and made my way down the eevator, past the Inco Galery—God, how |
hate that thing, with its insulting cartoon murds, giant fake volcano, and trembling
floors—through the Currdly Gdlery, out into the Rotunda, and—

And—

Jesus.

Jesus Chrigt.

| stopped dead inmy tracks.

Raghubir might not know the difference between red flesh and blood and a
rubber suit, but | do. The thing now standing patiently next to the admissons desk was,
without doubt, an authentic biologicd entity. There was no question in my mind
whatsoever. It was a lifeform—

And—

And | had studied life on Earth snce its beginnings, deep in the Precambrian. I'd
often seen fossils that represented new species or new genera, but I'd never seen any
large-scde animd that represented a whole new phylum.

Until now.

The creature was absolutely alifeform, and, just as absolutdly, it had not evolved
on Earth.

| said erlier that it looked like a big spider; that was the way the people on the
sdewdk had firgt described it. But it was more complex than that. Despite the superficid
resemblance to an arachnid, the dien apparently had an internd skeleton. Its limbs were
covered with bubbly skin over bulging muscle; these weren't the pindly exoskeleta legs
of an arthropod.

But every modern Eathly vertebrate has four limbs (or, as with snakes and
whaes, had evolved from a creature that did), and each limb terminates in no more than
fivedigits. Thisbeing’'s ancestors had dearly arisen in another ocean, on another world: it
hed eight limbs, arranged radidly around a centra body, and two of the eght had
gpecidized to serve as hands, ending in Sx triple-joined fingers.

My heart was pounding and | was having trouble breething.

An alien.

And, without doubt, an intelligent dien. The creature’'s sphericd body was
hidden by clothing—what seemed to be asnglelong strip of bright blue fabric, wrapped
repeetedly around the torso, each winding of it going between two different limbs
dlowing the extremities to stick out. The cloth was fastened between the aams by a
jewded disk. I've never liked wearing neckties, but I'd grown used to tying them and
could now do so without looking in a mirror (which was just as wel, these days); the
dien probably found donning the cloth no more difficult each morning.

Also projecting from gaps in the doth were two narrow tentacles that ended in
what might be eyes—iridescent bals, each covered by what looked to be a hard,
cyddline coating. These stalks weaved dowly back and forth, moving closer together,



then farther apart. | wondered what the creature’ s depth perception might be like without
afixed distance between its two eyebdls.

The dien didn't seem the least bit darmed by the presence of me or the other
people in the Rotunda, dthough its torso was bobbing up and down dightly in whet |
hoped wasn't a territorid display. Indeed, it was dmogt hypnatic: the torso dowly lifting
and dropping as the Sx legs flexed and relaxed, and the eyestalks drifting together, then
apart. | hadn’'t seen the video of the creature’ s exchange with Raghubir yet; | thought that
perhaps the dance was an attempt & communication—a language of body movements. |
considered flexing my own knees and even, in a trick I'd mastered a summer camp
forty-odd years ago, crossing and uncrossng my eyes. But the security cameras were on
us both; if my guess was wrong, I'd look like an idiot on news programs around the
world. Still, I needed to try something. | raised my right hand, pdm out, in a sdute of
gredting.

The creature immediatdy copied the gesture, bending an am a one of its two
joints and splaying out the sx digits a the end of it. And then something incredible
happened. A vertica dit opened on the upper segment of each of the two front-most
legs and from the dit on the left came the syllable “hdl” and from the one on the right, in
adightly deeper voice, came the syllable “oh.”

| felt my jaw dropping, and a moment later my hand dropped as well.

Thedien continued to bob with its torso and weave with its eyes. It tried again:
from the left-front leg came the syllable “ bon,” and from the right-front came “ jour.”

That was a reasonable guess. Much of the museunt's sgnage is bilingud, both
English and French. | shook my head dightly in disbdief, then began to open my
mouth—not that | had any idea what | would say—but closed it when the creature spoke
once more. The syllables dternated again between the left mouth and the right one, like
the ball in a Ping-Pong match:

“Auf” “Wie" “ der” “sehen.”

And suddenly words did tumble out of me “Actudly, auf Wiedersehen means
goodbye, not hello.”

“Oh,” sad the dien. It lifted two of its other legsin what might have been a shrug,
then continued on in syllables bouncing left and right. “Well, German is not my firg
language.”

| was too surprised to laugh, but | did fed mysdf rdaxing, at leest a little,
dthough my heart dill fet as though it were going to burst through my chest. “You're an
dien” | sad. Ten years of university to become Master of the Bleeding Obvious. . .

“Thet is correct,” sad the leg-mouths. The being's voices sounded masculine,
dthough only the right one was truly bass. “But why be generic? My race is cdled
Forhilnor, and my persona nameis Hollus”

“Um, pleased to meet you,” | said.

The eyes weaved back and forth expectantly.

“Oh, sorry. I'm human.”

“Yes, | know. Homo sapiens, as you scientits might say. But your persond
nameis...?

“Jericho. Thomas Jericho.”

“Isit permissble to abbreviate ‘ Thomas to ‘Tom'?’

| was startled. “How do you know about human names? And—hel—how do
you know English?’

“I have been sudying your world; that iswhy | am here”

“You're an explorer?’

The eyestalks moved closer to each other, then held ther pogtion there. “Not
exactly,” said Hollus.



“Then what? Y ou’ re not—you' re not an invader are you?’

The eyestalks rippled in an S-shaped maotion. Laughter? “No.” And the two ams
gpread wide. “Forgive me, but you possess little my associates or | might desire” Hollus
paused, as if thinking. Then he made a twirling gesture with one of his hands, as though
mationing for me to turn around. “Of course, if you want, | could give you an and probe

There were gasps from the amdl crowd that had assembled in the lobby. | tried
to raise my nonexistent eyebrows.

Hollus s eyestalks did their S-ripple again. “ Sorry—just kidding. Y ou humans do
have some crazy mythology about extraterrestria vidtations. Honestly, | will not hurt
you—or your céttle, for that metter.”

“Thank you,” | said. “Um, you said you weren't exactly an explorer.”

“No.”

“And you're not an invader.”

“Nope.”

“Then what are you? A tourigt?’

“Hardly. | am ascientist.”

“And you want to see me?’ | asked.

“You are a paeontologist?’

| nodded, then, redlizing the being might not understand a nod, | said, “Yes. A
dinosaurian paeontologi<, to be precise; theropods are my specidty.”

“Then, yes, | want to see you.”

HWI,,Iy?l

“Is there someplace private where we can speak?’ asked Hallus, his eyestalks
swivding to take in dl those who had gathered around us.

“Umm, yes,” | said. “Of course.” | was sunned by it dl as | led him back into the
museum. An dien—an actud, honest-to-God dien. It was amazing, utterly amazing.

We passed the paired stairwdls, each wrapped around a giant totem pole, the
Nisgd a on the right rigng eghty feet—sorry, twenty-five meters—al the way from the
basement to the skylights atop the third floor, and the shorter Haida on the left starting on
this floor. We then went through the Currdly Gdlery, with its smpligic orientation
digolays, dl 9zze and no steak. This was a weekday in April; the museum wasn't
crowded, and fortunately we didn't pass any student groups on our way back to the
Curaorid Centre. Stll, vigtors and security officers turned to stare, and some uttered
various sounds as Hollus and | passed.

The Royd Ontario Museum opened dmogt ninety years ago. It is Canada's
largest museum and one of only a handful of mgor multidisciplinary musaums in the
world. As the limestone carvings flanking the entrance Hollus had come through a few
minutes before proclaim, its job is to preserve “the record of Nature through countless
ages’ and “the arts of Man through dl the years” The ROM has gdleries devoted to
paeontology, ornithology, mammaogy, herpetology, textiles, Egyptology, Greco-Roman
archaeology, Chinese artifacts, Byzantine art, and more. The building had long been
H-shaped, but the two courtyards had been filled in during 1982, with Sx stories of new
gdleriesin the northern one, and the nine-story Curatorid Centre in the southern. Parts of
wadlsthat used to be outsde are now indoors, and the ornate Victorian-style stone of the
origind building abuts the Imple ydlow stone of the more recent additions; it could have
turned out a mess, but it's actudly quite beautiful.

My hands were shaking with excitement as we reached the eevators and headed
up to the paeobiology department; the ROM used to have separate invertebrate and
vertebrate paeontology departments, but Mike Harris's cutbacks had forced us to
consolidate. Dinosaurs brought more visitors to the ROM than did trilobites, so Jonesy,



the senior invertebrate curator, now worked under me.

Fortunately, no one was in the corridor when we came out of the eevator. |
hustled Hollus into my office, closed the door, and sat down behind my desk—although |
was no longer frightened, | was dill none too steady on my feet.

Hollus spotted the Troddon skull on my desktop. He moved closer and gently
picked it up with one of his hands, bringing it to his eyestalks. They stopped weaving
back and forth, and locked steadily on the object. While he examined the skull, | took
another good look at him.

Historso was no bigger around than the cirde | could make with my arms. As |
noted earlier, the torso was covered by along strip of blue cloth. But his hide was visble
on the sx legs and two arms. It looked a bit like bubble wrap, dthough the individud
domes were of varying sizes. But they did seem to be arr filled, meaning they were likdy
a source of insulation. That implied Hollus was endothermic; terrestrid mammas and
birds use hairs or feathers to trap ar next to ther skin for insulation, but they could dso
release that air for cooling by having their hair sand on end or by ruffling their feathers. |
wondered how bubble-wrap skin could be used to effect cooling; maybe the bubbles
could deflate.

“A” “fasdnding” “skull,” said Hollus, now dternating whole words between his
mouths “How” “old” “is’ “it?’

“About seventy million years,” | said.

“Precisdy” “the’ “sort” “of” “thing” “1” “have’ “come’ “to” “see”

“You sad you're ascientist. You are a pdeontologist, like me?’

“Only in part,” sad the dien. “My origind fidd was cosmology, but in recent
years my studies have moved on to larger matters” He paused for a moment. “As you
have probably gathered by this point, my colleagues and | have observed your Earth for
some time—enough to absorb your principa languages and to make a sudy of your
various cultures from your teevison and radio. It has been a frudrating process. | know
more about your popular musc and food-preparation technology than | ever cared
to—dthough | am intrigued by the Popell Automatic Pasta Maker. | have adso seen
enough sporting events to last me alifelime. But information on scientific matters has been
very hard to find; you devote little bandwidth to detailed discussons in these aress. | fed
asthough | know a disproportionate amount about some specific topics and nothing at al
about others” He paused. “There isinformation we Smply cannot acquire on our own by
ligening in to your media or through our own secret vidts to your planet’s surface. Thisis
particularly true about scarce items, such as fossls”

| was getting a bit of a headache as his voice bounced from mouth to mouth. “So
you want to look at our specimens here & the ROM?’

“Exacily,” said the dien. “It was easy for us to study your contemporary flora
and fauna without revedling oursdves to humanity, but, as you know, well-preserved
fossls are quite rare. The best way to satiSfy our curiogity about the evolution of life on
this world seemed to be by asking to see an exiding collection of fossils. No need to
reinvent the lever, so to speak.”

| was dill flabbergasted by this whole thing, but there seemed no reason to be
uncooperative. “You're welcome to look at our specimens, of course; vigting scholars
come here dl thetime. Is there any particular area you're interested in?’

“Yes” sad the dien. “I am intrigued by mass extinctions as turning points in the
evolution of life. What can you tdl me about such things?’

| shrugged a little; that was a big topic. “There ve been five mass extinctions in
Earth’s higtory that we know of. The firgd was a the end of the Ordovician, maybe 440
million years ago. The second was in the late Devonian, something like 365 million years
ago. The third, and by far the largest, was at the end of the Permian, 225 million years



Hollus moved his eyestalks so that his two eyes briefly touched, the crygdline
codatings meking a soft dicking sound as they did so. “Say” “more”’ “about” “thet” “one.”

“During it,” | said, “perhaps ninety-six percent of dl marine species disappeared,
and three-quarters of dl terrestrid vertebrate families died out. We had another mass
extinction late in the Triassic Period, about 210 million years ago. We logt about a
quarter of dl families then, induding dl labyrinthodonts; it was probably crucid to the
dinosaurs—crestures like that guy you' re holding—coming into ascendancy.”

“Yes” sad Hollus “Continue”

“Wdl, and the mog-famous mass extinction happened sxty-five million years
ago, at the end of the Cretaceous.” | indicated the Tro6don skull again. “That’s when dl
the dinosaurs, pterosaurs, mosasaurs, anmonites, and others died out.”

“This creature would have been rather amdl,” said Hollus, hefting the skull.

“True. From snout to tip of tall, no more than five feet. A meter and a hdlf.”

“Did it have larger relatives?’

“Oh, yes. The largest land animas that ever lived, in fact. But they dl died out in
that extinction, paving the way for my kind—a class we cdl mammas—to take over.”

“In” “cred” “i” “ble” sad Holluss mouths. Sometimes he dternated whole
words between his two spesking dits, and sometimes just syllables

“How 07’

“How did you arive a the dates for the extinctions?’ he asked, ignoring my
question.

“We assume that dl uranium on Earth formed at the same time the planet did,
then we measure the ratios of uranium-238 to its end decay product, lead-206, and of
uranium-235 to its end decay product, lead-207. That tdls usthat our planet is 4.5 hillion
years old. We then—"

“Good,” sad one mouth. And “good” confirmed the other. “Your dates should
be accurate.” He paused. “You have not yet asked me where | am from.”

| fdt like an idiot. He was right, of course; that probably should have been my
fird question. “Sorry. Where are you from?’

“From the third planet of the star you cdl Beta Hydri.”

I"d taken a couple of astronomy courses while doing my undergraduate geology
degree, and I'd studied both Latin and Greek—handy tools for a paeontologist. “Hydri”
was the genitive of Hydrus, the amdl water snake, a faint congtdlation close to the south
celedtid pole. And beta, of course, was the second letter of the Greek aphabet, meaning
that Beta Hydri would be the second-brightest star in that congtdlation as seen from
Earth. “And how far away isthat?’ | asked.

“Twenty-four of your light-years” said Hollus. “But we did not come here
directly. We have been traveing for some time now and visited seven other star systems
before we came here. Our totd journey so far has been 103 light-years.”

| nodded, dill sunned, and then, rediizing that | was doing what |I'd done before,
| sad, “When | move my head up and down like this it means | agree, or go on, or
okay.”

“l know that,” said Hollus. He clicked his two eyes together again. “This gesture
means the same thing.” A brief slence. “Although | now have been to nine star systems,
induding this one and my home one, yours is only the third world on which we have
found extant intdligent life The firgt, of course, was my own, and the next was the
second planet of Delta Pavonis, a star about twenty light-years from here but jugt 9.3
from my world.”

Ddta Pavonis would be the fourth-brightest tar in the congtellation of Pavo, the
peacock. Like Hydrus, | seemed to recdl that it was only visble in the Southern



Hemisphere. “Okay,” | said.

“There have dso been five mgor mass extinctions in the hisory of my planet,”
sad Hollus “Our year is longer than yours, but if you express the dates in Earth years,
they occurred at roughly 440 million, 365 million, 225 million, 210 million, and 65 million
years ago.”

| felt my jaw drop.

“And,” continued Hollus, “Ddta Pavonis Il has adso experienced five mass
extinctions. Their year is a little shorter than yours, but if you express the dates of the
extinctionsin Earth years, they aso occurred a approximatdy 440, 365, 225, 210, and
65 million years ago.”

My head was svimming. | was hard enough talking to an dien, but an dien who
was pouting nonsense was too much to take. “That can't be right,” | said. “We know
that the extinctions here were related to locd phenomena. The end-of-the-Permian one
weas likdy caused by a pole-to-pole glaciaion, and the end-of-the-Cretaceous one
seemed to be related to an impact of an agteroid from this solar system’s own asteroid
belt.”

“We thought there were locad explanations for the extinctions on our planet, too,
and the Wreeds—our name for the sentient race of Delta Pavonis |l—had explanations
that seemed unique to ther loca circumstances, as well. It was a shock to discover that
the dates of mass extinctions on our two worlds were the same. One or two of the five
being smilar could have been a coincidence, but dl of them happening at the same time
seemed impossble unless, of course, our earlier explandtions for ther causes were
inaccurate or incomplete.”

“And s0 you came here to determineif Earth’s history coincides with yours?’

“In part,” said Hollus. “And it appears thet it does.”

| shook my head. “I just don’'t see how that can be.”

The dien gently put the Trotdon skull down on my desk; he was dearly used to
hendling fosslswith care. “Our incredulity matched yours initidly,” he said. “But at least
onmy world and that of the Wreeds, it is more than jugt the dates that match. It is dso
the nature of the effects on the biosphere. The biggest mass extinction on al three worlds
was the third—the one that on Earth defines the end of the Permian. Given wha you
have told me, it seems that dmog dl the biodiversty was diminated on dl three worlds
a that time.

“Next, the event you as3gn to lae in your TriasSc gpparently led to the
domination of the top ecologicd niches by one class of animas Here, it was the
creatures you cdl dinosaurs, on my world, it was large ectothermic pentapeds.

“And the find mass extinction, the one you have referred to as occurring at the
end of your Cretaceous, seems to have led to the shunting aside of that type and the
move to the center of the class that now dominates. On this world it was mammdls like
you supplanting dinosaurs. On Beta Hydri 111, it was endothermic octopeds like me
taking centrdity from the pentapeds. On Deta Pavonis |1, viviparous forms took over
ecologica niches formerly dominated by egg layers”

He paused. “At lead, thisis how it seems, based on what you have jugt told me.
But | wish to examine your fossils to determine just how accurate this summary is”

| shook my head in wonder. “I can't think of any reason why evolutionary higtory
should be amilar on multiple worlds.”

“One reason isobvious,” said Hollus. He moved sideways a few steps; perhaps
he was getting tired of supporting his own weight, athough | couldn’t imagine whet sort
of chair he might use. “It could be that way because God wished it to be s0.”

For some reason, | was surprised to hear the dien tdking like that. Most of the
stientigs | know are ether atheists or keep their rdigion to themsaves—and Hallus had



indeed sad he was a scientis.

“That’'s one explanation,” | said quitly.

“It is the mogt sensble. Do humans not subscribe to a principle that says the
smplegt explanation is the most preferable?’

| nodded. “We cdl it Occam'’s razor.”

“The explandion tha it was God's will posits one cause for dl the mass
extinctions, that makes it preferable.”

“Wdl, | supposg, if . . . "—dammitall, | know | should have just been polite, just
nodded and smiled, the way | do when the occasiond rdigious nut accosts me in the
Dinosaur Gdlery and demands to know how Noah's flood fits in, but | fdt | had to
speak up— “. . . if you believein God.”

Hollus's eyestadks moved to what seemed to be ther maximd extent, as if he
was regading me from both Sdes gmultaneoudy. “Are you the most senior
paeontologist at thisinditution?’ he asked.

“I’'m the department head, yes”

“Thereis no paeontologist with more experience?’

| frowned. “Wdl, there' s Jonesy, the senior invertebrate curator. He's damn near
as old as some of his specimens.”

“Perhaps | should speak with him.”

“If you like. But what’s wrong?’

“l know from your televison that there is much ambivaence about God in this
part of your planet, at least among the generd public, but | am surprised to hear that
someone in your position is not persondly convinced of the existence of the creator.”

“Wl, then, Jonesy’s not your man; he's on the board of CSICOP.”

“Sky cop?

“The Committee for Sdentific Invedtigation of Clams of the Paranormd. He
Oefinitdy doesn't believein God.”

“l am stunned,” said Hollus, and his eyes turned away from me, examining the
posters on my office wal—a Gurche, a Czerkas, and two Kishes.

“We tend to consider reigion a persond matter,” | said gently. “The very naure
of fath isthat one cannot be factudly sure about it.”

“l do not speak of matters of faith,” said Hollus turning his eyes back toward
me “Rather, | speak of verifiadble stientific fact. That we live in a created universe is
apparent to anyone with sufficent inteligence and information.”

| wasn't redly offended, but | was surprised; previoudy, I'd only heard smilar
comments from so-caled creetion scientigts. “You'll find many rdigious people here at
the ROM,” | said. “Raghubir, whom you met down in the lobby, for instance. But even
hewouldn't say that the existence of God is a scientific fact.”

“Then it will fdl to me to educate you inthis” said Hollus

Oh, joy. “If you think it's necessary.”

“Itisif you are to hdp me in my work. My opinion is not a minority one; the
exigence of God is a fundamentd part of the science of both Beta Hydri and Ddta
Pavonis”

“Many humans bdlieve that such questions are outside the scope of science.”

Hollus regarded me again, asif | were faling some test. “Nothing is outsde the
scope of science” he said firmly—a pogtion | did naot, in fact, disagree with. But we
rapidly parted company again: “The primary goa of modern science” he continued, “is
to discover why God has behaved as he has and to determine his methods. We do not
believe—wha is the term you use?—we do not believe that he Smply waves his hands
and wishes thingsinto existence. We livein a universe of physics, and he must have used
quantifiable physica processes to accomplish his ends. If he has indeed been guiding the



broad stokes of evolution on at least three worlds, then we mugt ask how? And why?
Wha is he trying to accomplish? We need to—"

At that moment, the door to my office opened, reveding slver-haired, long-faced
Chridine Dorati, the museun's director and president. “What the devil is that?” she
sad, pointing a bony finger a Hollus.

Chrigine Dordti’s question stopped me cold. Everything had been happening so
quickly, | hadn't had time to redly consder how momentous dl this was. The firs
verified extraterrestrid vigtor to Eath had dropped by, and ingead of derting the
authorities—or even my boss Christine—| was stting around with the being, indulging in
the kind of bull sesson universty students have late at night.

But before | could reply, Hollus had turned around to face Dr. Dorati; he rotated
his sphericd body by shifting each of hissx legs to the left.

“Gredtings” he sad. “My” “name’ “is’ “Ha” “lus” The two syllables of the
name overlapped dightly, one mouth starting up before the other had quite finished.

Chridine was a full-time adminidrator now. Years ago, when she'd been an
active researcher, her fidd had been textiles; Hollus s unearthy origins might therefore not
have been obvious to her. “Isthisajoke?’ she sad.

“Not” “a” “dl,” replied the dien, in his Strange stereophonic voice. “I am & —his
eyes looked briefly a me, as if acknowledging that he was quoting something I'd said
earlie—"think of me as avigting scholar.”

“Vigting from where?’ asked Chridtine,

“BetaHydri,” said Hollus

“Where' sthat?’ asked Chridine. She had a big, horsey mouth and had to make
aconscious effort to close her lips over her teeth.

“It's another star,” | said. “Hdllus, this is Dr. Chrigine Doréti, the ROM’s
director.”

“Another sgar?’ said Chrigting, cutting off Hallus's response. “Come on, Tom.
Security called me and said there was some kind of prank going on, and—"

“Have you not seen my spaceship?’ asked Hollus.

“Your spaceship?’ Chrigine and | said in unison.

“l landed outside that building with the hemispherica roof.”

Chridine came into the room, sgueezed past Hollus, and pushed the
speaker-phone button on my Nortel desk set. She then tapped out an internd extension
on the keypad. “Gunther? she said. Gunther was the security officer a the deff
entrance, located off the dley between the museum and the plangtarium. “It's Dr. Dorati
here. Do me a favor: step outsde and tdl me what you can see out front of the
planetarium.”

“You mean the spaceship?’ asked Gunther's voice, through the speaker. “I've
dready seen it. There s a huge crowd around it now.”

Chridtine clicked off the phone without remembering to say goodbye. She looked
a the dien. Doubtless she could see its torso expanding and contracting asit breathed.

“What—um, what do you want?” asked Chrigine.

“l am doing some paeontologicd research,” sad Hallus Surprisngly, the word



pal eontol ogical —quite a mouthful, even for a human—waan't split between his two
pesking dits; | ill hadn’t figured out the rules governing the switchover.

“l have to tdl someone about this” said Chrisine, dmog to hersdf. “I have to
natify the authorities.”

“Who are the appropriate authoritiesin a case like this?’ | asked.

Chridine looked a me as if surprised that I'd heard what she'd said. “The
police? The RCMP? The Minidry of Externd Affars? | don’t know. It's too bad they
shut down the planetarium; there might have been someone there who would have
known. Still, maybe | should ask Chen.” Dondd Chen was the ROM’ s g&ff astronomer.

“You can natify anyone you wish,” said Hollus. “But please do not make a fuss
about my presence. It will just interfere with my work.”

“Are you the only dien on Earth right now?’ asked Chrigine. “Or are others of
your kind vigting other people?’

“l am the only one currently on the planet’s surface,” Hallus said, “dthough more
will be coming down shortly. There are thirty-four individuds in the crew of our
mothership, which isin synchronous orbit around your planet.”

“Synchronous above what?” asked Chridine. “Toronto?’

“Synchronous orhbits have to be above the equator,” | said. “You can’'t have one
over Toronto.”

Hollus turned his eyestalks in my direction; perhaps | was going up in his esteem.
“Thet is right. But since this place was our fird god, the ship is in orbit dong the same
line of longitude. 1 believe the country directly beneath it is called Ecuador.”

“Thirty-four diens” said Chrigtine, asif trying to digest the idea.

“Correct,” replied Hollus. “Hdf are Forhilnors like me, and the other hdf are
Wreeds.”

Exdtement coursed through me. Getting to examine a life-form from one different
ecosystem was staggering; to get to examine lifeforms from two would be amazing. In
previous years, when I’d been wdl, I'd taught a course on evolution a the Universty of
Toronto, but everything we knew about how evolution worked was based on one
sample. If we could—

“I'm not sure who to cdl,” sad Chridtine again. “Hel, I'm not sure who would
beieve meif | did cal.”

Jugt then my phone rang. | picked up the handsat. It was Indira Saaam,
Chrigine' s executive assgtant. | passed the phone to her.

“Yes” Chridine sad into the mouthpiece. “No, I'll stay here. Can you bring
them up? Great. Bye” She handed the phone back to me. “Toronto’s finest are on their
way up.”

“Toronto's finest what?" asked Hollus.

“The palice” | said, replacing the handset.

Hallus said nothing. Chrigtine looked a me. “ Someone cdled in the story of the
gpaceship and its dien pilot who had walked into the museum.”

Soon, two uniformed officers arrived, escorted by Indira. All three stood in the
doorway, mouths agape. One of the cops was scrawny; the other quite stocky—the
gradile and robust forms of Homo constableus, side by side, right there in my office,

“It mugt be afake” sad the skinny cop to his partner.

“Why does everyone keep assuming that?’ asked Hollus. “You humans seem to
have a profound capacity for ignoring obvious evidence.” Histwo cryddline eyes looked
pointedly at me.

“Which of you isthe museum’s director?” asked the brawny cop.

“l am,” sad Chrigtine. “Chrigine Dorati.”

“Wdl, ma am, what do you think we should do?’



Chridine shrugged. “1s the spaceship blocking traffic?’

“No,” sad the cop. “It's entirdly on the planetarium grounds, but . . .”

“y e

“But, well, something like this should be reported.”

“| agree,” said Chrigtine. “But to whom?’

My desk phone rang again. Thistime it was Indird s assstant—they can't keep
the planetarium open, but assstants have assigtants. “Hdlo, Perry,” | said. “Just a sec.” |
handed the phone to Indira

“Yes?' dhe sad. “l see. Umm, hang on a second.” She looked a her boss.
“CITY-TV ishere” she sad. “They want to seethe dien.” CITY-TV wasalocd dation
known for its in-your-face news, its dogan was Smply “Everywherel”

Chridine turned toward the two cops to see if they were going to object. They
looked at each other and exchanged smdl shrugs. “Wdl, we can't bring any more people
up here)” said Chrigine. “Ton's office won't take it.” She turned to Hollus. “Would you
mind coming down to the Rotunda again?’

Hallus bobbed up and down, but | don't think it was a 9gn of agreement. “I am
eager to get on with my research,” he said.

“You'll have to speak to other people at some point,” replied Chrigtine. “Might
aswdl get it over with.”

“Very wel,” said Hallus, sounding anfully reluctant.

The thickset cop spoke into the microphone attached to the shoulder of his
uniform, presumably talking to someone back at the station. Meanwhile, we dl marched
down the corridor toward the eevator. We had to go down in two loads Hallus,
Chrigine, and mein the firs one; Indira and the two cops in the second. We waited for
them on the ground floor, then made our way out into the museun's vaulted |obby.

CITY-TV cdls its camergpersons—all young, dl hip—"videographers” There
was one waiting, dl right, as wdl as quite a crowd of spectators, sanding around in
anticipation of the return of the dien. The videographer, a Native Canadian man with
black hair tied in a ponytail—surged forward. Chrigtine, ever the politician, tried to step
into his camera’ s fidd of view, but he smply wanted to shoot Hollus from as many angles
& possble—CITY-TV was notorious for wha my brother-indlaw  cdls
“out-of-body-cam.”

| noticed one of the cops had his hand resting on his holster; | rather imagine their
supervisor had told them to protect the dien at dl costs.

Fndly, Hollus s patience was exhausted. “Surdy” “that” “is’ “enough,” he sad
totheguy from CITY-TV.

Tha the dien could speak English astounded the crowd; most of them had
arrived after Hollus and | had spoken in the lobby. Suddenly the videogrepher started
peppering the dien with quetions “Where are you from?’ “What's your misson?’
“How long did it take you to get here?’ Hollus did his best to answer—although he never
mentioned God—but, after a few minutes, two men in dark-blue business suits entered
my fidd of view, one black and one white. They observed the dien for a short time, then
the white one stepped forward and said, “Excuse me” He had a Québecois accent.

Hollus apparently didn't hear; he went on answering the videographer's
questions.

“Excuse me” said the man again, much louder.

Hollus moved aside. “I am sorry,” said the dien. “Did you wish to get by?’

“No,” sad the man. “I want to speak to you. We're from the Canadian Security
Intelligence Service; I'd like you to come with us”

“Where to?’

“To a safer place, where you can tak to the right people.” He paused. “There is



a protocol for this sort of thing, dthough it took a few minutes to find it. The prime
miniger is dready on hisway to the airport in Ottawa, and we re about to natify the U.S.
president.”

“No, | am sorry,” sad Hollus. His eyestaks swivded around, looking at the
octagond lobby and dl the people in it before settling back on the federa agents. “I
came here to do paeontologica research. | am glad to say hdlo to your prime minigter,
of course, if he wants to drop by, but the only reason | revealed my presence was o that
| could talk to Dr. Jericho here” He indicated me with one of his ams, and the
videographer svung to shoot me. | mugt say, | fdt rather pumped.

“I'm sorry, gr,” sad the French-Canadian CSIS man. “But we redly have to do
it this way.”

“You are not ligening,” said Hollus. “I refuse to go. | am here to do important
work, and | wish to continue it.”

Thetwo CSIS agents looked at each other. Findly, the black man spoke; he had
a dight Jamaican accent. “Look, you're supposed to say, ‘Take me to your leader.’
Y ou're supposed to want to meet with the authorities.”

“Why?" asked Hallus.

The agents looked a each other again. “Why?' repeated the white one.
“Because that's the way it's done.”

Holluss two eyes converged on the man. “I rather suspect | have more
experience a thisthan you do,” he said softly.

The white federal agent pulled out asmdl handgun. “I redly do have to ingg,” he
sad.

The cops now moved forward. “WEll have to see some identification,” sad the
burlier of the two policemen.

The black CSIS agent obliged; | had no idea what a CSIS ID was supposed to
look like, but the police officers seemed satisfied and backed off.

“Now,” sad the black man. “Please do come with us”

“l am quite sure you will not use that weapon,” said Hallus, “so doubtless | will
et my way.”

“We have orders,” said the white agent.

“No doubt you do. And no doubt your superiors will understand that you were
uncble to fuffill them.” Hollus indicated the videographer, who was medly scrambling to
change tapes. “The record will show that you ingsted, | declined, and that was the end of
the matter.”

“Thisisno way to treat a guest,” shouted a woman from the crowd. That seemed
to be a popular sentiment: severa people voiced ther afirmation.

“WEe re trying to protect the dien,” said the white CSIS man.

“Like hdl,” said a mae museum patron. “I've seen The X-Files. If you wak out
of here with him, no regular person will ever see him again.”

“Leave him done!” added an dderly man with a European accent.

The agents looked at the videographer, and the black one pointed out a security
camera to the white one. Doubtless they wished none of this was being recorded.

“Politdy,” said Hollus, “you are not going to prevall.”

“But, well, surdy you won't object to us having an observer present?’ sad the
black agent. “ Someone to make sure no harm comes to you?’

“l have no concernsin that area,” said Hollus.

Chrigine stepped forward a this point. “I'm the museum’'s presdent and
director,” she sad to the two CSIS men. Then she turned to Hollus. “I’'m sure you can
undergtand that we'd like to have a record, a chronicle, of your vigt here. If you don't
mind, we will a least have a cameraperson accompany you and Dr. Jericho.” The



CITY-TV guy surged forward; it was quite clear that he'd be happy to volunteer for the
job.

“But | do mind,” sad Hdlus “Dr. Dorati, on my world, only criminds are
subject to congtant observation; would you consent to someone wetching you dl day
long as you worked?’

“Wel, I—" said Chridtine.

“Nor will 1,” said Hallus. “I am grateful for your hospitdity, but—you, there,” he
pointed at the videographer. “You are the representative of a media outlet; dlow me to
meke a plea” Hollus paused for a second while the Native Canadian adjusted his
camera angle. “I am looking for unfettered access to a comprehensive collection of
fossls” sad Hallus, spesking loudly. “In exchange, | will share informetion my people
have gathered, when | think it is appropriate and fair. If there is another museum that will
offer mewhat | seek, | will gladly appear there instead. Smply—"

“No,” sad Chrigtine, rushing forward. “No, that won't be necessary. Of course,
well cooperate any way we can.”

Hollus turned his eyestalks away from the camera. “Then | may make my studies
under terms that are acceptable to me?’

“Yes” shesad. “Yes, whatever you want.”

“The government of Canadawill dill require—" began the white CSIS man.

“l can as eadly go to the United States,” said Hallus “Or Europe, or Ching,
or—"

“Let him do what he wantd” shouted a middle-aged mae museum patron.

“l do not mean to intimidate” said Hollus, looking a one of the federa agents
and then the other, “but | have zero interest in being a celebrity or in being forced into
narrow passages by documentarians or security people.”

“We honedtly don’'t have any Iditude in our orders,” said the white agent. “You
amply have to come with us”

Hollus's eyestalks arched backward so that his crystal-covered orbs looked up
a the mosaic on the Rotunda s domed cdlling high above, made up of more than amillion
Venetian-glass tiles perhaps this was the Forhilnor equivaent of ralling one's eyes. The
words “That dl men may know His work”—a quote, I'm told, from the Book of
Job—were arranged in a square at the dome's apex.

After amoment, the stalks came forward again, and one locked onto each of the
agents. “Ligen,” Hallus sad. “1 have spent more than a year sudying your culture from
orbit. I am not fool enough to come down here in a way tha would make me
vulnerable” He reached into afold of the cloth wrapped around his torso—in a flash, the
other CSIS man had his gun in his hand, too—and pulled out a polyhedrd object about
the Sze of agdf bdl. He then scuttled Sdeways over to me and profferred it. | took it; it
was heavier then it looked.

“That device is a holoform projector,” Hollus said. “It has just imprinted itsdlf
with Dr. Jericho’s biometrics and will only work when in his company; indeed, | can
make it self-destruct, quite spectacularly, if anyone dse handles it, so | advise you not to
try to take it from him. Further, the projector will only work at locaes that | approve of,
such as indde this museum.” He paused. “1 am here by telepresence” he said. “The
actud meisdill ingde the landing craft, outside the building next door; the only reason |
came down to the surface was to supervise the ddivery of the projector that Dr. Jericho
isnow holding. That projector uses holography and micromanipulated force fidds to give
the impresson that | am here and to dlow me to handle objects.” Hollus—or the image
of him—froze for a few seconds, as if the real Hollus was preoccupied doing something
dse “There” he sad. “My lander is now returning to orbit, with the red me aboard.”
Some people rushed outside through the museun's glass-doored vestibule, presumably



to get a gimpse of the departing ship. “There is nothing you can do to coerce me, and
there is no way you can phydcdly haom me. | do not mean to be rude, but contact
between humanity and my people will be on our terms, not yours.”

The polyhedron in my hand issued a two-toned bleep, and the projection of
Hollus wavered for a second, then disappeared.

“You'll have to surrender that object, of course,” said the white man.

| fdt adrendine coursng through me. “I'm sorry,” | said, “but you saw Hoallus
gveit directly to me. | don't think you have any dam to it.”

“Butit'san dien artifact,” sad the black CSI'S agent.

“S0?7' | sad.

“Wdl, | mean, it should be in offidd hands”

“l work for the government, too,” | said defiantly.

“I mean it should be in secure hands”

“Why?

“Wl, ah, because.”

| don't accept “because’” as an argument from my six-year-old son; | wasn't
about to accept it here. “I can’t tun it over to you—you heard what Hollus said about it
blowing up. | think Hollus was quite clear about how things are going to be—and you
gentlemen do not have a role. And s0,” | looked at the white guy, the one with the
French accent, “1 bid you adieu.”

It had started eight months ago with a cough.

I"d ignored it. Like an idiot, I'd ignored the evidence right in front of me.

I'mascientist. | should have known better.

But I'd told mysdf it was just a result of my dusty work environment. We use
dentd drillsto carve rock away from fossls. Of course, we wear masks when doing such
work—mogt of the time (we remember to put on safety goggles, too—most of the time).
Stll, despite the ventilation system, there's a lot of fine rock dust in our ar; you can see
the layersit leaves on piles of books and papers, on unused equipmen.

Besdes, | fird noticed it in the swdtering heat of last August; an inverson layer
had been hanging over Toronto, and ar-qudity advisories were being issued. | thought
maybe the cough would stop when we got away from the city, got up to our cottage.
And s0 it seemed to.

But when we came south again, the cough returned. Still, I'd hardly noticed it.

Until the blood came up.

Jud a bit.

When | blew my nose, there had been blood in my mucus often enough in winter.
Dry air will do that. But this was the sultry Toronto summer. And what | was producing
wasn't mucus, it was phlegm, kicked up from deep in my chest, maneuvered off the roof
of my mouth with the tip of my tongue, and transferred to atissue to get rid of it.

Phlegm, flecked with blood.

| noted it, but nothing Smilar happened for a couple of weeks. And so | didn't
giveit any further thought.

Until it happened again, late in September.



If I'd been paying better attention, | would have noticed my cough getting more
persstent. I'm the head of the padeobiology department; | suppose | should have done
something, should have complained to the guys in Facilities about the dry air, about the
minerd dust floating around.

The second time there was alot of blood in my phlegm. And there was more the
next day.

And the day &fter.

And so, findly, | had made an gppointment to see Dr. Noguchi.

The Hollus smulacrum had left about 4:00 in the afternoon; | normally worked
until 5:00, and s0 | walked—staggered might be a better term—back to my office and
sat, sunned, for a few minutes. My phone kept ringing, so | turned it off; it seemed that
every media outlet in the world wanted to tak to me, the man who had been done with
thedien. | directed Dana, the departmentd assstant, to trandfer dl cdls to Dr. Dorati’s
office. Chrigine would be in her dement deding with the press. Then | turned to my
computer and began to type up notes. | redized that there should be a record, a
chronicle, of everything | saw and everything | learned. | typed furioudy for perhaps an
hour, then |&ft the ROM via the gaff entrance.

A large crowd had gathered outside—but, thankfully, they were dl up by the
man entrance, hdf a block away. | looked briefly for any dgn of the spaceship landing
thet had occurred earlier that day; there was nothing. | then hurried down the concrete
steps into Museum subway gation, with its Sckly yellow-beige wal tiles.

During rush hour, most people head north to the suburbs. As usud, | rode the
train south, right down University Avenue, around the loop at Union dtation, and then up
the Yonge line dl the way to North York Centre; it was hardly the direct route, but it
ensured I'd get to gt dl the way. Of course, my condition was obvious, SO people often
offered me seats. But unlike Blanche DuBoais, | preferred not to have to depend on the
kindness of strangers. As usud, | was carying a Zip disk with work-related files in my
briefcase, and | had some article preprints | wanted to read. But | found mysdf unable to
concentrate.

Andien had cometo Toronto. An actud dien.

It was incredible.

| thought about it throughout the forty-five-minute subway ride. And, as | looked
a the myriad faces around me—dl colors, dl races, dl ages, the mosac that is
Toronto—I thought about the impact today’s events would have on humen higtory. |
wondered if it was Raghubir or | who would end up being mentioned in the encyclopedia
atides the dien had come to see me—or a least someone in my position—but his
actud firg conversation (I had taken a break to watch the security-camera video) was
with Raghubir Singh.

The subway disgorged many passengers a Union, and more a Bloor. By the
time it was pulling into North York Centre—penultimate stop on the line—there were
seets for dl who wanted them, athough, as dways, some riders, having endured most of
the journey standing, now disdained the empty chairs as if those of us who had scored a
place to park our behinds were a weaker breed.

| exited the subway. The wadls here were tiled in white, much easier on the
somach than Museum gation. North York had been a township when | was born, later
a borough, then a dty in its own right, and, a last, in another fiad of the Haris
government, it had been subsumed with dl the other sadlite burbs into the expanded
megedity of Toronto. | waked the four blocks—two west, two north—from North Y ork
Centre to our house on Ellerdie. Crocuses were poking up, and aready the days were



getting noticesbly longer.

Asusud, Susan, who was an accountant with afirm at Sheppard and Ledie, had
gotten home firgt; she'd picked up Ricky from his after-school daycare and had started
cooking dinner.

Susan’'s maden name had been Kowdski; her parents had come to Toronto
from Poland shortly after World War 11, via a displaced-persons camp. She had brown
eyes, high cheekbones, a amdlish nose, and an endearing little gap between her two front
teeth. Her har had been dark brown when we' d met, and she kept it that way thanks to
Miss Clardl. In the sxties, we'd both loved the Mamas and the Papas, Smon &
Gafunkd, and Peter, Paul and Mary; today, we both lisened to New Country, induding
Deana Carter, Martina McBride, and Shania Twain; Shanid s latest was coming from the
gtereo as | camein the door.

| think more than anything, | enjoyed that: coming home to the stereo playing
softly, to the amdl of dinner cooking, to Ricky bounding up the stairs from the basement,
to Susan coming down from the kitchen to give me a kiss—which is precisely what she
did just now. “Hi, hon,” she said. “How was your day?’

She didn't know. She hadn’'t heard. | knew that Persaud, her boss, had a rule
agang people playing radios a work, and Susan ligened to books-on-tape in her car. |
checked my watch; ten to Sx—it hadn’t even been two hours since Hollus's departure.
“Hne” | said, but | guess | wasn't quite suppressing my grin.

“Wha are you amiling a?’ she asked.

| let the grin flourish. “You'll see”

Ricky arrived just then. | reached down, touded his hair. It was blond, not unlike
mine had been when I'd been his age; a nice coincidence, that. Mine had turned brown
by thetime | was a teenager, and gray by the time | was fifty, but I’d managed to keep
amog dl of it until afew months ago.

Susan and | had waited to have a child—too long, it turned out. We' d adopted
Ricky when he was just a month old, young enough that we got to give him his name:
Richard Blaine Jericho. Those who didn’'t know sometimes said Ricky had Susan’s eyes
and my nose. He was atypicd six-year-old—abundle of skinned knees, scrawvny limbs,
and dringy hair. And he was a bright kid, thank God. I'm no ahlete, and nether is
Susan; we both make our livingswith our brains. I'm not sure how | would have related
to him if he hadn’'t been smart. Ricky was good natured and took wel to new people.
But for the last week or two there had been a bully besting him up, it seemed, on his way
to school. He couldn’t understand why it was happening to him.

| could relate to that.

“Dinngr’sadmod ready,” sad Susan.

| headed to the upgtairs bathroom and washed up. There was a mirror above the
snk, of course; | made an effort not to look init. 1'd left the bathroom door open, and
Ricky camein after me. | helped him wash his hands, ingpecting them when he was done,
and then my son and | went down to the dining room.

I’ve dways had a tendency to put on weight, but for years I've managed to
contral it by egting properly. But I"d recently been given a booklet. It sad:

If you can't each much food, it's important that what you
do eat is nutritious. It should dso contan as may
caories as possible. You can increasse your caorie intake
by adding butter or margarine to your food; mixing
canned cream soups with milk or haf-and-haf cream,
drinking eggnogs and milkshakes, adding cream sauice or



mdted cheese to vegetables, and snacking on nuts,
seeds, peanut butter, and crackers.

| used to love dl those things, but for decades I'd avoided them. Now, | was
supposed to eat them—but | didn’t find them the least bit appeding.

Susan had grilled some chicken legs coated with Rice Krispies, shed adso
prepared green beans and mashed potatoes, made with red cream, and for me, a amdl
saucepan full of meted Cheez Whiz to pour over the potatoes. And she had made
chocolate milkshakes, a necessity for me and a nice treat for Ricky. It was unfair, |
knew, for her to have to do dl the cooking. We used to take turns, but | couldn’t face it
anymore, couldn’t face the amdll.

| checked my watch agan; it was just coming up to 9x. We had a family rule
dthough the living-room TV was eesly visble from the dining room, it was dways off
during medls. But tonight | made an exception: | got up from my place at the table, put on
the CityPulse News at Sx, and let my wife and son watch, mouths agape, as the home
videos of the dien ship landing and the footage the videographer had shot of me and
Hallus played.

“My God,” Susan kept saying, her eyes wide. “My God.”

“That is s0 cool,” sad Ricky, looking at the wild, hand-held shots the
videographer had taken in the Rotunda.

| amiled a my son. He was right, of course. This was way cool, as cool as it

gets.

Earth's various leaders were not pleased, but the diens seemed to have no
interest in vigting the United Nations, the White House, the European parliament, the
Kremlin, India’s parliament, the Knesset, or the Vaican—al of which had immediatey
extended invitations Sill, by ealy the next day, there were dght other
extraterrestrids—or their holographic avatars—on Earth, dl of them Forhilnors.

One was vidting a psychiatric hospitd in West Virginiag he was apparently
fascinated by unusud humean behavior, especidly severe schizophrenia (Apparently, the
dien had firg appeared at a gmilar inditution in Louisville, Kentucky, but had been
disstidfied with the level of cooperation he was receiving, and so had done precisely
what Hollus had threstened to do a the ROM—he left and went to a more
accommodeting place.)

Another dien was in Burundi, living with a group of mountain gorillas, who
seemed to have accepted him quite readily.

A third had attached himsdf to a public defender in San Francisco and was seen
gtting in on arragnments.

A fourth was in China, gpparently spending time with a rice farmer in a remote
village

A fifth was in Egypt, joining an archeologica dig near Abu Smbel.

A sixth was in northern Pakistan, examining flowers and trees.

Another was seen varioudy waking around the sites of the old death camps in



Germany, scuttling through Tiananmen Sguare, and visting the ruinsin Kosovo.

And, thankfully, one more had made himsdf available in Brussdls to speak with
media from dl over the world. He seemed to be fluent in English, French, Japanese,
Chinexe (both Mandarin and Cantonese), Hindi, German, Spanish, Dutch, Itdian,
Hebrew, and more (and managed to mimic British, Scottish, Brooklyn, Texan, Jamaican,
and other accents, depending on whom he was spesking to).

Even s0, no end of people wanted to speak with me. Susan and | had an unlisted
phone number. We'd gotten it a few years ago after some fanatics started harassng us
fallowing a public debate I’d had with Duane Gish of the Indtitute for Creation Research.
Stll, we had to unplug our phone; it had started ringing as soon as the item appeared on
the news. But to my surprise and ddlight | managed to get a good night's deep.

The next day, there was a huge crowd outside the museum when | emerged from
the subway around 9:15 A.M.; the museum wouldn’t be open to the public for another
forty-five minutes, but these people didn't want to see the exhibits. They were carrying
sgnsthat read “Wecome to Earth!” and “Take Us With You!” and “Alien Power!”

One of the throng spotted me, shouted and pointed, and people started moving
my way. Fortunately, it was only a short distance from the staircase leading up from the
subway to the ROM’s g&ff entrance, and | made it indde before | could be accosted.

| hurried up to my office and placed the golf-ball-sized holoform projector on the
center of my desk. About five minutes later, it bleeped twice, and Hollus—or the
holographic projection of him, a any rate—appeared in front of me. He had a different
cloth wrapped around his torso today: this one was a sdmon color with black hexagons
onit, and it was fastened not with a jeweled disk but aslver pin.

“I'm glad to see you again,” | said. I'd been afraid, despite what he'd said
yesterday, that he’ d never come back.

“If” “it” “is” “per” “mis’ “able” said Hoallus, “I” “will” “appear” “daily” “about”
“this’ “time.”

“That would be absolutdly terrific,” | said.

“Edablishing that the dates for the five mass extinctions coincided on dl three
inhabited worldsis only the beginning of my work, of course,” said Hallus.

| thought about that, then nodded. Even if one accepted Holluss God
hypothesis, dl that having smultaneous disasters on multiple worlds proved was thet his
God had thrown a series of hissy fits

The Forhilnor continued. “1 want to study the minute detalls of the evolutionary
developments related to the mass extinctions. It appears superficdly that each extinction
was designed to nudge the remaining lifeforms in specific directions, but | wish to confirm
thet.”

“Wel, then, we should start by examining fossils from just before and just after
eech of the extinction events” | said.

“Precisdly,” said Hallus, his eyestalks weaving eagerly.

“Comewithme” | said.

“You have to take the projector with you, if | am to follow,” said Hallus

| nodded, dill getting used to this idea of telepresence, and picked up the amadl
object.

“It will work fineif you place it in a pocket,” he said.

| did so, and then led hm down to the paeobiology department's giant
collections room, in the basement of the Curatoria Centre; we didn't have to go out into
any of the public areas of the museum to get there.

The callections room was ful of metd cabinets and open sheving holding
prepared fossls as wel as countless plaster fidd jackets, some ill unopened hdf a
century after they’d been brought to the museum. | started by pulling out a drawer



containing skulls of Ordovician jawless fishes. Hallus looked them over, handling them
gently. The force fidds projected by the holoform unit seemed to define a solidness that
precisgly maiched the dien's apparent physica form. We bumped into each other a few
times as we negotiated our way down the narrow aides in the collections room, and my
hands touched his severa times as | passed him fossls. | fdt a satic tingling whenever his
projected form contacted my skin, the only indication that he wasn't redlly there.

As he examined the strange, solid skulls, | happened to comment that they
looked rather dien. Hollus seemed surprised by the remark. “1” “am” “cur” “i” “ous” he
sad, “about” “your” “concepts’ “of” “dien’ “life”

“I thought you knew dl about thet,” | replied, amiling. “And probes and so on.”

“We have been watching your TV broadcasts for about a year now. But |
suspect you have more interesting materid than what | have seen.”

“Wha have you seen?’

“A show about an academic and hisfamily who are extraterrestrids.”

It took me a moment to recognize it. “Ah,” | said. “That's 3rd Rock from the
un. It's a comedy.”

“Thet is a matter of opinion,” said Hallus. “I have dso seen the program about
the two federd agents who hunt diens”

“The X-Files,” | sad.

He clicked his eyes together in agreement. “I found it frudtrating. They kept
taking about diens, but you dmost never saw any. More indructive was a graphic-arts
production about juvenile humans”

“l need another due” | said.

“One of them is named Cartman,” said Hollus

| laughed. “ South Park. I'm surprised you didn't pack up and go home after
that. But, sure, | can show you some better samples” | looked around the collections
room. Off &t the other end, going through our banks of Pliocene microfossils, | could see
agrad student. “Abdud” | caled.

The young man looked up, startled. | waved him over.

“Yes, Tom?" he sad once he'd reached us, dthough his eyes were on Hallus,
not me.

“Abdus, can you nip out to Blockbuster and get some videos for me?’ Grad
sudents were useful for dl sorts of things “Keep the receipt, and Dana will reimburse
you.”

The request was strange enough to get Abdus to stop looking at the dien. “Um,
aure” he sad. “Sure thing”

| told him what | wanted, and he scurried off.

Hollus and | continued to look at the Ordovician specimens until noon, then we
headed back up to my office | imagined that intdligence probably required a high
metabolism everywhere in the universe. Still, | thought the Forhilnor might be irritated thet
| had to take a lunch break (and even more irritated that after stopping our work, | ate
amog nothing). But he ate when | did—athough, of course, he was redly dining aboard
his mothership, in orbit over Ecuador. It looked strange: his avatar, which gpparently
duplicated whatever movements his real body was making, went through the motions of
trandferring food into his egting dit—a horizontd groove in the top of his torso reveded
through a gap in the doth wound around it. But the food itsdf was invisble, making it
look like Hollus was some extraterrestria Marcel Marceau, miming the process of eating.

[, on the other hand, needed red food. Susan had packed me a can of
srawberry-banana Boost and two leftover drumgticks from yesterday’s dinner. |
downed the thick beverage and made it hdfway through one of the legs. | wished I’d had
something different to edt; it fdt alittle too primd to be usng my teeth to tear mesat off



bonesin front of the dien, dthough, for dl 1 knew, Hollus was duffing live hamgers into
hisgullet.

While we ate, Hallus and | watched the videos Abdus had fetched; I'd had the
education department deliver a combo VCR-TV unit to my office.

Firg up was “Arena,” an episode of the origind Star Trek series, | immediady
froze the image on a picture of Mr. Spock. “See hm?' | sad. “Hes an dien—a
Vulcan.”

“He' “looks’ “like’ “d “human’ “being,” said Hallus he could est and talk a the
sametime,

“Notice the ears”

Hollus s eyestalks stopped weaving in and out. “And that makes him an dien?’

“Wdl,” | sad, “of course it's a human actor playing the part—a guy named
Leonard Nimoy. But, yeah, the ears are supposed to suggest dienness, this show was
done on a low budget.” | paused. “Actudly, Spock there is only haf-Vulcan; the other
hdlf is human.”

“How isthat possible?’

“His mother was a human; his father was a VVulcan.”

“That does not make sense biologicdly,” said Hollus. “It would seem more likedy
that you could crossbreed a strawberry and a human; at least they evolved on the same
planet”

| smiled. “Believe me, | know that. But wait, there's another dien in this
episode” | fast-forwarded for atime, then hit the play button again.

“Tha'saGorn,” | said, pointing to the tailless green reptile with compound eyes
wearing a gold tunic. “He's the captain of another starship. Pretty neat, huh? | dways
loved that one—reminded me of a dinosaur.”

“Indeed,” sad Hdllus “Which means, agan, that it is fa too terredtrid in
appearance.”

“Wdl, it's an actor ingde a rubber suit,” | said.

Holluss eyes regarded me as if | were agan beng Master of the Bleading
Obvious.

We watched the Gorn stagger around for a bit, then | gjected the tape and put in
“Journey to Babd.” | didn't fast-forward, though; | just let the teaser unfold. “ See them?’
| sad. “Those are Spock’s parents. Sarek is a full-blooded Vulcan, and Amanda, the
woman there, is a full-blooded human.”

“Adonishing,” sad Hollus “And humans believe such crossbreeding is
possble?”

| shrugged a little. “Wadl, it's science fiction,” | sad. “It's entertanment.” |
fast-forwarded to the diplomatic reception. A stocky snout-nosed dien accosted Sarek:
“No, you,” he snarled. “How do you vote, Sarek of Vulcan?’

“That'saTedlaite” | said. Then, remembering: “His nameis Gay.”

“He looks like one of your pigs,” said Hollus. “Y et again, too terrestrid.”

| fast-forwarded some more. “That's an Andorian,” | said. The screen showed a
blue-skinned, white-haired mae humanoid, with two thick, segmented antennae emerging
from the top of his head.

“What ishisname?’ asked Hallus

It was Shras, but for some reason | was embarrassed that | knew that. “I don't
remember,” | said, then | put in another tape: the specid-edition verson of Star Wars,
letterboxed. | fast-forwarded to the cantina sequence. Hollus liked Greedo—Jabba's
insectlike henchman who confronted Han Solo—and he liked Hammerhead and a few of
the others, but he 4ill fdt that humanity had missed the boat on coming up with redigtic
portrayals of extraterredtrid life. | certainly didn’t disagree.



“Sill,” said Hollus, “your filmmeakers did get one thing right.”

“What'sthat?’ | asked.

“The diplomeatic reception; the scene in the bar. All the diens shown seem to
have about the same levd of technology.”

| furrowed my brow. “I dways thought that was one of the least beievable
things | mean, the universe is something like twelve hbillion years old—"

“Actudly, it is 13.93422 hbillion,” sad Hollus, “measured in Eath years, of
course.”

“Wedl, fine. The universe is 13.9 hillion years old, and Earth is only 4.5 hillion
years old. There must be planets much, much older than ours, and much, much younger.
I’d expect some intdlligent races to be millionsif not billions of years more advanced than
we are, and some to be at least somewhat more primitive”

“A race even afew decades less advanced than you are would not have radio or
gpaceflight and therefore would be undetectable,” said Hollus

“True. But I'd dill expect lots of races to be much more advanced than we
are—like, wdl, like yoursdf, for instance.”

Hollus's eyes looked at each othe—an expression of surprise? “We Forhilnors
are not greatly advanced beyond your race—perhaps a century a mogt; certainly no
more than that. | expect that within a few decades your physcigs will make the
breakthrough that will dlow you to use fuson to economicaly accelerate ships to within a
tiny fraction of the speed of light”

“Redly? Wow. But—but how old is Beta Hydri? It would be quite a
coincidence if it were the same age as Earth’s sun.

“About 2.6 hillion Earth years.”

“A little over hdf as old as Sol.”

“Sol?’ said Hallus sleft mouth.

“That’'swhat we cal our sun, when we want to diginguish it from other stars,” |
sad. “But if Beta Hydri is that young, I'm surprised that you have any vertebrates on
your world, let done any intdligent life”

Hollus considered this. “When did life first emerge on Eath?”

“We certainly had life by 3.8 hillion years ago—there are fossls that old—and it
may have been here as far back as four billion years ago.”

The dien sounded incredulous. “And the fird animas with spind columns
appeared jugt hdf ahillion years ago, no? So it took perhaps as much as 3.5 hillion years
to go from the origin of life to the fird vertebrates?” He bobbed his torso. “Life originated
on my world when it was 350 million years old, and vertebrates appeared just 1.8 hillion
years later.”

“l wonder why it took so much longer here?’

“As| told you,” said Hallus, “the development of life on both our worlds was
manipulated by God. Perhaps his or her god was to have multiple sgpient lifeforms
emerge Smultaneoudy.”

“Ah” | said dubioudy.

“But, even were that not true” sad Hollus, “there is another reason for dl
gpace-faring races to be comparably advanced.”

Something was tickling a the back of my mind, something I'd once seen Cal
Sagan explain on TV: the Drake equation. It had severd terms, induding the rate of star
formation, the fraction of stars that might have planets, and so on. By multiplying dl the
terms together, you were supposed to be able to guesstimate the number of intdligent
avilizations that might currently exig in the Milky Way. | can’'t remember dl the terms,
but I do remember the find one—because it chilled me when Sagan discussed it.

Thefind term was the lifetime of a technologica avilization: the number of years



between the development of radio broadcasting and the extinction of the race. Humans
hed firg started broadcasting in earnest in the 1920s; if the Cold War had turned hot, our
tenure as atechnologica species might have been aslittle as thirty years.

“You mean the lifeime of a avilization? | said. “The span before it blows itsdf
up?’

“Thet is one posshility, | suppose,” said Hallus. “Certainly, my own race had a
difficult time learning to use nuclear power wisdy.” The dien paused. “I am given to
understand that many humans suffer from mental problems.”

| was gtartled by the apparent change of topic. “Umm, yes. | suppose that's
true”

“As do many Forhilnors” said Hallus. “It is another concern: as technology
advances, the ability to destroy the entire race becomes more accessible. Eventudly, it is
in the hands not jus of governments but aso individuds—some of whom are
unbaanced.”

That was a Saggering thought. A new term in the Drake equation: f-sub-L, the
fraction of members of your race who are loony.

The Hollus smulacrum moved a little closer to me. “But that is not the principa
issue. | told you that my race, the Forhilnors, had made contact with one other
technologicd race, the Wreeds, prior to meeting you; we actudly fird met them about
Sxty years ago—by going to Deta Pavonis and discovering them.”

| nodded.

“And | told you that my starship, the Merelcas, vidted 9x other star systems,
besides the Wreed home one, before ariving here. But what | did not tdl you was that
eaech of those Sx had, a one time, been home to an intdligent race of its own: the star
you cdl Epsilon Indi, the star you cal Tau Ceti, the star you cdl Mu Cassiopese A, the
dar you cdl Eta Cassiopeae A, the star you cdl Sigma Draconis, and the star you cdl
Groombridge 1618 dl once had native intdligent life”

“But they don’'t anymore?’

“Correct.”

“What did you find?" | asked. “Bombed-out ruins?” My mind filled with visons
of bizarre dien architecture, twisted and meted and charred by nuclear blasts.

“Never.”

“Then what?’

Hollus spread his two ams and bobbed his torso. “Abandoned cities, some
immensdy old—some so old, they had been deeply buried.”

“Abandoned?’ | said. “'Y ou mean the inhabitants had gone somewhere =7’

The Forhilnor’s eyes touched in affirmation.

“Where?’

“That question 4ill vexes.”

“Do you know anything else about the other races?’

“A great ded. They left many atifacts and records behind, and in some cases
interred or fosslized bodies.”

“And?’

“And, at their ends, dl were comparably advanced; none had built machines we
could not understand. True, the variety of body plans was fascinating, athough they dl
were—what is that phrase humans use?>—'life as we know it” They were dl
carbon-based DNA lifeforms”

“Redly? Are you and the Wreeds dso DNA-based?”’

“Ves”

“Fascindting.”

“Perhaps not,” said Hollus “We believe that DNA is the only molecule capable



of driving life no other substance has its properties of sdf-replication, information
storage, and compactibility. DNASs ability to compress into a very amdl space makes it
possible for it to exi in the nucleuses of microscopic cdls, even though when stretched
out, each DNA molecule is more than a meter long.”

| nodded. “In the evolution course | used to teach, we considered whether
anything other than DNA could do the job; we never came up with an dternative that
was even remotely suitable. Did dl the dien DNA use the same four bases. adenine and
thymine, guanine and cytosne?’

“Are those these four?” said Hollus. Suddenly, his holoform projector made four
chemicd formulas floa in the air between usin glowing green:

CSHSN 5
C:;HeN,O,
CH,N.O

CH.N.O

| peered a them; it'd been awhile ance I’d done any biochemidry. “Umm, yes.

Yes, those are they.”
“Then, yes” said Hollus “Everywhere we have found DNA, it uses those four

bases”

“But we've shown in the lab that other bases could be used; we've even made
atifidd DNA that uses Sx bases, not four.”

“Doubtless extraordinary intervention was required to accomplish that,” said
Hollus.

“I don't know; | guess” | thought about everything. “Sx other worlds,” | sad,
trying to picture them in my mind.

Alien planets.

Dead planets.

“Sx other worlds,” | said again. “All deserted.”

“Correct.”

| sought the right word. “That's . . . frightening.”

Hollus did not dispute this. “In orbit around Sigma Draconis I1,” he said, “we
found what seemed to be afleet of starships”

“Do you suppose invaders had wiped out the indigenous life?”

“No,” sad Hollus “The gtarships were dearly built by the same race that had
constructed the abandoned cities on the planet below.”

“They built starships?’

“Y s

“And they dl left the planet?”

“Apparently.”

“But without usng the starships, which were Ieft behind?’

“Exactly.”

“Tha's. .. myderious”

“It certainly is”

“What about the fossl records on these planets? Do they have mass extinctions



thet coincide with ours?’

Hollus s eyestalks moved. “That is difficult to say; if one could eesly read fossl
records without decades or centuries of searching, | never would have had to reved
mysdf to you. But as far as we have been able to tdl, no, none of the abandoned worlds
hed mass extinctions at 440, 365, 225, 210, and 65 million years ago.”

“Were any of those avilizations contemporaneous?’

Hollus's command of English was remarkable, but occasondly it did fal him.
“Pardon?’

“Did any of them live a the same time as any of the others?’

“No. The oldest seems to have ended three hillion years ago; the most recent, on
the third planet of Groombridge 1618, about five thousand years ago. But . . .

“yY e

“But, as | said, dl the races seemed to be comparably advanced. Architecturd
dyles varied widdly, of course. But, to give you an example, our engineers dismantled
one of the orbiting starships we found a Sgma Draconis Il; it used different solutions to
severd problems from the ones we employ, but it was not fundamentaly much
better—perhaps afew decades beyond what we had developed. That is the way it was
for dl the races that had abandoned their worlds they were dl only dightly more
advanced than the Wreeds or the Forhilnors—or Homo sapiens, for that matter.”

“And you think this happens to dl races? They reach a point where they just
leave their home planets?’

“Exactly,” said Hallus. “Or dse something—perhaps God himsdf—comes dong
and takes them away.”

Hollus's presence was being touted by the ROM’s membership department
(“Support the museum that attracts vigtors from al over the world—and beyond!”), and
attendance was up subgantialy for the firs week following the Forhilnor's arriva. But
when it became apparent that his shuttle was unlikdy to land again and that an dien
wasn't going to stride dong the sdewalk, up the outsde stairs, and through the lobby,
the crowds tapered to more normd levels.

| never saw the CSIS agents again. Prime Minigter Chrétien did indeed come by
the ROM to meet Hollus, Chridtine Dorati, of course, turned that into quite the photo-op.
And severd journdigs asked Chrétien, for the record, to give his assurance that the dien
would be alowed to continue his work unmolested which was what the Maclean's
opinion poll sad the Canadian people wanted. He did indeed give that assurance,
dthough | suspected CSIS operatives were dways dill around, lurking just out of view.

On his fourth day in Toronto, Hollus and | were back in the collections room in
the basement of the Curatoriad Centre. I'd pulled open a metd drawer and was showing
him a shale dab containing a beautifully preserved eurypterid. We moved the specimen to
a work table, and Hollus used his right eyestak to look through one of our large
megnifiers on an aticulated metd arm, with a fluorescent tube encirding the lens. |
wondered briefly about the physics of that: the magnified image was being looked at by a
smulaed eye, and the information was somehow transferred to the red Hollus, in orbit
over Ecuador.



| know, | know—I probably should have let it done. But, dammitdl, it had been
kegping me up nights ever ance Hallus had mentioned it. “How do you know,” | said to
hm at lagt, “thet the universe had a creator?’

Hollus s eyestalks curved to look a me. “The universe was clearly designed; if it
hes a design, it must therefore have a designer.”

I moved my forehead muscles in a way that used to lift my eyebrows. “It looks
random to me” | said. “lI mean, it's not as if the stars are arranged in geometric
patterns.”

“There is great beauty in randomness,” said Hollus “But | speak about a much
more basic desgn. This universe has had its fundamenta parameters finetuned to an
amod infinite degree o that it would support life”

| was pretty sure | knew where he was going with this, but | sad, “In what
way?’ anyway; | thought maybe he knew something | didn’t—and indeed, to my shock,
that was precisgly the case.

“Your science knows of four fundamentd forces; there are actudly five, but you
have not yet discovered the fifth. The four forces you know about are gravitation,
electromagnetism, the weak nudlear force, and the strong nudear force; the fifth forceisa
repulsve one that operates over extremey long distances. The srengths of these forces
have wildy varying vaues, and yet if the values were even dightly different from ther
current ones, the universe as we know it would not exist, and life could never have
formed. Take gravity as an example were it only somewhat stronger, the universe would
have long since collapsed. If it were somewhat weaker, stars and planets never could
have codesced.”

“‘Somewhat, ” | echoed.

“For those two scenarios, yes, | am taking about a few orders of magnitude.
Youwish a better example? Very wdl. Stars, of course, must strike a balance between
the gravitationd force of ther own mass, which tries to make them collgpse, and the
electromagnetic force of their own outpouring of light and heat. There is only a narrow
range of vaues in which these forces are in suffident equilibrium to dlow a star to exi.
At one extreme blue giants are produced, and at the other red dwarfs form—nether of
which are conducive to the origin of life. Fortunately, dmogt dl sarsfdl in between those
two types—specificaly because of an apparent numerica coincidencein the vaues of the
fundamentd congtantsin nature. If, for instance, the strength of gravity were different by
one part in—give me a second; | mugt convert to your decimd system—by one part in
10%, this numerica coincidence would be disrupted, and every star in the universe would
be ether a blue giat or a red dwarf; no ydlow suns would exis to shine down on
Earthlike worlds”

“Redly? Just one part in ten to the fortieth?”

“Yes. Likewise the vaue of the strong nuclear force, which holds the nucleuses
of atoms together even though the postively charged protons try to repe each other: if
that force were only dightly weaker then it actudly is atoms would never form—the
repulson of protons would keep them from doing so. And if it were only dightly stronger
then it actudly is, the only atom that could exis would be hydrogen. Either way, we
would have a universe devoid of stars and life and planets.”

“S0o you' re saying someone chose these vaues?’

“Exactly.”

“How do you know that these aren’t the only vaues those congtants could
possbly have?’ | said. “Maybe they are Smply that way because they couldn’'t possibly
be anything dse”

The dien’s round torso bobbed. “An interesting conjecture. But our physcds
have proved that other vaues are indeed theoretically possible. And the odds of the



current vaues arisng by chance are one in the number six followed by so many zeros that
if you could engrave a zero on each neutron and proton in the entire universe, you could
dill not write out the number in full.”

| nodded; I'd heard variations on dl this before. It was time to play my trump
card. “Maybe dl the possble vdues for those condants do exid,” | said, “but in
different universes. Maybe there are alimitless number of pardld universes, dl of which
are devoid of life because their physicd parameters don't dlow it. If that's the case,
there' s nothing remarkable about us being in this universe, given that it's the only one out
of dl the possible universes that we could bein.”

“Ah” said Hollus “I see. .

| folded my arms smugly.

“l see,” continued the dien, “the source of your misunderstanding. In the past, the
scientigts of my world were moslly athelsts or agnostics. We have long known of the
goparently findy tuned forces that govern our universe, | form the impresson that you
were dready somewhat familiar with them yoursdf. And that same argument—that there
are perhaps an infinite number of universes, manifesting continuums of dternative values
for the fundamenta constants—was what dlowed previous generations of Forhilnor
scientigts to dismiss the notion of a creator. As you say, if dl the possble vaues exis
somewhere, there is nathing noteworthy about the existence of one universe governed by
the particular set of vaues that happens to make life possible.

“But it turns out that there are no long-term pardld universes exiging
smultaneoudy with this one; there cannot be. The physicists of my world have atained
what those of yours presumably currently seek: a grand unified theory, a theory of
everything. | could find little on human beliefs about cosmology in your televison and
radio, but if you hold the bdief you just stated, | will guess that your cosmologids are
currently a the stage where they consder a hot, inflationary big-bang mode to be the
most likely scenario for the origin of the universe. Is that correct?’

“Yes” | sad.

Hollus bobbed. “Forhilnor physcids cherished the same bdief—many
reputations depended on it—until the fifth interaction, the fifth fundamenta force, was
discovered; its discovery was related to the energy-production breakthrough that dlows
us to accelerate ships to within a tiny fraction of lightspeed, despite the rdaividic fact
that thelr masses increase enormoudy as we approach that speed.”

Hallus shifted his weight on his 9x feet, then continued. “The hot, inflationary
big-bang modd requires afla universe—one that is neither open nor closed, one that will
essentidly lagt an infinite amount of time; it does, however, dlow for pardle universes.
But accommodating the fifth force required modification of that theory in order to
preserve symmelry; from that modification came the coherent, grand unified theory, a
quantum theory that embraces dl forces induding gravity. That grand unified theory has
three important provisons.

“Hird, that this universe is not flat, but rather thet it is closed: it did indeed start
with a big bang and will expand for hillions of years more—but it will eventudly collapse
back down to asngularity in abig crunch.

“Second, that this current cycle of creation follows no more than eight previous
big-bang/big-crunch oscillations—we are not one in an infinitdy long gring of universes
but, rather, are one of the very few that have ever existed.”

“Redly?’ | said. | was used to cosmology presenting me with infinities or with
vaues that were precisaly one. Eight seemed an unusud number, and | said so.

Hollus flexed his legs a ther upper joints. “You introduced me to that man
named Chen—your daff astronomer. Tak to him; he will likdy tdl you that even your
hot, inflationary big-bang modd, with its requirement for a fla universe, dlowed for a



very limited number of prior oscillations, if any had occurred a dl. | suspect he will
congder it quite reasonable to learn that this current iteration of redity is one of only a
tiny number of universes that have ever existed.”

Hollus paused, then continued. “And the third provison of the grand unified
theory isthis no pardld universes exig smultaneoudy with ours or any of the previous
or subsequent ones, save virtudly identica universes with exactly the same physca
congtants that split briefly from the current one then dmogt immediatdy reintegrate with it,
thus accounting for certain quantum phenomenons.

“The math to prove dl the foregoing is admittedly abstruse, dthough, ironicaly,
the Wreeds intuitivdly came to an identicd mode. But the theory of everything made
numerous predictions that have subsequently been confirmed experimentaly; it has
withstood every test it has been put to. And when we found that we could not retreat
into the notion that this universe is one of vast number, the argument for intdligent design
became central to Forhilnor thought. Since thisis one of amaximum of just nine universes
that have ever existed, for it to have these highly improbable design parameters implies
they were indeed chosen by an inteligence”

“BEven if maybe, perhaps, the four—excuse me, the five—fundamenta forces
have ssemingly wildly improbable vdues” | said, “that gill is only five separate
coincidences, and, dthough granted it is hugdy unlikely, five coincidences could indeed
occur by random chancein just nineiterations.”

Hollus bobbed. “Y ou have intriguing tenecity,” he said. “But it is not just the five
forces that have seemingly designed vaues, many other aspects of the way the universe
works appear likewise to have been minutdy adjusted.”

“For ingance?’

“You and | are made up of heavy dements. carbon, oxygen, nitrogen, potassum,
iron, and so on. Practicdly the only dements that existed when the universe was born
were hydrogen and hdium, in aroughly three-to-one ratio. But in the nuclear furnaces of
gars, hydrogen is fused into heavier eements, producing carbon, oxygen, and so on up
the periodic table. All of the heavy dements that make up our bodies were forged in the
cores of long-dead stars.”

“I know. ‘We are dl sar-stuff,’” as Carl Sagan used to say.”

“Precisdly. Indeed, scientists from your world and mine refer to us as
carbon-based lifeforms. But the fact that carbon is produced by stars depends criticaly
on the resonance States of the carbon nucleus. To produce carbon, two hdium nucleuses
mug stick together until they are struck by a third such nucleus—three hdium nucleuses
provide Sx neutrons and six protons, the recipe for carbon. Bt if the resonance levd of
carbon were only four percent lower, such intermediate pair-bonding could not occur,
and no carbon would be produced, meking organic chemidry impossible” He paused.
“But just producing carbon, and other heavy dements, is not enough, of course. Those
heavy dements are here on Earth because some fraction of stars—what is the word?
When alarge star explodes?’

“Supernova,” | sad.

“Yes. Those heavy dements are here because some fraction of stars become
supernovas, spewing ther fuson products into interstdlar space.”

“And you're saying that the fact that stars do go supernova is something that also
mug have been designed by a god?’

“It is not as amplidic as that.” A pause. “Do you know what would happen to
Eath if anearby star became a supernova?’

“If it were close enough, | suppose we'd be fried.” In the 1970s, Dde Russl
had favored a nearby supernova exploson as the cause of the extinctions at the end of
the Cretaceous.



“Exactly. If there had been alocd supernova anytimein the last few hillion years,
you would not be here. Indeed, neither of us would be, snce our worlds are quite close
together.”

“So supernovas can't be too common, and—"

“Correct. But nather can they be too rare. It is shockwaves made by supernova
explosons that cause planetary systems to dart to coaesce from the dust clouds
surrounding other stars. In other words, if there had been no supernovas ever anywhere
near your sun, the ten planets that orbit it would never have formed.”

“Ning” | sad.

“Ten,” repeated Hallus firmly. “Keep looking.” His eyestdks waved. “Do you
see the quandry? Some stars must become supernovas in order to make heavy ements
avalable for the formation of life, but if too many do, they would wipe out any life that
got started. Yet if not enough do, there would be precious few planetary systems. Just as
with the fundamenta physca congtants and the resonance levels of carbon, the rate of
supernova formaion again seems precisdy chosen, within a very narrow range of
possbly acceptable vaues, any subgtantid deviation would mean a universe without life
or even planets”

| was gruggling for footing, for sability. My head ached. “Tha could just be a
coincidence, too,” | said.

“It is either coincidence piled on top of coincidence” sad Hallus, “or it is
deliberate desgn. And there is more. Take water, for indance. Every lifeform we know
of evolved in water, and dl of them requireit for their biologica processes. And dthough
water seems chemicdly smple—just two hydrogen atoms bound to an oxygen—it is, in
fact, an enormoudy unusud substance. As you know, most compounds contract as they
cool and expand as they heat. Water does this, too, until just before it starts to freeze. It
then does something remarkable: it begins to expand, even as it grows colder, so that by
the time it does freeze, it is actudly less dense than it was as a liquid. That is why ice
floats instead of dnking, of course. We are so used to seeing that, whether it isice bdlsin
a beverage or a skin of ice on a pond, that we usudly give it no thought. But other
substances do not do that: frozen carbon dioxide—what you cal dry ice—snksin liquid
carbon dioxide; alead ingot will Snk in a vat of molten lead.

“But water ice floats—and if it did not, life would be impossible. If lakes and
oceans froze from the bottom up, instead of the top down, no seafloor or lake-bottom
ecologies would exig outsde equatoria zones. Indeed, once they had started freezing,
bodies of water would freeze s0lid and reman solid forever; it is currents moving
unfettered beneath surface ice that promotes mdting in the oring—that is why glaciers,
which have no such currents beneath them, exig for millennia on dry land adjacent to
liquid lakes.”

| returned the eurypterid fossl to its drawer. “I grant that water is an unusud
substance, but—"

Hoallus touched his eyes together. “Buit this strange expanding-before-freezing is
hardly the only remarkable therma property water has. In fact, it has seven different
thermd parameters, dl of which are unique or nearly so in the chemica world, and dl of
which independently are necessary for the existence of life. The chances of any of them
having the aberrant vaue it does must be multiplied by the chances of the other sx
likewise being aberrant. The likelihood of water having these unique thermd properties
by chanceisdmod nil.”

“ Almost,” | said, but my voice was starting to sound hollow, even to me.

Hallus ignored me. “Nor does water's unique nature end with its thermad
properties. Of dl substances, only liquid sdenium has a higher surface tenson than does
water. And it is water’s high surface tengon that draws it deeply into cracks in rocks,



and, of course, as we have noted, water does the incredible and actudly expands as it
freezes, bregking those rocks apart. If water had lower surface tenson, the process by
which soil is formed would not occur. More: if water had higher viscosty, circulatory
systems could not evolve—your blood plasma and mine are essantidly sea water, but
there are no biochemica processes that could fud a heart that had to pump something
subgtantialy more viscous for any appreciable time”

The dien paused. “l could go on” he sad, “taking about the remarkable,
caefully adjusted parameters that make life possible, but the redity is smply this if any
of them—any in this long chain—were different, there would be no life in this universe.
We are @ther the most incredible fluke imaginable—something far, far more unlikdy than
you winning your provincid lottery every sngle week for a century—or the universe and
its components were designed, purposefully and with greet care, to giveriseto life”

| fdt a jab of pan in my chest; | ignored it. “It's ill just indirect evidence for
God's exigence,” | said.

“You know,” said Hallus, “you are in the vagt minority, even among your own
gpecies. According to something | saw on CNN, there are only 220 million atheists on
this planet out of a population of 6 hillion people. That isjust three percent of the totd.”

“Thetruth in factud matters is not a democratic question,” | said. “Most people
aren't criticd thinkers”

Hollus sounded disappointed. “But you are a trained, critica thinker, and | have
described to you why God must exis—or, a least, must have a one time exised—in
mathematical terms that come as close to certainty as anything in science possibly could.
And dill you deny his existence.”

The pain was growing worse. It would subside, of course.

“Yes” | sad. “I deny God's existence.”

“Hdlo, Thomas” Dr. Noguchi had begun on that fateful day last October, when
I’d comein to discuss the results of the tests he'd ordered. He dways caled me Thomas
indead of Tom. We'd known each other long enough that casud names were surdy
appropriate, but he liked a litle bt of formdityy, a touch of
I’ m-the-doctor-and-you’ re-the-patient distance. “Please St down.”

| did so.

He didn’'t waste time on a preamble. “It’ slung cancer, Thomas.”

My pulse increased. My jaw dropped.

“I'm sorry,” he said.

A million thoughts ran through my head. He must be migtaken; it must be
someone elsg's file what am | going to tdl Susan? My mouth was suddenly dry. “Are
you sure’?’

“The cultures from your sputum were absolutely diagnogtic,” he said. “There is
no doubt thet it is cancer.”

“Isit operable?’ | sad a last.

“WEIl have to determine that. If not, well try to treat it with radiation or
chemotherapy.”

My hand went immediatdy to my head, touching my har. “Will—will that



work?’

Noguchi smiled reassuringly. “It can be very effective”

Which amounted to a “maybe’—and | didn't want to hear “maybe” | wanted
certainty. “Whai—what about a transplant?’

Noguchi’s voice was soft. “Not that many sets of lungs become avalable each
year. Too few donors.”

“l could go to the States,” | sad tentatively. You read about that dl the time in
the Toronto Sar, egpecidly snce Haris's cutbacks to the hedth-care sysem had
begun: Canadians going to the States for medicd treatment.

“Makes no difference. There's a shortage of lungs everywhere. And, anyway, it
might not do any good; we'll have to seeif the cancer has spread.”

| wanted to ask, “Am | going to die?’ But the question seemed too much, too

direct.

“Keep a pogtive dtitude,” continued Noguchi. “You work a the museum,
right?’

“Uh-huh.”

“So you've probably got an excedlent benefits package. You're covered for
prescription drugs?’

| nodded.

“Good. There's some medication that will be useful. It's not cheap, but if you're
covered, you'll be okay. But, as | say, we have to seeif the cancer has spread. I'm going
to refer you to an oncologist down at St. Mike's. Shell look after you.”

| nodded, feding my world crumbling around me.

Hollus and | had returned to my office. “What you're arguing for,” | sad, “is a
gpecid placein the cosmos for humanity and other lifeforms”

The spiderlike dien maneuvered his bulk to one sde of the room. “We do
occupy a specid place” he sad.

“Wdl, I don't know how the development of science went on Beta Hydri 111,
Hollus but here on Earth it's followed a pattern of repeatedly dethroning us from any
gpecid postion. My own culture thought our world was at the center of the universe, but
that turned out to be wrong. We aso thought we had been created full-blown by God in
his image, but that turned out to be wrong, too. Every time we bdlieved there was
something special about us—or our planet or our sun—science showed that we were
misguided.”

“But lifeforms like us are indeed specid,” said the Forhilnor. “For instance, we dl
meass the same order of magnitude. None of the intdligent species, induding those that
vacated ther worlds, had average adult body masses below fifty kilograms or above 500
kilograms. We dl are, more or less, two meters dong our longest dimension—indeed,
avilized life could not exist much below 1.5 metersin gze”

| tried again to lift my eyebrows. “Why on Earth would thet be true?’

“It is true everywhere, not just on Earth, because the smalest sugtainable fire is
about fifty centimeters across, and to manipulate a fire you need to be somewhat bigger
then it. Without fire, of course, there is no medlurgy, and therefore no sophisticated
technology.” A pause, a bob. “Do you not see? We dl evolved to be theright Sze to use
fire—and that Sze is poised directly in the logarithmic middle of the universe. At its
maximum extension, the universe will be some forty orders of magnitude larger than we
are, and its smalest condtituent is forty orders of magnitude smdler than we are.” Hallus
regarded me and bobbed up and down. “We are indeed at the center of creation, if only
you know how to look &t it.”



When | started working at the ROM, the entire front part of its second floor was
given over to paeontology. The north wing, directly above the gift shops and ddli, had
adways housed the vertebrate-paeontology displays—“the Dinosaur Gdlery”’—and the
south wing had origindly housed the invertebrate-paleo gdlery; indeed, the words
“Museum of Pdeontology” are ill carved in sone dong the top of the wdl there.

But the invert gdlery had been closed ages ago, and in 1999 the space was
reopened to the public as “The Discovery Gdlery,” precisely the kind of edutainment
mind-candy Chrigine Dorati likes interactive displays for kids, with dmogs no red
learning going on. The subway-poster ads for the new galery bore the dogan, “Imagine if
the Museum were run by an eight-year-old.” As John Lennon once said, it’s easy if you
try.

Our pride and joy in vert paeo is our duckbilled Parasaurolophus skeleton,
with its glorious, meter-long head crest. Every specimen you've ever seen anywhere in
the world is a cast of our mount. Indeed, even the Discovery Gdlery contains a cast of
our Parasaurolophus, lying on the floor, embedded in fake matrix. Kids whack &t it dl
day long with wooden mdlets and chisds, modly resting their bums on the megnificent
skull.

Jugt out front of the vert-paleo gdlery there is an indoor balcony, looking down
on the Rotunda, which has a subtle star-burst desgn lad into its marble floor. There's
another balcony on the opposite side, out front of the Discovery Galery. Between the
two, above the glass-doored man entrance, are three verticd stained-glass windows.

While the museum was closed to the public, | took Hollus through the vert-paleo
gdlery. We've got the best collection of hadrosaurs in the world. We've dso got a
dramatic Albertosaurus, a formidable Chasmosaurus, two dynamic mounts of
Allosaurus, an excdlent Stegosaurus, plus a Pleistocene-mammas display, a wall
covered with casts of primate and hominid remains, a La Brea tar-pits exhibit, a standard
evolution-of-the-horse sequence, and a wonderful late-Cretaceous underwater diorama,
with plesiosaurs, mosasaurs, and ammonites.

| aso took Hallus over to the hated Discovery Galery, where a cast of a T. rex
looms over the hapless, floor-mounted Parasaurolophus. Hollus seemed enchanted by
dl thefosdls.

In addition, | showed him a lot of pantings of dinosaurs as they might have
looked while dive, and | had Abdus go get a copy of Jurassic Park on video so Hallus
could watch that.

We dso spent a lot of time with crusty old Jonesy, going through the
invertebrate-paleo collections; Jonesy’s gat trilobites up the wazoo.

But, | decided, far is far. Hollus had said a the outset that he would share
informetion his people had gathered. It was time to start collecting on that. | asked him to
tdl me about the evalutionary history of lifeforms on hisworld.

I’d assumed he was going to send down a book, but he did more.

Much more.

Hollus said he needed some room to do it properly, so we waited until the
museum closed for the day. The dmulacrum wavered briefly in my office, then
disappeared. We found it easier for meto just carry the holoform projector from place to
place than for the mulacrum to walk with me through the corridors of the museum, since
amos everyone—curator, grad student, janitor, patron—found an excuse to stop us and
chat with the dien.

| took the g&ff elevator down to the man floor, to the wide stone staircase that
wound around the Nisga a totem pole to the basement. Directly below the main Rotunda



was what we imaginativey referred to as the Lower Rotunda. This large, open space,
painted the color of cream-of-tomato soup, served as the lobby for Theatre ROM,
which was located benesth the gift shops of the firgt floor.

I’d had support gaff set up five video cameras on tripods, to record what Hollus
was going to show me—| knew tha he didn't want people looking over his eght
shoulders when he was doing his work; but he understood that when he was giving
information to us as payment, we had to make a record of it. | placed the holoform
projector in the middle of the wide floor and tapped on it to summon the Forhilnor genie.
Hollus reappeared, and | heard his language for the fird time as he gave further
indructions to the projector. It was like a little song, with Hollus harmonizing with himsdlf.

Suddenly the lobby was replaced with an incredible dien visa: Just as with the
smulacrum of Hollus | couldn’'t tdl that this wasn't red; it was as though I'd been
teleported across two dozen light-years to Beta Hydri 111.

“Thisis a gmulation, of course” said Hallus, “but we believe it to be accurate,
dthough the coloration of the animds is conjecture. This is how my world appeared
seventy million of your years ago, just prior to the most recent mass extinction.”

My pulse thundered in my ears. | somped my fedt, feding the reassuring
solidness of the Lower Rotundd s floor, the only evidence that | was ill in Toronto.

The sky was as cerulean as Earth's sky, and the clouds were cumulonimbus, the
physcs of a nitrogen-oxygen amosphere laden with water vapor were gpparently
universd. The landscape conssted of gently raling hills and there was a large pond,
limned by sand, located about where the base of the Nisga a totem pole redly is. The
aun was the same pale ydlow as Sol and appeared about the same Sze as our sun did to
us I'd looked up Beta Hydri in a reference book: it was 1.6 times as wide as Sol, and
2.7 times as bright, so the Forhilnor homeworld mugt have orbited it at a greater distance
then Earth orbits our sun.

The plants were dl green—chlorophyll, another compound Hoallus argued
showed sgns of intdligent design, was the best chemicd for itsjob no matter what world
you were on. The things tha served the purpose of leaves were perfectly round and
supported from beneath by a central stalk. And instead of having bark over whatever the
wood-equivaent was, the trunks were encased in a tranducent maerid, smilar to the
crydd that covered Hollus s eyes.

Hollus was il vishle, sanding next to me. Few of the animds | saw seemed to
be based on the same body plan as he was, dthough on those that were, the eight limbs
were undifferentiated: dl were used for locomotion; none for manipulaion. But most of
the lifeforms seemed to have five limbs not eght—presumably these were the
ectothermic pentapeds Hollus had referred to earlier. Some of the pentapeds hed
enormoudy long legs, rasing their torsos to greet heights. Others had limbs so stubby that
the torsos dragged dong the ground. | watched, astounded, as one pentaped used its five
legs to kick an octoped into unconsciousness, then lowered its torso, which gpparently
hed a mouth on its underside, down onto the body.

Nothing flew in the blue sky, dthough | did see pentapeds | dubbed “parasols’
with membranes stretched between each of thair five limbs They parachuted down from
trees, seemingly able to control their descent by moving specific limbs closer together or
farther gpart; their god appeared to be to land on the backs of pentapeds or octopeds,
killing them with poisonous ventra prongs.

None of the animds | saw had eyestaks like Hollus's, | wondered if they had
evolved later specificaly to dlow animas to see if a parasol was waiting to sal down on
them. Evolution was, after dl, an arms race.

“It'sincredible” | said. “A completely dien ecosystem.”

| rather imegine that Hollus was amused. “That is much as | fdt when | firg



arrived here. Even though | had seen other ecosystems, there is nothing more amazing
than encountering a different set of lifeforms and seeing how they interact.” He paused.
“As | sad, thisis my world as it would have been saventy million of your years ago.
When the next extinction event happens, the pentapeds will dl be wiped out.”

| watched a midsized pentaped attacking a dightly smdler octoped. The blood
was every bit as red as terrestrid blood, and the cries of the dying creature, dthough two
toned, coming in dternating anguish from separate mouths, sounded just as terrified.

Not wanting to die was another universal constant, it seemed.

| remember coming home last October after getting the initid diagnods from Dr.
Noguchi. I'd pulled my hatchback into the driveway. Susan was dready home; on those
rare days when | took my car to work, whichever of us got home firg turned on the
porch light so that the other could tell that there was dready a vehide in the garage. |, of
course, had taken my car so | could get to Noguchi’s office, over at Finch and Bayview,
for my gppointment.

| got out of the car. Dead leaves were blowing across our driveway, across our
lawn. | went up to the front door, letting mysdf in. | could hear Faith Hill's “The Kiss’
coming from the stereo. | was later than usud getting home, and Susan was busy in the
kitchen—I could hear the sounds of pots and pans banging together. 1 walked through
the hardwood-tiled entryway and up the hdf-flight of steps to the living room; | normdly
stopped in the den to look at my mall—if Susan got home firgt, she put my mail on top of
the low bookcase just insde the den door—but today | had too much on my mind.

Susan came out of the kitchen and gave me akiss.

But she knew me well—fter dl these years, how could she not?

“What'swrong?’ she said.

“Where'sRicky?’ | asked. I'd have to tdl him, too, but it would be easier to firg
tdl Susan.

“At the Nguyens.” The Nguyens lived two doors down; their son Bobby was
the same age as Ricky. “What's wrong?’

| was holding the banigter at the top of the dairs, dill shell-shocked from the
diagnogis. | motioned for her to join me on the couch. “Sue” | said once I'd sat down, “I
went to see Dr. Noguchi today.”

She was looking into my eyes, trying to read messages in them. “Why?’

“That cough of mine. I’d gone last week, and he'd done some tests. He asked
meto come in today to discuss the results” | moved closer to her on the couch. “I didn't
say anything; it had seemed routine—hardly worth mentioning.”

She lifted her eyebrows, her face dl concern. “And?’

| sought her hand with my own, took it. Her hand was trembling. | drew in
breath, filling my damaged lungs. “1 have cancer,” | said. “Lung cancer.”

Her eyes went wide. “Oh my God,” she said, shaken. “What . . . wha happens
now?’ she asked.

| shrugged alittle. “More tests. The diagnoss was made based on maerid in my
sputumn, but they’Il want to do biopsies and other tests to determine . . . determine how
far it's spread.”



“How?’ she said, the syllable quavering.

“How did | get it?’ | shrugged. “Noguchi figures it was dl the minerd dust I've
innded over the years.”

“God,” sad Susan, trembling. “My God.”

Donad Chen had been with the McLaughlin Planetarium for ten years before it
was shut down, but unlike his colleagues, he was ill employed. He was transferred
intendly to the ROM’s education-programs department, but the ROM had no
permanent fadlities devoted to astronomy, so Don had little to do—athough the CBC
did put hisamiling face on the tube every year for the Persaids.

Everybody on g&ff referred to Chen as “the waking dead.” He dready had an
anfully pale complexion—occupationa hazard for an astronomer—and it seemed only a
maiter of time before he would be given the boot from the ROM, as well.

Of course, the entire gaff of the museum was intrigued by the presence of Hallus,
but Donad Chen had a particular interest. Indeed, he was dearly miffed that the dien
hed come looking for a paleontologigt rather than an astronomer. Chen’s origind office
had been over in the planetarium; his new office, here in the Curatoria Centre, was little
more than an upright coffin—but he made frequent excuses to come vigt me and Hollus,
and | was getting used to his knocks on my door.

Hollus opened the door for me thistime. He was now quite good with doors and
managed to manipulate the knob with one of his feet, ingead of having to turn around to
use a hand. Sitting on a chair jugt outside the door was Bruiser—that’s the nickname for
Al Brewster, a hulking ROM security guard who was assgned full-time now to the
paeobiology department, because of Hollus's vidts. And ganding next to Bruiser was
Dondd Chen.

“Ni hao ma?” sad Hollus to Chen; I'd been lucky enough to be part of the
Canada-China Dinosaur Project two decades ago, and had learned passably good
Mandarin, so | didn’t mind.

“Hao,” sad Chen. He dipped into my office and closed the door behind him,
with a nod to Bruiser. Switching to English, he said, “Hey, Sayer.”

“Sayer?’ sad Hollus, looking firg at Chen, then a me.

| coughed. “It’s, ah, anickname.”

Chen turned to Hoallus “Tom has been leading the fight againg the current
museum adminigration. The Toronto Star dubbed him the vampire dayer.”

“The potential vampire dayer,” | corrected. “Dorati is dill getting her way most
of the time” Chen was carying an ancient book, written in Chinese judging by the
characters on the gold cover; dthough | could speak the language, reading it a any
sophidticated level was beyond me. “What'stha?’ | said.

“Chinese higtory,” said Chen. “I’ve been bugging Kung.” Kung held the Louise
Hawnley Stone chair in the Near Eastern and Adan avilizaions department, another
post-Harris-cutback anagam. “That' swhy | wanted to see Hollus”

The Forhilnor tipped his eyestalks, ready to help.

Chen set the heavy book on my desk. “In 1998, a group of astronomers at the
Max Planck Inditute for Extraterrestria Physics in Germany announced the discovery of
asupernova remnant—what’ s left behind after a giant star explodes.”

“l know about supernovas,” said Hallus “In fact, Dr. Jericho and | were taking
about them recently.”

“Okay, good,” sad Chen. “Wdl, the remnant those guys discovered is very
close, maybe 650 light-years away, in the conddlation of Vda They cdl it RX
J0852.0-4622.”



“Catchy,” sad Hollus

Chen had little sense of humor. He continued on. “The supernova that formed the
remnant should have been visblein our skies about the year 1320 A.D. Indeed, it should
have outshone the full moon and been visible even during the day.” He paused, waiting to
see if ather of us would dispute this We didn't, and he went on. “But there is no
higoricd record of it whatsoever; no mention of it has ever been found.”

Holluss eyestdks weaved. “You sad it is in Vea? Tha is a southern
congdlation, both in the skies of your world and mine But your world has little
population in its southern hemisphere.”

“True” sad Chen. “In fact, the only terrestrid evidence we' ve found at dl for
this supernovais a nitrate spike in Antarctic snow that might be associated with it; Smilar
spikes correlate with other supernovae. But Vea s vishle from the land of my ancestors;
you can see it dearly from southern China I'd thought if anybody had recorded it, it
would be the Chinese” He held up the book. “But there's nothing. Of course, 1320
A.D. wasin the middle of the Y uan dynasty.”

“Ah” | sad sagely. “The Yuan.”

Chen looked at me as though | were a Philigine. “The Yuan was founded by
Kubla Khan in Beijing,” he said. “Chinese governments were normdly generous in thar
support of astronomica research, but during that time, science was cut back while the
Mongols overrode everything” He paused. “Not unlike what's happening in Ontario
right now.”

“Not bitter, are we?’ | said.

Chen shrugged a little. “That's the only explanaion | could think of for why my
people didn't record the supernova” He turned to Hollus. “The supernova should have
been judt as vishle from Beta Hydri was it was from here. Do your people have any
record of having observed it?’

“I will check,” said Hollus The smulacrum stopped moving; even the torso
stopped expanding and contracting. We waited about a minute, and then the giant spider
came to life again, Hallus reinhabiting his avatar. “No,” he said.

“No record of a supernova 650 years ago?’

“Not inVea”

“Those are Earth years, of course.”

Hollus sounded offended a the suggestion that he might have screwed up. “Of
course. The mogt recent naked-eye supernova observed by ether the Forhilnors or the
Wreeds was the one in the Large Magdlanic Cloud about fifteen years ago. Before that,
both races saw one in the congtdlation you cdl Serpens, in what would have been very
ealy in your seventeenth century.”

Chen nodded. “Kepler's supernova” He looked & me. “It was visble here
dating in 1604. It got to be brighter than Jupiter, but you could bardy see it during the
day.” He pursed his lips, thinking. “That's fascinating. Kepler's supernova was nowhere
near Earth, or Beta Hydri, or Delta Pavonis, and yet dl three worlds saw it and recorded
it. Supernova 1987A, of course, wasn't even in this gdaxy, and we dl recorded it. But
the Vela event of circa 1320 was quite nearby. I'd have thought someone would have
seen it”

“Perhaps a dust doud intervened?’ said Hollus.

“There's no dust dloud in the way now,” said Chen, “and it would take a cloud
ather anfully close to the star that blew up or awfully big to obscure the view from Earth
and Beta Hydri and Ddta Pavonis. Somebody should have seen thisthing.”

“Quite apuzzle” sad Hallus

Chen nodded. “Isn't it, though?’

“l would be glad to provide you with what information my kind have gathered



about supernovas,” said Hollus. “Perhaps it will shed some light on the issue.”

| wondered if Hollus was ddliberately making a pun.

“That would be greet,” said Chen.

“I will have some materid sent down from the mothership,” said Hollus, eyestalks
waving.

When | was fourteen, the museum had had a contest for children interested in
dinosaurs. The winner would get dl sorts of paleontology-related prizes.

If it had been a dinosaur trivia contest, or a test of common knowledge about
dinosaurs, or if it had required kids to identify fossils, | would have won, I'm sure.

But it wasn't. It was a contest to make the best dinosaur marionette.

| knew which dinosaur it had to be: Parasaurolophus, the ROM’s signature
mount.

| tried building one out of Plagticine and Styrofoam and wooden dowels.

It was a disaster. The head, with its long crest, kept fdling off. 1 never got it
finished. Some fa kid won the contest; | was at the ceremony where he received his
prizes, one of which was a sauropod modd. He sad, “Neat! Brontosaurud” | was
disguged: even in 1960, no one who knew anything about dinosaurs caled
Apatosaurus that.

| did learn one vauable lesson, though.

| learned that you can’t choose the ways in which you'll be tested.

Donad Chen and Hallus might have been fascinated by supernovae, but | was
more interested in what Hollus and | had been taking about before. Once Don left, |
sad, “ So, Hollus, you guys seem to know an awful lot about DNA.”

“| suppose that istrue” the dien said.

“What—" My voice had broken a hit; | swallowed and tried again. “What do
you know about problems with DNA, about errorsinits replication?’

“Thet is not my fidd, of course,” said Hallus, “but our ship's doctor, Lablok, is
reasonably expert in that area.”

“And doesthis Lablok . . . ” | swalowed “. . . does this Lablok know anything
about, say, cancer?’

“The trestment of cancer is a specidized discipline on our world,” sad Hallus
“Lablok knows something about it, of course, but—"

“Can you cure cancer?’

“We treat it with radiation and chemicds” said Hollus “Sometimes these are
effective, but often they are not.” He sounded rather sad.

“Ah” | said. “The sameistrue here on Earth.” | was quiet for atime of course,
I’d been hoping for a different answer. Oh, wdl. “Speeking of DNA,” | sad, a lag,
“I—I wonder if | might have a sample of yours. If that’s not too persond, that is. I'd like
to have some sudies done on it

Hoallus stretched out an arm. “Help yoursdlf.”

| dmogt fdl for it. “You aren’t redly here. You're just a projection.”

Hollus lowered his am, and his eyestalks did their S-ripple. “Forgive my sense
of humor. But, certainly, if you would like some DNA, you are welcome to it. | will have
the shuttle come down with some samples”

“Thanks”

“I can tdl you what you will find, though. Y ou will find that my exisenceisjust as
unlikey as yours. The degree of complexity in an advanced lifeform smply could not



have arisen by chance.”

| took a deep breath. | didn’'t want to argue with the dien, but, dammitdl, he was
asientist. He should know better. | swivded in my chair, turning to face the computer
mounted on what had, when I'd started working here, been the return for a typewriter.
I’ve got one of those nifty Microsoft split keyboards; the museum had to provide them to
anyone who asked after the d&ff association started meking complaints about lighility for
carpd-tunnd syndrome.

My computer was a Windows NT system, but | opened a DOS sesson on it,
and typed a command at the prompt. An gpplication began, and it drew a chessboard on
the screen.

“That's a standard human game board,” | said. “We play two games of Strategy
onit: chess and checkers”

Hollus touched his eyes together. “I have heard of the former; | understand you
used to congder its mastery one of humeanity’s greatest intdllectud achievements—until a
computer was able to beat the most-skilled human. Y ou humans do have a tendency to
make the definition of inteligence quite dusve”

“l guess,” | said. “But, anyway, it's actudly something more like checkers | want
to tak about.” | touched a key. “Here' s arandom deployment of playing pieces” About
athird of the sxty-four squares sprouted circular occupants. “Now, look: each occupied
sguare has eight neighboring squares, induding the diagond corners, right?’

Hollus clinked his eyes together again.

“Now, condder three smple rules: a given square will remain unchanged—either
occupied or vacant—if precisaly two of the neighboring squares are occupied. And if an
occupied square has three occupied neighbors, it remains occupied. In dl other cases,
the square becomes empty if it isV't dready, and if it is empty, it remains empty. Got it?’

“Yes”

“Okay. Now, let’'s expand the board. Instead of an 8-by-8 matrix, let's use 400
by 300; on this monitor, that lets every square be represented by a two-by-two pixd
cdl. WEll show occupied squares by white cells and unoccupied ones by black cdls”

| tapped a key, and the checkerboard gpparently receded into the distance while
a the same time extending to the four corners of the screen. The grid of the board
disappeared at this resolution, but the random pattern of lighted and unlighted cdls was
obvious.

“Now,” | said, “let’s goply our three rules” | tapped the space bar, and the
pattern of dots shifted. “Agan,” | said, tapping the space bar, and agan the pattern
shifted. “And once more.” Another tap; another reconfiguring of the dots on the screen.

Hallus looked at the monitor and then a me. “ So?’

“So this” | said. | tapped another key, and the process began repeating itsdf
automdticaly: apply the three rules to every piece on the board, redisplay the new
configuration, apply the rules again, redisplay the revised configuration, and so on.

It only took a few seconds for the firg glider to appear. “See that group of five
cdls?’ | sad. “We cdl tha a ‘glider;, and—ah, there's another one” | touched the
screen, pointing it out. “And another. Watch them move.”

And, indeed, they did seem to move, Saying a cohesive group as they shifted
from pogition to pogtion across the monitor.

“If you run this amulation long enough,” | said, “you'll see dl sorts of lifdike
patterns; in fact, this game is cdled Life. It was invented in 1970 by a mathemdtician
named John Conway; | used to use it when | taught evolution a U of T. Conway was
agtonished by what those three smple rules generated. After enough iterations, something
cdled a ‘glider gun' will appear—a dructure that shoots out new gliders a regular
intervals. And, indeed, glider guns can be created by cdllisons of thirteen or more



gliders so, inaway, the gliders reproduce themsdlves. You dso get ‘eaters,” which can
break up passng objects; in the process, the eater gets damaged, but after a fev more
turns, it repairs itsdf. The game produces movement, reproduction, egting, growth, the
hediing of injuries, and more, dl from gpplying those three smple rules to an initidly
random selection of pieces.”

“l do not see the point you are trying to make,” said Hollus.

“The point is that life—the apparent complexity of it dl—can be generated by
vay smplerules”

“And these rules you keep iterating represent precisely what?”

“Wdl, the laws of physics say .. "

“No one disputes that seeming order can come out of the gpplication of Imple
rules. But who wrote the rules? For the universe you are showing me, you mentioned a
name—"

“John Conway.”

“Yes. Wdl, John Conway is the god of that universe, and dl his smulaion
proves isthat any universe requires a god. Conway was the programmer. God was aso
aprogrammer; the laws of physics and physica constants he devised are our universe's
source code. The presumed difference between your Mr. Conway and our God is that,
as you said, Conway did not know what his source code would produce until he
compiled and executed it, and he was therefore astounded by the results. Our crestor,
one presumes, did have a specific result in mind and wrote code to produce that result.
Granted, things have apparently not gone precisely as planned—the mass extinctions
seem to suggest that. But, nonethdess, it seems clear that God ddiberately designed the
universe”

“You redly beieve that?’ | asked.

“Yes” sad Hadllus as he watched more gliders dance across my computer
screen. “| redly do.”

When | was a boy, | beonged to the Royd Ontario Museum's Saturday
Morning Club for three years. It was an incredible experience for a kid like me,
fascinated by dinosaurs and snakes and bats and gladiators and mummies Every
Saturday during the school year, we'd go down to the museum, getting in before it
opened to the public. We'd congregate in the ROM  theater—that’s what it was caled
before some overpriced consultant had decided we should rename it Theatre ROM. It
had been quite grotty back then, and upholstered entirdly in black; it's since had a
face-lift.

The morings would start off with Mrs. Berlin, who ran the club, showing us a 16
mmmovie, usualy some short from the Nationa Him Board of Canada. And then we'd
head off for a hdf-day of activitiesin the museum, not just in the gdleries but dso behind
the scenes. | loved every minute of it and made up my mind that someday | would work
a the ROM.

| remember one day we were getting a demondgtration from the artist responsible
for many of the museum’s dinosaur recongtructions. He asked our assembled group what
kind of dinosaur a pointed, serrated tooth he was showing us had come from.



“A carnosaur,” I'd said at once.

The artist had been impressed. “That’sright,” he said.

But another kid berated me later. “It's carnivore, he said, not carnosaur.

Carnosaur was, of course, the correct word: it was the technicad name for the
group of dinosaurs that included tyrannosaurs and their kin. Most kids don't know thet;
hdll, most adults don’t know it.

But | knew it. I'd read it on a placard in the ROM’ s Dinosaur Gdlery.

The origind Dinosaur Gdllery, that is.

Instead of our current dioramas, that gdlery had had specimens mounted so you
could wak right around them; velvet ropes kept the public from getting too close. And
each gpecimen had alengthy, typed explanation in a wooden frame that would take four
or five minutes to read.

The centerpiece of the old gdlery was a Corythosaurus, a huge duckhill
danding erect. There was something wonderfully Canadian, athough | didn’t understand
it as such at the time, about the ROM’s showcase dinosaur being a placid vegetarian
instead of the ravenous T. rexes or the fiercely armed Triceratopses thet were the mgor
mounts a most U.S. museums; indeed, it wasn't until 1999 that the ROM put a T rex
cast on display, over in the kid's Discovery Gdlery. Sill, that ancient Corythosaurus
mount was wrong. We know now that hadrosaurs dmost certainly couldn’t stand up like
that; they probably spent most of their time as quadrupeds.

Every time | went to the museum as a kid, | made a point of looking at that
skeleton, and the others, and reading the placards, and Sruggling with the vocabulary,
and learning asmuch as | could.

We dill have that skeleton a the ROM, tucked to the sde of the Cretaceous
Alberta diorama, but there' s no explanatory text associated with it anymore. Just a smdl
Plexiglas 9gn that disngenuoudy glosses over the erroneous stance, and sayslittle dse:

Corythosaurus Excavatus Gilmore

A crested hadrosaur (duck-bill) mounted in an upright
det posture. Upper Cretaceous, Oldman formation
(approximady 75 million years), Little Sandhill Creek,
near Steveville, Alberta

Of course, the “new” Dinosaur Gdlery was a quarter-century old now. It had
opened before Chridine Dorati had come to power, but she considered it a modd of
what our displays should be like don’t bore the audience, don’'t weigh them down with
facts. Just let them gawk.

Chridine had a couple of daughters, they were grown now. But | often
wondered if, when they were kids, she had been embarrassed a a museum. Perhaps
she d sad, “Oh, Mary, that's a Tyrannosaurus rex. It lived ten million years ago.” And
her daughter—or, worse, some smart-aleck kid like 1I'd been—had corrected her with
information that had been written on a lengthy placard. “That’s not a tyrannosaur, and it
didn't live ten million years ago. It's an Allosaurus, and it lived 150 million years ago.”
But whatever the reason, Chrigtine Dorati hated signage that conveyed informetion.

| wish we had the money to redo the Dinosaur Gdlery again; I'd inherited it in its
current condition. But money was scarce these days, the axing of the planetarium was
hardly the only cutback.

Sill, I wondered how many kids we were ingoiring these days.



| wondered—

It wouldn't be my Ricky; that would be too much to ask. Besides, he was 4ill at
the stage where he wanted to be a firefighter or a police officer and had evinced no
particular interest in science.

Stll, when | looked a the tens of thousands of school-aged children who came
on fied trips to the museum each year, | wondered which if any of them would grow up
to follow in my footsteps.

Hollusand | were at an impasse over the interpretation of the game of Life, and
0 | excused mysdf, and went to the washroom. As | aways did, | opened the faucets
on dl three dnks, to make some background noise; the public washrooms at the ROM
dl had faucets controlled by eectric eyes, but we didn't have to put up with that indignity
in the g&ff fadlities. The running water drowned out the sound as | crouched down in
front of one of the toilets and vomited; | tossed my cookies about once a week, thanks
to the chemo drugs. It was hard on me; my chest and lungs were aready Strained. | took
afew moments, kneding there, just to regain my strength, then | stood up, flushed the
toilet, and headed to the sinks, washing my hand and turning off dl the taps. | kept a
bottle of mouthwash at the museum and had brought it in with me; | gargled, trying to kill
the foul taste. And, then, at lagt, | returned to the paleobiology department, amiling a
Bruiser as if nothing unusud had happened. | opened the door to my office and went
back insde.

To my agtonishment, Hollus was reading the newspaper when | came in. He'd
picked up my copy of the tabloid Toronto Sun from my desk and was holding it in his
two six-fingered hands. His eyestalks moved left to right in unison as he read dong. I'd
expected him to be aware of my presence at once, but maybe the Smulacrum wasn't that
sendtive. | cleared my throat, tagting a little more unpleasantness as | did so.

“Wd” “come’ “back,” said Hallus, his eyes now looking a me. He closed the
newspaper and faced the front page toward me. The sole headline taking up most of the
front page, declared, “Abortion Doc Killed.” “I have seen many references to abortion in
your media,” said Hallus, “but confess to not understanding precisely what it is, the term
is bandied about, but never defined—even in the aticle that apparently relates to this
title”

| moved to my chair and took a deep breath, gathering my thoughts, wondering
where to begin. I'd read the story mysdf on the way into work this morning. “Wdl, um,
sometimes human women get pregnant unintentiondly. There is a procedure that can be
done to terminate the fetus, putting an end to the pregnancy; it's called an abortion. It's,
ah, somewhat controversid, and because of that it's often done in specid dinics rather
then at regular hospitals. Religious fundamentaists disapprove srongly of abortion—they
congder it a form of murder—and some extremists have taken to usng bombs to blow
up abortion dinics. Last week, a dinic was blown up in Buffdo—that’s a dity just over
the border in New York State. And yesterday, one was blown up in Etobicoke, which is
part of Toronto. The doctor who owned the dinic was indde a the time, and he was
killed.”

Hollus looked a& me for the longest time. “These—what did you cdl them?
Fundamentdigt extremists? These fundamentdist extremists believe it iswrong to kill even
an unborn child?’

“Yes”

It was hard to discern tone in Hollus's speech, what with his voice bouncing
between two mouths, but he sounded incredulous, a least to me. “And they demondtrate
thar disapprova over this by murdering adults?



| nodded dightly. “Apparently.”

Hollus was quiet for afew moments longer, his sphericad torso bobbing dowly up
and down. “Among my people,” he said, “we have a concept cdled’—and his twin
mouths sang two discordant notes. “It refers to incongruities, to events or words that
convey the opposite of the intended meaning.”

“We have agmilar concept. We cdl it irony.”

His eyes turned to the newspaper again. “Apparently not dl humans understand

I’ve never smoked. So why do | have lung cancer?

It's actudly, so I've learned, somewhat common among paeontologists,
geologists, and minerdogigts of my generation. | was right, in away, when | attributed my
cough to the dusty environment | worked in. We often use tools that pulverize rocks,
cregting alot of fine dust, which—

But lung cancer takes a long time to develop, and I've been working in
paeontology labs for thirty years. These days, | dmost dways wear a mask; our
consciousness has been raised, and dmost everyone does so when doing that kind of
work. But, dill, over the decades, I'd breathed in more than my share of rock dust, not
to mention asbestos fibers as wdl as fiberglass filaments while making casts.

And now I'm paying for it.

Some of Susan's and my friends said we should sue—perhaps the museum,
perhaps the Ontario government (my ultimate employer). Surdy my workplace could
have been made safer; surdy | should have been given better safety ingtruction; surdy—

It was anaturd reaction. Someone should pay for such an injugtice. Tom Jericho:
he's a nice guy, good hushand, good father, gives to charity . . . maybe not as much as
he should, but some, each month. And he was aways there to lend a hand when
someone was moving or painting their house. And now good old Tom had cancer.

Y es, surdly someone should pay, they thought.

But the last thing | wanted to do was waste time on litigation. So, no, | wasn't
going to sue.

Sill, I had lung cancer; | had to ded with that.

And there was an irony here.

Some of what Hollus was saying about what he took as proof for God's
exisence wasn't new to me. That suff about the fundamenta constants was sometimes
referred to as the anthropic cosmologica principle; 1'd touched on it in my evolution
course. He was certainly right that the universe, superficidly at least, seemed designed for
life As Sr Fred Hoyle sad in 1981, “A common-sense interpretation of the facts
suggests that a super-intellect has monkeyed with physics, as wdl as with chemistry and
biology, and that there are no blind forces worth speaking about in nature. The numbers
one cadculaes from the facts seem to me so overwhdming as to put this concluson
amaos beyond question.” But, then again, Sir Fred championed a lot of notions the rest
of the scientific community balked at.

Sill, as Hollus and | continued to tak, he brought up alia—dthough he caled
them “dliums” he dways had trouble with Latin plurds. Cilia are the hairlike extensons
from cdlsthat are capable of rhythmic motion; they are present in many types of humen



cdls, and, he said, in the cdlls of Forhilnors and Wreeds, too. Humans who believed that
not just the universe but life itsdf had been intdligently designed often cited dlia The tiny
motors thet dlow the fibers to move are enormoudy complex, and the intelligent-design
proponents say they are irreducibly complex: there is no way they could have evolved
through a series of incrementd steps. Like a mousetrap, a dlium needs dl of its various
parts to work; take away any dement and it becomes usdess junk—just as without the
soring, or the holding bar, or the platform, or the hammer, or the catch, a mousetrap
does nothing at dl. It was indeed a conundrum to explain how dlia had evolved through
the accumulation of gradua changes, which is supposed to be how evolution works.

W, among other places, dlia are found on the sngle layer of cdls that line the
bronchi. They beat in unison, moving mucus out of the lungs—mucous containing
particles that have been accidentally inhaed, getting them out before cancers can begin.

If the dlia are destroyed, though, by exposure to asbestos, tobacco smoke, or
other substances, the lungs can no longer keep themsdves clean. The only other
mechaniam for didodging phlegm and moving it upward is coughing—persistent, racking
coughing. Such coughing is't as effective, though; carcinogens stay longer in the lungs,
and tumors form. The persistent coughing sometimes damages the surface of the tumor,
adding blood to the sputum; asinmy case, thet is often the firg symptom of lung cancer.

If Hollus and the humans who shared his bdiefs were right, dlia had been
designed by some master enginesr.

If s0, then maybe that’ s the son of a bitch who should be sued.

“My friend over a the universty has got a prdiminary report on your DNA,” |
sad to Hollus, afew days after he'd provided the sample | had asked for; I'd missed the
landing of the shuttle again, but a Forhilnor who wasn't Hollus had dropped off the
pecimen with Raghubir, dong with the Forhilnor data on supernovae Hollus had
promised to give to Donad Chen.

“And?’

At some point, | would ask him what governed which mouth he would use when
he was only going to utter asingle syllable. “And she doesn't bdieve it’'s extraterrestrid in
orign.”

Hollus shifted on his Sx feet; he dways found it cramped in my office. “Of course
it is. | confess it is not my own DNA; Lablok extracted it from hersdf. But she is a
Forhilnor, too.”

“My friend identified hundreds of genes that seem to be the same as those in life
from this planet. The gene that creates hemoglobin, for instance.”

“There are only alimited number of possible chemicals that can be used to carry
oxygen in the bloodstream.”

“| guess she was expecting something more—wdll, dien.”

“l am asdien abeing as you are every likdy to encounter,” said Hollus. “Thet is,
the difference between your body plan and mineis as great as we have ever seen. There
are practica enginearing congraints on how weird life can get, after al, even”—and here
he raised one of his sx-fingered hands and did a Vulcan sdute—"if your filmmekers
seem incapable of coming close to the variety possible”

“l suppose,” | sad.

Hallus bobbed. “The minimum number of genes required for life is about 300,”
he said. “But that quantity is suffident only for truly primitive crestures, most eukaryotic
cdls share a core group of about three thousand genes—you find them in everything from
anglecdled lifeforms to eaborate animds like ourselves, and they are the same, or
amog the same, on every world we have looked a. On top of that, there are 4,000



additiona genes that are shared by dl multicdlular lifeforms, which encode proteins for
cdl-to-cdl adhesion, sgnding between cdls and so on. There are thousands more
shared by dl animaswith internd skeletons. And thousands more beyond that are shared
by dl warm-blooded animas. Of course, if your friend keeps searching, she will find tens
of thousands of genes in Forhilnor DNA that have no counterparts in Earthly lifeforms,
athough, naturdly, it is easier to maich genes than to find unfamiliar ones. But there redly
are only afew possible solutions to the problems posed by life, and they recur on world
after world.”

| shook my head. “I wouldn't have expected life from Beta Hydri to use the
same gendtic code as life on Earth does, let done any of the same genes. | mean, there
are even some vaiations in the code here out of the sixty-four codons, four have
different meaningsin mitochondrid DNA than they do in nuclear DNA.”

“All lifeforms we have examined share essatidly the same gendtic code. It
surprised us at first, aswell.”

“But it just doesn’t make sense)” | said. “Amino acids come in two isomers, |eft-
and right-handed, but dl life on Earth uses only the left-handed versons. For starters, it
should be afifty-fifty shot for any two ecosystems to both use the same orientation. And
there should be only a one-in-four chance that three ecosystems—yours, mine, and the
Wreeds —would use the same one.

“Indeed,” said Hollus

“And even just teking the left-handed kind, there are ill over a hundred different
amino acids—but life on Earth only uses twenty of them. What are the chances that life
on other worlds would use those exact same twenty?’

“Pretty darn remote.”

| amiled a Hallus, I'd expected him to give me a precise datigica answer.
“Pretty darn remote indeed,” | said.

“But the choice is not random; God designed it that way.”

| let out along Sgh. “I just can’'t buy that,” | said.

“I know,” sad Hollus, sounding as though he despaired for my ignorance.
“Look,” he sad &fter atime, “I am not a mydic. | believe in God because it makes
stientific sense for meto do so; indeed, | suspect God exigts in this universe because of
science”

My head was garting to hurt. “How’s that?’

“As| sad earlier, our universeis closed—it will eventudly collapse back down in
a big crunch. A smilar event happened &fter hillions of years in the universe that
preceded this one—and with hillions of years, who knows what phenomend things
science might make possible? Why, it might even make it possible for an inteligence, or
data patterns representing it, to survive a big crunch and exist again in the next cycle of
cregtion. Such an entity might even have science aufficient to dlow it to influence the
parameters for the next cycle, cregting a designer universe into which that entity itsdf will
be reborn dready armed with billions of years worth of knowledge and wisdom.”

| shook my head; I'd expected something better then ariff on “it's turtles dl the
way down.” “Evenif that's 0,” | said, “that hardly solves the problem of whether or not
God exids. You're just pushing the creetion of life back one step farther. How did life
dart in the universe before this one?’ | frowned. “If you can't explain that, you haven't
explained anything.”

“l do not believe that the being who is our God was ever dive” sad Hallus, “in
the sense of being a biologica entity. | suspect this is the firs universe in which biology
and evolution have ever taken place”

“Then what isit, this God-being?’

“l see no evidence here on Eath that you have yet achieved atificid



intdligence”

That seemed a non sequitur to me, but | nodded. “That’s right, dthough a lot of
people are working onit.”

“We do have sdlf-aware machines. My starship, the Merelcas, is one such. And
what we have discovered is this intdligence is an emergent property—it appears
gpontaneoudy in systems of sufficdent order and complexity. | suspect that the being
which is now the God of this universe was a noncorporea intdligence that arose through
chance fluctugtionsin a previous universe devoid of biology. | bdieve this being, exising
in isolation, sought to make sure that the next universe would teem with independent,
sdf-reproducing life. It seems unlikely that biology could have started in any randomly
generated universe on its own, but a locdized space-time matrix of sufficdent complexity
to develop sentience could reasonably be expected to arise by chance after only a few
hillion years of quantum fluctuations, especidly in universes unlike this one in which the
five fundamenta forces have less divergent rdative drengths” He paused. “The
uggedtion that essantidly a scientist created our current universe would explain the
long-standing philosophica conundrum of why this universe is indeed comprehensible to
the scientific mind; why Forhilnor and human abstractions, such as mathematics and
induction and aesthetics, are gpplicable to the nature of the redity. Our universe is
sdentificaly understandable because it was crested by a vedly advanced intdligence
who used the tools of science.”

It was staggering to think that intdligence could arise more essly than life itsalf
could—and yet we redly didn't have a good ddfinition of intdligence every time a
computer seemed to succeed at duplicaing it, we sSmply said that that’s not what we
meant by the term. “God as a scientis,” | sad, tading the thought. “Wael, | guess any
auffidently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic.”

“Aithy,” said Hallus *Y ou should write that down.”

“l don't think it's origind to me. But what you're proposing is just that—a
proposal. It doesn't prove the existence of your God.”

Hollus bobbed his torso. “And just what sort of evidence would convince you?’

| thought about that for awhile, then shrugged. “A smoking gun,” | said.

Hollus's eyes moved to their maximum separation. “A what?’

“My favorite genre of fiction is murder myseries, and—"

“l am astounded that humans take pleasure in reading about killing,” said Hollus.

“No, no,” | said. “You've got it wrong. We don’t enjoy reading about killing, we
enjoy reading about justice—about a crimind, no matter how clever, being proved guilty
of the crime. And the best proof in a red murder case is to find the suspect holding the
smoking gun—actudly holding the weapon used to commit the crime.”

“Ah” said Hollus

“A amoking gun isincontrovertible evidence. And that’s what | want: indisputable
proof.”

“Thereis no indisputable proof for the big bang,” said Hallus. “And there is none
for evolution. And yet you accept those. Why hold the question of whether there is a
creator to a higher slandard?’

| didn't have a good answer for that. “All 1 know,” | said, “is that it will take
overwhedming evidence to convince me.”

“| believe you have dready been given overwheming evidence,” said Hollus.

| touched my head, feding the smoothness where my hair used to be.

Hollus was right: we do accept evolution without absolute proof. Sure, it seems
clear that dogs are descended from wolves. Our ancestors apparently domesticated



them, breeding out the fierceness, breeding in companionability, eventudly turning the Ice
Age Canis lupus pallipes into Canis familiaris, the modern pooch with its 300 sundry
breeds.

Dogs and wolves can't jointly reproduce anymore, or, a lead, if they do, the
offgoring are gerile: canines and lupines are different species. If that's the way it redly
happened—if human breeding turned Akela into Rover, cregting a new species—then
one of the basic tenets of evolution has been demonstrated: new species can be created
from old ones.

But we can't prove the evolution of the dog. And in dl the thousands of years
we have been breeding dogs since, producing dl those myriad kinds, we have not
managed to create a new canine species. a Chihuahua can Hill mate with a Great Dane,
and a pit bull can hump a poodie—and both unions can bring forth fertile young. No
meatter how much we try to emphasize ther differences, they are dill Canis familiaris.
And we ve never created a new species of cat or rat or eephant, of corn or coconut or
cactus. That naturd selection can produce changes within a type is disputed by no one,
not even the staunchest credtionist. But that it can trandform one gpecies into
another—that, in fact, has never been observed.

In the vertebrate-paeontology gdlery a the ROM, we' ve got a long diorama
filled with horse skeletons, dating with Hyracotherium from the Eocene, then
Mesohippus from the Oligocene, Merychippus and Pliohippus from the Pliocene, then
Equus shoshonensis from the Pleistocene, and findly today’s Equus caballus,
represented by a modern quarter horse and a Shetland pony.

It sure as hdl 1ooks like evolution is happening: the number of toes reduce from
Hyracotherium's four on the front feet and three on the rear until there’ s only one, in the
form of a hoof; the teeth grow longer and longer, an apparent adaptation for eating tough
grasses, the animds (excepting the pony) get progressively larger. | pass that display
condantly; it's part of the background of my life Rardly do | giveit any thought, dthough
often enough I’ ve interpreted it when conducting VIP tours of the gdlery.

One gpecies gving rise to the next in an endless pageant of mutations, of
adaptations to ever-changing conditions.

| accept that readily.

| accept that because Darwin's theory makes sense.

So why don't | aso accept Hollus's theory?

Extraordinary claims require extraordinary proof. Tha had been Cal
Sagan’s mantra when confronted by UFO nuts.

Wel, guess what, Carl? The diens are here—in Toronto, in L.A., in Burundi, in
Pekistan, in China. The proof is inescapable. They are here.

And what about Hollus's God? What about the proof for an intdligent designer?
The Forhilnors and Wreeds had more concrete evidence, it seemed, for thet than | had
for evolution, the intdlectud framework upon which I'd built my life, my career.

But...but...

Extraordinary dams Surdy they must be hed to a higher standard. Surdly the
proof should be monumentd, irrefutable.

Of course it should be.

Of course.
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Susan had come with me last October when I'd gone down to St. Miched’s
Hospita to meet the oncologi<t, Katarina Kohl.

It was a tarifying experience, for both of us.

Firg, Dr. Kohl conducted a bronchoscopic examinaion. She passed a tube
ending in a camera through my mouth into the airway subdivisions of each lung, in hopes
of getting a the tumor and collecting a sample. But the tumor was unreachable. And so
she performed a needle biopsy, pushing a fine needle through my chest wall directly into
the tumor, guided by x rays. Although there had been no doubt, based on the cdls I'd
coughed up with my phlegm, that | had cancer, this specimen would nonetheless confirm
the diagnosis.

Stll, if the tumor was isolated, and we knew where it was, it could be surgicdly
removed. But before opening my chest to do so, another test was required: a
mediagtinoscopy. Dr. Kohl made a short incison just above my breast bone, cutting
down to the trachea. She then passed a camera tube through the incdson and pushed it
down dong the outside of my windpipe to ingpect the lymph nodes near each lung. More
materid was removed for ingpection.

And, a lagt, she told Susan and me what she'd found.

We were devastated by the news. | couldn’t catch my breath, and even though |
was gtting down when Kohl showed us the test reaults, | thought | might lose my
balance. The cancer had spread to my lymph nodes; surgery would be pointless.

Kohl gave Susan and me a few moments to compose ourselves. The oncologist
hed seen it a hundred times, a thousand times, living corpses looking &t her, horror on
their faces, fear in their eyes, wanting her to say she was just kidding, it was dl a mistake,
the equipment had mafunctioned, there was ill hope.

But she said none of that.

There' d been a cancdlation for two hours hence; a CAT scan would be possible
thet very day.

| didn’t ask why whoever had had the gppointment had failed to keep it. Perhaps
he or she had died in the interim. The entire cancer ward was filled with ghosts. Susan
and | waited, slently. She tried to read some of the outdated magazines, | kept saring
into space, my mind racing, eddying.

| knew about CAT scans—computerized axid tomography. I'd seen lots of them
done. From time to time, one or another of Toronto's hospitals will let us scan an
interesting fossl when the equipment isn't being otherwise used. It's an effective way to
examine specimens that are too fragile to remove from the matrix they're encased in; it's
aso a great way to see the interior structures. We've done some wonderful work on
Lambeosaurus skulls and Eucentrosaurus eggs. | knew dl about the procedure—but
I’d never had it done to mysalf before. My hands were sweeting. | kept feding like | was
going to throw up, even though none of the tests should have made me nauseous. | was
frightened—more frightened than I'd ever been in my life The only time I’d been even
close to this nervous was while Susan and | were waiting for word about whether we
were going to get to adopt Ricky. We had sat by the phone, and every time it rang our
hearts jJumped. But we' d been waiting for good news, then . . .

A CAT scanispanless, and alittle radiation could hardly do me any harm now.
| lay down on the white palet, and the technician did my body into the scanning tunnd,
producing images that showed the extent of my lung cancer.

The subgantial extent . . .

I’d dways been a student, alearner—and so had Susan, for that matter. But the
facts and figures came in a dizzying flurry that day, digointed, complex, too much to



absorb, too much to beieve. Kohl was detached—she' d given these lectures a thousand
times before, a tenured prof, bored, tired.

But to us, to dl those who sat in the same vinyl-covered chairs Susan and | sat in
then, those who had struggled to take it dl in, to understand, to comprehend—to us it
was tarifying. My heart was pounding, a plitting headache; no amount of the warm
water the specidist kept offering would dake my thirs; my hands—hands that had
caefully chisded embryonic dinosaur bones from shattered eggs hands that hed
removed limestone overburden covering fosslized feathers, hands that had been my
livdihood, the tools of my trade—shook like leavesin a breeze.

Lung cancer, sad the oncologist in even tones, asif discussng the features of the
latest sport-utility vehicdle or VCR, is one of the mogt deadly forms of cancer because it
usudly ign't detected early, and by the time it is, it has often extengvey metastasized to
lymph nodes in the torso and neck, to the pleurd membrane lining the lungs and ches,
and to the liver, adrend glands, and bones.

| wanted her to keep it abstract, theoreticd. Just some genera comments, mere
context.

But no. No. She pressed on; she made her point. It was dl rdlevant to me, to my
future.

Y es, lung cancer often metastasizes extengvely.

And mine had done precisdy that.

| asked the question I'd been dying to ask, the question I'd been afraid to hear
the answer to, the question that was paramount, that defined everything—everything
—in my universe from that moment on. How long? How long?

Kohl, at last a human beng and not a robot, faled for a moment to meet my
gyes. The average survivd time after diagnoss, she said, is nine months without
trestment. Chemotherapy might buy me a little more time, but the kind of lung cancer |
hed was cdled adenocarcinoma—a new word, a handful of syllables | would come to
know aswdl as my own name, syllables, indeed, more defining of who | was and what
would become of me than “Thomas David Jericho” had ever been. Even with trestment,
only one in eight adenocarcinoma patients are dive five years after diagnoss, and most
were gone—that’ s the word she used: “gone,” as though we'd dipped out to the corner
dtore for a loaf of bread, as though we'd cdled it a night, turned in, gotta get up early
tomorrow—most were gone much sooner than that.

It was like an explogion, rocking everything Susan and | had ever known.

The clock had started on that autumn day.

The countdown had begun.

| had only ayear or so left to live
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Hollus and | went down into the Lower Rotunda each evening, after the museum
closed to the public. As payment for what 1I'd let hm see, he continued to present
recreations of various periods from Beta Hydri 111’'s geologic past, and | recorded dl of
these on video.

Maybe it was because my own life was coming to an end, but after a while, |
yeaned to see something ese. Hallus had mentioned the sx worlds apparently



abandoned by their inhabitants. | wanted to see them, see the mogt recent artifacts on
these dien worlds—the last things the inhabitants had built before they disappeared.

What he showed me was amazing.

Firg was Epslon Indi Prime. On its southern continent, there is a huge square,
enclosed by wadls. The walls are made of giant, roughly hewn granite blocks each more
than 8 meters on a Sde. The area they enclose, dmost 500 meters across, is filled with
rubble: gargantuan, jagged hunks of broken concrete. Even if one could dimb the walls,
the vast fidd of rubble would be impasingly barren. No animd or vehicle could traverse it
without great difficulty, and nothing could ever be made to grow there.

Then there's Tau Ceti 11. In the middle of a barren landscape, the long-gone
inhabitants had made a disk of fused black stone more than 2,000 meters across and,
judging by its edge, more than 5 meters thick. The black surface absorbs heet from its
sun, meking it incredibly hot; flesh would blister trying to walk across it, and the soles of
shoes would melt.

The surface of Mu Cassiopeae A Prime reveds no ggn of its former inhabitants;
everything has been buried by 2.4 million years of eroson. But Hollus showed me a
computer-generated model of what the sarship Merelcas's sensors had reveded
beneeth the layers of sediment: a vast plain filled with towering, twisted spires, spikes,
and other jagged forms, and benesath that, avault or chamber, forever hidden from view.
That planet had once had a very large moon—yproportionately, much larger than Luna is
in relation to Earth—but it now sported a glorious system of rings instead. Hallus said
they’ d determined the ring system was ds0 2.4 million years old—in other words, it had
come into existence at the same time the Cassiopeians had vanished.

| had him show me the rest of the planet. There were archipelagos in the
seas—idands spread out like pearls on a sring—and the eastern shoreline of the largest
continent closdly matched the western shordine of the next largest: tdltde sgns of a
world that had been undergoing plate tectonics.

“They blew up their own moon,” | said, surprisng mysdf with the indght. “They
wanted to put an end to its tidd forces churning thar planet’s core; they wanted to shut
off plate tectonics”

“Why?" asked Hollus, sounding intrigued by my notion.

“To prevent the vault they’ d built from ever being subducted,” | said. Continental
arift causes cruda rocks to be recycled, with old ones pushed down into the mantle and
new ones forming from magmawdling up a sea-floor trenches.

“But we had assumed the vault was for the storage of nucdear waste” said
Hollus * Subduction would actudly be the best way to get rid of it.”

| nodded. The monuments he'd shown me here and on Tau Ceti Il and Epslon
Indi Prime were indeed reminiscent of designs I’d seen proposed for nuclear-waste stes
on Earth: artificid landscapes so foreboding that no one would ever dig there.

“Did you find any inscriptions or messages related to nudlear waste?’ | said. The
plans for Earth’s waste sStes dl involved symbolic communication indicating the sort of
dangerous maerids being stored, so that any future inhabitants of the area would
understand what had been buried. The proposed iconography ranged from humean faces
showing expressions of illness or disgudt, indicating that the area was poisonous, to
diagrams usng atomic numbers to note specificdly what dements were interred.

“No,” said Hollus “Nothing like that. Not in the most recent gSites, a leas—the
ones that | have been showing you from just before the races disappeared.”

“Wl, | suppose they could have wanted the Stes to go undisturbed for millions
of years—for s0 long that whatever intdligences that later discovered them might not
even be of the same species as those who had buried the waste beneath the warning
landscapes. It's one thing to try to communicate the idea of poison or sickness to



members of your own species—we humans associate closed eyes, frowning mouths, and
protruding tongues with poisoning—Hhut it might be quite another to try to do it across
species boundaries, especidly when you know nothing about the species that might
succeed you.”

“You are not integrating,” said Hollus. “Mogt radioactive waste has a hdf-life of
less than a hundred thousand years. By the time a new sgpient species has emerged,
there would be virtudly nothing dangerous left.”

| frowned. “Sill, they do look alot like nuclear-waste storage stes. And, well, if
the naives of the planets departed to go somewhere dse, maybe they fdt it was
appropriate to bury tharr garbage before leaving.”

Hollus sounded dubious. “But why then would the Cassiopelans want to stop
subduction? As | said, that isthe best way to get rid of nudear waste—even better than
fining it off into space. If the gpaceship you are usng explodes, you can end up with
nuclear contamination spread over hdf your world, but if the waste is carried down into
the mantle, it is gone for good. That is, in fact, what my own race ended up doing with its
nuclear waste.”

“Wdl, then, maybe they buried something dse beneath those warning
landscapes,” | sad. “Something so dangerous, they wanted to make sure that it would
never be uncovered, so tha it could never come after them. Maybe the Cassiopeians
were afrad if the vault was subducted, its wals would mdt and whatever—whatever
beast perhaps—they’d imprisoned within might escape. And then, dl these races, even
after burying whatever they were arad of, left ther homeworlds, putting as much
distance as possible between themsdaves and whatever it was they’ d Ieft behind.”

“I'm thinking of going to church this Sunday,” Susan had sad las October,
shortly after our first gppointment with Dr. Kohl.

We d been stting in our living room, me on the couch, she on the matching chair.
I’d nodded. “Y ou usudly do.”

“I know, but—well, with everything that’ s happened. With . . .

“I'll bedl right,” | said.

“Are you sure?’

| nodded again. “You go to church every Sunday. That shouldn’'t change. Dr.
Kohl said we should try to keep our lives as normd as possible”

| wasn't sure what 1’d do with the time—but I'd find plenty. At some point, I'd
have to cdl my brother Bill in Vancouver and let im know what was hgppening. But
Vancouver was three hours behind Toronto, and Bill didn't get home from work until
lae If | cdled in what was the early evening his time, 1I'd end up spesking to his new
wife Marilyn—and she could talk your ear off. | wasn't up for that. But Bill, and his kids
from his previous marriage, were the only family | had; our parents had passed away a
couple of years ago.

Susan was thinking; her lips were pursed. Her brown eyes briefly met mine, then
looked at the floor. “Y ou—you could come with me, if you want.”

| exhded naidly. It had dways been something of a sore point between us.
Susan had gone to church regularly her whole life. She knew when she married me that
that was not something | did. | spent my Sunday mornings surfing the web and watching
This Week with Sam Donaldson and Cokie Roberts. I'd made it plain to her when we
darted daing that | wouldn't be comfortable going to church. It would be too
hypocriticd, | said—an inault to those who believed.

Now, though, she dearly fdt things had changed. Perhaps she expected me to
want to pray, to want to make my peace with my maker.



“Maybe” | said, but I'm sure we both knew it wasn't going to happen.

It never rains but it pours.

Deding with my cancer, of course, took a lot of my time. And Hollus's vists
were now taking up most of the rest of it. But | had other responghilities, too. I'd
arranged for the specid exhibition a the ROM of fosdls from the Burgess Shae, and
athough we' d had the grand opening months ago, | gill had a lot of adminigrative work
related to it.

Charles Wd cott of the Smithsonian discovered the Burgess Shde fossls in 1909
in the Burgess Pass through British Columbia's Rocky Mountains, he excavated there
until 1917. Sarting in 1975 and continuing for the next two decades, the ROM’s own
Desmond Callins began an ongoing and extremdy fruitful series of new Burgess Shde
excavations, uncovering additiond collecting fidds and harvesting thousands of new
gpecimens. In 1981, UNESCO named the Burgess Pass its eighty-sixth World Heritage
gte, in the same class as the pyramids of Egypt and the Grand Canyon.

Thefossls date back to the middle Cambrian Period, 520 million years ago. The
shde, which represents a mud dide from the Laurentian shdf that rgpidly buried
everything living on the sea floor, is so fine grained thet it preserved impressons even of
soft body parts. A huge diversty of lifeforms is recorded there, induding many complex
types that some paeontologists, induding our own Jonesy, argue don't fit into any
modern group. They appeared, existed briefly, then died out, as if nature were trying out
dl sorts of different body plans to see which ones worked best.

Why had this “Cambrian exploson” of diveraty occurred? Life had dready
exised on Earth for perhaps 3.5 hillion years, but, during dl that time, it had taken very
ample forms. What had caused so much complexity, and so much variety, to suddenly
appear?

Davidson and Cameron a CaTech and Peterson at UCLA have argued thet the
reason for the amplicity prior to the Cambrian exploson was, wel, Imple: until that time,
fertilized cdls were severdy limited in the number of times they could divide ten or so
divisons seemed to be the maximum. And ten divisonsyidds just 1,024 cdls, producing
quite smdl, and quite unsophisticated, creatures.

But at the beginning of the Cambrian, that ten-divison barrier was smashed by
the development of a new type of cdl, dill seen in some living organiams, these cdls
could divide many more times and were used to define the morphologica space—the
fundamentd body shape—of dl sorts of new organisms. (Although Earth had been four
hillion years old when that happened, the same breskthrough—smashing the ten-divison
limit—apparently occurred on Hollus s homeworld when it was jugt two hillion years old;
a that point life there dso stopped spinning its wheds and started evolving in earnest.)

Earth’s Burgess Shale contains our direct ancestor Pikaia, the firg animd with a
notochord, from which the spind column later evolved. Still, dmog dl the animd fossils
from there are dearly invertebrates, and so a goecid exhibition of such fossls probably
should have been organized by the ROM’s senior invertebrate paleontologist, Caleb
Jones.

But Jonesy was st to retire in a few months—no one had yet remarked, to me
a leadt, on the fact that the ROM was going to lose its two most senior paleontologists
amogt smultaneoudy—and | was the one who had the persona rdaionship with the
people at the Smithsonian, where Walcott' s Burgess fossls had ended up before Canada
hed put lawsin place protecting its antiquities. | dso helped organize an ongoing series of
public lectures to accompany the exhibition; most would be given by our own daff
(induding Jonesy), but we had adso arranged for Stephen Jay Gould, whose book



Wonderful Life isabout the Burgess Shde fossls, to come up from Harvard and give a
tak. The exhibition was proving to be a big moneymaker for the ROM; such shows
aways got us lots of free media coverage and so drew in the crowds.

I’d been excited about the exhibition when I'd firs proposed it, and even more
excited when it had been approved and the Smithsonian had come on board, agreeing to
pool itsfosslswith ours for ajoint show.

But now—

Now, with the cancer—

Now it was just an irritation, an inconvenience.

Y et another thing on my plate.

Y e another demand on my dl-too-limited time.

Tdling Ricky was the hardest.

You know, if I'd been like my dad—if I’d been content with a bachelor’s degree
and aregular nine-to-five—things would have been different. I'd probably have fathered
my firg child inmy early twenties—and so, by thetime | was the age | am now, that child
would be in histhirties, and maybe even have kids of his own.

But | was't my dad.

I’d received my bachelor’sin 1968, when | was twenty-two.

And my master’sin 1970, when | was twenty-four.

And my Ph.D. when | was twenty-eight.

And then there was a postdoc at Berkeley.

And another at the Univeraty of Cagary.

And by that time | was thirty-four.

And making peanuts.

And, somehow, not meseting anyone.

And working late a the museum, night after night.

And then, before | knew it, | was forty and unmarried and without children.

Susan Kowaski and | had met a the Universty of Toronto's Hart House in
1966; we'd both been in the Drama Club. | wasn't an actor—but | had a fascination
with thegtricd lighting; | guess that's one of the reasons | like museology. Susan had
performed in plays, dthough | suppose, in retrospect, that she'd never been particularly
skilled &t it. I'd dways thought she was fabulous, but the best notices she ever got in the
Varsity were that she was “competent” as Nurse in Romeo and Juliet, and that she
“adequatdly essayed” Jocastain Oedipus Rex. Anyway, we d dated for atime, but then
| headed off to the States for grad school—she' d understood thet | had to go away to
continue my studies, that my dream depended on it.

I"d thought of her fondly over the years, but never imagined I'd see her agan.
But | ended up back in Toronto, and, with my mind ways on the past and never enough
on the future, | findly decided when the big four-o rolled around that | needed some
finendd adviceif | was ever going to be able to retire, and who should the accountant |
ended up seeing be but Susan. Her last name had become DeSantis, legacy of a brief,
faled marriage a decade and a hdf ago. We rekindled the old rdationship and tied the
knot a year later. And dthough she was forty-one then, and there were risks, we decided
to have a baby. We tried for five years. Susan got pregnant once in that time, but she
miscarried.

And S0, a last, we decided to adopt. But that took a couple of years, too. Still,
findly, we did have a son. Richard Blaine Jericho was now six years old.

He would not be out of the house by the time his father died.

He would not even be out of grade school.



Susan sat him down on the couch, and | knelt down by him.

“Hey, sport,” | sad. | took hislittle hand.

“Daddy.” He squirmed a bit and didn’t meet my eyes. Maybe he thought he was
introuble.

| was quiet for afew moments. I'd given alot of thought to what | was going to
say, but now the words I’ d planned seemed completely inadequate.

“How you fedin’, sport?’ | asked.

“Kay.”

| glanced a Susan. “Wdl,” | said, “Daddy isn't feding so good.”

Ricky looked a me.

“Infact,” | sad dowly, “Daddy’s pretty sck.” | let the words snk in.

We'd never lied to Ricky about anything. He knew he was adopted. We'd
adways told hm that Santa Claus was jugt a story. And when he'd asked where babies
came from, we'd told him that, too. Now, though, | wished we had perhaps taken a
different route—that we hadn’'t aways come clean with him.

Of course, he'd know soon enough. He'd see the changes—see me lose my
hair, see me lose weight, hear me get up and vomit in the middle of the night, maybe.. . .

Maybe even hear me cry when | thought he was't around.

“How sck?’ asked Ricky.

“Veay dck,” | said.

He looked a me some more. | nodded: | wasn't kidding.

“Why?' asked Ricky.

Susan and | exchanged a glance. That was the same question I'd been asking
mysdf. “1 don’t know,” | said.

“Was it something you ate?’

| shook my head.

“Were you bad?’

It was an unexpected question. | thought about it for a few moments. “No,” |
sad. “I don't think s0.”

We were dl quiet for atime. Fndly, Ricky spoke softly. “You're not going to
die, are you, Daddy?”’

I’'d meant to tdl him the truth, unvarnished. I’'d meant to levd with him. But,
when the moment came, | had to give im more hope than Dr. Kohl had given me.

“Maybe” | said. Just maybe.

“But . . ." Ricky’'s voice was smdl. “But | don't want you to die”

| squeezed his hand. “I don’'t want to die, ether, but . . . but it's like when
Mommy and | make you clean your room. Sometimes we have to do things we don't
want to do.”

“I'll be good,” he said. “I'll dways be good, if you just don't die”

My heart hurt. Bargaining. One of the stages.

“I redly don’'t have any choiceinany of this” | said. “1 wish | did, but | don’t.”

He was blinking a lot; soon the tears would come.

“I love you, Daddy.”

“And | love you, too.”

“Wha—what will happen to Mommy and me?’

“Don't worry, sport. You'll dill live here. You won't have to worry about
money. There' s plenty of insurance.”

Ricky looked a me, clearly not understanding.

“Don't die, Daddy,” he said. “Please don't die”

| drew him close, and Susan put her arms around both of us.
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Asmuch as cancer frightened me as avictim, it fascinated me as a biologi<.

Proto-oncogenes—the norma genes that have the potentid to trigger
cancer—exid indl mammas and birds. Indeed, every proto-oncogene identified to date
is present in both mammas and birds. Now, birds evolved from dinosaurs which evolved
from thecodonts which evolved from primitive digpsds which evolved from
captorhinomorphs, the firg true reptiles. Meanwhile, mammds evolved from therapsids
which evolved from pelycosaurs which evolved from primitive syngpsds which adso
evolved from captorhinomorphs. Since captorhinomorphs, the common ancestor, date
back to the Pennsylvanian, dmogt 300 million years ago, the shared genes mugt have
exided at least that long (and, indeed, we ve found cancerous fossl bones that confirm
that the big C exidted a least as far back as the Jurassic).

In a way, it's not surprisng tha these genes are shared: proto-oncogenes are
related to contralling cdl divison or organ growth; | suspect well eventudly discover
that the complete suite of them is common to dl vertebrates, and, indeed, possibly to al
anmas

The potentid for cancer, it seems, is woven into the very fabric of life

Hollus was intrigued by cladisics the sudy of how shared features imply
common ancestry; it was the principd tool for evolutionary studies on his world. It
seemed appropriate, therefore, to show him our hadrosaurs—a clade if ever there was
one.

It was Tuesday—the ROM’s dowest day—and it was dmost closing time
Hollus disappeared, and | worked my way through the museum over to the Dinosaur
Gdlery, carying the holoform projector in my pocket. The gdlery conssts of two long
hdls joined a ther far ends; the entrance and the exit are Sde by side. | went in the exit
and headed down. There was no one else present; saverd P.A. announcements about
the imminent dosing had moved the patrons out. At the far end of this hdl is our
hadrosaur room, painted with russst and golden horizontd dSiripes, representing
sandstone from the Alberta badlands. The room contains three terrific wal mounts. |
stood in front of the middle one, a duckhill, which the placard 4ill cdled Kritosaurus
even though we'd known for more than a decade that it was probably redly a
Gryposaurus, maybe my successor would find the time and money to update the
gdlery’s sgnage. The specimen, which had been collected by Parks during the ROM’s
fird fidd season in 1918, is lovely, with the ribs dill in matrix and the diffening tendons
dong thetal beautifully ossfied.

Hollus wavered into existence, and | started taking about how the bodies of
hadrosaurs were virtudly indistinguishable from each other and that only the presence or
absence of cranid crests, and the shapes of those crests, made it possble to tdl the
different genera apart. Just as | was working up a head of steam about this, a boy,
maybe twelve years old, came into the room. He entered from the opposite sde | had,
coming out of the dimly lit Cretaceous-seas diorama. The boy was Caucasan but hed
epicanthic folds and a dack jaw, and his tongue protruded a bit from his mouth. He
didn’'t say anything; he just kept garing at the Forhilnor.



“Hdl” “oh,” sad Hollus

The boy amiled, apparently ddighted to hear the dien speak. “Hdlo,” he sad
back at us, dowly and deliberately.

A breathless woman rounded the corner, joining us in the Hadrosaur room. She
let out alitle ydp a the 9ght of Hollus and hurried over to the boy, taking his soft,
chubby hand. “Eddiel” she said. “I’'ve been looking dl over for you.” She turned to us.
“I'm sorry if he was disturbing you.”

Hdlus sad, “He’ “was’ “not.”

The P.A. came on. “Ladies and gentlemen, the museum is now closed. Would dl
patrons please immediatdy go to the front exit . . .”

The woman pulled Eddie, who kept looking back over his shoulder at us, down
through the rest of the Dinosaur Gdllery.

Hollus turned to me. “That child was unlike any | have seen.”

“He has Down syndrome,” | said. “It retards mentd and physicad development.”

“What causesit?’

“The presence of an extra chromosome twenty-one; al chromosomes should
comein pairs, but sometimes a third one gets mixed in.”

Hoallus s eyestdks moved. “We have a amila condition, dthough it is dmost
adways screened for in the womb. In our case, a chromosome pair forms without
telomeres a one end; the two strands join at that end, making a chromosome twice as
long as normd. The result is a complete loss of linguigtic ability, many spatial-perception
difficulties and an early desth.” He paused. “Still, the reslience of life amazes me. It is
remarkable that something as dgnificant as an entire extra chromosome, or two
chromosomes joining into one, does not prevent the organism from functioning.” Hallus
was ill looking in the direction the child had disappeared. “Thet boy,” he said. “Will his
life be cut short, too?’

“Probably. Down syndrome has that effect.”

“That issad,” said Hollus.

| was quiet for atime. There was a little dcove to one sde of the room in which
an ancient dide show was playing aout how dinosaur fossils form and are excavated.
I’d heard its soundtrack amillion times, of course. Findly, though, it ended, and since no
one had pushed the big red button to start it again, Hollus and | were done in the Slent
gdlery, only the skeletons for company.

“Holus” | sad et last.

The Forhilnor turned his attention back to me. “Yes?’

“How—how long are you planning to stay here? | mean, how much longer will
you need my hep?’

“l am sorry,” said Hollus. “1 have been incongderate. If | am taking up too much
of your time, merdly say so and | shdl go.”

“No, no, no. It's nothing like that. I'm enjoying this immensdy, believe me. But .
..” | blew out air.

“Yes?' sad thedien.

“l have something to tdl you,” | said at last.

—

| took another deep breath, then let it out dowly. “I’'m tdling you this because
you have aright to know,” | said, pausng again, wondering how to continue. “1 know
that when you came to the museum, you smply asked to see a paeontologit—any
paeontologist. You didn't seek me out in particular. Indeed, you could have gone to a
different museum—Pphil Currie at the Tyrrdl or Mike Brett-Surman at the Smithsonian
would have loved to have had you show up on their doorsteps.”

| fel slent. Hollus continued to look at me patiently.



“I'msorry,” | said. “I should have told you this earlier.” | inhded again, hed the
arinaslong as| could. “Hallus, I'm dying.”

The dien repeated the word, as though somehow he'd missed it in his study of
English. “Dying?’

“I have incurable cancer. | have only a matter of monthsto live”

Hollus went dlent for severd seconds. Then his left mouth said, “I,” but nothing
more came for atime. At lagt, he started again. “Isit permissble to express regret a such
acircumstance?’

| nodded.

“I" *am” “sorry,” sad his mouths. He was dlent for a few seconds. “My own
mother died of cancer; itisaterible disease”

| certainly couldn’t argue with that. “I know you gill have a lot of research to
do,” | sad. “If you'd prefer to work with somebody else, I'll understand.”

“No,” sad Hallus. “No. We are ateam.”

| felt my chest condricting. “Thank you,” | said.

Hollus looked a me a moment longer, then gestured a the wall-mounted
hadrosaurs, the reason we' d come down here. “Please, Tom,” he said. That was the firs
time he'd ever cdled me by my firg name. “Let us continue with our work.”

13

Whenever | encountered a new lifeform on Earth, | tried to imagine its
ancestors—an occupational hazard, |1 guess. The same thing happened when Hallus
findly introduced me to a Wreed; Wreeds were gpparently shy, but | asked to meet one
as part of the payment for examining our collections.

We used the conference room on the fifth floor of the Curatorid Centre; again, a
series of video cameras were set up to record the event. | placed the holoform projector
on the long mahogany table, next to the speaker phone. Hollus sang to it in his language,
and suddenly there was a second dien in the room.

Humans, of course, evolved from fishes, our arms were origindly pectord fins
(and our fingers origindly the supporting bones that gave those fins stiffness), and our legs
started out as pelvic fins.

Wreeds dmog cartainly started out as an aguatic form, as wel. The Wreed that
stood before me had two legs, but four arms, equaly spaced around the top of a torso
shaped like an inverted pear. But the four arms perhaps traced ancestry back not just to
pectord fins but dso to asymmetricad dorsal and ventrd fins Those ancient pectora fins
hed perhaps had four diffening struts, for the left and right hands now had four fingers
goiece (two centrd fingers and two mutudly opposable thumbs). The front
hand—ypresumably derived from the ventral fin—had nine fingers. And the back hand,
which | supposed had descended from a dorsal fin, had, when | findly got alook at it, Sx
thick fingers.

The Wreed had no head, and, asfar as| could tdll, it didn't have eyes or a nose,
gther. There was a glossy black trip running around the circumference of the upper
torso; | had no idea what it was for. And there were areas with complicated folding of
skin on ether sde of the front and back arms; | guessed that these might be ears.

Wreed skin was covered with the same materid that had evolved on Earth in



many spiders and insects, dl mammads, afew birds, and even a few ancient reptiles: hair.
There was about a centimeter of reddish-brown fur covering most of the Wreed's upper
torso and the arms down to the elbows, the lower torso, the forearms, and the legs were
naked, showing blue-gray leathery skin.

The only dothing the Wreed wore was a wide bdt that encircled the narrow
lower part of its torso; it was held up by the being’s knobby hips. The belt reminded me
of Batman's utility belt—it was even the same bright ydlow, and it was lined with whét |
presumed were storage pouches. Instead of the bat emblem on the buckle, though, it
sported a bright red pinwhed.

“Thomas Jericho,” said Hallus, “thisis T'kna”

“Hdlo,” | said. “Wecome to Earth.”

Wreeds, like humans, used a single orifice for spesking and edting; the mouth
was located in a depression at the top of the torso. For severd seconds T’ kna made
noises that sounded like rocks banging around ingde a clothes dryer. Once the mouth
stopped moving, there was a brief slence, then a deep, synthesized voice emerged from
the thing's belt. It said: “1s one animate to speak as for the inanimate?’

| looked at Hollus, baffled by the Wreed' s words. “Animate for the inenimate?’ |
sad.

The Forhilnor clinked his eyes. “He is expressing surprise that you are welcoming
hm to the planet. Wreeds do not generdize from their species to their world. Try
wecoming him on behdf of humanity instead.”

“Ah” | said. | turned back to the Wreed. “As a human, | welcome you.”

More tumbling rocks, then the synthesized voice: “Were you not human, would
you welcome me Sill 7

“The correct answer isyes” said Hallus.

“Yes” | sad.

The Wreed spoke in its own language again, then the computer trandated the
words. “Then welcomed | am, and pleased to be here that is here and here that isthere.”

Hallus bobbed up and down. “Thet is a reference to the virtud-redlity interface,
He is happy to be here, but he acknowledges that he is redly gill on board the
mothership, of course.”

“Of course,” | repeated. | was dmog afraid to speak again. “Did you—um—did
you have a good trip to Earth?’

“In which sense do you use ‘good' 7" sad the synthesized voice.

| looked at Hollus again.

“He knows you employ the term good to mean many things, induding mord,
pleasant, and expensive”

“Expengve?’ | sad.

“*The good china’ ” said Hallus. “ *Good jewelry.” ”

These darned diens knew my own language better then | did. | turned my
atention to the Wreed again. “I mean, did you have a pleasant trip?’

“No,” he said.

Hollus interpreted again. “Wreeds only live for about thirty Earth years. Because
of that, they prefer to trave in cryofreeze, aform of atificddly suspended animation.”

“Oh” | said. “So it wasn't a bad trip—he just wasn't aware of it, right?’

“Thet isright,” said Hallus

| tried to think of something to say. After dl this time with my Forhilnor friend,
I"d grown used to having flowing conversations with an dien. “ So, ah, how do you like it
here? What do you think of Earth?’

“Much water,” sad the Wreed. “Large moon, aestheticdly pleasng. Air too



moigt, though; unpleasantly ticky.”

Now we were getting somewhere; | a least understood dl that—athough if he
thought Toronto’s air was gicky now, in spring, he had a red treat for m coming in
Augud. “Are you interested in fossils, like Hollusis?’

Tossng grave, then: “Everything fascinates.”

| paused for a moment, deciding if | wanted to ask the question. Then | figured,
why not? “Do you beieve in God?’ | asked.

“Do you bdieve in sand? asked the Wreed. “Do you bdieve in
eectromagnetism?’

“That is a yes” sad Hdllus trying to be hdpful. “Wreeds often speak in
rhetorical questions, but they have no notion of sarcasm, so do not take offense”

“More dgnificant iswhether God bdlievesinme” said T'kna

“How do you mean?’ | asked. My head was darting to hurt.

The Wreed dso seemed to be druggling with what to say; his mouth parts
worked, but no sound emanated from them. At last he made sounds in his language, and
the trandator said, “ God observes, wavefronts collapse. God's chosen people are those
whose exisence he/she/it vaidates by observing.”

Tha one | was aile to puzze out even without Hollus playing interpreter.
Quantum physics held that events don't take on concrete redity until they are observed
by a conscious entity. That's dl wel and good, except how did the firg concrete redlity
emerge? Some humans have used the requirements of quantum physcs as an argument
for the existence of a conscious observer who has been present since the beginning of
time “Ah,” | sad.

“Many possible futures” said T kna, wriggling dl his fingers smultaneoudy, as if
to suggest the profusion. “From dl that are possible, he/shelit chooses one to observe.”

| got that, too—but it hit me hard. When Deep Blue beat Garry Kasparov at
chess, it did so by seeing dl the possible positions the chess pieces might have not just at
the next turn but aso at the one &fter that and the one after that, and so on.

If God existed, did he see dl the possible next moves for dl his playing pieces?
Did he see right now that | might step forward, or cough, or scratch my bum, or say
something that could ruin human-Wreed rdations for dl time? Did he amultaneoudy see
that alitle girl in Chinamight walk to the right or the left or tip her head up to look at the
moon? Did he adso see an old man in Africa who might give a little boy a piece of advice
that would change the child's life forever, or might not do so, leaving the youngder to
figure things out for himsdf?

We could easlly demondrate that the universe does Folit, at least briefly, as it
consgders multiple possible paths dngle photons interact with the dternate-universe
vearsons of themsdves as they pass smultaneoudy through multiple dits, producing
interference patterns. Was that action of photons the sgn of God thinking, the ghostly
remnants of him having considered dl the possble futures? Did God see dl the
conceivable actions for dl conscious lifeforms—six hillion humans, eight billion Forhilnors
(as Hollus had told me a one point), fifty-saven million Wreeds, plus presumably
countless other thinking beings throughout the universe—and did he caculate the game,
the red game of Life, through dl the panoply of possible moves for each player?

“You are suggeding,” | sad, “that God chooses moment by moment which
present redity he wants to observe, and, by so doing, has built up a concrete history
timedice by timedice, frame by frame?’

“Such mugt be the case,” said the trandated voice.

| looked a the strange, many-fingered Wreed and the bulky, spiderlike
Forhilnor, ganding there with me, a hairless (more so than some these days), bipedd
ape. | wondered if God was happy with the way his game was going.



“And now,” said T’ kna, through the trandator, “reciprocity of interrogatives.”

Histurn to ask a question. Fair enough. “Bemy guest,” | said.

The convoluted skin on ether Sde of his front arm wriggled up and down; |
guessed this “ear shrug” was the Wreed way of saying “Pardon me?’ “I mean go ahead.
AsKk your question.”

“The same, reversed,” said the Wreed.

“He means—,” began Hollus

“He means, Do | believein God?’ | said, understanding that he was throwing my
question back a me. | paused, then: “It's my belief that even if God exids, he or she is
utterly indifferent to what happens to any of us”

“You are wrong,” said T'kna. “You should structure your life around God's
exisgence”

“Umm, and what exactly would that entail?’

“Devoting hdf your waking life to attempts to communicate with him/her/it.”

Hollus bent his four front-most legs, tipping his torso toward me. “You can
understand why you do not often see Wreeds,” he said in soft voices.

“There are some humans who devote that much of ther time to prayer,” | said,
“but I'm not one of them.”

“Prayer itis not,” sad the trandator. “We desire nothing materid from God; we
wish merdy to speak with him/her/it. And you should do the same; only one fodlish
would fal to spend considerable time trying to communicate with a God whose existence
has been proved.”

I’d encountered evangdicad humans before—possibly more than my share, since
my public talks on evolution often earned their wrath. When | was younger, | used to
occasondly argue with them, but these days, | normaly just amile politdy and walk
away.

But Hollus responded for me. “Tom has cancer,” he said. | was miffed; I'd
expected him to keep that confidentia, but, then again, the idea that medicd metters are
private might be uniquely human.

“Sorrow,” said T'kna He touched his belt buckle with the red pinwhed on it.

“There are lots of devoutly reigious humans who have died horrible desths from
cancer and other diseases. How do you explain that? Hel, how do you explain the
existence of cancer? What kind of god would create such a disease?’

“He/shelit may not have created it,” said the deep, trandated voice. “ Cancer may
have arisen spontaneoudy in one or multiple possible timedices. But the future does not
happen one at atime. Nor are there an infinite number of posshilities from which God
may choose. The specific deployment of redity that incduded cancer, presumably
undesirable, must have also contained something much desired.”

“So he had to take the good with the bad?’ | said.

“Concavably,” said T'kna

“Doesn't sound like much of agod to me,” | said.

“Humans are unique in bdieving in divine omnipotence and omniscience,” said
T’ kna. “The true God is not aform idedized; he/shefitisred and therefore, by definition,
imperfect; only an abstraction can be free of flaws. And since God is imperfect, there will
be auffering.”

An interesting notion, | had to admit. The Wreed made some more ratling
sounds, and, after a bit, the trandator spoke again. “The Forhilnors were surprised that
we had any sophisticated cosmologicd science. But we had dways known of the
crestion and destruction of virtud particles in what you cdl a vacuum. Just as the fdlacy
of a perfect God hampered your theology, so the fdlacy of a perfect vacuum hampered
your cosmology, for to argue that a vacuum is nothingness and that this nothingnessis regl



is to argue that something exists which is nothing at al. There are no perfect vacuums,
there is no perfect God. And your suffering requires no more explandion than that
unavoidable imperfection.”

“But imperfection only explains why suffering begins” | said. “Once your God
became aware that someone was auffering, if he did have the power to stop it, then
aurely, as amora being, he would have to do s0.”

“If God is indeed aware of your illness and has done nothing,” said T'kna's
computer-generated voice, “then other concerns mandate that he/shelit let it run its
course.”

Tha was too much for me. “Damn you,” | snapped. “I vomit blood. | have a
sx-year-old boy who is scared out of his mind—a boy who is going to have to grow up
without a father. | have a wife who is going to be a widow before next summer. What
other concerns could possibly outweigh those?’

The Wreed seemed agitated, flexing its legs as if ready to run, presumably an
indinctive reaction to a threat. But, of course, he wasn't redly here; he was safdy aboard
the mothership. After a moment, he cdmed down. “Do you a direct answver desire?’
asked T'kna

| blew out arr, trying to cdm down; I’ d forgotten about the cameras and now fdt
rather embarrassed. | guess | wasn't cut out to be Earth’s ambassador. | glanced at
Hollus His eyestalks had stopped weaving; I'd seen them do that before when he was
dartled—my outburst had upset him, too.

“I'msorry,” | said. | inhaled deeply, then let it out dowly. “Yes” | said, nodding
dightly. “I want an honest answer.”

The Wreed rotated 180 degrees, so that its back was facding me—that's when |
fird got a glimpse of its rear hand. | later learned that if a Wreed faced you with its
opposite Sde, it was about to say something particularly candid. His ydlow bdt had an
identical buckle on its back, and he touched it. “This symbolizesmy rdligion,” he said. “A
gdaxy of blood—a gdaxy of life” He paused. “If God did not directly create cancer,
then to berate him/her/it for its exigence is unjust. And if he/shefit did create it, then
he/shelit did so because it is necessary. Your death may serve no purpose for yoursdf or
your family. But if it does serve some purpose in the creator’s plan, you should be
grateful that, regardless of what pain you might fed, you are part of something that does
have meaning.”

“l don't fed grateful,” | sad. “I fed cursed.”

The Wreed did something astonishing. It turned back around and reached out
with its nine-fingered hand. My skin tingled as the force fields making up the avatar’s am
touched my own hand. The nine fingars squeezed gently. “Since your cancer is
unavoidable” said the synthesized voice, “perhaps you would find more peace if you
believed what | believe rather than what you believe.”

| had no answer for that.

“And now,” sad T'kna, “I mug disengage time it is agan to atempt to
communicate with God.”

The Wreed wavered and vanished.

| merdly wavered.
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A reconstruction . . .

Hdf a dty away, down by the shore of Lake Ontario, Cooter Falsey was Stting
inadingy mote room’s overstuffed easy chair, hugging his knees and whimpering softly.
“That wasn't supposed to happen,” he said, over and over, dmog asif it were a mantra,
aprayer. “Tha wasn't supposed to happen.”

Fasey was twenty-six, thin, blond, with a crew cut and teeth that should have
received braces but never had.

J. D. BEwdl sat down on the bed, facing Fasey. He was ten years older than
Cooter, with a pinched face and longer dark hair. “Ligen to me” he sad gently. Then,
more forcefully: “Ligen to mel”

Fasey looked up, his eyes red.

“There)” said Ewdl. “That’s better.”

“He s dead,” said Falsey. “That man on the radio said it: the doctor is dead.”

Ewdl shrugged. “An eye for an eye, you know?’

“I never wanted to kill anybody,” said Falsey.

“l know,” sad Ewdl. “But that doctor, he was doing the devil’s work. You
know that, Cooter. God will forgive you.”

Fasey seemed to consder this. “You think?’

“Of course,” said Ewdl. “You and me, well pray for His forgiveness. And He ll
grant it, you know He will.”

“What'll happen to usif they catch us here?’

“Nobody’ s going to catch us, Cooter. Don't you worry about that.”

“When can we go home?’ Fasey said. “I don't like being in a foreign country. It
was bad enough coming up to Buffao, but at least that was the States. If we get caught,
who knows what the Canucks will do to us. They might never let us go home”

Ewdl thought about mentioning thet at least Canada had no desth pendty, but
decided not to. Instead, he said, “We can't go back across the border yet. You heard
the news report: they've dready figured it was the same guys who did tha dinic in
Buffdo. Best we stay up here for a piece.”

“l want to go home” said Falsey.

“Trus me” sad Ewel. “It's better we stay awhile” He paused, wondering if it
was time to broach the topic yet. “Besdes, there's one more job we've got to do up
here”

“l don’t want to kill anybody again. | won't—I can't do that, J. D. | can't.”

“l know,” sad Ewell. He reached out, stroked Falsey’s arm. “I know. But you
won't have to, | promise.”

“You don't know that,” said Falsey. “You can't be sure”

“Yes, | can,” sad Ewel. “You don’t have to worry about killing anybody this
time—because this time what we' re going after is dready dead.”

“Wdl, that was a beffling conversation,” | said, tumning to Hollus &fter the Wreed
hed disappeared from the conference room.

Hollus's eyestdks did an Sripple. “You can see why | like taking to you so
much, Tom. At least | can understand you.”

“T'knd s voice was trandated, it seemed, by a computer.”

“Yes” said Hollus “Wreeds do not speak in a linear fashion. Rather, the words
are woven together in a complex way that is utterly nonintuitive to us. The computer has
to wait until they have finished speaking, then try to decipher their meaning.”

| thought about this. “Is it something like those word puzzles? You know, the



ones in which we write ‘he himsdf; but decode it as the word ‘he' is adjacent to the
word ‘himsdf,” and read that as ‘he is beside himsdf,” and then take that metaphoricdly
to mean ‘he wasin a Sate of extreme excitement or agitation.™

“l have not encountered such puzzles, but, yes, | suppose they are vagudy
gmilar,” sad Hollus, “but with much more complex thoughts, and much more intricate
relaionships between the words. Context sengtivity is extremdy important to the
Wreeds; words mean entirdy different things depending on where they are positioned.
They dso have a language full of synonyms that seem to mean exactly the same things,
but only one of which is appropriate a any given time. It took us years to learn to
communicate verbdly with Wreeds, only a few of my people—and | am not one of
them—can do it without a computer’'s ad. But even beyond the mere syntactic
sructures, Wreeds are different from humans and Forhilnors. They fundamentaly do not
think the same way we do.”

“What's different about it?" | asked.

“Did you notice ther digits?’ asked Hallus.

“You meen ther fingers? Yes. | counted twenty-three.”

“You counted them, yes” said the Forhilnor. “That iswhat | had to do the firg
time | met a Wreed, too. But a Wreed would not have had to count. It would have
amply known there were twenty-three.”

“Wel, they are itsfingers. . .,” | sad.

“No, no, no. It would not have had to count because it can perceive that levd of
cadindity at a glance” He bounced his torso. “It is anusng,” he sad, “but | have
perhaps studied more human psychology than you have—not thet it is my fidd, but . . "
He paused again. “Tha is another non-Wreed concept: the idea of having a specidized
fidd of endeavor.”

“You're making about as much sense as T'kna did,” | said, shaking my head.

“You are correct; sorry. Let me attempt this passage again. | have studied
human psychol ogy—as much as one can from monitoring your radio and TV broadcasts.
You sad you counted twenty-three fingers on T'kna, and doubtless you did. You
mentdly sad to yoursdf, one, two, three, et cetera, et cetera, dl the way up to
twenty-three. And, if you are like me, you probably had to redo the counting, just to be
sure you had not got it wrong the firg time”

| nodded; | had indeed done that.

“Wdl, if I showed you one object—one rock, say—you would not have to
count it. You would just perceive its cardindity: you would know there was one object.
The same thing happens with two objects. You just look at the par of rocks and in a
angle glance, without any processing, you perceive that there are two of them present.
You can do the same with three, four, or five items, if you are an average human. It is
only when confronted with Sx or more items that you actudly start counting them.”

“How do you know this?’

“| watched a program about it on the Discovery Channd.”

“All right. But how was this origindly determined?’

“With tests to see how fast humans could count objects. If you are shown one,
two, three, four, or five objects, you can answer the question about how many objects
are present in roughly the same amount of time. Only for 9x or more objects does it take
more time, and the amount of time it takes to report the taly goes up by an equd
increment for every additiond item present.”

“I never knew that,” | said.

“Live and learn,” said Hollus “Members of my species can usudly perceive
cadindity up to Sx—adight improvement over what you can do. But the Wreeds shunt
us completely away from the center; the typica Wreed can perceive cardindity up to



forty-sx, dthough some individuals can do it as high as sixty-nine”

“Redly? But what happens when there are more items? Do they have to count
them dl, garting with item one?’

“No. Wreeds cannot count. They literdly do not know how. Either they
perceive the cardindity, or they do not. They have separate words for the numeras one
to forty-six, and then they smply have a word that means ‘many.” ”

“But you said some of them can perceive higher numbers?’

“Yes, but they cannot articulate the total; they literdly do not have the vocabulary
for it. Those Wreeds who can perceive larger cardindities obvioudy have a competitive
advantage. One might offer to swap fifty-two domesticated animds for sxty-eght
domesticated animds, and the other, less-gifted Wreed, knowing only that they are both
large quantities would have no way to evduate the fairness of the trade. Wreed priests
amog dways have a higher-than-normd &bility to do this”

“Red cardinds of the church,” | said.

Hoallus got the pun. His eyestaks rippled as he said, “Exactly.”

“Why do you suppose they never developed counting?

“Our brains have only those ahilities that evolution gave them. For the ancestors
of your kind and mine, there were red-world, survivd-oriented advantages to knowing
how to determine quantities greater than five or 9x: if there are seven angry members of
your species blocking your way on the Ieft, and eght on the right, your chances, dthough
dim, are il better with going to the I€ft. If you have ten members of your tribe induding
yoursdlf, and your job has been to gather fruit for dinner, you better come back with ten
pieces, or you will make an enemy. Indeed, fetching just nine pieces will likdy mean you
yours=lf will have to forgo your fruit in order to placate the others, resulting in your having
expended effort with no personal benefit.

“But Wreeds never form permanent groups larger then twenty or <o
individuads—a quantity they can perceive as a gestdt. And if there are forty-nine enemies
to your left and fifty on your right, the difference is immaterid; you are doomed ether
way.” He paused. “Indeed, to use a human metaphor, one could say that nature dedlt the
Wreeds a lousy hand—or, actudly, four lousy hands. You have ten fingers, which is a
fine number: it lends itsdf to math, Snce it is an even number and can be divided into
haves fifths and tenths; it is dso the sum of the firg four whole numbers: one plus two
plus three plus four equals ten. We Forhilnors did well, too. We count by somping our
feet, and we have 9x of those—aso an even number, and one that suggests haves,
thirds, and sixths. And it is the sum of the first three whole numbers. one plus two plus
three equals Sx. Again, amentd basis for mathemdtics.

“But the Wreeds have twenty-three fingers, and twenty-three is a prime number;
it does not suggest any fractions other then twenty-thirds, a divisor too large for most
red-world gpplications. And it is not the sum of any continuous sequence of whole
numbers. Twenty-one and twenty-eight are the sums of the firg Sx and firsd seven whole
numbers, respectively; twenty-three has no such dgnificance. With the arrangement of
digitsthey have, they amply never developed counting or the kind of math we perform.”

“Fascindting,” | said.

“Itisindeed,” said Hollus “More: you must have noticed T'kna's eye.”

That surprised me. “Actudly, no. He didn't seem to have any eyes”

“He has precisely one—that moigt, black strip around the top of his torso. It is
one long eye that perceives a complete 360-degree circle. A fascinding structure: the
Wreed retina is layered with photoreceptive sheets that rapidly dternae in a staggered
sequence between transparency and opacity. These sheets are stacked to a depth of
more than a centimeter, providing sharp images a dl focd lengths smultaneoudy.”

“Eyes have evolved dozens of times in Earth's hisory,” | said. “Insects and



cephalopods and oysters and vertebrates and many others dl developed eyes
independently of each other. But I’ ve never heard of an arrangement like that.”

“Nor had we until we met the Wreeds,” said Hollus. “But the sructure of their
gye aso has an impact on the way they think. To gick with mathematics a moment
longer, consider the basic modd for dl digitd computers, whether made by humans or
Forhilnors; it is the modd, according to a documentary | saw on PBS, that you cal the
Turing machine”

The Turing machine is smply an infinitdy long strip of paper tape divided into
sguares, coupled with a print/erase head that can move left, right, or reman motionless
and can dther print a symbal in a square or erase the symbol dready there. By
programming movements and actions for the print/erase head, any computable problem
can be solved. | nodded for Hollus to go on.

“The Wreed eye sees a complete, dl-around panorama, and it requires no
focusng—d| objects are perceived with equa darity at dl times. You humans and we
Forhilnors use the words concentrate and focus to describe both setting one's attention
and the act of thinking; you concentrate on an issue, you focus on a problem. Wreeds do
neither; they perceive the world holisicdly, for they are physologicdly incapable of
focusang on one thing. Oh, they can prioritize in an intuitive sense: the predator up close is
more important than the blade of grass far away. But the Turing machine is based on a
kind of thought that is foregn to them: the print head is where dl atention is
concentrated; it is the focus of the operation. Wreeds never developed digitd computers.
They do, however, have andog computers and are adept a empiricaly modding
phenomenons, as wdl as understanding what factors go into producing them—but they
cannot put forward a methematicd modd. To put it another way, they can predict
without explaining—their logic isintuitive, not deductive.”

“Amazing,” | said. “I'd have been indined to think that mathematics would be the
one thing we' d share with any other intdligent lifeform.”

“That was our assumption, too. And, of course, the Wreeds have been
disadvantaged in some ways by ther lack of math. Radio €uded them—which is why
despite dl the ligening your SETI projects have done to Ddta Pavonis, they were never
detected. My race was monumentaly surprised to find a technologica dvilization when
our fird starship arrived there”

“Wdl, maybe Wreeds aren't redly intdligent,” | said.

“They are. They build the most beautiful cities out of the clay that covers most of
their world. Urban planning is an art form for them; they see the whole metropalis as one
cohesive entity. In fact, in many ways, they are more intdligent than we are. Wdll,
perhaps that is an overstatement; let us say they are differently intdligent. The closest we
come to having a common ground is in our use of aesthetics to evduae sentific
theories. You and | agree that the mogt beautiful theory is probably the correct one; we
look for elegance in the way nature works. Wreeds share that, but understanding what
condtitutes beauty is much more innate in them; it lets them discern which of severd
theories is correct without testing them mathematicdly. Their sense of beauty dso seems
to have something to do with why they are so good at matters that perplex us.

“Such as ethics and mordity. Thereisno crime in Wreed society, and they seem
able to solve the most vexing mord quandaries with ease.”

“For example? What indghts do they have on mord issues?’

“Wdl,” sad Hollus, “one of the smplest is that honor does not have to be
defended.”

“A lot of humans would disagree with that.”

“None that are at peace with themsdlves, | suspect.”



| thought about that, then shrugged. Maybe he was right. “What ese?’

“You tdl me. Present an example of a mord quandary, and | will try to tdl you
how a Wreed would resolve it.”

| scratched my head. “Wdl, okay—okay, how about this? My brother Bill got
married recently for the second time. Now, his new wife Mailyn is quite lovey, |
think—"

“The Wreeds would say you should not atempt to mate with your brother’'s
spouse.”

| laughed. “Oh, | know that. But that’s not the question. | think Marilyn is lovely,
but, wel, she's quite curvy—zaftig, even. And she doesn’t exercise. Now, Bill keeps
bugging Marilyn to go to the gym. Meanwhile, Marilyn wants him to stop picking on her,
sying he should accept her the way she is. And Bill says, ‘Well, you know, if | should
accept your not exercising, then you should accept my wanting to change you—since
wanting to change people is a fundamenta part of my character.” Get it? And, of course,
Bill says his comments are sdfless, motivated by genuine concern for Marilyn’'s hedth.” |
paused. The whole thing gives me a headache whenever | think about it; | dways end up
wanting to say, “Norman, coordinatel” | looked at Hollus. “ So who isright?’

“Nether,” said Hallus, a once.

“Neither?’ | repested.

“Exactly. That isan easy one, from a Wreed point of view; because they do not
do math, they never treat mord questions as a zero-sum game in which someone must
win and someone dse mus lose. God, the Wreeds would say, wants us to love others as
they are and dso to druggle to hdp them fulfill their potentid—both should happen
smultaneoudy. Indeed, a core Wreed bdief isthat our individud purposeinlifeis to hep

others become great. Your brother should not vocdize his displeasure a his wifeé's
weight, but, until he attains that ided of dlence, his wife should ignore the comments;
learning to ignore things is one of the great paths to inner peace, say the Wreeds.
Meanwhile, though, if you are in a loving rdationship, and your partner has grown
dependent on you, you have an obligation to protect your own hedth by wearing safety
bets in vehicles, by edting wdl, by exercisng, and so on—that is Marilyn's mord
obligation to Bill.”

| frowned, digegting this. “Well, | guess that does make sense” Not thet | could
think of any way to communicate it to either Bill or Marilyn. “Siill, what about something
controverdd. You saw that newspaper article about the bombed abortion dinic”

“The Wreeds would say that violenceis not a solution.”

“| agree. But there are lots of nonviolent people on both sides of the abortion
Isue”

“What are the two Sdes?’ asked Hollus

“They cdl themsdves ‘pro-life and ‘pro-choice’ The pralifers beieve every
coneception has aright to fulfillment. The pro-choicers beieve that women should have
the right to control their reproductive processes. So who is correct?’

Hollus s eyesta ks weaved with unusud speed. “Again, it is neither.” He paused.
“l hope | am not giving offense—it has never been my desire to be criticd of your race.
But it does astound me that you have both tattoo parlors and abortion dinics The
former—»busnesses devoted to permanently dtering one€'s agppearance—imply that
humans can predict what they will want decades in the future. The lattee—fadilities to
terminate pregnancies—imply that humans often change their minds over timeframes as
ghort as a few months”

“Wdl, many pregnancies are unintentiond. People have sex because it's fun; they
do it even when they don’t wish to procreate.”

“Do you not have methods of contraception? If you do not, | am sure Lablok



could devise some for you.”

“No, no. We have many methods of birth control.”

“Are they effective?’ asked Hollus

“Ves”

“Are they panful?’

“Panful? No.”

“The Wreeds would say that abortion, then, should smply not be a mord issue
because smple precautions would obviate the need to discussit at dl, except in a handful
of unusud cases. If one can eesly choose not to get pregnant, then surdy thet is the
proper exercisng of choice. If you can avoid a difficult mora problem, such as when life
begins, then why not Smply do s0?’

“But there are cases of rape and incest.”

“Incest?’

“Mating within one's own family.”

“Ah. But surdy these are exceptiona occurrences. And possibly the best mora
lesson my own people have learned during our association with the Wreeds is that
gened principles should not be based on exceptiond cases. That one indght has
enormoudy smplified our legd system.”

“Wel, then, what do you do in exceptional cases? What should you do in the
case of arape resulting in pregnancy?’

“Obvioudy, the woman had no chance to proactively exercise her reproductive
rights via contraception; therefore, clearly she should be permitted to regain control of
her own biology as fuly and completdly as she dedires. In such cases, abortion is
obvioudy an acceptable option; in others, birth control is dearly the preferred route.”

“But there are humans who believe atificid birth control isimmord.”

Holluss eyes looked briefly a each other, then they resumed ther normd
osdllaing. “You humans do seem to go out of your way to manufacture mord issues.
There is nothing immora about contraception.” He paused. “But these are easy examples
of Wreed thinking. When we get into more complex areas, | am afraid their responses do
not make much sense to us, they sound like gibberish—our brains apparently are not
wired to appreciate what they are saying. Philosophy departments at the Forhilnor
equivalents of what you cdl universties had little status until we met the Wreeds; they are
now extremely busy, trying to decipher complex Wreed thought.”

| consdered dl of this “And with minds geared for ethics and for discerning
underlying beauty, the Wreeds have decided that God redly does exig?’

Hollus flexed hissix legs a both their upper and lower knees. “Yes”

I’'m not an overly arrogant man. | don't inggt that people refer to me as Doctor
Jericho, and | try to keep my opinions to mysdf. But, dill, | dwaysfdt | had a good grip
on redlity, an accurate view of the world.

And my world, even before | was stricken with cancer, did not indude a god.

But I'd now met not one but two different dien lifeforms, two different beings
from worlds more advanced than my own. And both of these advanced creatures
believed the universe was crested, believed it showed clear evidence of intdligent design.
Why did this surprise me so much? Why had | assumed that such thoughts would be,
wall, alien to any advanced being?

Since ancient times, the philosophers secret has dways been this we know that
God does not exid, or, a leadt, if he does, he's uttely indifferent to our individud
affairs—but we can't let the rabble know that; it's the fear of God, the threat of divine
punishment and the promise of divine reward, that keeps in line those too unsophisticated
to work out questions of mordity on their own.

But in an advanced race, with universa literacy and materid desires fulfilled



through the power of technology, surely everyone is a philosopher—everyone is privy to
the ancient, once-guarded truth, everyone knows that God is jugt a story, just a myth,
and we can drop the pretense, dispensing with religion.

Of coursg, it's possible to enjoy the traditions of a religion—the ceremonies, the
ties with the past—without bdieving in God. After dl, as one of my Jewish friends has
been known to observe, the only Jews who survived World War 1l were ather now
atheds or hadn’t been paying attention.

But, in fact, there are millions of Jaws who believe—redly beieve—in God (or
G-d); indeed, secular Zionig Judaism was on the wane while forma observance was
rigng. And there are millions of Christians who beieve in the haly threefer of, as one of
my Cathalic friends occasonaly quipped, Big Daddy, Junior, and the Spook. And there
are millions of Mudims who embraced the Qur’ an as the revedled word of God.

Indeed, even here, a the dawn of the century following the one in which we'd
discovered DNA and quantum physics and nuclear fisson and in which we'd invented
computers and spaceships and lasers, ninety-Sx percent of the world's population ill
redly believed in a supreme being—and the percentage was rising, not faling.

So, again, why was | so surprised that Hollus believed in God? That an dien
from a culture a century or two more advanced than my own hadn’'t shucked off the last
vedtiges of the supernatural? Even if he hadn’'t had a grand unified theory to judify his
bdliefs, why should it be so outlandish that he wasn't an atheist?

I’d never questioned whether | was right or wrong when confronted by obvioudy
deluded cregtionigts. I’ d never doubted my convictions when assailed by fundamentaigs.
But here | was, meeting with creatures from other stars, and the fact that they had been
able to come to me while | had no way of going to see them made blindingly obvious
which of us was intdlectualy superior.

And these diens believed what | hadn’t since childhood.

They believed an intdligent designer had made the universe,

15

There are two reasons why a patient might wish to undergo chemotherapy,”
Katarina Kohl had said to Susan and me, shortly after my diagnosis. “Thefird isin hopes
of diminating the cancer.” She looked at me, then at Susan, then back again a me. “But |
will tdl you the truth: the chances of diminaing your cancer are smdl, Tom. Lung cancer
isonly rarely cured.”

“Wdl, then | don’t want chemo,” | said & once. “I don't want what's left of my
life to be spent suffering through that.”

Dr. Kohl pursed her lips. “It is certanly your decison to make,” she said. Then,
nodding a Susan, “Both of you. But there are many misconceptions about chemo. It can
a0 be pdliative—that' s the second reason you might consider it.”

My mouth formed the word palliative. Dr. Kohl nodded. “You may very well
experience a lot of pain in the months to come, Tom. Chemotherapy can reduce the
severity of the pain by reducing the sze of the tumors”

“What would you do, if you were me?’ | asked.

Kohl shrugged alittle. “If this were the States—if you were uninsured and had to
pay for the chemotherapy treatments yoursdf, perhaps you might want to forgo them and



live with the pain—athough of course, ether way, | will be prescribing andgesics to hep
with that. | like to use a plainum compound when deding with non-smdl-cdl lung
cancer, and those compounds are quite expensive. But snce OHIP will pay the entire
cost of the treatments, | would advise you to have them. We'd use a plaiinum in
combination with vinblagtine, etoposide, or mitomycin-C. The platinum drugs have to be
adminigtered in hospital, but they’ re the best bet with lung cancer.”

“What about Sde effects?” | asked.

“There can be nausea. You may lose some or dl of your hair.”

“l want to keep working aslong as| can,” | sad.

“The chemo can hdp; it won't sgnificantly extend your life, but it may make it
more productive.”

Ricky wasin school full days now, and Susan had her job. If | could continue to
work, even afew months longer, that would be better than having to be home, requiring
congdtant care.

“Don’'t make your decision right now,” said Dr. Kohl. “Think about it.” She gave
us some pamphlets to read.

Hallus believed in God.

T kna bdieved in God.

And me?

“Maybe I'm getting hung up on the word God,” | said to Hallus, once we were
back in my office “Certainly, if you want to propose that evolution on Eath was
interfered with by an outsde source, | can't say you are wrong. After dl, you yoursdf
told me that there were intdligent diens in this part of the gdaxy as much as three hillion
years ago.”

“The race from Eta Cassiopeae A 111, yes”

“Aren’'t those the ones who blew up their moon?’

“No; that was the race of Mu Cassiopeae A Prime, 5.5 light-years from Eta
Cassiopese.”

“Okay. Wdl, the beings from Eta Cassiopeae—let's cdl them Etans—had a
technologica avilization three billion years ago, back when life was just beginning on my
world. Surely the Etans could have come here then.”

“You are glossing over alot of time” sad Hollus, “for you sad life had existed
here for at least e@ght hundred million, if not a full billion, years prior to three hillion years

“Wdl, yes, but—"

“And, of course, my own sun, Beta Hydri, had not even formed that long ago; as
| told you before, it is only 2.6 hillion years old, so no one from Eta Cassiopeae could
have ever vigted it.”

“Wdl, maybe it wasn't the Etans, then—but beings from some other star could
have come here, or gone to your world, or to the Wreed world. All the actions you
ascribe to God could have been the doing of advanced diens”

“There are two problems with your argument,” said Hallus, politdy. “Frg, of
course, even if you digpense with the need for a god in recent events—events of the last
few billion years, events after other conscious observers had emerged in this
universe—you have done nothing to dispense with the need for a designer who st the
relative strengths of the five fundamental forces, who designed the thermd and other
properties of water, and so on. And therefore what you are doing is contrary to the razor
of Occam you spoke of: you are increasing, not reducing, the number of entities that have
influenced your existence—one unavoidable god to create the universe, and then optiond



lesser beings who subsequently became interested in manipulating the development of
life

“Second,” continued Hollus, “you must remember the timing of the mass
extinctions gpparently orchestrated to occur Smultaneoudy on our three worlds: the
oldest was 440 million years ago; the most recent, 65 million years. That isa span of 375
million years—and yet, as we have found, the lifespan of an intdligent race, measured
from the point at which it develops radio, is gpparently no more than a couple of hundred
years before it @ther destroys itsdf or disappears.”

My mind raced, careened. “All right,” | said at last. “Maybe the fundamenta
parameters were tweaked to create a universe that could give rise to life”

“There is no suppogtion involved,” sad Hollus “The universe was dealy
designed to be biogenerdtive.”

“All right. But if we accept that, surdly smply creeting life can't be the sole godl.
You mus believe your putative desgner wanted not just life but intelligent life
Unintdligent life is redly nothing more than complex chemidry. 1t's only when it becomes
sapient that life redly gets interesting.”

“Thet is a drange thing for someone who studies dinosaurs to say,” observed
Hollus

“Not redly. After dl, the dinosaurs disappeared sixty-five million years ago. It's
only because of the advent of intdligence that we know they ever existed.” | paused.
“But you are touching on the point I’'m trying to make.” | stopped again, searching for the
appropriate metaphor. “Do you cook?’

“Cook? Y ou mean make food from raw materias?’

“Ves”

“No.”

“Wdl, | do, or at least | used to. And there are things that you Smply can't make
by throwing in dl the ingredients together at the beginning. If you want to cook them, you
have to intervene hdfway through.”

Hallus thought about this “So you are suggesing there is no way the creator
could have achieved intdligent life without direct intervention? Many who are reigious
would object to that notion, for occasiond intervention implies a God who is usudly
absent from the universe”

“I'm nat implying anything,” | said. “I'm just andlyzing the assumptions inherent in
your beliefs. Look, the dinosaurs dominated this planet for far more time than mammads
have, and yet they never achieved anything even remotely like red intdligence. Although
their brains got dightly bigger over time, even the most intdligent dinosaur that ever
lived”—! picked up Phil Currie's Troddon skull, now on a shdf behind my desk—*“was
no more intdligent than the dumbest mammd. In fact, there was no way they could ever
become subgantidly more intdligent. The part of the mammdian brain in which
intdligence resides doesn't exid in reptiles” | paused. “You told me that the creatures
tha were dominant on your planet until sxty-five million years ago—those
pentapeds—were dso dumb brutes, and you said that a Smilar Stuation existed on Ddta
Pavonis”

“Ves”

“And that your ancestors at thet time were like my ancestors and the ancestors of
the Wreeds. amdl creatures, living a the margins of the ecosystem.”

“Thet is correct,” said Hollus.

“But those ancestors did have brains capable of evalving intdligence” | sad.
“My ancestors were crepuscular: they were active at twilight. And so they developed big
eyes and sophisticated visud cortices. And, of course, the brain power to process the

resulting images.”



“You are suggeding that the infrastructure for inteligence can only arise in those
animds a the—what was your phrase?—at the margins of an ecosystem? Animds
forced to forage a night?’

“Perhaps. And if that's so, then intdligence can only come to fruition if the
dominant, dumb animds are wiped out.”

“l suppose,” said Hollus. “But—oh, | see. | see. You are saying conditions that
might give rise to life, and even the beginnings of intdligence, could be coded into the
vary design of the universe, but there is no way to bring intelligence to the fore, to let it
flourish and develop, without direct intervention.”

Tomy own surprise, | said, “That'smy proposal, yes.”

“That explains the extinctions gxty-five million years ago. But what about the
earlier extinctions?”

“Who knows? Presumably they were aso required to move the ecosystem
toward the eventud development of intdligence. On Earth, the end-of-the-Permian
extinctions helped clear the way for mammadlike reptiles—the ancestors of mammads.
Thar adility to regulate body temperature was perhaps irrdevant in the benign cimate
that existed urtil the worldwide glaciation that caused those extinctions. But during a
gadd event, even a primitive thermd-regulatory ability would be an asset—and | rather
suspect that the true warm-bloodedness, which evolved from that capability, is another
prerequisite for intelligence. So the Permian extinction was a way to subgtantidly increase
the percentage of nascent endotherms, making sure they weren't outcompeted and
diminated from the gene pool.”

“But how could the creator force anice age?’ asked Hallus

“Wdl, if we assume he lobbed an asteroid a each of our worlds to end the
Cretaceous, he could have broken up an asteroid or two in orbit to form rings around
each of the planets a the end of the Permian. A ring like that, properly tilted, could
subgantidly shade the planet, lowering its temperature enough to bring on massve
glaciation. Or he could have generated a dust cloud that enveloped dl of this part of the
gdaxy, shading dl the planets—yours, mine, and the Wreeds —smultaneoudy.”

“And the other mass extinctions?’ asked Hollus

“More fine tuning dong the way. The one in the Triassc, for ingtance, dlowed
the dinosaurs, or thelr counterparts, to come into ascendancy on the three worlds.
Without dinosaurs dominating the ecosystem, mammas—or the endothermic octopeds
on Beta Hydri 111, and the live-birthers like T'kna on Ddta Pavonis Il—would never
have been forced into the crepuscular existence that fostered the development of bigger
brains. It takes wits to eke out a living when you're not the dominant form.”

It was strange to hear the giant spider play devil’s advocate. “But the only direct
evidence” he said, “for the creator having manipulated the evolution of life once it got
gtarted is the coincidences in the dates of the mass extinctions on Beta Hydri 111, Deta
Pavonis Il, and Sol 1ll. Yes, possbly, the crestor did gmilaly manipulate the
development of life on the sx abandoned worlds we vigted, but we could find no
unequivoca evidence of that.”

“Wel, perhaps intdligence can develop in this universe through happenstance,” |
sad. “Even by random chance, agteroids do crash into planets every ten million years or
s0. But you'll never get multiple intdligent species exiding Smultaneoudy unless you
jigger the timetable—and not just once, but severd times. To invoke the cooking
metaphor, sure, maybe a sdad could appear on its own by random chance—wind
blowing enough vegetable matter together, say. And maybe a steak might appear on its
own—lightning hitting a cow just the right way. And you might end up with wine—grapes
that had accumulated in one place and had fermented. But there' s just no way to get it dll
to come together smultaneoudy—a glass of wine, a sdlad, and a steek—without lots of



intervention. The same might be true of getting multiple sentient lifeforms to appear
amultaneoudy.”

“But that raises the question of why God wants multiple sapients at the same
time” sad the dien.

| scratched my chin. “That is agood question.”

“Itisindeed,” said Hollus.

We contemplated this for a time, but neither of us had a good answer. It was
dmog 5:00 P.M. “Hdllus?’ | sad.

“y e

“l have afavor to ask.”

His eyestalks stopped moving. “Yes?’

“l would like you to come home with me. | mean, |t me take the holoform
projector back to my house and have you appear there”

“To what purpose?’

“It's. . .it'swhat humans do. We have friends over for dinner. You could meet
my family.”

“Friends. . .,” sad Hollus

Suddenly | fdt like an idiot. | was a primitive being next to Hollus, even if his
psychology permitted him to fed affection for others, surdy he had no warm fedings
toward me. | was just a means to an end.

“I'msorry,” | said. “I didn’t mean to impose.”

“You are not imposing,” Hallus said. “1 am pleased that you fed for me what |
fed for you.” His eyestalks danced. “1 would very much like to meet your family and vist
your home.”

| was surprised to find my eyes miging over. “Thank you,” | said. “Thank you
vay much.” | paused. “Of course, | could have them come here, if you prefer. We don’t
have to go to my house.”

“No,” sad Hollus “I would like to do that. Your family conssts of your mate
Susan, correct?” He'd heard me talk to her on the phone severd times now.

“Yes. And my son Ricky.” | turned the little picture frame on my desk around so
that Hollus could see him.

The eyestalks converged on the frame. “His countenance is not Smilar to yours”

“He s adopted,” | said with alittle shrug. “He s not my biologicd child.”

“Ah,” said Hollus. “I would enjoy meeting them both. Is tonight too soon?’

| smiled. Ricky would love this. “Tonight is just perfect,” | said.
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Cooter Fasey's eyebrows knit in confuson as he looked a J. D. Ewdl. “What
do you mean, what we' re going after is adready dead?’

Ewdl was 4ill stting on the edge of the motel bed. “They’ve got a museum here
in Toronto, and it's got some specid fossis on digplay. Those fossls are a lie says
Reverend Millet. A blagphemy. And they’ll be showing those fossils to that greet big
Spider dien.”

“Yeah?' sad Fasey.

“Thisworld is atestament to God' s handiwork. And those fossls, they ather are



fakes or the work of the devil. Creatures with five eyes Creatures with spikes sticking
out everywhere! You've never seen the like. And scientigts are tdling the diens that those
thingsare red.”

“All fossls are feke” said Falsey. “ Created by God to test the faith of the weak.”

“You and | know that. And it's bad enough the atheists are able to teach our
kids about fossls in schools, but now they are showing them to diens, making those
diens think we bdlieve the lie of evolution. The diens are being led to beieve that we
humans don’t beieve in God. We ve got to make it clear that those godless scientists
aren't speaking for the mgority.”

“So...," sad Fasey, inviting Ewdl to continue,

“So, Reverend Millett, he wants us to destroy those fossls. The Bogus Shdle, he
cdlsthem. They're on specid display here, and then they’re supposed to travel down to
Washington, but that won't happen. We're going to put an end to the Bogus Shde once
and for dl, so those dienswill know that we don't care about such things”

“l don’t want anyone to get hurt,” said Falsey.

“No onewill.”

“What about the dien? Doesn't one of them spend a lat of time at the museum.
WEe|l bein a powerful lot of troubleif we hurt him.”

“Don't you read the papers? He's not redly there; that's just a projection.”

“But what about the people who go to the museum? They may be misguided,
looking on dl them fossils, but they aren't evil like those abortion docs.”

“Don’'t worry,” said Ewel. “Well do it on a Sunday night, after the museum has
closed.”

| cdled Susan and Ricky and told them to prepare for a very specid guest;
Susan could do mirades with three hours notice. | worked on my journd for atime, then
left the museum. I'd taken to wearing a floppy Tilley hat and sunglasses to disguise my
appearance for the short wak from the saff entrance to the subway dation; the UFO
nuts dill seemed to moglly congregate out in front of the ROM’s man entrance, quite
some distance away. So far, none of them had intercepted me—and by the time | came
out this evening, they dl seemed to have gone home, anyway. | went down into the
subway dation and boarded a slver tran.

When we pulled into Dundas gation, a young men with a wispy blond beard
entered the train. He was the right age to be a student a Ryerson; that university’'s
campus was just north of Dundas. The young man was wearing a green sweetshirt
covered with white |ettering that said:

THERE'SAN ALIEN AT THE ROM

AND A MONSTER AT QUEEN’S PARK

| smiled; the provincid parliament buildings were at Queen's Park, of course.
Everyone, it seemed, was teking shots at Premier Harris these days.

When | findly arrived a the house on Ellerdie, | gathered my wife and son, and
we went into the living room. | opened my briefcase and put the dodecahedron that was
the holoform projector on the coffee table. Then | sat on the couch. Ricky scrambled up
next to me. Susan perched hersdf on the am of the love seet. | looked a the blue clock
onthe VCR. It was 7:59 P.M.; Hallus had agreed to join us & 8:00.



We waited, with Ricky fidgeting. The projector dways made a two-toned bleep
when turning on, but so far, it was dead dlent.

8:00.

8:.01.

8:02.

| knew the VCR clock was right; we had a Sony unit that picked up a time sgnd
over the cable. | reached over to the coffee table and adjusted the dodecahedron’s
postion dightly, asif that would make any difference.

8:03.

8:04.

“Wdl,” said Susan, generdly to the room. “I should go make the sdlad.”

Ricky and | continued to wait.

At 8:10, Ricky said, “What aripoff.”

“I'm sorry, sport,” | said. “I guess something came up.” | couldn’t beieve that
Hallus had let me down. A lot of things are forgivable; making a man look bad in the
eyes of his son igT't one of them.

“Can | go watch TV until it' stime for dinner?” Ricky asked.

We normdly let Ricky watch only one hour of TV anight, and he'd dready done
that. But | couldn’t disgppoint him again. “Sure,” | said.

Ricky got up. | let out a heavy Sgh.

He d said we were friends.

Ah, wel. | stood up, picked up the projector, weighed it in my hand, then put it
back inmy briefcase, and—

A sound, from the back door. | closed my briefcase and headed off to
investigate. Our back door opened onto a wooden deck that my brother-in-law Tad and
| had built five summers ago. | opened the verticd blinds over the diding glass door,
and—

It was Hallus, standing on my deck.

| removed the security rod dong the base of the glass door and did the door
open. “Hallud” | said.

Susan had appeared behind me, wondering what | was up to. | turned to look at
her; she' d seen Hollus and other Forhilnors often enough on TV, but her mouth was now
agape.

“Comein,” | said. “Comein.”

Hollus managed to squeeze through the doorway, athough it was a tight fit. He
had changed for dinner; he was now wearing a wine-colored cloth, fastened with a
polished dice out of a geode. “Why didn’'t you appear ingde?’ | asked. “Why project
yoursdf outsde?’

Hollus s eyestalks moved. There was something subtly different about the way he
looked. Maybe it was just the lighting, from a halogen torchiere lamp; | was used to
seeing him under the fluorescent panels we have at the museum.

“You invited me to your home,” he said.

“Yes, but—"

Suddenly, | fdt his hand upon my arm. I'd touched him before, fdt the satic
tingle of the force fidds that composed his projection. This was different. His flesh was
solid, warm.

“So | came” he said. “But—I am sorry; | have been out there for a quarter of an
hour, trying to figure out how to let you know that | had arived. | had heard of
doorbdlls, but could not find the button.”

“Thereian't one a the back door,” | said. My eyes were wide. “You're here. In
the flesh.”



“Ves”

“But—" | peered behind him. There was something large in the backyard; |
couldn’t quite make out its form in the gathering darkness.

“I have been studying your planet for ayear,” Hollus said. “Surely you must have
suspected we had ways to reach your planet’s surface without attracting undo attention.”
He paused. “You invited me for dinner, did you not? | cannot enjoy your food via
tel epresence.”

| was amazed, thrilled. | turned to look at Susan, then redized I'd forgotten to
introduce her. “Hallus, I"d like you to meet my wife, Susan Jericho.”

“Hel,” “oh,” said the Forhilnor.

Susan was quiet for afew seconds, stunned. Then she said, “Hdlo.”

“Thank you for dlowing me to vist your home” Hollus said.

Susan gmiled, then looked rather pointedly a me. “If I'd had more advance
notice, | could have cleaned the place up.”

“Itislovdy asis” said Hollus. His eyestalks swiveed, taking in the room. “ Greet
care has obvioudy gone into the sdection of each piece of fumiture so that it
complements the others.” Susan normdly couldn’'t stand spiders, but the big guy was
dearly charming the pants off her.

In the bright light of the torchiere, | noticed tiny studs, like little diamonds, set into
his bubble-wrap skin at each of the two joints in his limbs and the three joints in his
fingers And afull row of them ran dong each of his eyestalks. “Is that jewdry?’ | sad.
“If I knew you were interested in such things, I'd have shown you the gem collections a
the ROM. WE ve got some fabulous diamonds, rubies, and opas.”

“What?' said Hollus And then, redlizing, his eyestaks did ther S-ripple again.
“No, no, no. The crystds are the implants for the virtud-redity interface; they are what
dlow the tel epresence smulacrum to mimic my moves.”

“Oh” | sad. | turned around and shouted out Ricky's name. My son came
bounding up the gtairs from the basement. He started to head to the dining room, thinking
I"d cdled him for dinner. But then he caught Sght of me and Susan and Hallus. His eyes
went wider than I'd ever seen them. He came over to me, and | put an am around his
shoulders.

“Hallus” | said, “I'd like you to meet my son Rick.”

“Hdl” “oh,” said Hollus

| looked down at my boy. “Ricky, what do you say?’

Ricky's eyes were dill wide as he looked at the dien. “Cool!”

We hadn’'t expected Hollus to show up for dinner in the flesh. Our dining-room
table was along rectangle, with a removable lesf in the middle. The table itsdf was dark
wood, but it was covered with a white tablecloth. There redly wasn't much room for the
Forhilnor. | had Susan hdp me move the sideboard out of the way to free up some
space.

| redized I"'d never seen Hollus St down; his avatar obvioudy didn’'t need to, but
| thought the red Hollus might be more comfortable if he had some support. “Is there
anything | can do to make you more comfortable?’ | asked.

Hallus looked around. He spotted the ottoman in the living room, postioned in
front of the love seat. “Could | use that?’ he said. “The little ool ?’

“Sure”

Hollus moved into the living room. With a six-year-old boy around, we didn’t
have any breakables out, which was a good thing. Hollus bumped the coffee table and
the couch on his way; our furniture wasn't spread out enough for a being of his



proportions. He brought back the ottoman, placed it by the table, then stepped over it,
S0 that his round torso was directly above the circular stool. He then lowered his torso
down onto it. “There” he said, sounding content.

Susan looked quite uncomfortable. “I'm sorry, Hallus. | didn’'t think you were
actudly, redly coming. | have no idea whether what | made is something you can eat.”

“What did you make?’

“A sadlad—ettuce, cherry tomatoes, diced cdery, bits of carrot, croutons, and an
oil-and-vinegar dressing.”

“l can eat that.”

“And lamb chops.”

“They are cooked?’

Susan gmiled. “Yes”

“| can eet that, too, if you can provide me with about a liter of room-temperature
water to go with it.”

“Cetanly,” she sad.

“I'll get it,” | said. | went to the kitchen and filled a pitcher with tap water.

“I’ve dso made milk shakes for Tom and Ricky.”

“Thisis the bovine mammary secretion?’ asked Hallus

“Ves”

“If it isnot rude to do so, | will not partake.”

| smiled, and Ricky, Susan, and | took our places at the table. Susan brought the
sdad bowl out and passed it to me. | used the serving forks to move some to my plate,
then loaded some onto Ricky's. | then put some on Hallus's plate.

“I have brought my own utengls” he said. “I hope that is not rude.”

“Not a dl,” | said. Even after my trips to China, | was 4ill one of those who
adways had to ask for aknife and fork in a Chinese restaurant. Hollus pulled two devices
thet looked a hit like corkscrews from the folds of the cloth wrapped around his torso.

“Do you say grace?’ asked Hollus.

The question startled me. “Not normdly.”

“l have seen it on televison.”

“Somefamiliesdoit,” | said. Those that have things to be thankful for.

Hollus used one of his corkscrews to stab some lettuce, and he conveyed it to
the orifice on top of his circular body. I'd watched him make the mations of eating
before, but had never seen him actudly do it. It was anoisy process; his dentition made a
sapping sound as it worked. | suppose only his spesking orifices were miked when he
used his avatar; | presumed that was why | d never heard the sound before.

“Isthe sdlad okay?’ | asked him.

Hoallus continued to transfer it into his egting orifice while he spoke; | guessed that
Forhilnors never choked to death while dining. “It isfine, thank you,” he said.

Ricky spoke up. “Why do you tak like that?’ he asked. My son imitated Hollus
by spesking in turns out of the left and right sides of his mouth. “It” “is’ “fing’ “thank”
“you,”

“Ricky!” said Susan, embarrassed that our son had forgotten his manners.

But Hollus didn’t seem to mind the question. “One thing that humans and my
people share is a divided brain,” he said. “You have a left and right hemisphere, and so
do we. We hold that consciousness is the result of the interplay of the two hemispheres; |
bdieve humans have some smilar theories. In cases where the hemispheres have been
severed due to injury, so that they function independently, whole sentences come out of a
sngle spesking orifice, but much less complex thoughts are expressed.”

“Oh,” said Ricky, going back to his salad.

“That's fascinating,” | said. Coordinating speech between partialy autonomous



brain haves mug be difficult; maybe that was why Hollus was gpparently incapable of
usng contractions. “I wonder if we had two mouths, whether humans would dternate
words or syllables between them as well.”

“You seem to rey less on Ieft-right integration than we Forhilnors do,” Hollus
sad. “l understand that in cases of a severed corpus callosum, humans can Hill wak.”

“| think that’ s right, yes”

“We cannot,” Hallus said. “Each hdf of the brain controls three legs, on the
corresponding side of the body. All our legs have to work together, or we topple over,
and—’

“My daddy isgoing to die” sad Ricky, looking down at his sdlad plate.

My heart jumped. Susan looked shocked.

Hollus put down his edting utendls. “Yes, he told me. | am very sorry about
thet.”

“Can you hdp him?" asked Ricky, looking now at the dien.

“l am sorry,” said Hollus. “Thereisnothing | can do.”

“But you're from space and uff,” sad Ricky.

Hollus s eyestalks stopped moving. “Yes, | am.”

“So you should know things”

“I know some things,” he said. “But | do not know how to cure cancer. My own
mother died from it

Ricky regarded the dien with great interest. He looked like he wanted to offer a
word of comfort to the dien, but he dearly had no idea what to say.

Susan stood up and brought the lamb chops and mint jely in from the kitchen.

We aein slence

| redized that an opportunity had presented itsdf that wasn't likdy to be
repeated.

Hollus was herein the flesh.

After dinner, | asked him down to the den. He had some trouble negotiaing the
haf-flight of gtairs, but he managed.

| went to a two-drawer filing cabinet and pulled out a sheaf of papers. “It's
normd for people to write a document caled a will to indicate how on€'s persona
effects should be digtributed after deeth,” | said. “Naturdly, I'm leaving dmost everything
to Susan and Ricky, dthough I'm aso making some bequests to charities: the Canadian
Cancer Society, the ROM, a couple of others. There are dso a few things going to my
brother, his children, and one or two other relatives” | paused. “I—I’ve been thinking of
amending my will to leave something to you, Hollus, but well, it seemed pointless. | mean,
you won't likdy be around after I'm gone, and, wel, usudly you're not redly here,
anyway. But tonight . . .~

“Tonight,” agreed Hallus, “itisthe red me”

| held out the sheaf of papers. “It's probably smplest if | just give you this now.
It's the typescript for my book Canadian Dinosaurs. These days, people write books
on computers, but that one was banged out on a manud typewriter. It doesn’'t have any
red vaue, and the information is now very much out of date, but it's my little contribution
to the popular literature about dinosaurs, and, wel, I'd like you to have it—one
paeontologist to another.” | shrugged alittle. “ Something to remember me by.”

The dien took the papers. His eyestalks weaved in and out. “Y our family will not
want this?’

“They have copies of the finished book.”

He unwrapped a portion of the doth around his torso, revediing a large plagtic



carying pouch. The manuscript pages fit in with room to spare. “Thank you,” he said.
There was slence between us. At ladt, | sad, “No, Hollus—thank you. For
everything” And | reached out and touched the dien’'s arm.

17

| sat in our living room, late that night, after Hollus had returned to his starship.
I’d taken two pain pills, and | was letting them settle before | went to bed—the nausea
sometimes made it hard to keep the pills down.

Maybe, | thought, the Forhilnor was right. Maybe there was no smoking gun that
| would accept. He said it was dl there, right in front of my eyes.

There are none so blind as those who will not see; besides the Twenty-ninth
Scrall, that’s one of my favorite bits of religious writing.

But | wasn't blind, dammit. | had a critical eye, a skeptic’'s eye, the eye of a
sientid.

It sunned me that life on assorted worlds dl used the same genetic code. Of
course, Fred Hoyle had suggested that Earth—and presumably other planets—were
seeded with bacterid life that drifted in from space; if dl the worlds Hollus had visted
were seeded from the same source, the genetic code would, of course, be the same,

But even if Hoyl€' s theory ig7't true—and it's redly not a very satisfying theory,
gnce it Imply pushes the origin of life off to some other locde that we can't eesly
examine—maybe there were good reasons why only those twenty amino acids were
auiteble for life

AsHollusand | had discussed before, DNA has four lettersin its dphabet: A, C,
G, and T, for adenine, cytosine, guanine, and thymine, the bases that form the rungs of its
soird ladder.

Okay—a four-letter alphabet. But how long are the words in the genetic
language? Well, the purpose of that language is to specify sequences of amino acids, the
building blocks of proteins, and, as| said, there are twenty different aminos used by life
Obvioudy, you can’'t uniquely identify each of those twenty with words just one letter
long: a four-letter alphabet only provides four different one-letter words. And you
couldn’'t do it with words two letters long: there are only Sixteen possible two-letter
words in a language that has just four characters. But if you use three-letter words, ah,
then you've got an embarrassment of riches, a William F. Buckley-style biochem
vocabulary of a whopping sixty-four words. Set aside twenty to name each amino acid,
and two more for punctuation marks—one for darting transcription and another for
sopping. That means only twenty-two of the sixty-four possible words are needed for
DNA to do itswork. If agod had desgned the genetic code, he must have looked & the
surplus vocabulary and wondered what to do with it.

It seems to me that such a being would have considered two possibilities. One
was to leave the remaning forty-two sequences undefined, just as there are letter
sequences in red languages that don't form vaid words. That way, if one of those
sequences cropped up in a gring of DNA, you'd know that a mistake had occurred in
copying—a genetic typo, turning the vaid code A-T-A into, say, the gibberish A-T-C.
That would be a clear, ussful Sgnd that something had gone wrong.

The other dternative would be to live with the fact that copying errors were going



to occur, but try to reduce ther impact by adding synonyms to the genetic language.
Instead of having one word for each amino acid, you could have three words that mean
the same thing. That would use up Sixty of the possible words; you could then have two
words that mean start and two more that mean stop, rounding out the DNA dictionary. If
you tried to group the synonyms logicdly, you could help guard agang transcription
arors if A-G-A, A-G-C, and A-G-G dl meant the same thing, and you could only
dearly read the firg two letters, you'd 4ill have a good shot at guessng what the word
meant even without knowing the third |etter.

In fact, DNA does use synonyms. And if there were three synonyms to specify
each amino acid, one might look at the code and say, yup, someone had carefully thought
this out. But two amino acids—leucine and serine—are specified by Sx synonyms each,
and others by four, three, two, or even just one: poor tryptophan is specified only by the
word T-G-G.

Meanwhile, the code A-T-G can mean ether the amino acid methionine (and
there are no other genetic words for it) or, depending on context, it can be the
punctuation mark for “start transcription” (which aso has no other synonyms). Why on
Earth—or anyplace dse—would an intdligent designer make such a hodgepodge? Why
require context sengtivity to determine meaning when there were enough words avalable
to avoid having to do that?

And what about the variations in the genetic code? As I'd told Hallus, the code
used by mitochondriad DNA differs dightly from that used by the DNA in the nucleus.

Wdl, in 1982, Lynn Margulis had suggested that mitochondria—cdlular
organdles responsible for energy production—had started out as separate bacterid
forms, living in symbioss with the ancestors of our cdls and that eventudly these
Separate forms were co-opted into our cdls, becoming part of them. Maybe . . . God, it
was along time dnce I’d done any serious biochemidtry . . . but maybe the mitochondrid
and nuclear genetic codes had indeed origindly been identical, but, when the symbiosis
began, evolution favored mutations that alowed for a few changes in the mitochondrid
gendtic code; with two sets of DNA exiding within the same cdl, maybe these few
changes served as away to diginguish the two forms, preventing accidental mingling.

| hadn’t mentioned it to Hallus, but there were also some minor differences in the
genetic code employed by diliated protozoans—if | remember correctly, three codons
have different meanings for them. But . . . | was blue-skying; | knew that . . . but some
sad that dlig, those irreducibly complex organelles whose death had brought about my
own lung cancer, had started out as discrete organisms, as wdl. Maybe those ciliated
protozoa that had a variant genetic code were descended from some dllia who had been
in symbicsis with other cdls in the past, deveoping genetic-code variaions for the same
sdfety-net reasons mitochondria had but, unlike the dlia we dill retained, hed
subsequently broken off the symbios's and returned to stand-done life.

It was a possihility, anyway.

Sill, when I’d been a kid in Scarborough, we'd shared a back fence with a
womean named Mrs. Lansbury. She was very rdigious—a “Holy Roller,” my dad would
say—and was dways trying to persuade my parents to let her take me to church on
Sundays. | never went, of course, but | do remember her favorite expresson: the Lord
works in mysterious ways.

Perhaps so. But | found it hard to believe he would work in shoddy, haphazard
Oones.

And yet—

And yet what wasiit Hollus had said about Wreed language?

It, too, relies on context sengtivity and the unusud use of synonyms. Maybe at
some Chomsky-esque levd, | jus wasn't wired properly to see the eegance in the



genetic code. Maybe T’ kna and hiskin found it perfectly reasonable, perfectly eegant.
Maybe.

Suddenly the cat was out of the bag.

| hadn’'t said a word to anyone about the Merelcas's misson being, at lesst in
part, to look for God. And | was pretty sure the gorillasin Burundi had been mum on the
topic. But dl a once, everyone knew.

There was a row of newspaper boxes by the entrance to North York Centre
ubway dation. The headline on today’s Toronto Star said, “Aliens Have Proof of
God's Exigence” The headline on the Globe and Mail proclaimed, “God a Scentific
Fact, Say ETs” The National Post declared, “Universe Had a Creator.” And the
Toronto Sun proclamed just two giant words, filling most of its front page: “ God lived”

Usudly | grabbed the Sun for light reading on the way to work, but for in-depth
coverage, nothing beats the Mop and Pail; | dropped coinsinto the gray box and took a
copy. And | stood there, in the crigp April arr, reading everything above the fold.

A Hindu woman in Brussels had asked Salbanda, the Forhilnor spokesperson
who met periodicdly with the media, the smple, direct question of whether he believes in
any gods.

And he' d answered—at length.

And of course, cosmologists dl over the planet, induding Stephen Hawking and
Alan Guth, were quickly interviewed to find out if what the Forhilnor had said made
sense.

Rdigious leaders were jockeying for postion. The Vatican—with rather a history
of backing the wrong horse in sdentific debates—was reserving comment, saying only
that the pope would address the issue soon. The Wilayat a-Fagih in Iran denounced the
dien's words. Pat Robertson was cdling for more donations, to hdp his organization
dudy the dams. The moderator of the United Church of Canada embraced the
revelations, saying that science and fath were indeed reconcilable. A Hindu leader,
whose name, | noted, was spdlled two different ways in the same article, declared the
dien's statements to be perfectly compatible with Hindu belief. Meanwhile, the ROM’s
own Caeb Jones pointed out, on behdf of CSICOP, that there was no need to read
anything mydiica or supernatura into any of the Forhilnor’s words.

When | arived a the ROM, the usud round of UFO nuts had been joined by
severd different rdigious groups—some in robes, some holding candles, some chanting,
some kneding in prayer. There were dso severd police officers, meking sure that daff
members—including but by no means limited to mysdf—meade it safely into the museum;
once the main doors opened for the day, they’ d extend the same courtesy to patrons.

Laser-printed leeflets were blowing down the sdewalk; one that caught my eye
showed Hollus, or another Forhilnor, with his eyestalks exaggerated to look like a devil’s
horns

| entered the museum and made it up to my office. Hollus wavered into existence
a short time later. “I have been thinking about the people who blew up the abortion
dinic,” he said. “You said they were rdigious fundamentdigs”

“Wdl, one presumes s0, yes. They haven't been caught yet.”

“No smoking gun,” said Hallus.

| smiled. “Exactly.”

“But if they are, as you suspect, religious people, why is that relevant?’

“Blowing up an abortion dinic is an atempt to protest a perceived mord

outrage.”
“And. .. 7?7 sadHdlus



“Wel, on Earth, the concept of God is inextricably linked to issues of mordity.”

Hollus listened.

“In fact, three of our principa religions share the same Ten Commandments,
supposedly handed down by God.”

Susan once quipped that the only piece of scripture | knew was the Lawgiver's
Twenty-ninth Scroll:

Beware the beast Man, for heis the devil’s pawn. Alone
among God's primates, he kills for sport, or lug, or
greed. Yea, he will murder his brother to possess his
brother’s land. Let him not breed in great numbers, for
he will make a desert of his home and yours. Shun him.
Drive him back into hisjungle lair, for he is the harbinger
of death.

It swha Corndlius read to Taylor near the end of Planet of the Apes. Powerful
words, and, like Dr. Zaius, I've dways tried to live by ther injunction. But Susan isn't
quite right. Back when | was a student a U of T, lo those many years ago, | occasiondly
audited classes by Northrop Frye, the great teacher of Englidh; | dso snuck into lectures
gven by Marshdl McLuhan and Robertson Davies, the other two members of U of T's
internationdly acclaimed humanities triumvirate. It was heady, ligening to such staggering
intellects. Frye contended that you could not appreciate English literature without
knowing the Bible. Perhaps he was right; 1I’d once made it through about hdf the Old
Testament and had skimmed the color-coded “actud words of Jesus’ in a King James
verson I'd bought at the campus bookstore.

But, bascdly, what Susan said was true. | didn't know the Bible wdl, and |
didn't know the Qur’an or any other holy book at al.

“And these Ten Commandments are?” asked Hallus.

“Umm, well, thou shdt not kill. Thou shdt not commit adultery. Thou shdt not . .
. umm, something about an ass.”

“l see” sad Hollus. “But as far as we have been able to determine, the creator
has never communicated directly with anyone. Indeed, the Wreeds—who, as you know,
spend hdlf their lives actively seeking such communication—cdam no success. | an not
sure how such commandments would be passed on to any lifeform.”

“Wl, if I remember the movie correctly, God wrote them with afinger of fire on
done tablets”

“Thereis amovie of this event? Would that not be your smoking gun?’

| smiled. “The movie is a drama, a story. The Ten Commandments were
supposedly handed down thousands of years ago, but the movie was made about hdf a
century ago.”

“Oh.”

“Still, many humans believe that they are indirect or indirect communicaion with
God—that he ligens to prayers. “They are ddudond,” sad Hollus. His eyestaks came
to rest. “Forgive me” he said. “I know you are dying. Have you been moved to pray?’

“No. But my wife Susan does.”

“Her prayers have not been answered.”

“No,” | said softly. “They haven't.”

“How do members of your species reconcile the act of prayer with the redity
that most prayers go unanswered?’



| shrugged alittle “We say things like * Everything happens for areason.””

“Ah, the Wreed philosophy,” said Hollus

“My little boy asked meif I'd done something wrong—if that's why I'd gotten

“And did you do something wrong?’

“Wel, I’'ve never smoked, but | suppose my diet could have been better.”

“But did you do anything mordly wrong? Those Ten Commandments you
mentioned—did you break any of those?’

“To be honest, | don't even know what dl ten are. But | don't think I've ever
done anything horrible. I’ve never committed murder. I've never cheated on my wife
I’ve never solen anything—at least not as an adult. I've never—" Thoughts of Gordon
Smdl, and events of three decades past, came to mind. “Besides, | can't believe a caring
God would punish anyone, no maiter what the transggression, with what I'm going
through.”

“ ‘A caring God,”’ repeated Hollus “I have dso heard the phrases ‘a loving
God,” and ‘a compassionate God.” " His eye-stalks locked on me. “I think you humans
aoply too many adjectives to the creator.”

“But you' re the ones who bdieve that God has a purpose for us” | said.

“I believe the creator may have a specific reason for wanting a universe that has
life in it, and, indeed, as you say, for wanting multiple sentiences to emerge
amultaneoudy. But it seems clear beyond dispute that the creator takes no interest in
specific individuds”

“And that' s the generdly held opinion amongst members of your race?’ | asked.

“Ves”

“Then wha is the source of Forhilnor mordity? How do you tdl right from
wrong?’

Hollus paused, ether searching for an answer or considering whether he wanted
to answer a dl. Findly, he said, “My race has a vident past,” he said, “nat unlike your
own. We are capable of feats of great savagery—indeed, we do not need weapons to
eedly kill another member of our own kind. The right things to do are those that keep our
violence in abeyance; the wrong things are those that bring it to the fore” He shifted his
weight, redeploying his Sx feet. “Our race has not fought a war for three generations;
since we have the capability to destroy our world, thisis a good thing.”

“l wonder if violence isinnatein dl intdligent species,” | said. “Evolution is driven
by sruggles for dominance. I've heard it suggested that no herbivore could ever develop
intdligence because it doesn’'t take any cunning to sneak up on aledf.”

“It does create an odd dynamic,” sad Hollus “Violence is required for
intelligence, inteligence gives rise to the ahility to destroy one's species, and only through
intdligence can one overcome the violence that gave rise to that intdligence”

“We'd cdl that a Catch-22,” | said. “Maybe we cregate the idea of a caring God
and mordlity to foster salf-preservation. Perhaps any race that doesn’t have mordity, that
doesn't suppress its violent urgesin a dedire to please a god, is doomed to destroy itsdf
once it gets the technology to do s0.”

“An intereging thought,” said Hollus “Bdigf in God conferring a surviva
advantage. Evolution would then select for it”

“Does your race dill worry about destroying itsdf?” | asked.

Hoallus bobbed, but | think it was a gesture of negation, not affirmation. “We have
a unified planetary government, and much tolerance for diversty. We have diminaed
hunger and want. There is little reason for us to come into conflict with each other
anymore.”

“l wish | could say the same thing about my world,” | said. “Since this planet was



fortunate enough to have life arise on it, it would be a shame to see it snuffed out because
of our own upidity.”

“Lifedid not arise here,” said Hollus

“What?’ | was completely logt.

“l do not believe tha there was a biogenerative event in Earth's past; | do not
bdieve life began here”

“You meen it drifted here from deep space? Fred Hoyles panspermia
hypothesis?’

“Possbly. But | suspect it is more likdy that it began rdatively locdly, on Sol
v.”

“Sol—you mean Mars?’

“yVes”

“How would it get here from there?’

“On meteors.”

| frowned. “Well, ther€ ve been a couple of Martian meteorites found over the
years that some said had fossisin them. But they’ ve been pretty thoroughly discredited.”

“It would only take one.”

“l suppose. But why don't you think lifeis netive to this planet?’

“You said you thought life had emerged on this world as much as four hbillion
years ago. But that early in your solar sysem’s higory, this planet was dill routindy
undergoing extinction-level impact events, as large comets and asteroids frequently
dammed into it. It is extremely unlikely that conditions suitable for life could have been
maintained during that period.”

“Wdl, Mars is no older than Earth, and surely it was undergoing bombardment,
too.”

“Oh, doubtless s0,” said Hallus. “But dthough Mars dearly had running water in
its past—its surface today is redly quite impressve to stand upon; the erosion features
are incredible—it never had large or deep oceans like those here on Earth. If an asteroid
hits land, heat from the impact might raise temperatures for a matter of months. But if it
hits water, which, after dl, covers mogt of Earth’s surface now as wel as hillions of years
ago, the heat would be retained, rasng the planet’s temperature for decades or even
centuries. Mars would have had a stable environment for the development of life perhaps
as much as hdf abillion years before Earth did.”

“And then some of it was transferred here, on meteors?’

“Exactly. About one thirty-sixth of dl the materia that gets knocked off Mars by
meteor impacts should eventudly be swept up by Earth, and many forms of microbes can
aurvive freezing. It neatly explains why full-fledged life is recorded in the oldest rocks
here, even though the environment was too volatile for it to develop domegtically.”

“Wow,” | said, wdl aware that my response wasn't adequate. “1 suppose one
meteor with life on it might have made it here. After dl, every lifeform on this planet
shares a Sngle common ancestor.”

Hollus sounded astonished. “All life on this planet shares one common ancestor?’

“Of course”

“How do you know that?’

“We compare the genetic maerid of different lifeforms, and, judging by how
much it diverges, we can tdl how long ago they had an ancestor in common. For
ingance, you've seen Old George, the stuffed chimpanzee we have in the Budongo Rain
Forest diorama?’

“Ves”

“Wdl, humans and chimps differ gendticdly by only 1.4 percent.”

“If you will forgive me for saying so, it does not seem right to suff and display so



close arddive”

“We don't do that anymore,” | said. “That mount is more than eghty years old.”
| decided not to mention the stuffed Audraian aborigine they used to have on display a
the American Museum of Naturad Higtory. “In fact, it's largely through genetic studies
that the concept of ape rights gained credence.”

“And such sudies show dl life on this planet to have a common ancestor?”

“Of course”

“Incredible. On both Beta Hydri and Ddta Pavonis, we bdieve there were
multiple biogenerative events. Life on my world, for ingtance, arose at least Sx times
during an iniid 300-million-year period.” He paused. “Wha is the highest leved in your
hierarchica biologica classfication sysem?’

“Kingdom,” | said. “We genegdly recognize five Animdia, Plantag, Fungi,
Monera, and Protista.”

“Animdia are the animas? And Plantae the plants?’

“Yes”

“All animals are grouped together? Likewise dl plants?”

“Ves”

“Fascinaing.” His sphericd torso bobbed deeply. “On my world, we have a
levd above that, condsing of the sx—wel, ‘domains might be an appropriate
trandation—the 9x domains from the Sx separate creation events, separate kinds of
animds and plants exig in each. For ingance, our pentapeds and octopeds are, in fact,
completely unrdated; cladisic studies have demondtrated that they share no common
ancedtor.”

“Redly? Siill, you should be able to use the DNA technique | described to
determine evolutionary relationships amongst members of the same domain.”

“The domains have commingled over the eons,” Hallus said. “The genome of my
OWnN Species contains genetic materid from dl 9x domains”

“How is that possble? As you said about Spock, the idea of members of
different species—even from the same doman—having offgoring is ludicrous.”

“We bdlieve viruses played a subgtantid role over millions of years in moving
genetic materid across domain boundaries.”

| thought about that. It had been suggested on Earth that unnecessary materid
transferred into lifeforms by viruses accounted for much of the junk DNA—the ninety
percent of the human genome that did not code for protein synthess. And, of course,
gendticigs today were deliberatdly transferring cow genesinto potatoes and so on.

“All 9x domains are based on DNA?’ | asked.

“As | have sad, every complex lifeform that we have discovered is based on
DNA,” sad Hallus. “But with DNA crossing domains throughout our history, the kind of
comparative sudy you suggest is hot something we have had much success with. Animas
that are dearly very dosdy related, based on the gross details of body form, may have
sgnificant recent intrusons of new DNA from another domain, which would make the
percentage of deviaion between the two species deceptivey large”

“Interegting,” | said. A thought occurred to me, too crazy to voice out loud. If, as
Hollus said, DNA was universdly used in dl lifeforms, and the genetic code was the
same everywhere, and lifeforms even from different domains could incorporate each
other’s DNA, then why couldn’t lifeforms from different worlds do the same thing?

Maybe Spock wasn't so improbable after dl.



18

It was't yet Sunday night, but J. D. Ewdl and Cooter Falsey visted the ROM
anyway, to familiarize themsealves with the museum’s layot.

“Nine dollars to get in!” exdamed Fasey once they’d crossed through the
Rotunda to the admissons desk, and he' d had a chance to consult the appropriate Sgn.

“They're just Canadian dollars” said Ewdl. “It's like a buck and a hdf U.S”
He reached into hiswdlet and pulled out two of the garish purple Canadian ten-dollar
bills he'd gotten as change from his U.S. fifty for last night's dinner at the Red Lobster.
He gave them to the middle-aged woman behind the desk, and she handed him back a
receipt, a two-toned two-dollar Canadian coin, and two rectangular plagtic dipsthat sad
“ROM” on them, with alittle crown above the centra “O.” Ewell stared at them.

“You attach them to your shirt,” said the woman, hdpfully. “They show you've
pad.”

“Ah” said Ewell, handing one to Falsey and dipping the other one on.

The woman gave them a glossy brochure. “Here's a map of the gdleries” she
sad. “And there' s a coatroom over there” She pointed to her right.

“Thank you kindly,” said Ewdll.

They stepped forward. A dark-skinned men wearing a brown turban and a
security officer’s blue blazer, white shirt, and red tie, was standing at the top of the four
wide steps that led out of the Rotunda. “Where' s the Bogus Shae?’ asked Ewell.

The guard amiled, asif Ewdl had said something funny. “Back there; the entrance
isby the coat check.”

Ewdl nodded, but Fsey had continued going forward. Just ahead, two giant
staircases rounded out onto this level, one on the left and one on the right. It was easy to
see that each set of stone steps went up three floors, and the one on the right continued
down into the basement. Each dtaircase encircled a huge totem pole of dark wood.
Fasey had stopped by one of the totems and was saring up. The pole rose dl the way
to the calling and was topped by a carved eagle. The wood was devoid of paint, and had
long vertical cracksinit.

“Will you look at that?” said Falsey.

Ewdl glanced at it. Pagan symbols of a heathen people. “Come on,” he said.

The two walked back through the Rotunda. Next to the coat check was a set of
open glass doors, with a carved-stone dgn above them that said Gafidd Weston
Exhibition Hall; there were whesat sheaves on ether Sde of the Weston name. Above this
was a dark-blue fabric banner proclaming in white |etters.

TREASURESOF THE BURGESSSHALE

Fossils from the Cambrian Explosion

Along the sdes of the doors were logos and names of the corporate sponsors
who had made the exhibition possible, induding Bank of Montreal, Abitibi-Price, Bdl
Canada, and the Toronto Sun.

Fasey and Ewdl entered the gdlery. A murd depicting a supposedly ancient
ocean bottom dominated one wadl, with dl sorts of bizarre critters svimming around.



Digplay cases with angled glass tops lined the other wals and a centra room divider.

“Look,” sad Ewdl, pointing.

Fasey nodded. The cases jutted out from the walls, there was space undernegth
each one. Explosives could eesly be planted there—but they’d probably be spotted, if
not by adults, certainly by little kids.

There were perhaps a hundred people milling around, looking a the fossls or
ligening to video presentations about their discovery. Ewel pulled a smdl, spird-bound
notebook out of his hip pocket and began making notes. He walked through the gdlery,
counting the number of cases—there were twenty-six. Fasey, meanwhile, discreetly
noted the three security cameras, two that were fixed, and one tha panned back and
forth. They would present a problem—but not an insurmountable one.

Ewdl didn’'t care what the fossils themsdlves looked like, but young Falsey did.
He examined each casein turn. They contained dabs of gray shde held in place by little
Pexiglas posts. It would be a tricky problem; dthough shales could shatter if dropped,
they could adso be quite strong. Unless the explosons were designed just right, the
display cases might be damaged but the rocks with their bizarre fossls might escape
unscathed.

“Mommy,” sad a little boy, “what are those?' Fasey looked a where the child
was pointing. At the back of the room were two large modds one showed a creature
with numerous diltlike legs and waving tentacles coming off its back. The other showed a
creature walking on tubular legs with a forest of spikesriang up from its body.

The child's mother, a pretty woman in her twenties, peered a a placard, then
explained for her son. “Well, dear, see, they weren’t quite sure how this creature looked,
because it's so strange. Origindly, they couldn’t even tdl which way was up, S0 it's been
modeled two different ways here.”

The child seemed satidfied by the answer, but Falsey had to fight to keep from
gpesking. Thefossl was an obviouslie, a test of faith. Thet it didn’t look right no matter
which way you put it was proof thet it had never redly been dive. It tore his heart out to
see ayoung mind being led astray by dl this trickery.

Fasey and Ewdl spent an hour in the gdlery, completely familiaizing themselves
with it. Falsey sketched the contents of each diolay case so tha he knew exactly how
the fossls were deployed within. Ewell noted the darm systems—they were obvious if
you knew what you were looking for.

And when they were done, they exited the museum. Outside, there was a large
group of people, many sporting buttons depicting the traditional big-headed black-eyed
gray dien; they’d been there when Fasey and Ewdl had entered, too—UFO nuts and
reigious fandtics, waiting for a glimpse of the dien or its ship.

Fasey bought atiny, aily bag of popcorn from a street vendor. He ate some and
tossed the rest, kernd by kerndl, a the numerous pigeons that were waddling dong the
Sdewak.

“Wdl,” said Ewdl, “what do you think?’

Fasey shook his head. “No place to hide bombs. And no guarantee that even if
we could hide them that the rock dabs would be damaged by the explosons.”

Ewdl nodded reluctantly, as if he'd been forced to the same concluson. “It
meanswe |l have to take direct action,” he said.

“I'm afrad s0.” Fdsey turned and faced the imposng stone facade of the
museum, with its wide steps leading up to the glass entrance doors and the triptych of
gtained-glass windows rigng up above those doors.

“Too bad we didn't get to see the dien,” Falsey sad.

Ewdl nodded, sharing Cooter’ s disgppointment. “The diensmay believe in God,
but they haven't yet found Chrigt. Imeagine if we could be the ones to introduce them to



the Savior . .

“That would be glorious” said Fasey, his eyes wide. “ Absolutdy glorious”

Ewdl pulled out the city map they’d been usng. “Wdl,” he said, “it looks like if
we take the subway four stops south, that will put us purty near the place where they
tape The Red Green Show.” He tapped the lage red square labded “CBC
Broadcagting Cir.”

Fasey amiled, dl thoughts of greater glory temporarily banned from his mind.
They both loved The Red Green Show and had been surprised to learn it was made
here in Canada. There was a tgping tonight, and tickets were free. “Let's go,” he sad.
They waked over to the entrance starwell and descended below the Street.

All right, I'll admit it. There's one good thing about dying: it causes you to be
introgpective. As Samud Johnson said, “When a man knows he is to be hanged in a
fortnight, it concentrates his mind wonderfully.”

| knew why | was resisting the notion of intdligent design so much—why dmost
dl evolutionigts do. We had fought for more than a century againg cregtionists, aganst
fools who bdieved that the Eath was made in 4004 B.C. during dx literd
twenty-four-hour days, that fossls, if they had any vdidity a dl, were remnants of
Noah's flood; that a deceptive God had created the universe with starlight aready en
route to us, gving the illuson of great distances and greet age.

The popular account was that Thomas Henry Huxley had dain Bishop “Soapy
Sam” Wilberforce in the great evolution debate. And Clarence Darrow, so I'd been
taught, had buried William Jennings Bryan during the Scopes trid. But the battle had only
begun with them. Others kept coming, spewing garbage under the guise of so-caled
cregtion science, forcing evolution out of the classroom, even today, even here a the
beginning of the twenty-first century, trying to force a literd, fundamentdigt interpretation
of the Bible into the mainstream.

We d fought the good fight, Stephen Jay Gould, Richard Dawkins, and even me,
to alesser extent—I didn’t have the soapbox of the other two, but I'd debated my share
of cregtionigts at the Royd Ontario Museum and U of T. And twenty years ago, the
ROM'’s own Chris McGowan had written a crackerjack book caled In the Beginning:
A Scientist Shows Why the Creationists Are Wrong. But | remember a friend of
mine—a guy who teaches philosophy—ypointing out the arrogance of that subtitle one
men was going to show why dl the creationists everywhere were benighted. Maybe we
could be forgiven our Sege mentdity, though. Pollsin the United States showed that even
today, less than a quarter of the population believed in evolution.

To grant that there had been any guiding intdligence, a any point, would open
the floodgates. We'd struggled so long, and so hard, and some of us had even been
jaled for the sake of the cause, that to dlow for even a moment the posshility of an
intdligent designer would be tantamount to raisng the white flag. The media, we'd fdt
sure, would have afidd day, ignorance would reign supreme, and not only would Johnny
be unable to read, he wouldn't know any red science, ether.

In retrospect, maybe we should have been more open, maybe we should have
consdered other posshilities, maybe we should not have glossed so reedily over the
rough spotsin Darwin's theory, but the cost, it had dways seemed, was too high.

The Forhilnors weren't creationigts, of course—no more so, redly, than were
any scentiss who accepted the big bang, with its definite creation point (something
Eingein had found so abhorrent to common sense that he'd made what he regarded as
the “greatest blunder” of hislife, cooking his equations for rdativity to avoid the universe

ever having a beginning).



And now the floodgates were open. Now everyone, everywhere, was taking
about cregtion, and the big bang, and the previous cycles of existence, and the fudging of
fundamental constants, and intdligent design.

And the charges were running high againg evolutionists and biochemists and
cosmologigs and pdeontologists, daming that we'd known—or a leest had an
inkling—thet perhaps dl this might be true, and that we'd deiberatdly suppressed it,
reecting papers submitted to journas on these topics, and ridiculing those who had
published such ideas in the popular press, lumping anyone who supported the anthropic
cognologicd principle in with the obvioudy deluded fundamentdist young-Earth
cregtionigs.

Of course, phone cdls poured in requesting interviews with me—approximeately
one every three minutes, according to the logs from the ROM’s switchboard. I'd told
Dana, the departmenta assistant, that unless the Dda Lama or the pope cdled, not to
bother me. I'd been joking, but representatives of both were on the phone to the ROM
within twenty-four hours of Salbanda s revelaionsin Brussdls.

As much as | wanted to dive publidy into the fray, | couldn’t. | didn't have the
timeto spare.

| stood bending over my desk, trying to sort through the papers on it. There was
arequest from the AMNH for a copy of that paper I’d done on Nanshiungosaurus; a
proposed budget for the paeobiology department that had to be approved by me before
the end of the week; a letter from a high-school student who wanted to become a
paeontologist and was looking for career advice; employee-evauation forms for Dana;
an invitation to give a lecture in Berlin; gdley proofs of that introduction | wrote for
Danilova and Tamasaki’ s handbook; two article manuscripts for the JVP that I'd agreed
to referee; two quotes on the resin we needed; a requisition form that | had to fill out to
get the damned lighting for the Camptosaurus in the Dinosaur Gdlery fixed; a copy of
my own book that had been sent to me for an autograph; seven—no, eight—unanswered
letters on other topics, my own expense-clam form for the previous quarter that had to
be filled out; the departmentd |ong-distance hill, with cals that no one had yet owned up
to highlighted in yellow.

It was too much. | sat down, turned to my computer, tapped the E-mail icon.
Seventy-three new messages waiting; Chrig, | didn't have time to even begin to wade
through that many.

Jug then, Dana stuck her head through the door. “Tom, | redly need those
vacation schedules approved.”

“I know,” | said. “I'll get to it.”

“As soon as you can, please” she sad.

“I said I'll get to it!”

She looked dartled. | don’t think I'd ever snapped at her before. But she
disappeared out into the corridor before | could gpologize.

Maybe | should have just dispensed with or delegated dl my adminidrative
duties, but, well, if | stepped down as department head, surdly my successor would dam
theright to be Hollus s guide. Besides, | couldn’t leave everything a mess; | had to wrap
things up, complete as much as | could, before . . .

Before. . .

| Sghed and turned away from the computer, looking again at the piles of duff on
my desk.

There wasn't enough time, dammitdl. There just wasn't enough time.
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Many employees have no idea how much their bosses make, but | knew to the
penny what Chrisine Dorati was pulling down. The law in Ontario required public
disclosures of dl civil-service sdaries of over a hundred thousand Canadian dollars per
year; the ROM had just four saff members who fdl into that category. Christine made
$179,952 lagt year, plus $18,168 in taxable benefits—and she had an office that
reflected that stature. Despite my complaints about the way Chridtine ran the museum, |
understood thet it was necessary for her to have such an office. She had to entertain
potentid donors there, as wel as government bigwigs who could boost or dash our
budget on awhim.

I’d been gtting in my office, waiting for my pain pillsto settle, when I’ d gotten the
cdl saying Chrigine wanted to see me. Waking was a good way to get the pills to stay
down, s0 | didn't mind. | headed off to her office.

“Hi, Chriging” | said, after Indira let me pass into the inner sanctum. “You
wanted to see me?’

Chrigtine was looking a something on the web; she raised a hand to tdl me to be
patient a moment longer. Beautiful textiles hung from her office wdls. There was a suit of
armor behind Chrigting' s desk; ever snce our Armour Court—which I'd aways thought
had been a rather popular exhibit—had been scrubbed to make room for one of
Chridine s trademark feed-them-pablum displays, we' d had more suits of armor than we
knew whet to do with. Christine dso had a suffed passenger pigeon (the ROM’s Centre
for Biodiverdty and Conservation Biology—the dapped-together caichdl formed by
meagng the old ichthyology, herpetology, mammadogy, and ornithology
departments—had about twenty of them). She dso had a cluster of quartz crystds as hig
as a large microwave oven, sdvaged from the old Geology Gdlery; a beautiful jade
Buddha, about the gze of a basketbdl; an Egyptian canopic jar; and, of course, a
dinosaur skull—a fiberglass cast from a Lambeosaurus. The blade-shaped crest on the
duckbill’s head at one end of the room nicdy balanced the double-headed ax held by the
auit of armor &t the other.

Chridine clicked her mouse, minimizing her browser window, and at last gave me
her ful attention. She gestured with an open pdm toward one of the three
leather-upholstered swivel chairs that faced her desk. | took the middle one, feding a
certain trepidation as | did so; Chridine had a policy of never offeing a seat if the
mesting was to be wrapped up quickly.

“Helo, Tom,” she said. She made a solicitous face. “How are you feding?”

| shrugged a little; there wasn't much to say. “As wel as can be expected, |
suppose.”

“Are you in much pan?’

“It comes and goes,” | said. “I've got some pillsthat help.”

“Good,” she said. She was quiet for atime; that was anormd for Chrigting, who
usudly seemed to be in a great hurry. Findly, she spoke again. “How’s Suzanne doing?
She halding up dl right?’

| didn't correct her on my wifés name. “She's managing. There's a support
group that meets at the Richmond Hill Public Library; she goes to meetings there once a
week.”

“I'm sure they’re a comfort to her.”

| said nothing.



“And Richie? How’ s he?’

Two in arow was too much. “It's Ricky,” | said.

“Ah, sorry. How's he doing?’

| shrugged again. “He's frightened. But he' s a brave kid.”

Chrigine gestured toward me, as if that only made sense given who Ricky’s
father was. | tipped my head in thanks at the unspoken compliment. She was Slent a
moment longer, then: “I've been taking to Petroff, over in H.R. He says you're fuly
covered. You could go on long-term-disability leave and recelve eighty-five percent of
your sdary.”

| blinked and thought carefully about my next words. “I'm not sure it's your
place to be discussng my insurance Stuation with anyone.”

Chridine raised both hands, pams out. “Oh, | didn’t discuss you in particular; |
just asked about the generd case of an employee with a te—with a serious illness”
She'd started to say “termind,” of course, but hadn’t been able to bring hersdf to use the
word. Then she amiled. “And you're covered. You don’'t have to work anymore.”

“l know that. But | want to work.”

“Wouldn't you rather be spending your time with Suzanne and Rich—Ricky?’

“Susan has her own job, and Ricky’sin grade one; he'sin school full days.”

“Sill, Tom, | think . . . Isn't it time you faced facts? You're not able to bring a
hundred percent to your job anymore. Isn't it time you took some leave?’

| wasin pan, as dways, and that jus made it harder to control my temper. “I
don’'t want to take any leave” | said. “1 want to work. Damn it, Christine, my oncologist
saysit's good for me to be coming to work every day.”

Chridine shook her head, asif saddened that | was unable to see the big picture.
“Tom, I've got to think of what's best for the museum.” She took a deep breath. “You
mus know Lillian Kong.”

“Of course”

“Wdl, you know that she quit as curator of fossl vertebrates at the Canadian
Museum of Nature to—"

“To protest government cutbacks in spending on museums, yes, | know. She
went to Indiana Universty.”

“Exactly. But I’ ve heard through the grapevine that she's not happy there, ather.
| think | could entice her to join us here a the ROM, if | move quickly. | know the
Museum of the Rockies wants her, too, so she's cartainly not going to be avaladle for
long,and. ..

Shetrailed off, waiting for me to complete her thought for her. | crossed my ams
infront of my chest but said nathing. She looked disappointed that she'd have to spdl it
out. “And, wdl, Tom, you are going to be leaving us”

A tired old joke drifted through my mind: Old curators never die they just
become part of thair collections. “1 can il do useful work.”

“The chances of me being able to get someone as qudified as Kong a year from
now are dim.”

Lillian Kong was a damn fine paeontologist; she'd done some amazing work on
ceratopsians and had received enormous amounts of press, induding being on the cover
of Newsweek and Maclean's for her contributions to the dinosaur-bird controversy.
But, like Chrigtine, she was a dumb-downer: the Canadian Museum of Nature's displays
had become doyingly populist, and not very informative, under her. She'd doubtless be
an dly in Chrisine's desire to make the ROM into an “attraction,” and indeed would
agree to put pressure on Hollus to do public programming, something I'd Steadfastly
refused to do.

“Chridtine, don't make me go.”



“Oh, you wouldn't necessarily have to go. You could stay on, doing research.
We owe you that.”

“But | would have to step down as department head.”

“Wdl, the Museum of the Rockies is offering her a very senior postion; | won't
be able to entice her here with anything less than—than—"

“Thanmy job,” | said. “And you can’t afford to pay both of us”

“You could go on disshility leave, but dill comein to show her the ropes.”

“If you've been tadking to Petroff, you know that's not true. The insurance
company won't pay me unless | declare that I'm too sck to work. Now, yes, they’ve
made clear that in termind cases, they won't argue the point. If | say I'm too sick, they'll
believe me—but | cannot come into the office and Hill receive benefits”

“Geting a scholar of Lillian's stature would be great for the museum,” Chrigtine
sad.

“She's hardly the only option you'll have to replace me” | said. “When | have to
leave, you can promote Darlene, or—or make an offer to Rdph Chapman; get him to
bring his applied-morphometrics lab here. That would be ared coup.”

Chridine spread her arms. It was dl bigger than her. “I'm sorry, Tom. Redly |

| folded my arms across my chest. “This doesn't have anything to do with finding

the best paeontologist. This has to do with our disagreements over how you've been
running this museum.”

Chridine did a credible job of sounding wounded. “Tom, you do me a
disservice”

“l doubt thet,” 1 said. “And—and, besides, what's Hallus going to do?’

“Wdl, I'm sure helll want to continue his research,” said Chrigtine.

“WE ve been working together. He trusts me”

“Hell work just fine with Lillian.”

“No, hewon't,” | said. “We'rea. ..” | fdt dlly sying it. “We re ateam.”

“He amply needs a competent paeontologist as his guide, and, well, forgive me,
Tom, but surely you recognize that it should be someone who will be around for years to
come, someone who can document everything he or she has learned from the dien.”

“I'm kegping ameticulous journd,” | said. “I’m writing everything down.”

“Nonetheless, for the sake of the museum—"

| was growing more angry—and more bold. “I could go to any musaum or
universty with a decent foss| collection, and Hollus would come with me. | could get an
offer from anywhere | wanted, and, with an dien dong for the ride, no one would care
about my hedth.”

“Tom, be reasonable.”

| don’t have to be reasonable, | thought. No one going through what I'm going
through has to be reasonable. “It's nonnegotiable,” | said. “If | go, so does Hollus”

Chridine made a show of studying the woodgrain on her desktop, tracing it with
her index finger. “1 wonder how Hollus would react if | told him you were usng him this
way.”

| stuck out my chin. “I wonder how he'd react if | told him how you are tregting
me”

We both sat in dlence for atime Fndly, | said, “If there's nothing dse, I'll be
getting back to my work.” | made an effort not to stress the find word.

Chrigine sat motionless, and | got up and Ieft, pain diang through me, athough,
of course, | refused to let it show.
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| stormed back to my office. Hollus had been looking a endocranid casts in my
absence; spurred on by my ealier comments, he was now exploring the rise of
intdligence in mammas after the K/T boundary. | was never sure if | was reading his
body language correctly, but he seemed to have no trouble reading mine. “You™ “seem”
“upst,” he sad.

“Dr. Dorati the museum'’s director, remember her? He'd met her severd times
now, induding when the prime minigter had shown up. “She' s trying to force me to go on
long-term disability leave. She wants me out.”

“Why?

“I'm the potentia vampire dayer, remember? I'm an opponent of hers paliticaly
here a the museum. She has taken the ROM in a direction a number of us long-time
curators object to. And now she sees an opportunity to replace me with someone who
agrees with her views.”

“But disahility leave . . . surdy that relates to your illness?”

“There's no other way for her to force me out.”

“What is the nature of your dispute?’

“I believe the museum should be a place of scholarship and it should provide as
much information as possible about each of its displays. She believes the museum should
be atourig attraction and should not intimidete laypeople with a lot of facts, figures, and
fancy words.”

“And this issue is important?’

| was taken aback by the question. It had seemed important when I'd Started
fighting Chrigtine over it three years ago. I’d even cdled it, in an interview in the Toronto
Sar about dl the brouhaha a the ROM, “the fight of my life” But that was before Dr.
Noguchi had shown me the dark spot on my x ray, before I'd started feding the pain,
before the chemotherapy, before.. . .

“l don’t know,” | said, honestly.

“l am sorry to hear of your difficulties” said Hallus.

| chewed my lower lip. | had no right to say any of this “I told Dr. Dorati that
you would leave if she forced me out.”

Hollus was quiet for a long time. Back on Beta Hydri 11l, he had been an
academic of some sort himsdf; he doubtless understood the prestige his presence
brought to the ROM. But perhaps I’ d offended him enormoudy, making him a pawn in a
politicd game. He could surdy see ahead severa moves, surdy knew that this might
become ugly. I'd gone too far; | knew that.

And yet—

And yet, who could blame me? Chrisine was going to win regardless. All too
soon, she would win.

Hollus pointed a my desk set. “You have used that device before to
communicate with othersin this building,” he said.

“My phone? Yes.”

“Can you connect to Dr. Dorati?’

“Umm, yes, but—"

“Do s0.”

| hedtated for a moment, then lifted the handset and tapped out Chridine's



three-digit extension.

“Dorati,” sad Chrigine s voice.

| tried to hand Hollus the handset. “I cannot use that,” he said. Of course he
couldn’t; he had two separate mouths. | touched the speaker-phone key and nodded for
him to go ahead.

“Dr. Dordti, this is Hollus deten stak Jaton.” It was the firg time I'd heard the
Forhilnor’ sfull name. “I am grateful for your hospitdity in letting me do research here, but
| am contacting you to inform you that Thomas Jericho is an integrd part of my work,
and if he leaves this museum, | will follow him wherever he goes.”

There was a gony dlence for severd seconds. “1 see” said Chridin€ s voice,

“Terminate the connection,” Hollus said to me. | clicked the phone off.

My heart fluttered; | had no ideaif what Hollus had just done was the right thing.
But | was deeply moved by his support. “Thank you,” | said.

The Forhilnor flexed both his upper and lower knees. “Dr. Dorati was dl on the
left”

“All on the left?’

“Sorry. | mean what she did was wrong, in my view. Intervening was the leest |
could do.”

“| thought it was wrong, too,” | said. “But—wadl, | thought maybe my tdling her
you would go if | went was wrong, aso.”

| was glent for atime, and a last Hallus replied. “So much of what is right and
wrong is difficult to determine” he said. “I probably would have performed smilarly, had
| been in your place.” He bobbed. “I do sometimes wish | had a Wreed's indght into
these matters.”

“You'd mentioned that before” | said. “Why do Wreeds have an easier time
than we do with questions of mordity?’

Hallus shifted dightly from foot to foot. “The Wreeds are freed from the burden
of ratiocination—of the kind of logic you and | undertake. Although meath may confound
them, thinking about philosophical questions, about the meaning of life, about ethics and
mordity, confounds us. We have an intuitive sense of right and wrong, but every theory
of mordity we come up with fails. Y ou showed me those Sar Trek movies. . .”

| had indeed; he'd been intrigued enough by the episodes we'd looked at to
want to watch the firg three classic Trek films “Yes” | sad.

“There was one in which the impossible hybrid died.”

“The Wrath of Khan,” | said.

“Yes. In it, much was made of the notion that ‘the needs of the many outweigh
the needs of the few, or the one.” We Forhilnors have amilar sentiments. It is an atempt
to apply mathematics—something we are good at—to ethics, something we are not good
at. But such attempts dwaysfal us. In thefilmin which the hybrid was reborn—"

“ The Search for Spock,” | said.

His eyebdls clicked together. “In that one, we learn that the firgt formulation was
flawed, and in fact ‘the needs of the one outweigh the needs of the many.’ It seemed
intuitively right thet the fellow with the fake hair and the others should have been willing to
sacrifice ther lives to save one unrdated comrade, even though it defied mathemdtica
logic. And yet this happens dl the time: many human societies and dl Forhilnor ones are
democratic; they are committed to the principle that each individud has identica worth.
Indeed, | have seen the great phrase devised by your neighbors to the south: “We hold
these truths to be sdf-evident, that al men are created equa.” And yet the people who
wrote those words were dave owners, oblivious to the irony—to use a word you have
taught me of that fact.”

“Trug” | sad.



“Many human and Forhilnor scientists have tried to reduce dtruiam to genetic
imperatives, suggesting that the degree of sacrifice we are willing to make for another is
directly proportiona to how much gendtic maerid we share. You or |, sy these
scientigts, would not necessarily let oursdves diein order to save one shling or child, but
we should congder it an even trade if our desth would save two shlings or children,
since between them they have the same quantity of our genes as we oursaves possess.
And we would surdly sacrifice oursalves to save three shlings or children, snce tha
quantity represents a grester concentration of our genetic materid than our own bodies
contain.”

“l would die to save Ricky,” | said.

He gestured at the picture on my desk, the frame's cardboard back once again
fadng him. “And ye, if | understland what you have said, Ricky is not your natural son.”

“Thet’ s right. His birth parents didn’t want him.”

“Which confounds on two levels that parents could choose to reject ther hedthy
offgoring and that nonparents could choose to adopt another’s child. And of course there
are many good people who, in defiance of genetic logic, have chosen not to have
children. There smply is no formula that successfully describes the range of Forhilnor or
humen choices in the areas of dtruiam and sacrifice; you cannot reduce these issues to
mathematics.”

| thought about that; certainly, Hollus intervening on my behdf with Chrisine was
dtruidtic, but it obvioudy had nothing whatsoever to do with favoring a genetic rdative. “I
guess,” | sad.

“But,” sad Hollus, “our friends the Wreeds, because they never developed
traditiond math, never find themselves vexed by such matters.”

“Wel, they certainly vex me” | said. “Over the years, I've often lan in bed,
trying to sort out mord quandaries.” The old dydexic agnogtic insomniac joke came to
mind: lying awake at night, wondering if there is a dog. “I mean, where does mordity
come from? We know it'swrong to stedl, and—" | paused. “You do know that, right? |
meen, Forhilnors have a taboo againg theft?’

“Yes, dthough it is not innate; Forhilnor children will take anything they can
reech.”

“It's the same with human kids. But we grow up to redize that theft is wrong,
and yet . . . and yet why do we fed it's wrong? If it increases reproductive success,
shouldn’t evolution have favored it? For tha matter, we think infiddity is wrong, but |
could obvioudy increase my reproductive success by impregneting multiple femaes. If
theft is advantageous for everyone who succeeds at it, and adultery is a good strategy, a
least for maes, for increesng presence in the gene pool, why do we fed they are wrong?
Shouldn’'t the only mordity that evolution produces be the kind Bill Clinton had—being
sorry you got caught?’

Holluss eyestalks weaved in and out more quickly then usud. “I have no
answer,” he said. “We druggle to find solutions to mord questions, but they dways
defeat us. Preeminent thinkers, both human and Forhilnor, have devoted themsdves to
asking whét is the meaning of life and how do we know when something is mordly
wrong. But despite centuries of effort, no progress has been made. The questions are as
beyond us as ‘What is two plus two? is beyond a Wreed.”

| shook my head in dishdlief. “I dill find it incredible that they can't amply see
that two objects and two additiona objects is equivadent to four objects.”

The Forhilnor tipped his body toward me by flexing the lower knees on three of
his legs. “And they find it incredible that we cannot see the underlying truths of mora
issues” He paused. “Our minds do chunking: we break problems down into manageable
bits. If we wonder how a planet staysin orbit about its sun, we can ask numerous Smpler



guestions—how does arock stay on the ground; why isthe sun at the center of the solar
sysem—and by solving those, we can confidently answer the larger question. But the
problems of ethics and mordity and the meaning of life are gpparently irreducible, like the
dliumsin cdls there are no component parts that are tractable in isolation.”

“You mean to sy that being a scientis, alogician, like—well, like you or me—is
fundamentally incompatible with being at peace over mora and spiritud issues?’

“Some succeed at both—but they usudly do it by compartmentdizing. Science is
gven responghility for certain matters, rdigion for others. But for those looking for a
sngle, overarching worldview, thereislittle peace. A mind is wired for one or the other,
but not both.”

Pascd’s wager came to mind: it was safer, he said, to bet on the existence of
God, evenif he doesn't exid, than to risk the eternd damnation of being wrong. Pascdl,
of course, had been a mathemdician; he/'d had a logicd, rationd, number-crunching
mind, a human mind. Old Blaise had had no choice in the kind of brain he had; it had
been bequeathed to him by evolution, just as mine had.

Butif I'd had a choice?

If I could trade some bafflement in factua matters for certitude about questions
of ethics, would | do s0? Which is more important: knowing the precise phylogenetic
relationships between dl the various branches on the evolutionary bush or knowing the
meaning of life?

Hollus departed for the day, wavering and disappearing, leaving me aone with
my books and fossls and unfinished work.

| found mysdf thinking about the things | wanted to do one lagt time before |
died. At this stage, | redized | had a greater desire to repeat previous pleasuradle
experiences than to have new ones.

Some of the things | wanted to do again were obvious, of course: make love to
my wife, hug my son, see my brother Bill.

And there were the less obvious—the things that were unique to me. | wanted to
go to the Octagon again, my favorite steak-house in Thornhill, the place where I'd
proposed to Susan. Y es, even with the nausea caused by the chemotherapy, | wanted to
do that once more.

And | wanted to watch Casablanca agan. Here' s looking at you, kid . . .

| wanted to see the Blue Jays win the World Series one more time . . . but |
suppose there wasn't much chance of that.

| wanted to go back to Drumheler and walk amongst the hoodoos, drinking in
the Badlands at twilight with coyotes howling in the background and fossl shards
scattered dl around.

| wanted to vist my old neighborhood, out in Scarborough. | wanted to wak the
streets of my youth, gaze a my parents old house or stand in the yard of William Lyon
Mackenzie King Public School, and let memories of friends from decades past wash
over me.

| wanted to dust off my old ham-radio set, and ligen—just lisen—to voices in
the night from al around the world.

But, mogt of dl, | wanted to go up with Ricky and Susan to our cottage on Otter
Lake, and gt on the dock after dark, late enough in the summer that the mosquitoes and
black flies would be gone, and watch the moon risg, its pitted face reflecting in the cam
water, and ligen to the haunting cdl of a loon and the sound of the odd fish jumping up
out of the lake, and lean back in my lounge chair, and clasp my hands behind my head,
and breathe out a contented Sgh, and fed no pain at dl.
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So far, Susan had said nothing related to Salbanda’s widdy publicized comments
about the universe having had a creator—a creator who, gpparently, on a least five
occasions, had directly intervened in the development of intdligent life

But, findly, we did have to have the conversation. It's one I'd never anticipated.
I’d humored my wife, indulging her faith, even agreeing to be married in a traditiona
church service. But I'd dways quigtly known that | was the enlightened one, | was in the
right, I was the one who redly knew how things worked.

Susan and | were Stting out back on the deck. It was an abnormdly warm April
evening. She was going to take Ricky to his smimming lesson this evening; sometimes |
took him, and sometimes we went together, but tonight | had other plans. Ricky was up
inhis room, changing.

“Had Hallus told you he was searching for God?’ asked Susan, looking down a

her mug of coffee.
| nodded.
“And you didn't say anything to me?’
“Wdl, | ..." | traled off. “No. No, | didn’t.”

“I would have loved to have talked to him about that.”

“I'msorry,” | said.

“So the Forhilnors are rdigious,” she said, summing it dl up, &t least for her.

But | had to protest; | had to. “Hollus and his colleagues believe the universe
was intdligently designed. But they don’'t worship God.”

“They don't pray?’ asked Susan.

“No. Wdll, the Wreeds spend hdf of each day in meditation, atempting to
communicate with God telepathicdly, but—"

“That sounds like prayer to me.

“They say they don’t want anything from God.”

Susan was quiet for a moment; we rarely talked about religion, and for a good
reason. “Prayer ign't about asking for things it's not like vigting a department-store
Santa Claus”

| shrugged; | guess| redly didn’t know much about the topic.

“Do the Forhilnors beieve in souls? In an afterlife?’

The question surprised me; I’d never thought about it. “I honestly don’'t know.”

“Maybe you should ask Hollus”

| nodded. Maybe | should.

“You know that | believein souls” she said Smply.

“I know.”

Tha's as far as she went with the thought, though. She didn't ask me to go to
church with her again; she'd asked once, a while ago, and that was fine But she
wouldn't push. If attending St. George's was helping her get through dl this, then that
was greet. But we each had to cope with it in our own way.

Ricky came through the diding glass door, out onto the deck. “Hey, sport,” |
sad. “Give your dad akiss”

He came over and kissed my cheek. Then he patted my face with his little hand.



“| likeit better thisway,” he said. | think he was trying to cheer me up; he'd never liked
the sandpaper roughness of the five o' clock shadow | used to get. | amiled at him.

Susan got up and kissed me, too.

And my wife and my son headed off.

With Ricky and Sue off at the Douglas Snow Aquatic Centre, four blocks away,
| was dl done. | went back into the house and set up our video camera—an indulgence,
a Chrigmas gift we' d given to each other afew years back—on atripod in the den.

| turned on the camera, moved to the chair behind the desk, and sat down.
“Hdlo, Ricky,” | said. And then | amiled apologeticaly. “I’'m going to ask your maother
not to show you this tape for ten years, so | guess you're Sixteen now. I'm sure you
don't go by ‘Ricky, anymore. Maybe you're a ‘Rick,; or maybe you've decided
‘Richard’ suits you better. So—so maybe I'll just cdll you ‘son.” ”

| paused. “I’'m sure you' ve seen plenty of pictures of me your mom was aways
taking snapshots. Maybe you even have some memories of me—I| sure hope you do. |
remember afew things from when | was Sx or seven . . . maybe an hour or two tota.” |
paused again. If he did remember me, | hoped it was as | looked before the cancer,
back when | had hair, when | wasn't so gaunt. Indeed, | should have made this tape as
soon as | was diagnosed—certainly before I’ d gone through chemotherapy.

“So you have me a a disadvantage,” | said. “You know what | look like, but |
find mysdf wondering what you look like—what sort of man you've grown into.” |
amiled. “You were a little smdl for your age when you were sx—but so much can
changein ten years. When | was your age—the age you are now, sixteen—I| had grown
ascraggly beard. There was only one other guy in my school who had one; it was, |
guess, an act of youthful rebdlion.” | shifted abit inmy chair.

“Anyway,” | sad, “I'm sure you've grown up to be a fine man—I know your
mother wouldn’t have let it turn out any other way. I'm sorry | wasn't there for you. |
would have loved to have taught you how to tie a tie, how to shave, how to throw a
footbal, how to drink a glass of wine. | don't know what interests you've pursued.
Sports? School theater? Whatever they are, you know | would have been in the
audience as often as | could.”

| paused. “I guess you're wrestling with what you want to do in life | know
you'll find happiness and success whatever you choose. If you want, there should be
plenty of money for you to go to universty for as long as you like—right through to a
doctorate, if that's what you want. Do whatever will make you happy, of course, but |
will tdl you that | have greatly enjoyed the rewards of an academic life maybe it won't
be for you, but if you are contemplating it, | do recommend it. I've traveled the world
over, I’'m reasonably wdl paid, and | get an enormous amount of flexibility in my time. |
sy that just in case you were wondering if your dad was happy in his job; yes, |
was—very much so. And that's the most important thing. If | have one piece of career
advice to give you, it's this don't worry about how much money you'll make. Pick
something that you'll enjoy doing; you only go around onceinlife”

| paused again. “But, redly, there's not much advice | can give you.” A smile
“Heck, when | was your age, the last thing | wanted was advice from my dad.” And then
| shrugged a little. “Siill, 1 will say this please don't smoke. Bdieve me, son, nothing is
worth risking going through what 1I've been going through. | wasn't a smoker—I'm sure
you mom has told you that—but that is the way most people get lung cancer. Please, |
beg you; don't risk this”

| glanced at the clock on the wdl; there was plenty of time left—on the tape, at
leest.



“You're probably curious about my relaionship with Hollus, the Forhilnor.” |
shrugged. “Frankly, I'm curious about it, too. | suppose if you remember anything from
your childhood, it's the night he came to vist our house. You know that was the red
Hollus? Not a projection? Well, it was. You, me, and your mother were the fird humans
to actudly meet a Forhilnor in the flesh. Besides this tape, I'm dso leaving you a copy of
the journd 1've been keeping about my experiences with Hollus. Maybe someday you,
or somebody dse, will put together a book about dl this. Of course, there will be gaps
thet have to be filled in—I’m sure there are rdlevant things going on that | don't know
about—but the notes I’ ve made should give you a good start.

“Anyway, about my relaionship with Hollus, dl | know is this | like hm and |
think he likes me. There's a saying that an unexamined life is not worth living; getting
cancer caused me to examine my life, but | think getting to know Hollus has caused me
to examine what it means to be human.” | shrugged a little, acknowledging that what |
was about to say was the sort of thing people didn’'t normaly say doud. “And | guess
what it means is this to be humen is to be fragile. We are easly hurt, and not just
physcaly. We are easly hurt emationdly, too. So, as you move through life, my son, try
not to hurt others” | lifted my shoulders again. “That's it; that's the advice | have for
you.” It wasn't nearly enough, | knew; there was no way to make up for alost decade
with afew bromides. Ricky aready had become the man he was going to be . . . without
my help.

“Theré s one find thing | want you to know,” | said. “Never doubt this for a
moment, Richard Blaine Jericho. You had a father once, and he loved you. Always
remember that.”

| got up, shut off the video camera, and stood there in the den, my sanctuary.

22

It had come to me while deeping, doubtless because of the recording I'd made
for Ricky: averson of me that would live on after my body had died. | was so excited, |
got up and went downdtairs to tap repeatedly on the holoform do-decahedron, in hopes
of summoning Hollus. But he didn’t come; | had to wait until he appeared in my office of
his own valition the next day.

“Hallus” | said, as soon as hisimeage had stabilized, “1 think | know what they’ve
buried benesth those warning landscapes on dl those dead worlds.”

Hoallus locked his eyes on me.

“It's not nuclear waste,” | said. “As you said, there are no markings related to
nuclear waste, and no need to worry about such things over million-year timeframes. No,
they buried something they wanted to preserve forever, not something they wanted to
get rid of. That's why the Cassiopeians went so far as to shut off plate tectonics on their
world by blowing up their moon—they wanted to be sure what they had in their
subterranean vault never subducted.”

“Perhaps,” said Hollus. “But what would they want to preserve so carefully while
a the same time trying to frighten anyone away from digging it up?’

“Themsdves” | said.

“You propose something like a bomb shelter? Seismic soundings suggest there is
not enough volume in the vault on Mu Cassiopeae A Prime to house more than a amdl



number of individuas”

“No, no,” | sad. “I think they’re all down there. Millions, hillions, whatever thar
entire populaion was. | think they scanned their brains and uploaded themsdves into a
computer world—and the actud hardware generating that world, the machines they
didn't want anyone messng with, are stored beneath those horrendous landscapes.”

“Scanned . . . ,” said Hallus sleft mouth, and “scanned . . . ;" ruminated his right.
“But we only found three worlds with atifida landscapes designed to frighten off the
curious” he said. “The other worlds we visted—Eta Cassiopeae A 111, Sgma Draconis
[1, and Groombridge 1618 I1l—had smply been vacated.”

“On those worlds, the computer hardware may have been shot into space. Or
else those races may have decided that the best way to avoid detection was Smply to do
nothing at dl. Even a warning marker attracts the curious, maybe they decided to hide
their computing hardware with no indication of whereit is”

“But why would entire races do that?” asked Hollus. “Why give up physica
exisence?’

That was a no-brainer for me. “How old are you?’ | asked.

“In subjective Earth years? Forty-seven.”

That surprised me. For some reason, I’d expected Hallus to be older then | was.
“And how long will you live?’

“Perhaps another eghty years, assuming an accident does not befdl me”

“So atypicd Forhilnor lifespan is a hundred and thirty years?’

“For femdes, yes. Mdes live about ten years longer.”

“So, um—my God—so you're femae?’

“Yes”

| was stunned. “1 hadn’t been aware of that. Y our voice—it's rather deep.”

“That isjust the way Forhilnor voices ale—male or femde”

“I think I’'ll go on cdling you ‘he;” if that’s okay.”

“l am no longer offended by it,” said Hollus. “Y ou may continue to do so.”

“Anyway,” | said, “you'll live atotd of about a hundred and thirty years. Me, I'm
fifty-four right now; if it weren't for the adenocarcinoma, I'd live another twenty-odd
years, if not thirty or forty.”

Hollus s eyestalks moved.

“But that’ s it. And, again, evenif | didn’t have cancer, alot of that time would be
indedining hedth.” | paused. “Do Forhilnors age gracefully?’

“A poet on my world once said, ‘It is dl edipsng moons—a metaphor that
means much the same as your expression ‘it is al downhill’—from the moment you are
born. Forhilnor bodies and minds deteriorate over time, t00.”

“Wdl, if you could assume a virtud exigence—if you could live indde a
computer—dtarting in the prime of youth, you could go on forever, without any
deterioration.”

“Immortaity has aways been a dream of my people,” Hollus admitted.

“Ming too. In fact, many preachers use a promise of life everlaging, dbat in
some other redm, as thar man inducement for good behavior. But dthough we've
extended our life spans a great ded through improved hedth care, we are nowhere near
immorta.”

“Nor are we,” said Hollus. “Nor are the Wreeds. But both they and we harbor
hopes of making eternd life possible.”

“We thought we'd made a breakthrough a few years ago when we discovered
how to put the end caps back on DNA.” Chromosomes have little protective bits at ther
ends, like the plastic-wrapped tips of shodaces, every time a chromosome divides, the
tips—cdled telomeres—are shortened. After enough divisons, the tips are completely



gone, and the chromasome can't divide anymore.

“We discovered that, too,” sad Hollus, “dmost a hundred years ago. But
athough replacing telomeres can make individud cdls divide forever in the laboratory, it
does not work in an integrated organism. When an organiam reaches a criticad mass of
cdls, divison ether hdts after a set number of repeats, jus as if the telomeres had been
diminished, or reproduction becomes uncontrolled, and tumors form.” His eyestalks
dipped. “Asyou know, | log my own mother to cancer of the vostirrarl, an organ that
serves much the same function for us as does the marrow in your bones.”

“Leukemia” | said softly. “We cdl cancer of the marrow leukemia”

Hollus was quiet for atime.

Yes, | could surdly understand the appedl.

To be uploaded.

To be divorced from the physica.

To live without tumors, without pain.

If the opportunity were presented to me, would | do it?

Ina minute.

“It's certainly a great incentive to give up physcd exisence” | said. “Living
forever in the good hedth of youth.” | looked a Hollus, who was sanding on just five
legs he seemed to be giving the gxth a rest. “In which case, perhaps your people have
nothing to fear. Presumably, soon enough your race will develop the same ability—it
seems every race does. And then, if your people want, they will . . . will transcend into a
new form of existence.”

Hollus said nothing for severd seconds. “I am not sure that | would look forward
to that,” he said.

“It mugt be very tempting, if race after race has chosen that route.”

“l suppose,” sad Hallus “My people have been making considerable progressin
brain-scanning technology—it is somewhat more difficult for us than it will be for your
people, Snce our brains are in the centers of our bodies and since the integration of the
two haveswill doubtless pose some problems. Still, | imagine we will be able to upload
a combined Forhilnor consciousness within a few decades.” He paused. “But this does
explan the phenomenon | observed in those science-fiction videos you showed me why
dien races that encounter each other in the flesh are dways a about the same
technologicd levd. There is, it seems, a narrow window between when interstdlar flight
is developed and when a race ceases to have corporeal exigence. It dso explans why
the search for extraterredtria intdlligence via radio telescopes usudly fals agan, there is
only a short time between the development of radio and the abandonment of its use”

“But, as far as you've been able to determine, none of the races you're aware of,
except our three, have exised smultaneoudy.” | paused. “Our races—the three of
us—may be the firg chance the gdaxy has ever had for a.. . . aplanetary federation.”

“Interegting thought,” said Hollus. “Do you suppose that iswhy God intervened
on our worlds? To bring us to technologicd sophidtication Smultaneoudy so that we
could form some sort of dliance?’

“Possibly,” | said. “Although I'm not sure what that would accomplish. | mean, it
might be good for our races, but what does it do for the creator?’

Hollus lowered his sixth foot. “That isa very good question,” he sad at last.

Later that night, after we'd put Ricky to bed, and I'd read to himfor a bit, Susan
and | were dtting on the couch in the living room. | had my arm draped around her
shoulders, and she had her head resting on my chest.

“Have you ever thought about the future?’ | asked her. | lifted my arm alittle bit.



“l don’t mean the near future” I’'m sure she' d been giving that much thought. “I mean the
far future—thousands, or even millions, of years from now.”

| couldn’t see Susan's face. | hoped she was gmiling. “1 won't be around to see
thet.”

| was quiet for a moment; | didn’'t know if | redly wanted to broach this topic.
“But what if there was away,” | said. “A way to live forever.”

Susan was sharp; that’s one of the reasons I'd married her. “Has Hollus offered
you that? Immortality?”

| shook my head. “No. He doesn't have any better idea of how to make it work
than we do. But his race has found evidence of 9x other species that seem to have
perhaps discovered immortdity . . . of asort.”

She shifted dightly againgt my chest. “Oh?’

“They seem to have . . . wel, the word we' ve been usng is ‘transcended’ into
another levd of existence . . . presumably by uploading themsdvesinto computers.”

“That's hardly ‘living forever.” You might as wdl be a corpse preserved in
formadehyde.”

“We presume the uploaded beings continue to exist within the computer, acting
and reacting and interacting. Indeed, they might not even be able to tdl that they don't
have materid existence anymore; the sensory experience might be comparable to, or
better than, what we're used to.”

She sounded incredulous. “And you say whole races have done this?’

“That’smy theory, yes.”

“And you think the individud consciousnesses continue on forever ingde the
computers?’

“It' spossble”

“Which means . . . which means you wouldn’t have to die?’

“Wdl, the flesh-and-blood me would die, of course, and | would have no
continuity with the uploaded verson once the scan had been made. But the uploaded
verson would remember having been me, and would go on &fter I'd died. As far as
it—or those interacting with it—would be concerned, it would be me. So, yes, if we had
access to the technology, in a very red sense | wouldn't have to die. | assume that one of
the big reasons for people uploading themsealves was to overcome the limitations imposed
by growing old or ill.”

“Thisign't on the table?’ asked Susan. Her heart was pounding; | could fed it.
“You redly haven't been offered this?”

“No,” | sad. “Neither the Forhilnors nor the Wreeds know how to do it—and,
for that matter, we're only assuming that this is what redly happened to the other races.
It seems that every intdligent species ether destroys itsdf shortly after discovering
nuclear wegpons, or that it survives maybe a hundred and fifty years longer, but then
decides to transcend.”

Susan lifted her shoulders. “If it were on the table—if it was something you were
being offered right now—my response might be different. You know that . . .” Shetrailed
off, but | knew she’'d been about to say that she'd do anything to keep from losng me. |
squeezed her hand.

“But,” she continued, “if it weren't for that, if it weren't for what we're facing, I'd
sy no. | can'timagineit being something I'd want.”

“You'd liveforever,” | sad.

“No, I'd exist forever. That's not the same thing.”

“It could dl be smulated, of course. Every aspect of life”

“Ifitisn't red,” said Susan, “it ign't the same””

“You wouldn't be able to tdl that it wasn't red.”



“Perhgps not,” Susan said. “But I'd know it wasn't, and that would make dl the
difference”

| shrugged alittle. “Ricky seems just as happy playing Nintendo basebal as he is
playing the red game—in fact, he plays the computer verson more often; | don't think
his generation is going to have the conceptud problems with this that we do.” | paused.
“A virtud exigence does have its appedls. You wouldn't have to grow old. You
wouldn't haveto die”

“I like growing and changing.” She frowned. “I mean, sure, | sometimes wish |
dill had the body I’d had when | was eighteen, but I'm maostly content.”

“Civilization after dvilizetion seems to decide to do this”

Susan frowned. “You say they ether upload themsdaves or blow themsdves up?’

“Apparently. Hollus said his people faced the same sort of nuclear criss we're
dill facing.”

“Maybe they decide they have no choice but to trade redity for a Smulaion,
then. If, say, the U.S. and China were to go to war, we'd dl probably die, and the
humen race would be over. But if this were dl a smulaion, and things went bad, you
could just reset the Smulation and go on exising. Maybe unred existence is the only
long-term hope for violent races.”

That was certainly an intriguing thought. Maybe you didn’t outgrow your desire
to blow each other up. Maybe it was inevitable that some nation, or some group of
terrorigts, or just some lundtic, would do it; as Hollus had said, the ability to destroy life
on amassive scae becomes cheaper, more portable, and more readily available as time
goes by. If there was no way to put the genie back in the bottle—whether it's nudear
bombs, biologicad weaponry, or some other tool of mass destruction—then perhaps
races transcend just as soon as they can, because it’s the only safe thing to do.

“l wonder wha humenity will choose when the time comes?” | sad.
“Presumably, well have the technology within a century.” No need to date it
dramaticdly; Susan and | were in the same boat on timeframes that long. “You and |
won't live to see it, but Ricky might. | wonder what they will choose to do?’

Susan was quiet for a few moments. She then started sheking her head dowly
back and forth. “I’d love for my son to live forever, but . . . but | hope he, and everyone,
chooses normd existence.”

| thought about that—about the pain of skinned knees and broken hearts and
broken bones; about the risks flesh was susceptible to; about what 1'd been going
through.

| doubted there was any way to reverse the decison. If you copied whatever you
were into a computer, you presumably couldn’t go back. If the biologica versgon of you
continued on, it would have a separate existence from the moment the scan was made.
Thered be no way to reintegrate the two versons later on; it would be like trying to
force identical twins to inhabit a Sngle body.

There were no intdligent lifeforms left on any of those sx worlds Hollus's
garship had explored. Perhaps dl races terminated the biologica versons of themsdves
once the eectronic ones were created. Indeed, perhaps that was the only sensible thing
to do, preventing any possihility of terrorist disruptions of the virtua world. Of course, a
least on Earth, there were those who would never agree to be voluntarily uploaded—the
Amish, Luddites, and others. But they might be scanned surreptitioudy, moving them into
a virtud world indiginguisheble from the one they’'d left, rather than leaving any
flesh-and-blood beings around whose descendants might vanddize the computers.

| wondered if any of the races that had transcended regretted their decison?

Susan and | got ready for bed. She eventudly drifted off to deep, but | lay
awake, daring a the dark cdlling, envying the Wreeds.



Shortly after 1I’d been diagnosed, I'd walked the few blocks from the ROM to
the Chapters flagship store on Bloor Street and had bought Elissbeth Kubler-Ross's On
Death and Dying. She outlined the five stages of coming to terms with deeth: denid and
isolation, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance; by my own reckoning | was
now well into number five, dthough there were occasiond days on which | fet as though
| was dill mired in number four. Nonetheless, dmost everyone went through the stages in
the same sequence. Was it surprising, then, tha there were stages whole species went
through?

Hunter-gatherer.

Agriculture or animd husbandry.

Metdlurgy.

Cities

Monotheism.

An age of discovery.

An age of reason.

Atomic energy.

Space trave.

An information revolution.

A flirtation with interstellar voyaging.

And then—

And then—

And then something else.

As a Dawinian, I've spent countless hours explaining to lay-people tha
evolution doesn’'t have a god, that life is an ever-branching bush, a pageant of dhifting
adaptations.

But now, perhaps, it seemed as though there was agod, afind result.

The end of biology.

Theend of pain.

The end of degth.

| was, on some viscerd level—an appropriate metaphor, invoking guts and
biology and humanity—dead-set againg the idea of giving up corporeal existence. Virtud
redity was nothing but air guitar writ large. My life had meaning because it was real. Oh,
I'm sure | could use a virtud-redlity device to send me on smulated digs, and | could find
amulated fossls, induding even breakthrough specimens (such as, oh, | don't know, say,
a sequence showing in a thousand graduated steps the change from one species into
another . . .). But it would be meaningless, pointless; I'd just be a glider shoating out of a
gun. Thereéd be no thrill of discovery—the fossls would be there amply because |
wanted them to be there. And they would contribute nothing to our red knowledge of
evolution. 1 never know in advance what | will find on a dig—no one knows. But
whatever | do find has to fit into that vast mosaic of facts discovered by Buckland and
Cuwvier and Mantdl and Dollo and von Huene and Cope and Marsh and the Sternbergs
and Lambe and Park and Andrews and Colbert and the older Russdll and the younger,
unrelated Russdl and Ostrom and Jensen and Bakker and Homer and Weishampd and
Dodson and Dong and Zheng and Sereno and Chatterjee and Currie and Brett-Surman
and dl the rest, pioneers and my contemporaries. It was red; it was part of the shared
universe.

But now, here | was spending most of my time with a virtud-redity smulaion.
Y es, there was ared flesh-and-blood Hollus somewhere, and yes, I'd even met him. But
mog of my interactions were with something computer-generated, a cyberghost. One
could easlly get sucked into an atificd world. Yes, one surely could.

| hugged my wife, savoring redity.
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| hadn't dept wdl lagt night or the night before, and | guess the fatigue was
getting to me. I'd tried—I had redlly tried—to be stoic about what | was going through,
to keep adiff upper lip. But today—

Today . ..

It was the golden hour, the hour between the beginning of work a 9:00 A.M.
and the opening of the museum to the public at 10:00. Hollus and | were looking at the
gpecid exhibit of Burgess Shae fossls Opabinia and Sanctacaris and Wiwaxia and
Anomalocaris and Hallucigenia, lifeforms so bizarre they defied easy categorization.

And the fossls made me think of Stephen Jay Gould's book about the Burgess
fauna, Wonderful Life.

And that made me think about the movie Gould was dluding to, the Jmmy
Stewart classc, the Y uldide favorite.

And that made me think about how much | vaued my life. . . my red, actud,
flesh-and-blood existence,

“Hollus” | said, tentatively, softly.

Histwin eyestalks had been garing at Opabinia’s duger of five eyes, so unlike
anything ese in Earth's past. He swiveled the stalks to look at me.

“Hallus” | said again, “I know your race is more advanced than mine”

He was motionless

“And, well, you must know things that we don't.”

“True”

“l—you've met my wife Susan. You've met Ricky.”

He touched his eyes together. “Y ou have a pleasant family,” he said.

“|—I don't want to leave them, Hallus. | don't want Ricky to grow up without a
fether. | don't want Susan to be done”

“Thet is unfortunate,” agreed the Forhilnor.

“There must be something you can do—something you can do to save me”

“l am sorry, Tom. | redlly am. But as | sad to your son, there is nothing.”

“Okay,” | sad. “Okay, look. | know how these things work. You've got some
sort of noninterference directive, right? You're not alowed to change anything here. |
understand that, but—"

“There redly is no such directive” Hallus said. “I would hdp you if | could.”

“But you've got to know how to cure cancer. With everything you know about
DNA and how life works—you've got to know how to cure something as smple as

“Cancer plagues my people, too. | told you that.”

“And the Wreeds? What about the Wreeds?’

“Them as wdl. Cancer is, wdl, afact of life”

“Please” | said. “Please”

“Thereisnathing | can do.”

“You have to,” | said. My voice was growing more drident; | hated the way it
sounded—hbut | couldn’t stop. “You have to.”

“l am sorry,” sad the dien.



Suddenly | was shouting, my words echoing off the glass display cases. “Damniit,
Hollus. God damn it. I'd help you if | could. Why won't you help me?’

Hollus was slent.

“I've got awife. And a son.”

The Forhilnor’ s twin voices acknowledged this. “1” “know.”

“So help me, damn you. Help me! | don’t want to die”

“l do not want you to die, ether,” said Hallus “You are my friend.”

“You're not my friend!” | shouted. “If you were my friend, you would help me”

| expected im to wink out, expected the holographic projection to shut off,
leaving me adone with the ancient, dead remnants of the Cambrian exploson. But Hollus
stayed with me, camly waiting, while | broke down and cried.

Hallus had disappeared for the day around 4:20 in the afternoon, but | stayed
late; working in my office. | was ashamed of mysdf, disgusted a my performance.

The end was coming; I’d known it for months.

Why couldn’t | be more brave? Why couldn't | face it with more dignity?

It was time to wrap things up. | knew that.

Gordon Smdl and | hadn’t spoken for thirty years. We had been good friends in
childhood, living on the same dtreet in Scarborough, but we'd had a fdling out at
universty. He felt | had wronged him horribly; | fdt he had wronged me horribly. For the
fird ten years or so after our big fight, | probably thought about him at least once a
month. | was dill furious about what he' d done to me, and, as | would liein bed at night,
my mind cyding through dl the things it could possbly be upset about, Gordon would
come up.

There was a lot of other unfinished business in my life, of course—relaionships
of dl sorts that should be concluded or repaired. | knew that I'd never get around to
some of them.

For ingtance, there was Nicole, the girl I'd stood up the night of our high-school
prom. 1I'd never been able to tdl her why—that my father had gotten drunk and hed
pushed my mother down the stairs, and that I’ d spent that night with her in the emergency
department at Scarborough General. How could | tel Nicole that? In retrospect, of
course, perhaps | should have just said that my mother had had afal, and I’d hed to take
her to the hospitd, but Nicole was my girlfriend, and she might have wanted to come to
see my mother, so ingtead | lied and said I’ d had car trouble, and | was caught in that lie,
and | never was able to explain to her what redly happened.

Then there was Bjorn Amundsen, who had borrowed a hundred dollars from me
a univeraty but had never repaid it. | knew he was poor; | knew he wasn't getting help
from his parents, the way | was; | knew he'd been turned down for a scholarship. He
needed the hundred more than | did; indeed, he always needed it more then | did, and
was never able to pay it back. Supidly, I'd once made a comment about him being a
bad risk. He took to avoiding me rather than have to admit that he could not repay the
loan. I'd aways thought you couldn’t put a price on friendship, but, in that case, it turned
out that | could—and it was a meady hundred bucks. I'd love to gpologize to Bjorn, but
| had no idea what had become of him.

And there was Paul Kurusu, a Japanese sudent in my high school, who once, in
afit of anger, I'd cdled a racist name—the only time in my life I’d ever done that. HE'd
looked at me with such hurt; he'd heard Smilar names from others, of course, but | was
supposed to be hisfriend. | had no idea what had come over me, and I'd dways wanted
to tdl him how sorry | was. But how do you bring something like that up three decades
later?



But Gordon Smdll was one | had to make peace with. | couldn’t—couldn’t go to
my grave with that unresolved. Gordon had moved to Boston in the early ‘80s. | cdled
directory assstance. There were three Gordon Smadls listed for Boston, but only one had
the middie initid P—and Philip, it came back to me, had been Gordon’s middle name,

| jotted down the number, dided nine again for an outsde line dided my
long-distance hilling code, then keyed in Gordon's number. A girl’s voice answered.
“Hdlo?

“Hdlo,” | said. “May | please speak to Gordon Smdl?

“Judt a second,” said the girl. Then she shouted out, “Grandpal”

Grandpa. He was a grandfather now—a grandfather a fifty-four. This was
ridiculous, so much time had passed. | was about to put down the handset when a voice
came from the speaker. “Hdlo?

Two gyllables, that’s dl—but | recognized him a once. The sound brought a
flood of memories rushing back.

“Gord,” | sad, “it's Tom Jericho.”

There was Startled slence for afew seconds, and then, frosty, “Ah.”

He didn't dam down the phone, at least. Maybe he was thinking that someone
hed died—a mutud friend, someone he'd want to know about, someone who meant
enough to both of usthat I'd set asde our differences to let im know about the funerd,
someone from the old gang, the old neighborhood.

But he didn't say anything ese. Just “ah.” And then he waited for me to get on
with it.

Gordon was in the States now, and | knew the American media wel: once an
dien had appeared on U.S. soil—there was that Forhilnor who had been haunting the
San Francisco courts, and another vigting the psychiatric hospitd in Charleston—no
mention would be made of anything outside of America; if Gordon knew about Hollus
and me, he gave no Sgn.

I’d rehearsed what I'd wanted to say, of course, but his tone—the coldness, the
hodtility—left me tongue-tied. Findly, | blurted out, “I'm sorry.”

He could have taken that any number of ways. sorry to bother you, sorry to have
interrupted what you were doing, sorry to hear about whatever your current sadness is,
sorry that an old friend is dead—or, of course, as | meant it sorry for what had
happened, for the wedge we' d driven between oursalves dl those decades past. But he
wasn't going to make this easy for me. “For what?’ he said.

| exhded, probably quite noigly, into the mouthpiece. “Gord, we used to be
friends”

“Until you betrayed me, yes.”

That's the way it was going to be, then. There was no reciprocity; no sense tha
we had each wronged the other. It was dl my fault, entirdy my doing.

| felt anger bubbling within me; for a moment, | wanted to lash out, tel him how
what he had done had made me fed, tdl him how 1I’d cried—literdly cried—in rage and
frugtration and agony after our friendship had disntegrated.

| closed my eyes for a moment, cadming mysdf. I'd made this cdl to bring
closure, not to restart an old fight. | ft pain in my chest; stress dways megnified it. “I'm
sorry,” | sad again. “It's bothered me, Gord. Year after year. | never should have done
whet | did.”

“That's for damn sure,” he said.

| couldn’t take dl the blame, though; there was il pride, or something &kin to it,
inme. “1 was hoping,” | said, “that we might gpologize to each other.”

But Gordon deflected that idea. “Why are you cdling? After dl these years?’

| didn't want to tdl him the truth: “Wdl, Gord-o, it's like this I'll be dead soon,



No. No, | couldn’'t say that. “I just wanted to clean up some old business”

“It salittle late for that,” said Gordon.

No, | thought. Next year would be too late. But, while we're dive, it's not too
late.

“Was that your granddaughter who answered the phone?’ | said.

“Yes”

“l have a Six-year-old boy. His name is Ricky—Richard Blaine Jericho.” | let the
name hang in the air. Gordon had been a big Casablanca fan, too; | thought perhaps
hearing the name might soften him. But if he were amiling, | couldn’t tdl over the phone.

He said nothing, so | asked, “How are you doing, Gord?’

“Hne” he said. “Married for thirty-two years, two sons and three grandkids.” |
waited for him to invite reciprocity; asmple “You?’ would have done it. But he didn't.

“Wdl, that's dl | wanted to say,” | said. “Judt that I'm sorry; that | wish things
had never gone the way they did.” It was too much to add, “that | wish we were dill
friends” so | didn't. Instead, | said, “1 hope—I hope the rest of your life is terific,
Gord.”

“Thanks” he said. And then, after a pause tha seemed interminable, “Yours,
too.”

My voice was going to break if | stayed on the phone much longer. “Thank you,”
| said. And then, “Goodbye.”

“Goodbye, Tom.”

And the phone went dead.
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Our house on Hllerdie was dmogt fifty years old. We' d upgraded it with centra
ar conditioning, a second bathroom, and the deck Tad and | had built a few summers
back. It was a good home, full of memories.

But a the moment, | was dl donein it—and that was strange.

It seemed that | was hardly ever done anymore. Hollus was with me a lot at
work, and when he wasn't around, the other paeontologists or grad students were
milling about. And except for church, Susan dmost never left me done a home anymore.
Whether she was trying to make the most of what time we had left, or was Smply afrad
that | had deteriorated so much that | couldn’'t get dong without her for even a few
hours, | don’t know.

But it was rare for me to be at home done, with neither her nor Ricky around.

| wasn't sure what | wanted to do.

| could watch TV, but . . .

But, God, how much of my life had | wasted watching tdlevison? A couple of
hours every night—that would be 700 hours a year. Times forty years, my family had
gotten its firg black-and-white TV in 1960. That's 28,000 hours, or . . .

My God.

That's three years.

In three years, Ricky will be nine. I'd give anything to see that. I'd give anything
to have those three years back.



No, no, | wasn't going to watch TV.

| could read a book. | aways regretted that | didn’'t spend more time reading for
pleasure. Oh, | spent an hour and a hdf every day on the subway perusng scientific
monographs and printouts of work-related newsgroups, trying to keep up, but it had
been along time since I'd cracked open a good novd. I'd gotten both John Irving's a A
Widow for One Year and Terence M. Green's A Witness to Life for Chrigmas. So,
yes, | could gart either one this evening. But who knew when | might get to finish it? |
was going to have enough uncompleted business left on my plate as it was.

It used to be when Susan was out that I'd order a pizza, a big, hot, massve pie
from Dante's, which one locd newspaper had given an award for the heaviest pizza—a
Dante's with Schneider’ s pepperoni, so spicy it would dill be on your bresth two days
hence. Susan didn't like Dante’ s—too filling, too hot—so when she was around, we
ordered more pedestrian pies from that Toronto inditution, Pizza Pizza

But the chemotherapy had robbed me of much of my appetite; | couldn’t face
anyon€e s pizza tonight.

| could watch a porno film; we had a few on tape, bought as a lark years ago
and rarely viewed. But no. The chemo had killed most of that desire, too, sad to say.

| sat down on the couch and stared at the mantelpiece above the fireplace, lined
with little framed pictures. Susan and me on our wedding day; Susan cradling Ricky in
her arms, shortly after we' d adopted him; mein the Alberta badlands, halding a pick; the
black-and-white author photo from my one published book, Canadian Dinosaurs; nmy
parents, about forty years ago; Susan’s dad, scowling as usud; dl three of us—me,
Susan, and Ricky—in the pose we' d used one year on our Christmas cards.

My family.

My life

| leaned back. The upholstery on the couch was worn; we' d bought it just after
we' d gotten married. Still, it should have lasted longer than this. . .

| was dl done.

The chance might not come again.

But | couldn’t. | couldn’t.

I’d spent my whole life being arationdi<t, a secular humanig, a scientist.

They say Carl Sagan maintained his atheism right until the end. Even as he lay
dying, he didn't recant, didn’'t admit any posshility of there ever being a persond God
who cared one way or the other whether he lived or died.

And yet—

And yet, | had read his novd Contact. I'd seen the movie, too, for that matter,
but the movie watered down the message of the nove. The book was unambiguous it
sad that the universe had been designed, created to order by a vast sentience. The nove
concluded with the words, “There is an intdligence that antedates the universe” Sagan
may not have believed in the God of the Bible, but he & least alowed the possibility of a
Cregtor.

Or did he? Carl was no more obliged to beieve what he wrote in his sole work
of fiction than George L ucas was required to believe in the Force.

Stephen Jay Gould had fought cancer, too; he'd been diagnosed with abdomind
mesothdioma in July 1982. He'd been lucky; he'd won. Gould, like Richard Dawkins,
argued for a purdy Darwinian view of nature—even if the two of them couldn’t agree on
the precise details of what that view was. But if rdigion had helped Gould get through his
illness he never said. Still, after his recovery, he'd written a new book, Rocks of Ages:
Science and Religion in the Fullness of Life, which argued for the scientific and the
goiritud being two separate redms, two “nonoverlgoping magiseria’—a typicd bit of
Gouldish bafflegab. Clearly, though, larger questions had preoccupied him during his bout



with the big C.

And now it was my turn.

Sagan had gpparently remained stalwart until the end. Gould seemed perhaps to
have wavered, but he' d ultimatdy returned to his old sdif, the perfect rationdis.

And me?

Sagan hadn’t had to contend with vigts from an dien whose grand unified theory
pointed toward the existence of a creator.

Gould hadn’'t known of the advanced lifeforms from Beta Hydri and Deta
Pavonis who bdlieved in God.

But | did.

Many years ago, I'd read a book cdled The Search for God at Harvard. |
was more intrigued by the title than by the actud contents, which told of the experiences
of Ari Goldman, a New York Times journdigt who spent a year enrolled in the Harvard
Divinity Schoal. If | wanted to search for fossls from the Cambrian explosion, I'd go to
Yoho Nationd Park; if | wanted to search for dinosaur eggshdl fragments, I'd go to
Montana or Mongolia Mot things require you to go to them, but God—God, if he is
ubiquitous—should be something you could search for anywhere a Harvard, a the
Royd Ontario Museum, at a Pizza Hut in Kenya.

Indeed, it seemed to me if Hollus was correct, you should be able to reach out,
anywhere, a any time, and sort of grab hold of a handful of space just the right way, and
ped back the flgp in front of you, reveding the machinery of God behind.

Pay no attention to that man behind the curtain . . .

And | hadn’t. I'd ignored him utterly.

But now, right now, | was aone.

Or...

Chrig, | never had thoughts like this Am | weaker than Sagan? Weaker than
Gould?

I’d met them both over the years, Carl had lectured at U of T, and we invited
Stephen up to the ROM every time he had a new book out; he was coming again in a
few weeks to speak in conjunction with the Burgess Shae exhibition. I'd been surprised
a how tdl Carl was, but Stephen was every hit the little round guy they’d drawn him as
on The Smpsons.

Physicdly, neither looked stronger than |—than | used to be.

But now, now perhaps | was weaker than ether of them.

God damn it, | didn’t want to die.

Old paeontologists never die, the joke goes. But they sure are petrified by death.

| got up off the couch. The living-room rug was pretty much obstacle-free; Ricky
was getting better about putting his toys away.

It shouldn’t matter where you do it.

| looked out the living-room window. Ellerdie was a grest, old street up in what
hed been caled Willowdde when | was a kid; it was lined by mature trees. A passerby
would have to make ared effort to seein.

Sill . ..

| walked over, closed the brown drapes. The room darkened. | threw the wal
switch that controlled one of the torchiere floor lamps. A glance at the glowing blue clock
onthe VCR: | dill had time before Susan and Ricky got home.

Did | want to do this?

There was no place for a creator in the curriculum I'd taught & U of T. The
ROM was one of the most eclectic museumsin the world, but, despite that caling mosaic
proclaming the museum’s misson to be “that dl men may know Hiswork,” there was no
specific gdlery devoted to God.



Of course not, the founders of the ROM would have said. The creator is
everywhere.

Everywhere.

Even here.

| blew out air, exnding my last bit of resstance to the idea.

And | kndt down, on the carpet, by the fireplace, the pictures of my family
gaing blindly a what | was doing.

| knelt down.

And | began to pray.

“God,” | sad.

The word echoed softly ingde the brick fireplace.

| repeated it. “God?” A question that time, an invitation for a response.

There was none, of course. Why should God care that I'm dying of cancer?
Millions of people worldwide were battling one form or another of that ancient foe & this
very moment, and some of them were much younger than 1. Surdly children in leukemia
wards should command his aitention firs.

Sill, | tried again, a third uttering of the word 1I'd only ever used as a curse.
“God?’

There was no sgn, and indeed there never would be. Is't that what faith is dl
about?

“God, if Hadllus is rignt—if the Wreeds and Forhilnors are correct, and you
desgned the universe piece by piece, fundamentd congtant by fundamentd
constant—then couldn’'t you have avoided this? What possible good does cancer do
anyone?’

The Lord works in myderious ways. Mrs. Lansbury had dways sad that.
Everything happens for a purpose.

Such bull. Such unmitigated crap. | fdt my stomach knotting. Cancer didn't
happen for any purpose. It tore people apart; if a god did create life, then he's a shoddy
workman, churning out flawed, self-destructing products.

“God, | wish—I wish you had decided to do some things differently.”

That's as far as | could go. Susan had sad prayer wasn't about asking for
things—and | couldn’t bring mysdf to ask for mercy, ask not to die, ask to get to see my
son graduate from university, ask to be there to grow old with my wife.

Jud then, the front door swung open. I’ d been logt in thought, obvioudy, or ese |
would have likdy heard Susan jodling her keys as she worked the lock.

| ft mysdf going beet red. “Found it!” | exclamed, as if to mysdf, meking a
show of picking up some invishble lost object. | rose to my feet and amiled sheepishly at
my beautiful wife and my handsome, young son.

But | hadn’t found anything at all.
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In 1997, Stephen Pinker came to the ROM to promote his new book, How the
Mind Works. | attended the fascindting lecture he gave. Among other things, he pointed
out that humans, even across culturd boundaries, use consstent metaphors in speech.
Arguments are dways battles. He won; | logt; he beat me she attacked every point; he



made me defend my position; | had to retreat.

Love dffars are patients or diseases. They have a Sck rdaionship; he got over
her; she's got it bad for him; it broke his heart.

Ideas are food. Food for thought; something to chew on; his suggestion |left a bad
taste in my mouth; | couldn’t omach the notion; a delicious irony; the idea kept me
gang.

Virtue, meanwhile, is up, presumably related to our erect posture. HE's an
upstanding ditizen; that act is beneath me; | wouldn't Sink so low; he took the high road; |
tried to come up to his standards.

Stll, it wasn't until | met Hollus thet | redlized how uniquely humen those ways of
thinking were. Hollus had done an excdlent job of mestering English, and he did often
use human metaphors. But from time to time, | glimpsed what | presumed was the true
Forhilnor way of thinking behind his speech.

For Hollus, love was astronomica—two individuas coming to know each other
0 wdl that their movements could be predicted with absolute precison. “Risng love’
meant thet the affection would be there tomorrow, just as surdy as the sun would come
up. “A new congdlation” was new love between old friends—seeing a pattern amongst
the stars that had dways been there, but had heretofore €luded detection.

And mordity was based on the integration of thought: “that thought aternates
wdl,” referring to a notion that causes sgnificant switching back and forth between his
two mouths. Animmord thought was one that came only from one Sde “He was dl on
the left with that.” A haf-brained idea wasn't a stupid one to Hallus; it was an evil one.
And dthough Forhilnors spoke as we do of having “second thoughts” they used the
phrase to meen that the other brain-haf had findly kicked in, bringing the individua back
to amord pogtion.

As Hdllus had intimated the night he came to my house for dinner, Forhilnors
dternated words or syllables between two mouths because their brains, like ours,
conssted of two lobes, and their consciousness came even more than ours did from the
interplay between those two lobes. Humans often speak of a crazy person as someone
who has logt it—"it" presumably being his or her grip on redlity. Forhilnors didn't use that
metaphor, but they did share our one about the struggle “to keep it together,” dthough in
their case “it” referred directly to the ongoing effort to integrate the two haves of the
brain; hedthy Forhilnors like Hollus aways overlapped the syllables of their names—the
“lus’ beginning from his rignt mouth before the “Hd” had ended from his
left—communicating to those around them that their brain-haves were safdly integrated.

Sill, Hollus had told me that high-speed photography showed thet ther eyestalks
didn’'t actudly move as mirror images of each other. Rather, one dways took the lead
and the other followed a fraction of a second later. Which eyestalk led—and which hdlf
of the brain was in control—varied from moment to moment; the sudy of which lobe
initiated which actions was at the center of Forhilnor psychology.

Because Susan had put the question in my mind, | had indeed asked Hallus
whether he bdieved in souls. Most modern Forhilnors, himsaf included, did not, but
what Forhilnor myths there were about life-after-death had grown out of ther split-brain
psychology. In their past, most Forhilnor reigions had held that each individud possessed
not one but two souls, one for each hdf of the body. Their conception of an afterlife
consged of two possible destinations, a heaven (athough it was not as blissful as the
Judeo-Chrigtian one—"even in heaven, the rains mus fal” was a Forhilnor platitude) and
ahdl (dthough it was not a place of torture or suffering; theirs had never been a vengeful
god). Forhilnors were not creatures of extremes—having so many limbs perhaps led
them to view things as more baanced (I never saw Hollus more astonished than when |
stood on one leg to check to see if there was something on the bottom of my shoe; he



was amazed | didn't fdl over).

Anyway, the two Forhilnor souls could each go to heaven, each to hdl, or one
could go far and the other father (the post-mortd redms were not “up” and
“down’—again, a human notion of opposite extremes). If both souls went to the same
place, even if it were hel, it was a better afterlife then if they were split up, for in the
golitting whatever persondity had been manifed in the being’'s physca form would be
logt. A split-soul person was truly dead; whatever he had been was gone for good.

So there was a part of Hallus that was baffled by my fear of death. “Y ou humans
believe you have but a sngle, integrated soul,” he said. We were in the collections room,
examining mammadlike reptiles from South Africa “So what do you fear? Under your
mythology, you will retain your identity even after death. Surely you do not worry about
going to your hdl, do you? You are not an evil person.”

“l don’'t believein souls, or an afterlife”

“Ah, good,” sad Hollus “It surprised me that in this late stage of your race's
development, so many humans il link the concept of a dety with the notion of they
themselves having an immorta soul; the one surely does not require the other.”

I’d never quite thought about it that way. Maybe Hollus's God was the ultimate
Copernican-style dethroning: yes, a creator exists, but its creations don’'t have souls.
“Sill,” | sad, “evenif | did believe in the &terlife my wifé's rdigion describes, I'm not
sure that I'm a good enough person to make it into heaven. The bar might be set awfully
high”

“The bar?’

“A metaphor; it refers to high-jumping, a human sport. The higher the bar you
have to jump over is s&t, the harder itisto do.”

“Ah. Our comparable metgphor is one of narrowing passages. Still, you mugt
know that the fear of death isirrationd; desth comes to everyone.”

It was dl dinicd for him; he was't the one with only a handful of months left. “I
know that,” | said, perhaps too harshly. | took a deep, caming breath. He was my
friend; there was no need to be short with him. “I don't exactly fear deeth,” 1 lied. “1 just
don't want it to come so soon.” A pause. “It dill surprises me that you haven't
conquered death.” | wasn't fishing; redly, | wasn't.

“More human thinking,” said Hollus. “Degth as an opponent.”

| should show him The Seventh Seal—ether that, or Bill and Ted's Bogus
Journey. “Regardless” | said, “I would have expected you to have managed to prolong
your lives more.”

“We have. The average age of death prior to our development of antibiotics was
hdf what it is now; prior to the development of drugs to unclog arteries, it was only
three-quarters of what it is now.”

“Yes, but—" | paused, trying to think of how to make my point. “I saw a doctor
interviewed on CTV not too long ago. He said that the first human who is going to live
forever has probably dready been born. Weve been asuming tha we can
conquer—sorry, that we can avoid—death, that there’ s nothing theoreticdly impossible
about living forever.”

“l am not sure that | would want to live in a world in which the only certain thing
was taxes,” sad Hollus, his eyestaks doing ther S-ripple. “Besdes, my children are my
immortdity.”

| blinked. “Y ou have children?’ | said. Why had | never asked him—her—about
thet?

“Yes” Hollus said. “A son and a daughter.” And then, in a gartlingly human act,
the dien said, “Would you like to see pictures of them?’

| nodded. The holoform projector buzzed dightly, and suddenly two more



Forhilnors were in the collections room with us, life-sze but unmoving. “That is my son
Kassold,” Hollus said, indicating the one on the left. “And my daughter Pealdon.”

“They are dl grown up?’ | asked; Pealdon and Kassold seemed to be about the
same Sze as Hollus

“Yes. Pedldon isa—what would you cdl it? One who works in the thester; she
tdls performers which interpretations will be alowed.”

“A director,” | sad.

“A director, yes, part of the reason | wished to view some of your movies was to
improve my sense of how human drama compared with Forhilnor plays. And my son
Kassold is—a psychiatrist, | suppose. He treats disorders of the Forhilnor mind.”

“I'm sure you're very proud of them,” | said.

Hoallus bobbed up and down. “Y ou have no ideg,” the dien said.

Hollus had disappeared during the middle of the afternoon; he—no, she: for
Pete's sake, she was a mother—she'd said she needed to attend to some other
research. | used the time to dig through the layers of paperwork on my desk and to
reflect a litle on what 1I'd done yesterday. Alan Dershowitz, one of my favorite
columnigts, once sad, “It is while praying that | experience my greatest doubts about
God, and it iswhile looking at the stars that | make the legp of fath.” | wondered if—

The holoform projector bleeped twice. It sartled me; | hadn’'t expected to see
Hollus again today, but here she was, wavering back into existence in my office—and
she looked more excited than I'd ever seen her before: eyestalks weaving rapidly, and
her spherica torso bobbing as though it were being dribbled by an invisble hand.

“The lagt star we vidted before coming here” Hollus said as soon as her image
had stabilized, “was Groombridge 1618, some sixteen light-years from here. The second
planet of that star once had a avilizaion, like the other worlds we had visted. But the
inhabitants were gone.”

| smiled. “Welcome back.”

“What? Y es, yes. Thank you. But we have now found them. We have found the
missng inhabitants.”

“Jugt now? How?’

“Whenever we discovered a planet that had apparently been abandoned, we did
a scan of its entire sky. The assumption is ample if the inhabitants had vacated ther
world, they might have done so via starship. And the starship would likdly be taking the
shortest path between the planet and wherever it was going, meaening that its fuson
exhaug—asuming it is powered by fuson—might be amed back toward the home
planet. We checked in the direction of every F, G, and K-class star within seventy
terrestrid light-years of Groombridge, looking for an artifica fuson sgnature overlapping
one of those stars' own spectra.”

“And you found something?’

“No. No, we never did. Until yesterday. We had saved the whole scan in our
computers, of course. | retrieved that scan and wrote a program to do a wider search
through it, checking every star of every type, out to five hundred light-years—Forhilnor
light-years that is, about seven hundred and twenty terrestrid ones. And the program
found it a fuson exhaust in a direct line between Groombridge and the star Alpha
Orionis”

That would be the brightest star in Orion, which is—*Betdlgeuse?’ | said. “You
mean Betelgeuse? But that's a red supergiant, isn't it?” I'd seen the star countless times
inthe winter skies; it formed the left shoulder of Orion, my favorite congelation—I think
the name was even Arabic for “shoulder of the hunter.”



“Betdgeuse, yes,” sad Hallus.

“Surdy no one would relocate to such a gar. It can't possbly have habitable
planets.”

“Thet is exactly what we thought. Betelgeuse isthe largest star visible in the night
sky from any of our three worlds; if it were placed where Earth’s sun is now, its outer rim
would extend well past the orbit of Mars. It is dso much cooler than Sol, Ddlta Pavonis,
or Beta Hydri; that iswhy it only glows red, of course.”

“How far away is Betelgeuse?’ | asked.

“Four hundred and twenty-nine terrestria light-years from Sol—and roughly the
same from Groombridge 1618, of course.”

“That's a heck of along way.”

“Itisjust one hdf of one percent of our gdaxy’s diameter.”

“Sill,” 1 said, “I can't imegine why they’d send a ship there.”

“Nor can we. Betelgeuse is a prime candidate to go supernova; it is not suitable
a dl for acolony.”

“Then why go there?’

“We do not know. Of course, it is possible that the ship is headed to some
degtination on the other sde of Betelgeuse, or that it plans to use Betelgeuse either as a
refuding stop—it might be easy to harvest hydrogen from the attenuated outer
atmosphere of a low-density red supergiant. And, of course, the ship may wish to use
Betedlgeuse as a gravitaiond dingshot, giving it a speed boost as it angles off to some
other dedtination.”

“Did you find evidence that the people from Groombridge had sent out other
garships?”’

“No. But if any of them had changed course even dightly, so that their fuson
exhaud did not am back toward the home planet, we would not be able to detect them.”

“How long ago was the ark launched? And how long uniil it gets to Betelgeuse?’

“Judging intergtellar distances is very difficult, epecidly without a long basdine
for measuring pardlax. The ark has been under way for a leest 5,000 years—they
goparently never developed the near-light-speed fuson engines we have—and it is
catanly more than five-sixths of the way to Betelgeuse” She paused for a moment, her
torso bobbing up and down the way it did when she was excited. “But do you see, Tom?
Maybe what you proposed happened on the other five worlds we visted, maybe ther
inhebitants did upload themsdves into computers. But the Groombridge natives did not
do that. They have built an ark; they are dill dive. And that ark lacks the speed of our
own ships; it would be possible for us to overtake it. Meaning—" she bobbed some
more—“there is another race for usto mest.”
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The ROM had closed to the public a 6:00; Hollus and | were now waking aone
agan through the Burgess Shde exhibition.

“l have noticed,” the dien said, “that many of the fossils you have on display are
casts”

“Wel, dl of these are red,” | said, gesturing at the shaes around us. “But, sure,
we dther trade with other museums, giving them a cast of one of ours that they want in



exchange for something we want, or we sSmply purchase the cast from them.” | paused
and pointed draight up. “Tha T. rex weve got in the Discovery Gdlery is a cadt.
Meanwhile, our Parasaurolophus is our most popular trade; we just finished meking a
cadt of it for amuseum in Helsnki.”

“l am fascinated by these fossils” said Hollus. “We do not make phydcd casts,
but we do make high-resolution holographic scans of objects of interes.” She paused.
“Would it be permissble for me to scan these fossils”

“To scan the Burgess Shae specimens?’

“Yes, please,” sad Hallus. “The process is noninvasive, no damage is done.”

| scratched where my right sideburn used to be. “I guess that would be dl right,
but—" For once | was the savvy busnessman. “But, as | said, we usudly trade or sl
casts of our fossls. What could you give usin return?

Hollus considered for a moment. “I offer you a amilaly scanned library of the
counterpart of Beta Hydri’s Cambrian exploson.”

Barganing is the third of Elissbeth Kubler-Ross's five stages. That sort of
bargaining is usudly futile, but a least it had taught me not to eedly give up. “1 want a
comparable scan library of the Delta Pavonis equivadent of the Cambrian explosion, too.”
Hollus s eyestadks moved in a way I'd learned meant she was about to object, but |
pressed on. “After dl, you're doubtless going to share the data with the Wreeds,
anyway, 0 they, too, should pay a price for it. And I'll need two copies of your scans,
gance I'll have to give one to the Smithsonian.”

Hallus considered this for a moment, then, eyestalks rippling, she said, “Done.”

“How isthe scan performed?’ | asked.

“Severd of uswill have to come down here physcdly with the equipment,” said
Hollus.

“Redly? Wow.” | amiled. “It will be good to see you agan in the flesh, | mean.
How long will the process take?’

She looked around at the cases, as if edimaing the magnitude of the task.
“About one of your days, | imagne Scamning a that levd of resolution is
time-consuming.”

| frowned. “Wdll, regardless, we' d have to do it when the museum is closed. It's
too much of a security risk to have you here in the flesh when we're open to the public.
Andif it's gaing to take that long, well have to start on a Sunday evening and continue
on through Monday, when the musaum is closed dl day.” Mike Harris's latest round of
cutbacks had forced us to be open only Sx days a week. “I suppose there's no reason to
wait. How does this Sunday night sound?’

“Whenisthat?’ asked Hollus

“Two days from now.”

“Yes” sad thedien. “That should work out just fine”

For me, showering had dways smply been a way to quickly get dean—and it
was even quicker, now that | had no hair to wash. But for Susan, it was one of her red
pleasures. She had to do it quickly on weekdays, but on Saturday mornings, she would
spend hdf an hour or so showering, enjoying the warmth, the wetness, Idting the water
massage her. While she did so, | lay in bed, staring a the swirls of plaster decorating our
bedroom ceiling, thinking. Trying to make sense of it dl.

One of my favorite movies is Inherit the Wind—the origind verson, with
Spencer Tracy, Frederic March, and Gene Kdly in the roles modded after Clarence
Darrow, William Jennings Bryan, and H. L. Mencken. There's dso been a couple of
made-for-TV remakes;, I'll never understand why they remake good movies Why



doesn’'t somebody go back and remake bad ones, correcting the mistakes? 1'd love to
See a decent versgon of Dune or V. |. Warshawski—or The Phantom Menace, for that
meatter. But they did remake Inherit the Wind, firsd with Jason Robards, Kirk Douglas,
and good old Darren McGavin, The Night Salker’s Carl Kolchak himsdf—in fact,
come to think of it, Mencken and Kolchak are pretty darn amilar . . . except for the
vampires.

But | digress again. Chrigt, | wish | could concentrate better.

| wish the pain would go away.

| wish—God damn it, how | wish—I could be sure that what I'm thinking is
coherent, isreasonable, iswhat | really think, and not just the result of pain, or my pan
medication, confusing my thoughts.

When | fird saw Inherit the Wind, I'd laughed smugly at the way Spencer Tracy
demoalished Fredric March, reducing the fundamentdigt to a gibbering idiot on the witness
gand. Take that, | thought. Take thet.

| used to teach evolution a U of T. | sad that before, right? When Darwin firgt
proposed his theory, scientists assumed the fossl record would bear it out: that we would
see agradud progression from form to form, with dow changes accumulating over time,
until a new species emerged.

But the fossl record doesn't show that. Oh, there are trangtiond forms
|chthyostega, which seems intermediate between fish and amphibians, Caudipteryx, a
meange of dinosaur and bird; even Australopithecus, the quintessentid ape-man.

But gradud change? An accumulation of tiny mutations over time? No. Sharks
have been sharks for dmogt four hundred million years, turtles have turted for two
hundred million years, snakes have snuck for eghty million years. Indeed, the fossl
record is modly lacking in gradud sequences, in incrementa improvements; the only
redly good vertebrate sequence we ve got is that of the horse, which iswhy just about
evary large museum has a display of equine evolution like the one here a the ROM.

Stephen Jay Gould and Niles Eldredge responded, putting forth the theory of
punctuated equilibria—punky-E, as we say in the evolution biz. Species are stable for
long periods of time, and then suddenly, when environmenta conditions change, they
rapidly evolve into new forms. Ninety percent of me wanted to bdieve Stephen and
Niles, but ten percent fdt it was a bit of a semantic trick, word play like Gould's
“nonoverlgoping magiderid’ of rdigion and science, glossng over a thorny issue, in this
cae that the fossl record didn't show what Dawin predicted it would, with
bafflegab—as though giving a fancy name to the problem was the same as 0lving it.
(Not that Gould was the firg to do that: Herbert Spencer’s phrase for the engine of
evolution—"surviva of the fittes”—was nothing more than a crcular definition, since
fitness was never pinned down more precisdy than smply being that which increased the
odds of surviva.)

Long-term environmenta sability? In February, Toronto often has temperatures
of twenty degrees Fahrenheit, and the snow can lie hip-deep on the ground. The air is so
dry that skin flakes off and lips crack open. Without a bulky sweater and a down-filled
parka, a scarf and atuque, you could eedly die from exposure.

Sx months laer, in Augud, temperatures in the ningties are common, and
bresking one hundred is not unheard of. The ar is so laden with humidity that just
ganding ill is enough to cause swest to pour out of you; the sun is so bright that even a
few minutes without my clip-ons and a hat brings on a splitting headache, and the radio
often urges the ederly and those with heart conditions to stay indoors.

The theory of punctuated equilibria says the environment stays Stable for
extended periods of time. In much of the world, the environment isn't stable for months
a atime



But | soldiered on; we dl did—dl of us who taught evolution. We incorporated
punky-E into our lesson plans, and we shook our heads condescendingly when naive
Sudents asked us about missng links

It wasn't the firg time we' d been smug. Evolutionigts had arrogantly folded their
ams across thar chests back in 1953 when Harold Urey and Stanley Miller created
amino acids by putting an eectric discharge through a primordid soup—what they
thought, then, Earth’s early atmosphere might have been like. Why, we were hdfway to
cregting lifein ajar, we thought; the find triumph of evolutionary theory, the proof that it
hed dl started through smple, naturd processes. If we zapped the soup just right,
full-fledged sdf-replicating organisms might appear.

Except they never did. We dill don't know how to go from amino acids to
sf-replication. And we look at the cdl under eectron microscopes, we see things
Dawin never dreamed of, mechaniams like the dlia that turn out to be so incredibly
complex in their own right that it's dmost impossible to see how they might have evolved
inthe step-by-single-step fashion that evolution dlows, mechaniams that seemed to have
been created full-blown with dl their complex, moving parts.

But, wel, we ignored the biochemicd argument, too—and with equa smugness.
| remember old Jonesy handing me an aticle out of his Skeptical Inquirer once, in
which Martin Gardner tried to tear apart Miched Behe, the Lehigh Universty professor
who wrote Darwin’s Black Box: The Biochemical Challenge to Evolution, a srongly
presented case for intdligent design. The name Behe, Gardner wasted no time pointing
out, rhymes with “tee-hee” a titter, a giggle, a joke, nothing to take serioudy. Just
because we couldn’t at the moment see the sequence of steps that might have given rise
to cilia—or to the cascade sequence that causes blood to clot, or to the complexity of
the human eye, or to the ATP-driven sysem of cdlular metabolism—didn't mean that
such sequences hadn't occurred.

And, of course, we kept arguing that the universe had to be teeming with
life—that there was nothing remarkable about Earth, that it was, in fact, mediocre, that
planets like it were, wel, as common as the dirt after which we'd named our own world.

But then, in 1988, thefirg extrasolar planet was discovered, orbiting the star HD
114762. Of course, back then we didn’t think it was a planet; we thought maybe it was a
brown-dwarf star. After dl, it was nine times as heavy as Jupiter, and it orbited HD
114762 closer than Mercury orbits our sun. But in 1995, another extrasolar planet was
discovered, thisone a least hdf as big as Jupiter, and dso orhiting its parent, the star 51
Pegad, closer than Mercury came to Sol. And then more and more were found, dl from
solar systems unlike our own.

In our solar system, the gas giants—Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus, and Neptune—orbit
far away from the centrd star, and the inner planets are smdl, rocky worlds. Rather than
being a normd planetary system, ours was beginning to look like a freak. And yet the
layout of bodies in our sysem seemed to be crucid to developing and suganing life
Without the gravitationd effects of our giant moon—amogt a sster planet, formed early
on when an asteroid dammed into our ill-molten world—Earth would wobble in an
unstable fashion, and our atmosphere would be crushingly dense, like that of Venus. And
without Jupiter, petrolling the border between the inner and outer solar system, sweeping
up wayward comets and asteroids with its immense gravity, our world would have been
hit far more frequently by such objects. A bolide impact apparently amost wiped out dl
life on Earth sixty-five million years ago; we could not have withstood more frequent
bombardment.

Of course, Hollus's solar system apparently resembled ours, as did the Wreed
sysem. But, nonethdess, systems like Sol’s were extraordinary; the exception, not the
rue And cdls aren't smple they are enormoudy complex. And the fossl record,



fascinating but frudtrating thing that it is, shows evolution proceeding by legps rather than
by the accumulation of gradua changes.

I've spent my whole adult life being an uncompromisng neo-Darwinian
evolutionigt. | certainly don’t want to issue a deathbed retraction.

And yet—

And yet perhaps, as Hallus believes, there is more to the puzze of life

| know evolution happens; | know it for a fact. I've seen the fossls, seen the
DNA sudies that say that we and chimps have 98.6 percent of our genetic materid in
common, and therefore must have had a recent common ancestor.

Proceeding by legps. . .

By . . . perhaps, maybe . . . by quantum legps.

Newton’s seventeenth-century laws of physics are modly correct; you can use
them to relidbly predict dl sorts of things We didn’t discard them; rather, in the twentieth
century, we subsumed them into a new, more comprehensve physcs, a physcs of
reldivity and quantum mechanics.

Evolution is a nineteenth-century notion, outlined in Darwin's 1859 book, a book
cdled, in ful, On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Sdlection, or the
Preservation of Favoured Racesin the Sruggle for Life. But the more we learn, the
more natural sdection seems inadequate on its own as a mechaniam for the cregtion of
new species, even our best attempts at atificid, intdligently guided sdection gpparently
aren't up to the task—al dogs are dill Canis familiaris.

And now it'sthe gtart of the twenty-first century. Surely it's not unreasonable to
think that Darwin's ideas, like Newton's before them, will be subsumed into a greater
whole, a more comprehensive understanding?

Damit!

God damniit.

| hate it when the pain comes like that—like a knife, diang into me.

| reached over onto my cluttered night table. Where are my pills? Where are

they?
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Rhonda Waeir, short, stocky, slver-haired, was a detective for the Toronto
Police. Her phone rang at 1:11 P.M. on Sunday afternoon. She picked up the handset
and sad, “Detective Welr.”

“Hdlo,” sad a raspy man's voice a the other end of the phone, sounding
somewhat exasperated. “I hope I’ ve got the right person this time I’ ve been transferred
severd times”

“What can | do for you?' asked Rhonda

“My name is Congantin Kalipedes,” said the voice. “I’'m the weekend manager
a the Lakeshore Inn in Etobicoke. One of my housekeepers just found a gun in one of
the rooms.”

“What kind of gun?’

“A pistol. And she dso found an empty gun case, the kind you'd use to carry
one of those—what do you cal it?—one of those assault wespons.”

“Has the guest checked out?’



“Gueds, plurd. And no. They've got a reservatiion through Wednesday
morning.”

“What are ther names?’

“OneisJ. D. Ewdl; the other, C. Fasey. They have Arkansas license plates.”

“You took down the plate number?’

“No, but they wrote it themsdlves on the regidtration card.” He read the gring of
characters to Rhonda

“Did the maid finish deaning the room?’

“No. | had her stop as soon as she found the gun.”

“Good man,” said Rhonda. “What's your address?’

Hetold her.

“I'll be there in"—she looked at her watch, then calculated; traffic should be light
on a Sunday afternoon—"twenty minutes. If this Ewel or Fasey return, gdl them if you
can, but don't put yourself at risk, understood?’

The Lakeshore Inn was, not surprisngly, on Lakeshore Boulevard. Rhonda Weir
and her partner, Hank Li, parked their unmarked car in front of the entrance. Hank
checked the license plates on the cars to the left, and Rhonda looked at those on the
ones to the right. Sx were American—two from Michigan, two from New York, and
one each from Minnesota and lllinois—but none were from Arkansas. A little rain was
fdling; there would doubtless be more later. The ar was pungent with ozone.

Congantin Kalipedes turned out to be an old, paunchy Greek, with a stubble of
gray beard. He led Rhonda and Hank dong a row of units, past door after door, until
they came to an open one. There they found the East Indian woman who was his
housekeeper, and he brought her with them to room 118. Kalipedes got out his pass
key, but Rhonda had him hand it over; she opened the door hersdf, turning the knob with
the key so as not to disturb any fingerprints that might be on it. It was a farly shabby
room, with two framed prints hanging crookedly, and powder-blue wallpaper peding at
the seams. There were two double beds, one of which had beside it the sort of oxygen
bottle that a person who suffered from deep apnea needed. Both beds were disheveled;
the maid obvioudy hadn’t gotten to them by the time she’d made her discovery.

“Wherée s the gun?’ asked Rhonda

The young womean stepped into the room and pointed. The gun was lying on the
floor, beside a suitcase. “1 had to move the suitcase,” she said with a lilting accent, to get
a the outlet, so | could plug in the vacuum cleaner. It mugt not have been closed dl the
way, and the gun tumbled out. Behind it was that wooden case.” She pointed.

“A Glock 9mm,” said Hank, glancing at the handgun. Rhonda looked &t the case.
It had a specidly cut black foam-rubber inlay, just the right Sze to hold an Intertec Tec-9
cabine, a nasty beast—essentidly a submachine gun—about the length of a man's
forearm. Possession of the handgun was illegd in Canada, but more disurbing was that
Fasey and Ewdl had Ift it behind, opting for the Tec-9 ingtead, a weagpon banned now
evenin the U.S. because of its thirty-two-round clip. Rhonda put her hands on her hips
and dowly surveyed the room. There were two ashtrays, it was a smoking room. It hed
data jacks for hooking up a modem, but there was no sgn of a portable computer. She
stepped into the bathroom. Two draight razors and a can of foam. Two toothbrushes,
one of them badly chewed.

Back in the main room, she noticed a black-covered Bible Stting on one of the
night tables.



“Probable cause?’ said Rhonda to her partner.

“I'd say,” sad Hank.

Kaipedes was looking at them. “What does that mean?’

“It means,” said Rhonda, “there's enough superficid evidence to indicate that a
crime has been or is about to be committed to dlow us to thoroughly search this room
without firs obtaining a warrant. You're welcome to reman and watch in fact, we
encourage you to do s0.” The department had been sued more than once by people who
hed claimed that vauables had disappeared during a search.

Kaipedes nodded, but he turned to the chambermaid. “Back to work,” he said.
She scurried out the door.

Rhonda pulled out a handkerchief and used it held between two fingers to open
the drawer in one of the nignt tables. It had another Bible in it, this one bound in
red—typica Gideon issue. She crossed over to the other night table. She pulled a pen
out of her pocket and used it to flip open the cover of the black bible. It was't a Gideon
one, and on the indde front cover it said “C. Fasey” in red ink. She glanced at the
submachine-gun case. “Our Bible boy needs to reread the part aout swords into
plowshares, | think.”

Hank grunted in response as he used his own pen to fan out the papers on the
dresser. “Look &t this” he said, after a moment.

Rhonda came over. Hank had reveded an unfolded city map of Toronto. Taking
care to handle only the edges, Hank turned it over and pointed to the segment that would
have been the cover had the mgp been folded up. It had a Barnes and Noble price
gicker on it—an American bookstore chain, with no outletsin Canada. Falsey and Ewel
hed presumably brought the map with them from Arkansas. Hank gingerly flipped it over
agan. It was a full-color map with dl sorts of symbols and markings. It took a moment
before Rhonda noticed the smple circle drawn in bdlpoint pen a Kipling and Homer,
less than two kilometers from the spot they were currently at.

“Mr. Kalipedes,” cdled Rhonda. She mationed for him to come over, and he did
0. “Thisis your neighborhood, sr. Can you tdl me what's a the intersection of Kipling
and Homer?’

He scratched his chin with its grizzled stubble. “A Mac’s Milk, a Mr. Submarine,
adry cleaner’s. Oh yeah—and that dinic that was blown up awhile ago.”

Rhonda and Hank exchanged glances. “Are you sure?’ asked Rhonda.

“Of course,” sad Kalipedes.

“Jesus Chrid,” said Hank, redlizing the magnitude of it dl. “ Jesus Chrigt.”

They hurriedly scanned the map, looking for any other markings. There were
three more. One was a circle drawn in pencil around a building shown by a red rectangle
on Bloor Street. Rhonda didn't have to ask anyone what that was. It was typeset in
itdicsright on the map: Royal Ont. Museum.

Also circled were the SkyDome—the sadium where the Blue Jays play—and
the CBC Broadcagting Centre, afew blocks north of the SkyDome.

“Tourig attractions,” said Rhonda

“Except they took a semiautomatic wegpon,” said Hank.

“The Jays playing today?’

“Yup. Milwaukee isin town.”

“Anything heppening at the CBC?’

“OnaSunday? | know they do alive show from the lobby there in the mormings;
I'm not sure about the afternoons.” Hank looked at the map. “Besides, maybe they went
somewhere other than these places. They didn't take the map with them, after dl.”

“Gill ..

Hank didn’t need the consequences spdlled out. “Yeah.”



“Well take the ROM—they’ ve got that dien vigting there,” said Rhonda.

“It snot redly there)” said Hank. “It's just a trangmisson from the mothership.”

Rhonda snorted, conveying that she knew that. She pulled a cdlular phone out of
her jacket pocket. “I'll get teams sent to the CBC and SkyDome, and I'll cdl for a
couple of uniforms to wait here in case Fsey and Ewdl return.”

Susan gave me a lift to Downsview subway dation about threethirty in the
afternoon; it was cloudy, the sky bruised, a storm threatening. Ricky was spending the
re of the day with the Nguyens—my young son was developing quite a taste for
Vietnamese food.

The subways were dow and infrequent on Sundays, I'd save time on my trip
downtown by sarting at Downsview at the north end of the Spadina line rather than at
North York Centre. | gave my wife a kiss goodbye—and she held the kiss for a long
time | amiled at her. And she amiled back.

| then took the paper bag with the sandwiches she'd packed for me and headed
into the station, riding the long escalator down into the subterranean world.

Rhonda Weir and Hank Li had got descriptions of Fasey and Ewdl from
Kdipedes. Kdipedes didn't know which was which, but one was mid-twenties, blond,
scrawny, maybe five-eight, with an overbite and a crew cut; the other was mid-thirties,
three or four inches tdler, narrow face, and had brown hair. Both had accents from the
southern States. And, of course, one of them might well be carrying a Tec-9 submachine
gun, perhaps hidden under a coat. Although the museum was crowded on Sundays—it
was a favorite place for divorced fahers to take thar kids—there was dill a good
chance that Rhonda or Hank would be able to spot them.

They parked their car in the smdl lot a the Bora Laskin Law Library, on the
south sde of the planetarium building, then walked over to the ROM, entering through
the main doors and making their way over to Raghubir Singh.

Rhonda flashed her badge and described whom she and Hank were looking for.

“They were here before,” said Raghubir. “A few days ago. Two Americans with
southern accents. | remember them because one of them cdled the Burgess Shde ‘the
Bogus Shde.’ | told my wife about that when | got home—she got quite a kick out of it.”

Rhonda sighed. “Wél, it' s unlikdy that they're back, then. Stll, it's the only lead
we ve got. We Il ook around, if that’s okay.”

“Of course,” said Raghubir. He radioed the other security guards, getting them to
joinin the search.

Rhonda pulled out her cdlular again. “Weir,” she said. “The suspects were here
a the ROM lagt week; 4ill we're going to have a look around on the off chance that
they’ ve come back, but I’d concentrate our forces at SkyDome and the CBC.”

| arrived at the museum about 4:30 P.M., entered through the gaff entrance, and
made my way up to the Burgess Shde exhibition, just to have a find look around, to
make sure everything was okay before the arrival of Hollus and company.

Rhonda Weir, Hank Li, and Raghubir Sngh met up in the Rotunda at 4:45. “No
luck,” said Rhonda. “You?’
Hank shook his head. “I'd forgotten how hig this place was. Even if they had



come back here, they could be anywhere.”

“None of my people found them, either,” said Raghubir. “A lot of patrons carry
thar coats in the museum. We used to have a free coat check, but that was before the
cutbacks.” He shrugged. “People don't like having to pay.”

Rhonda looked at her watch. “I1t's dmost dosing time”

“The school-group entrance is locked on weekends,” said Raghubir. He pointed
a the bank of glass doors beneath the stained-glass windows. “They'll have to go out
through the main doors.”

Rhonda frowned. “They probably aren’t even here. But let’s wait outsde and
seeif we can spot them leaving.”

Hank nodded and the two detectives headed through the glass-doored vegtibule.
It looked like it was about to rain. Rhonda used her cdlular again. “Any update?’ she
asked.

A sergeant’s voice crackled over the phone. “They’re ddfinitdy not a the CBC
Broadcagting Centre.”

“My money’s on SkyDome,” said Rhonda, into the phone,

“Ours, too.”

“Well head down there.” She put the phone away.

Hank looked up at the dark sky. “I hope we get there in time to see them close
the stadium roof,” he said.

J. D. BEwdl and Cooter Fasey were leaning againg a tomato-soup-colored wall
in the Lower Rotunda; Falsey was wearing a Toronto Blue Jays cap that he'd bought
yesterday when they took in a game a SkyDome. A prerecorded mae voice with a
Jamacan accent came over the public-address sysem: “Ladies and gentlemen, the
museum is now closed. Would dl patrons please immediatdy go to the front exit. Many
thanks for vigting us, and do come again. Ladies and gentlemen, the museum is now
closed. Would—"

Fasey flashed Ewdl agrin.

Theatre ROM had four double doors that gave access to it, and these were often
left unlocked. Curious patrons sometimes stuck ther heads in the doors, but if no
programming was going on, al they saw was a large darkened room.

Ewdl and Fasey waited until the Lower Rotunda was empty, then waked down
the nine steps into the theater. They stood dill for a moment, Ieting their eyes adjust.
Although the theater had no windows, there was dill some light: the red glow of EXIT
ggns, light seeping in under the doors, alarge illuminated anadlog clock on the wal above
the doors, red LEDs from smoke detectors, and lights from a control pand or some such
coming from the five little windows of the projection booth above the entrance.

Ealier in the day, Falsey and Ewdl had sat through a ssemingly endless film
about a little wooden carving of a canoe with a mae Native Canadian figurein it traveling
down various waterways. But they didn't pay much atention to the movie. Instead,
they’ d examined the physicd dructure of the thegter: the presence of a stage in front of
the movie screen, the number of rows of chairs, the position of the aides, and the location
of the staircases leading up to the stage.

Now they quickly made therr way in the dark down the gently doping Ieft-hand
ade found one of the staircases leading to the stage, dimbed the steps, dipped behind
the large movie screen, which hung from the roof, and entered the backstage area.

There was more light back there. A andl washroom was a one sde, and
someone had |eft the light on in it and the door gar. There were severd mismatched
chairs behind the screen, and the usud hodgepodge of lighting equipment, microphone



stands, anaconda-like ropes hanging from the celling, and lots of dust.

Ewdl dropped his jacket, reveding the smdl submachine gun hed had
concealed under it. Tired of lugging it around, he placed the gun on the floor, then sat in
one of the chairs.

Fasey took a different chair, intertwined his fingers behind his head, and leaned
back, waiting patiently.
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It was now 10:00 P.M. and tréffic here, downtown, had dwindled to amost
nothing. Hollus' s shuttle dropped slently from the sky, and landed not as it had the firgt
time, out front of the planetarium, but rather behind the museum, adong Philosopher’s
Walk, a grassy U of T parkette that snaked from Varsty Stadium over toward Hart
House. Although the shuttle' s descent had doubtless been observed by some, at least the
ship wasn't in open view from the street.

Chridine Dorati had indsted on being here for the arivd of the diens We'd
talked about the best way to handle security and had decided that smply keeping
evaything quiet made the most sense; if we asked for police or military support, that
would have just drawn crowds. By this late date, we only had a handful of nut cases
henging around the museum, and none were ever seen this late a night—it was public
knowledge that Hollus and | kept normd business hours.

Things had been dtrained between us ever since Chridine had tried to oust me,
but | rather suspected, looking a me today, that she knew the end was getting near
regardless. | ill avoided mirrors, but | could see the reactions other people were having
to me the forced, ingncere comments about me looking wdl, looking fit, the handshakes
that were free of pressure, lest my bones might shatter, the involuntary ever-so-dight
sheking of heads as people who hadn’t seen me for weeks caught sight of my current
dtate. Chrigtine was going to get her way soon enough.

We d watched the shuttle land while standing in the dleyway between the ROM
and plangtarium; Philosopher’'s Wak was not the sort of place you wanted to hang
around after dark. Hollus, a second Forhilnor, and two Wreeds quickly emerged from
the black, wedge-shaped ship. Hollus was wearing the same bright-blue winding cloth
she’ d worn when we first met; the other Forhilnor was clad in a black-and-gold cloth. All
four diens were carrying pieces of elaborate-looking equipment. | walked over to greet
them, then quickly hustled the group down the dleyway and into the museum through the
gt entrance. That entrance was a street leve, which redly was the museum’s basement
(the main public entrance had dl those outdoor steps leading up to it, putting it redly
mogt of a gory above street levd). A security guard was on duty there, reading a
megazine ingtead of looking a the condantly changing black-and-white images from the
Security cameras.

“Better turn off the darms,” said Chridine to the guard. “If we've got to be in
here dl night, I'm sure we'll be wandering around to various parts of the building.” The
guard nodded and pushed some buttons on a console in front of him.

We headed into the museum, most of which was dark. The Wreeds were both
wearing yelow utility belts like the ones I'd seen before, but they were dso wearing
something dse strange harnesses that crisscrossed between their four ams. “What's



that?’ | asked Hollus, pointing at one of them.

“A repulsor-fied generator; it hdps them wak around here. The gravity on Earth
ishigher than that on the Wreed homeworld.”

We took the devator up to the fird floor—it took two carloads to transport
everyone, as only one Forhilnor could fit in at a time. | went with the firgt group; Hallus,
who had seen me operate devators repeatedly came up in the second (she had said
getting Wreeds to understand that floors might be represented by numbers would have
taken too long to explain). The two Wreeds were particulally impressed by the giant
totem poles made of western red cedar. They quickly scooted dl the way up to the third
floor on the staircases that wrapped around the poles, then returned to the main floor. |
then led everyone across the Rotunda to the Garfiddld Weston Exhibition Hal. As we
waked dong, Halus had both mouths going a mile a minute, Snging in her native
language. She was presumably playing tour guide to the other Forhilnor and the Wreeds.

| was intrigued by the second Forhilnor, whose name, | was told, was
Barbulkan. He was larger than Hollus and had one discolored limb.

The locks were at the bases of the double glass doors. | bent over, grunting as |
did so, used my key to unlock them, then pulled the doors until they clicked into ther
open pogtions. | then stepped in and turned on the lights The others followed me into
the hdl. The two Wreeds conferred quietly. After a few moments they seemed to reach
an agreement. Of course, they didn't have to turn to talk to somebody behind them, but
one of them was obvioudy now saying something to Hdlus it made rock-grinding
sounds, which, amoment later, were trandated into the musical Forhilnor language.

Hollus moved over to stand next to me. “They are ready to set up the equipment
for thefirg case”

I moved forward and used another key on the diplay case, unlocking the angled
glass cover and swinging it up. The hinge locked into place a the maximdly open
postion. There was no chance of the glass sheet coming crashing down while people
worked ingde—museums might not have dways taken appropriate precautions to
safeguard thair employeesin the past, but they did do so now.

The scanner conssted of alarge metd stand with a dozen or so complex-looking
articulated arms coming off it, each one ending in a tranducent sphere about the sze of a
softbdl. One of the Wreeds was working on deploying the arms—some above the case,
some below, more on either sde—while the other Wreed made numerous adjustments
to an illuminated control pand attached to the supporting stand. He seemed displeased
with the results being displayed, and continued to fiddle with the controls.

“It is delicate work,” said Hollus Her compatriot stood slently next to her.
“Scanning a this resolution demands a minimum of vibrations” She paused. “I hope we
will not have problems with the subway trains”

“They’ll stop running for the night soon,” Chrigtine said. “And athough you can
fed the trains go by downdairs in the Theaire ROM, I've never redly noticed them
meking the rest of the museum vibrate”

“We will probably be fing” said Hallus “But we should aso refran from usng
the devator while the scans are being made.”

The other Forhilnor sang something, and Hollus said, “Excuse us” to Chridine
and me. The two of them scuttled across the gdlery and helped move another piece of
equipment. It was clear that operating the scanner wasn't Hollus's fidd, but she was
useful as an extra set of hands.

“Extraordinary, said Chrigtine, looking at the diens milling about the gdlery.

| wasn't indined to make amdl tak with her, but, wel, she was nmy boss. “Aren’t
they?’ | said, without much feding.

“You know,” she said, “I never redly bdieved in diens. | mean, | know what



you biologigs say: there's nothing specid about the Earth, there should be life
everywhere, yditty-yditty-ya But dill, down deep, | thought we were done in the
universe”

| decided not to contradict her about whether there was anything specid about
out planet. “I'm glad they’re here” | said. “I’'m glad they came to vigt us”

Chridine yawned expansvely—quite a sght with her horsey mouth, dthough she
tried to hide it behind the back of her hand. It was geting late—and we'd only just
begun. “Sorry,” she said when she was done. “I just wish there was some way to get
Hallus to do some public programming here. We could—"

At that moment, Hallus rgoined us. “They are ready to do the firg scan,” she
sad. “The equipment will run on its own, and it would be better if we dl left the room to
avoid vibrations”

| nodded, and the 9x of us headed out into the Rotunda. “How long will the scan
take?’

“About forty-three minutes for the firg case,” said Hallus

“Wdl,” sad Chrigtine, “no point just sanding around. Why don’'t we go have a
look a some Far Eagtern artifacts?” Those gdleries were dso on the firg floor, rather
close to our current location.

Hollus spoke to the three other diens, presumably to get their consent. “That
would be fing” she said, turning back to us.

| let Chrigine take the lead; it was her museum, after dl. We crossed the
Rotunda diagondly again, passed the totem poles, and entered the T. T. Tsui Gdleries of
Chinee Art (named for the Hong Kong businessperson whose donation had made them
possible); the ROM had the finest collection of Chinese artifacts in the western world.
We passed through the gdleries, with their cases full of ceramics, bronzes, and jades,
and entered the Chinese Tomb area. For decades, the tomb had been located outside,
exposed to Toronto's wesather, but now it was here, on the firs floor of the ROM’s
terrace gdleries. The outsde wal was glass, looking out on a dick, wet Bloor Street; a
RzzaHut and McDondd' s faced in from the other Sde of the road. The roof was tented
skylights raindrops beat againg them.

The tomb components—two giant arches, two stone cames, two giant human
figures, and the huge tumulus dome—had no velvet ropes around them. The other
Forhilnor, Barbulkan, reached out to touch the carvings on the nearer archway with his
gax-fingered hand. | imagined that if you did a lot of work via telepresence, getting to
redly touch things with your own flesh-and-blood fingers was a specid thrill.

“These tomb pieces,” said Chridine, sanding by one of the stone camels, “were
purchased by the museum in 1919 and 1920 from George Crofts, a British fur trader and
at deder daioned in Tianjin. They supposedly come from the tomb complex at
Fengtaizhuang in Hebei province and are said to beong to the famous Ming-dynasty
generd Zu Dashou, who died in 1656 AD.”

The diens murmured among themsdlves. They were dearly fascinated;, maybe
they didn’t build monuments to their own dead.

“Chinese society a this time was shaped by the idea that the universe was a
highy ordered place,” continued Chrigtine. “The tomb and tomb figures here reflect this
idea of a structured cosmos, and—"

At firdg | thought it was thunder.

But that wasn't it.

A sound was ripping through the tomb area, echoing loudly off the stone walls.

A sound I'd only ever heard before on TV and in the movies.

The sound of rapid gunfire.

Foolishly, we ran from the tomb toward the sound. The Forhilnors essly



outpaced us humans, and the Wreeds brought up the rear. We hurried through the T. T.
Tau Gdleries and out into the darkened Rotunda

The sound was coming from the Garfidd Weston Exhibition Hal—from the
Burgess Shde exhibit. 1 couldn’'t imagine who was being shot a: besides the security
guard at the gaff entrance, we were the only people in the building.

Chridine had a cdlular phone with her; she'd dready flipped it open and was
presumably diding 9-1-1. Another valley of gunfire plit the air, and here, closer, | was
able to discern an additiona, more familiar sound: rock shattering. | suddenly redlized
what was hgppening. Somebody was shooting at the priceless, hdf-billion-year-old
Burgess Shde fossls

The gunfire stopped just as the Wreeds were ariving in the Rotunda. We had
hardly been quiet: Chrigtine was taking into her cdlular, our footfals had echoed in the
gdleries, and the Wreeds, utterly mystified—maybe they had never developed projectile
weapons—were chatting animatedly to each other despite my attempts to shush them.

Even patidly deafened by the sound of their own gunfire, the people shooting up
the fossls evidently heard the sounds we had made. First one and then another emerged
from the Exhibition Hall. The one who came out firg was covered with wood chips and
rock fragments, and he was holding some sort of semiautomatic weapon—a submeachine
gun, maybe. Heamed it at us.

That, at last, was enough to get us to do the senshle thing. We froze. But |
glanced over a Chridine and made a quedtioning face, slently asking whether she'd
gotten through to the 9-1-1 operator. She nodded yes, and tipped the case of her cdlular
just enough so that | could see by its glowing faceplate that she was dill connected.
Thank God the emergency operator had had the good sense to fdl dlent as soon as
Chrigine had.

“Hoy God,” sad the man halding the gun. He hdf turned to face his younger
partner, who had a crew cut. “Holy God, will you look a them things? He had an
accent from the southern U.S.

“Aliens” said the man with the crew cut, asif trying on the word for sze; he had
agmilar accent. Then, amoment later, deciding thet the word indeed fit, he said it again,
more forcefully. “ Aliens.”

| took a haf-step forward. “They’re projections, of course,” | said. “They're not
redly here”

The Forhilnors and Wreeds might have different ways from humans, but a least
they weren't fool enough to contradict me.

“Who are you?" asked the man with the gun. “What are you doing here?’

“I'm Thomeas Jericho,” | said. “I'm the head of the paeobiology department here
a”—I raised my voice as much as | dared, hoping the 9-1-1 operator would pick up my
words, in case Chrigine hadn’t yet conveyed to him or her where we were—"the Roya
Ontario Musaum.” Of course, by this point the museum’s own overnight security guard
musgt have redlized something was up and had presumably aso cdled the cops.

“No one should be here thistime of night,” said the man with the crew cut.

“We were taking some photographs,” | said. “We wanted to do it when the
musaum was empty.”

Maybe twenty meters separated our group from the two of them. There might
have been athird or fourth intruder ingde the exhibit hall, but I’d seen no Sgn of that.

“What, may | ask, are you doing?’ asked Chridine.

“Who are you?" asked the man with the gun.

“Dr. Chrigine Dorati. I'm the director of the museum. What are you doing?’

The two men looked at each other. The guy with the crew cut shrugged. “We're
dedtroying those lying fossls” He looked at the diens. “You diens, y'dl have come to



Earth, but you're ligening to the wrong people. These scientists’ —he dmogt spat the
word—"are lying to you, with thar fossls and dl. This world is 9x thousand years old,
the Lord created it in just 9x days, and we are his chosen people.”

“Oh, God,” | said, invoking the entity they believed in but | did not. | looked a
Chrigine. “Cresationists.”

The man with the submachine gun was growing impatient. “Enough,” he said. He
amed the gun at Chrigtine. “Drop that phone.”

She did so; it hit the marble floor with a dang and its flip-down mouthpiece
broke free.

“We came here to do ajob of work,” said the man with the gun. “Y’dl are going
to lie down on the ground, and I'm going to finish that work. Cooter, cover them.” He
returned to the gdlery.

The other man reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a pistol. He amed it
a us “Y’dl heard the man,” he said. “Lie down.”

Chridine lowered hersdf to the ground. Hallus and the other Forhilnor hunkered
down inaway I'd never seen before, lowering their spherical torsos enough that they
touched the floor. The two Wreeds jus stood there, ether baffled or perhaps
physologicdly incagpable of lying down.

And | did not lie down, either. | was terrified—no doubt about it. My heart was
pounding, and | could fed sweat on my forehead. But these fossls were pricdess,
dammitall—among the most important in the entire world. And | was the one who had
arranged for them to dl be on public display in one place.

| took a step forward. “Please” | said.

More staccato gunfire from ingde the gdlery. It was dmog as if the bullets were
tearing into me | could picture the shdes shattering, the remains of Opabinia and
Wiwaxia and Anomalocaris and Canadia that had survived 500 million years exploding
into clouds of dust.

“Don't,” | said, genuine pleading in my voice. “Don’'t do that.”

“Stay back,” sad the short-haired man. “You just say where you are.”

| took in ar through my mouth; | didn't want to die—but | was going to,
regardless. Whether it happened tonight or a fev months from now, it was going to
happen. | took another step forward. “If you bdieve in the Bible” | said, “then you've
got to believe in the Ten Commandments. And one of them”—I knew I’d have made a
more convincing argument if I'd known which one—*says ‘Thou shdt not kill.” ” | took
another couple of steps toward him. “You may want to destroy those fossils, but | can't
bdieve that you'd kill me”

“l will,” said the man.

More burgts of gunfire, counterpointed by the sounds of bresking glass and
shattering rock. My chest fdt like it was going to explode. “No,” | said, “you won't. God
wouldn't forgive you for thet.”

He jabbed the gun in my direction; we were maybe fifteen meters apart. “I've
dready killed,” he said. It sounded like a confesson, and there was what seemed to be
genuine anguish in his voice. “That dinic; that doctor . . .”

More gunfire, echoing and reverberating.

My God, | thought. The abortion-clinic bombers.. . .

| swallowed deeply. “That was an accident,” | said, guessng. “You can't shoot
mein cold blood.”

“I'll doit,” said the man the other one had caled Cooter. “So hep me, I'll do it.
Now you stay back!”

If only Hollus weren’t here in the flesh. If she were present as her holographic
projection, she could manipulate solid object without having to worry about beng



harmed by the bullets. But she was dl too redl, and dl too vulnerable—as were the other
extraterrestrias.

Suddenly, 1 became conscious of the sound of Srens growing closer and closer,
bardy audible here, insde the museum. Cooter mugt have heard them, too. He turned his
head and cdled out to his partner, “The cops!”

The other man reemerged from the temporary-exhibitions gdlery. 1 wondered
how many of the fossils he' d managed to destroy. He cocked his head, ligening. At firg
he didn’t seem to be able to hear the Srens; doubtless the gunfire sill echoed in his ears.
But a moment later he nodded and gestured with his submachine gun for us to dart
moving. Chrigtine got to her feet; the two Forhilnors lifted their torsos off the ground.

“WEe re getting out of here,” said the man. “Each of you put your hands up.”

| lifted my arms, so did Chrigine. Hallus and the other Forhilnor exchanged a
glance, then each lifted their two arms, as well. The Wreeds followed suit a moment later,
eech lifting al four arms and splaying dl twenty-three fingers. The man who wasn't
Cooter—he was tdler and older than Cooter—ushered us farther into the darkened
Rotunda. From there we had a clear view out the glass-doored vestibule. Five uniformed
Emergency Task Force officers were beetling up the outside stairs to the museum’s glass
entrance. Two were brandishing heavy guns. One had a bullhorn. “This is the police”
cdled that cop, the sound distorted as it passed through the two layers of glass. “We
have the building surrounded. Come out with your hands up.”

The man with the submachine gun gestured for us to keep moving. The four
diens were bringing up the rear, forming awall between us humans on the ingde and the
police on the outside. | wished now that | hadn’t told Hollus to land her shuttle out back
on Philosopher’s Walk. If the cops had seen the shuttle, they might have redlized thet the
diens weren't the holographic projections they’d read about in the newspapers but
instead were the red thing. Asit stood, some hotshot might assume that he could pick off
the two armed men standing behind the diens by shooting through the projections.

We madeit out of the Rotunda, up the four steps to the marble landing between
the two stairwels, each with its centrd totem pole, and then—

And then everything went to hell.

Coming quigtly up the gairwdl on our right from the basement was a uniformed
ETF officer, wearing a bulletproof vest and brandishing an assault weapon. The cops had
deverly made a public stand outside the man entrance while sending a contingent up
through the gaff entrance from the dleyway between the ROM and the planetarium.

“J. D.,” shouted the man with the buzz cut, catching sght of the cop, “ look!”

J. D. swung his gun and opened fire. The cop was blown backward, down the
wide stone steps, his bulletproof vest being put to the test as it erupted in numerous
places, bleeding out white fabric Suffing.

While J. D. was digtracted, the cops on the front steps had somehow opened
one door—the one & the far Ieft, as they faced it, the one that was desgned for
whedchair access; perhaps the ROM security guard had given them the key. Two cops,
safe behind riot shidds, were now indde the vestibule The inner doors didn't
lock—there was no need for that. One of the officers reached forward and must have
touched the red button that operated the door for handicapped patrons. It svung dowly
open. The cops were slhouetted by Streetlamps and the revolving red lights of ther
vehides out on the street.

“Stop where you are,” shouted J. D. across the Rotunda, its wide diameter
Separating our matley group from the cops. “We have hostages.”

The cop with the bullhorn was one of those now ingde, and he fdt compelled to
keep udng it. “We know the diens aren't red,” he said, his words reverberating in the
darkened, domed Rotunda. “Put your hands up and come out.”



J. D. jerked hislarge gun a me. “Tdl them who you are.”

With the shape my lungs were in, it was hard for me to shout, but | cupped my
hands around my mouth and did the best | could. “I'm Thomas Jericho,” | said. “I'm a
curator here” | pointed at Chrigine. “This is Chrigine Dorati. She's the museum’s
director and presdent.”

J. D. shouted. “We get safe passage out of here, or these two die”

The two cops hunkered down behind their riot shidds. After a few moments of
conaultation, the bullhorn erupted again. “What are your terms?’

Even | knew he was ddling. Cooter looked firg at the southern staircase, which
led up, and then a the northern staircase, which led both up and down. He must have
thought he saw something move—it could have been a mouse; a giant, old building like
the museum has plenty of them. He fired a shot down the northern staircase. It hit the
stone steps, jagged shards went flying, and—

And one of them hit Barbulkan, the second Forhilnor—

And Barbulkan' s left mouth made a sound like “ Ooof!” and his right mouth went
“Hup!”

And a carnation of bright-red blood exploded from one of his legs, and a flap of
bubble-wrap skin hung loose from where the stone fragment had hit—

And Cooter sad, “Holy God!”

And J. D. turned around, and he said, “ Sweet Jesus.”

And they both apparently redized it a the same moment. The diens weren't
projections, they weren't holograms.

They were redl.

And suddenly they knew they had the mogt vauable hostages in the history of the
world.

J. D. stepped backward, moving behind the group; he' d apparently redized he'd
been insufficdently covering the four diens. “Areyou dl red?’ he said.

Thediens were slent. My heart was jumping. J. D. amed his submachine gun a
the left leg of one of the Wreeds. “One burst from this gun will blow your leg right off.”
Helet thissink in for amoment. “I ask again, are you red?’

Hollus spoke up. “They” “ae’ “red.” “We’ “dI” “ae” A satidfied amile spread
across J. D.’s face. He shouted to the police. “The diens aren't projections,” he said.
“They're real. We've got six hostages here. | want dl of you cops to withdraw. At the
first 9gn of any trick, | will kill one of the hostages—and it won't be a human.”

“You don't want to be a murderer,” called the cop over the megaphone.

“l won't be a murderer,” J. D. shouted back. “Murder is the killing of another
humen being. Y ou won't be able to find anything to charge me with. Now, withdraw fully
and completely, or these diens die”

“One hogtage will do as wdl as 9x,” cdled the same cop. “Let five of them go,
and well tak.”

J. D. and Cooter looked a each other. Sx hostages was an unwiddy group;
they might have an easier time controlling the Stuation if they didn’'t have to worry about
30 many. On the other hand, by having the sx form a circle, with J. D. and Cooter at the
center, they could be protected from sharpshooters firing from just about any direction.

“No way,” shouted J. D. “You guys—you're like a SWAT team, right? So you
mug have come here in a ven or truck. We want you to back off, far away from the
musaum, leaving that van with its motor running and the keys in it. Well drive it to the
arport, dong with as many of the diens as will fit, and we want a plane waiting there to
take us’—he fatered “wdl, to take us wherever we decide to go.”

“We can't do that,” said the cop through his megaphone.

J. D. shrugged alittle. “I will kill one hostage sixty seconds from now, if y'dl are



dill here” He turned to the man with the crew cut. “ Cooter?’

Cooter nodded, looked a his watch, and started counting down. “Sixty.
Fifty-nine. Fifty-eight.”

The cop with the bullhorn turned around and spoke to someone behind him. |
could see him pointing, presumable indicating the direction to which his force should
withdraw on foot.

“Hfty-ax. Ffty-five. Ffty-four.”

Hollus's eyestaks had stopped weaving in and out and had instead locked at
their maximum separation. 1’d seen her do that before when she had heard something
that interested her. Whatever it was, | hadn't heard it yet.

“Fifty-two. Fifty-one. Ffty.”

The cops were moving out of the glass vedtibule, but they were meking a lot of
noise about it. The one with the bullhorn kept spesking. “All right,” he said. “All right.
WEe re withdrawing.” His magnified voice echoed through the Rotunda. “We're backing
avay.”

It seemed to me he was talking unnecessarily, but—

But then | heard the sound Hallus had heard: a faint rumbling. The devator, to
our left, was descending in its shaft; someone had cdled it down to the lower levd. The
cop with the bullhorn was ddiberately trying to drown out the sound.

“Forty-one. Forty. Thirty-nine”

It would be suicide, | thought, for whoever would get in the car; J. D. could blow
away the occupant as soon as the metd doors split down the middle and started to dide
away.

“Thirty-one. Thirty. Twenty-nine”

“We're leaving,” shouted the cop. “We're going.”

The devator was coming back up now. Above the doors was a row of square
indicator lights—B, 1, 2, 3—indicating which floor the car was currently on. | dared stedl
aglanceat it. The “1” had just winked out, and, a moment later, the “2” lit up. Brilliant!
Either whoever was in the devator had known about the balconies on the second floor,
overlooking the Rotunda, or else the ROM’s own security guard, who must have let the
policein, had told him.

“Eighteen. Seventeen. Sixteen.”

Asthe“2’ lit up, | did my part to muffle the sound of the elevator doors opening
by coughing loudly; if there was one thing | did wel these days, it was cough.

The “2’ was daying lit; the doors must have opened by now, but J D. and
Cooter hadn’'t heard them. Still, presumably one or more armed cops had now exited
onto the second floor—the one that housed the Dinosaur and Discovery Galleries.

“Thirteen. Twelve. Eleven.”

“All right,” called the ETF officer with the megaphone. “All right. We're leaving.”
At this distance | couldn’t tdl if he was meking eye contact with the officers on the
darkened bacony. We were 4ill by the elevator; | didn't dare tip my eyes up, les | give
away the presence of the people on the floor above.

“Nine. Eight. Seven.”

The cops moved out of the vedtibule, exiting into the dark night. | watched them
ank from view as they headed down the stone steps to the sdewalk.

“Six. Five. Four.”

Thered lights from the roofs of the cruisers that had been sweeping through the
Rotunda started to pul away; one st of lights—presumably from the ETF
van—continued to rotate.

“Three. Two. One.”

| looked a Chrisine. She nodded amost imperceptibly; she knew wha was



happening, too.

“Zero!” sad Cooter.

“All, right,” said J. D. “Let’'s move out.”

I’d spent much of the last seven months worrying about whet it was going to be
like to die—but | hadn’t thought that | would see someone else die before | did. My
heart was pounding like the jackhammers we use to break up overburden. J. D., |
figured, had only seconds to live.

He arranged us in a semicdircle, as if we were a biologicd shidd for hm and
Cooter. “Move,” he said, and athough my back was to him | was sure he was swvinging
hislarge gun left and right, preparing to firein an arc if need be.

| started waking forward; Chrigtine, the Forhilnors, and the Wreeds followed
ait. We stepped out from under the overhang that shielded the area by the eevator,
went down the four steps into the Rotunda proper, and started crossing the wide marble
floor leeding toward the entryway.

| swear | fdt the splash againg my bad head firgt, and only then heard the
desfening shot from above. | swung around. It was difficult to make out what | was
seding; the only light in the Rotunda was what was spilling in from the George Weston
gdley and from the street through the glass-doored vestibule and the stained-glass
windows aboveit. J. D.’s head was open, like ameon, and blood had gone everywhere,
induding onto me and the diens. His corpse jerked forward, toward me, and his
submeachine gun went skittering across the floor.

A second shot rang out dmost on top of the fird, but it hadn't quite been
synchronized; perhaps in the darkened bacony above, the two officers—there seemed
to be at least that many up there—hadn’t been able to see each other. Short-haired
Cooter moved his head jug in time, and he was suddenly diving forward, trying to
retrieve J. D.’s gun.

A Wreed wasin the way; Cooter knocked him over. With the dien splayed out
and flalling around, the sharpshooters gpparently couldn’t dlearly see Cooter.

| was in shock; | could fed J. D.’s blood dripping down to my neck. Suddenly
the Wreed who was 4ill sanding flew up into the air. | knew it had been wearing a
device to hdp it wak comfortably under Earth’s gravity; | hadn’t redized tha it was
strong enough to let him fly.

The other Forhilnor kicked the large gun, sending it spinning farther out into the
Rotunda. Cooter continued to scramble toward it. The Wreed who had fdlen was pulling
himsf to his feet. Meanwhile, the flying Wreed had now risen three meters off the
ground.

Cooter had made it to the gun and rolled onto his side, shooting up into the
darkened baconies. He pumped the trigger repeatedly, soraying out an arc of lead. The
bullets hit ninety-year-old stone carvings, sending debris raning down upon us.

The other Wreed took to the ar as well. | tried to get behind one of the
freestanding wal segments that partidly defined the edges of the Rotunda. Hollus was
moving quickly—but going in the opposite direction, and soon, to my astonishment, she
hed reached the tdler of the two totem poles. She flexed her Sx legs and legpt the short
distance from the dtaircase onto the pole, wrapping her various limbs about it. And then
she started shimmying at a great dip up the totem. Soon she was out of sght; she could
go dl the way to the third floor. | was glad she was apparently safe.

“All right,” shouted Cooter in his accented voice, as he amed the submachine
ogun a Chridtine, the second Forhilnor, and me in turn. His voice was edged with panic.
“All right, y’al. Nobody move.”

There were cops back in the vestibule now, cops up on the bacony, two
Wreeds flying around the Rotunda like crazed angels, one Forhilnor standing on one sde



of me, Chrigtine tanding on the other, and the corpse of J. D. exsanguinding dl over the
marble starburst of the Rotunda s floor, meking it dick.

“Giveit up,” said Chridine to Cooter. “Can’t you see you're surrounded?’

“Shut up!” shouted Cooter. He was dearly at a loss without J.D. “Just shut the
hdl up.”

And then, to my astonishment, | heard a familiar two-toned bleep. The holoform
projector, which, as dways, | had in a pocket, was sgnding that it was about to come
on.

Cooter had backed under the overhang of the balcony; he could no longer see
the sharpshooters, meaning they could no longer see him. An image of Hollus wavered
into exigence, full-blown, dmog indisinguishable from the red thing. Cooter turned
around; he was panicked and didn't seem to notice that the missng Forhilnor had
suddenly rejoined us.

“Cooter,” sad the Hollus smulacrum, boldly stepping forward. “My name is
Hollus” Cooter immediatdy amed the submachine gun a her, but the Forhilnor
continued to close the distance between them. We dl started fdling back. | could see
that the police in the vedibule were confused; Hollus had apparently interposed himsdf
between them and Cooter. “You have not shot anyone yet,” said Hallus, the words like
the beating of twin hearts. “You saw what happened to your associate; do not let the
same fate befdl you.”

| made motions with my hands that | hoped the others could see in the dark: |
wanted them to fan out so that none of us were dong the same line tha connected
Cooter and Hollus,

“Give me the wegpon,” sad Hallus. She was now four meters from Cooter.
“Rdinquish it and we will dl depart from here dive”

“Back off!” cried Cooter.

Hallus continued to approach. “Give me the wegpon,” she said again.

Cooter shook his head violently. “All we wanted to do was show you diens that
what these stientists were tdling you wasn't the truth.”

“l understand that,” said Hallus, taking another step forward. “And | will gladly
ligen to you. Just give me the weapon.”

“I know you bdievein God,” said Cooter. “But you haven't yet been saved.”

“I will ligten to anything you wish to say,” said Hallus, inching forward, “but only
after you rdinquish the weapon.”

“Make dl the cops leave,” sad Cooter.

“They are not going to leave.” Another six-legged increment toward the man.

“Don’'t come any closer, or I'll shoot,” said Cooter.

“You do not want to shoot anyone,” said Hollus, dill advancing, “least of dl a
fdlow bdiever.”

“I swear I'll kill you.”

“Youwill not,” said Hallus, dosing the gap even more.

“Stay back! I'm warning you!”

The sx round feet moved forward again. “God forgive me,” said Cooter and—

—and he squeezed the trigger.

And bullets erupted from the gun—

And they entered the Hollus Smulacrum—

And the force fidds that composed the smulated body dowed the bullets down,
retarding their motion more and more, until they emerged from the other sde. They
continued to fly across the Rotunda, traveling another two meters or so in parabolic paths
that brought them dattering to the stone floor.

The smulacrum moved forward, reaching out with its force-fiedld amsto grab the



submeachine gun by the muzze, which surey was now so hot that no flesh-and-blood
being could have managed to hold it.

The red Hollus, upstairs, presumably on the third floor, yanked her arms back,
and her smulacrum, down here in the lobby, yanked its ams back, too. And Cooter,
dartled that the being he'd judt filled with bullets was not dead, let go of the gun. The
avatar soun around and quickly retreated.

The police surged in through the vestibule and—

It was unnecessary now. Totaly unnecessary.

One of the cops squeezed off a round.

And Cooter staggered backward, his mouth a wide, perfect “O” of surprise. He
hit a wal segment and dumped down in the dark, a tral of blood like a cdaw mark
fallowing him to the floor.

And his head lolled to one side.

And he went to meet his maker.
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The cops questioned Chrigine and me for hours, but they had let the four diens
immediady return to the mother-ship so that Barbulkan's wound could be treated. |
findly took a cab home—thirty dollars, with tip—and was up for another two hours
tdling Susan dl about what had happened.

“My God,” she sad, over and over agan. “My God, you could have been
killed.”

“Hallus saved me. She saved everyone.”

“I’'m going to give that great big spider a huge hug if | ever get the chance” said
Susan, amiling.

| smiled, too, and kissed her. But | was exhausted by this point—absolutely
bone-weary. My vison was blurring, and | fdt lightheaded. “I'm sorry, sweetheart,” |
sad, “but | have got to get some deep.”

She nodded, kissed me again, and we headed up to our room.

| dept until 20:00 Monday morning. The shootout had occurred too late to make
the morning papers, but Susan told me that both Breakfast Televison and Canada
A.M. had led with the story. She' d stayed home from the office to be there for me when
| awoke. Ricky was dready off to school by thetime | crawled out of bed.

| findly managed to make it into the ROM by noon. Fortunately, since it was
indeed Monday, the museum was closed to the public, giving the fadlities divison a
chance to clean things up; they were gill mopping the Rotunda's marble floor when | got
there. Meanwhile, Jonesy and dl his preparators were in Garfidd Weston Hdl, sdvaging
evarything they could from the shattered shades. Severa paeontologists were flying up
from the Smithsonian, too, to lend a hand; they were expected before the end of the day.

| made it up to my office and collgpsed into my chair, rubbing my temples, trying
to banish the headache I'd woken up with. Shortly after | sat down, the holoform
projector blegped, and the Hollus Smulacrum wavered into existence.

| rose from my chair, my head pounding as | did so. “How are you?’ | asked,
concerned.

The Forhilnor's torso bobbed. “Didressed. | did not deep wdl, despite



medication given me by my ship’s doctor.”

| nodded sympatheticdly. “I didn't deep well, ether; | kept hearing gunshots
echo through my head.” | frowned and sat back down. “They say ther€' s going to be an
inquest. The cops probably didn't have to kill Cooter.”

Hollus s eyestad ks moved in away I'd never seen them do before. “1 have limited
sympathy for him,” she said. “He injured Barbulkan and tried to kill me” She paused.
“How extensive was the damage to the Burgess Shae fossIs?’

| shook my head dowly. “Everything in the firs five cases was destroyed,” | said,
“induding the one you were scanning.” | fet nauseous contemplating the loss, not only
were they some of the world’'s most important fossls, but they had adso been some of the
best preserved, hauntingly beautiful creatures, dmog extraterrestrial in appearance.
Haming them was barbarous, a sacrilege. “Of course, the fossils were insured,” | said,
“s0 there will be alot of money coming to both the ROM and the Smithsonian, but the
specimens are irreplaceable.”

“Inaway itisfortunate,” said Hollus. “Presumably they started shooting with the
case we were scanning spedificaly because its glass cover was open. The scans were
patialy completed, so at least a few of the specimens can be recovered. | will have
reconstructions made for you.”

| nodded, knowing no maiter how redisic and accurate the reconsructions
might be, they would never be the same as the originds. “Thank you.”

“Itisaterribleloss” Hallus said. “I have never seen fossls of that qudity on any
other world. They were redly quite—"

She broke off in mid-sentence, and her smulacrum froze in place, as if the red
Hollus the one in synchronous orbit aboard the mothership, had been distracted by
something happening up there.

“Hallus?’ | said, not redly concerned; one of her shipmates was probably just
asking her a question.

“Jugt amoment,” she replied, the smulacrum moving again. | heard a few songs
in the Forhilnor language as she communicated with somebody else, and then the
gmulacrum froze once more,

| Sghed impatiently. This was worse than Cdl Waiting: you dill had the damned
gmulacrum taking up most of your office. | picked up amagazine off my desk—the latest

New Scientist; the departmenta copy started its circulation with me and worked its way
down through the ranks. I’d only just opened its cover when the Hollus avatar started
moving agan. “Tearible news” she sad, one word per mouth, her voices oddly
attenuated. “I—my God, it is terrible news.”

| dropped the magezine. “What?’

Hollus s eyestalks were swvinging back and forth. * Our mothership does not have
to contend with the scattering of light by your planet’s atmosphere; even during daytime,
the Merelcas's sensors can dill dearly see the stars. And one of those stars. . "

| leaned forward in my chair. “Yes? Yes?’

“One of those stars has begun its converson to a—what is the word, again?
When a massve star explodes?’

“A supernova?’ | said.

“Yes”

“Wow.” | remembered dl the excitement around the planetarium back in 1987
when the U of T's Jan Shdlton discovered the supernova in the Large Magdlanic Cloud.
“Thet's gredt.”

“It is not great,” sad Hollus. “The gtar that has begun to explode is Alpha
Orionis”

“Betdgeus=?’ | said. “Betelgeuse has started going supernova?’



“That is correct.”

“Areyou sure?’

“There can be no doubt,” sad the Forhilnor, her two voices sounding quite
shaky. “It is dready shining with more than a million times its normd  brightness, and its
luminosity isdill increesing.”

“My God,” | said. “I—I should phone Donad Chen. HE Il know who to natify.
There's a centrd bureau for astronomica telegrams, or some such thing . . .” | picked up
my phone and dided Chen's extenson. He answered on the third ring; one more and his
voice mal would have picked up.

“Don,” | sad, “it's Tom Jericho. Hollus here tdls me that Betelgeuse has just
gone supernova.”

There was slence for a fev moments. “Betelgeuse is—was—a prime candidate
to go supernova,” he said. “But no one knew precisaly when it would happen.” A pause,
and then, earnedtly, asif he just redized something: “Did Hollus say Betelgeuse? Alpha
Orionis?’

“Yes”

“Look, isHollus sure? Absolutely sure?”

“Yes, she says she' s podtive.”

“Damn,” said Chen into his phone's mouthpiece, but | don't think he was redly
taking to me. “Damn.”

“What?' | said.

Chen’s voice sounded strained. “I’ ve been going over that supernova data Hollus
sent down, particularly as related to gammarray output. For the last supernova, the one
in 1987, we had lousy data; it happened before we had any dedicated gamma-ray
observation satellites—Compton didn’'t go up until 1991. The only gammaray data we
had for Supernova 1987A was from the Solar Maximum Misson satdlite, and it wasn't
designed for extragaactic observations.”
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“So the gammaray output of a supernova is much greater than we'd thought;
Hollus s data proves that.”

“And?’ | said. “What does tha mean?’ | looked over a Hollus, who was
bobbing extremdy rapidly; I'd never seen her so upset.

Chen let out along sigh, the sound rumbling across the phone line. “It means that
our amosphere is going to be ionized. It means that the ozone layer is going to be
depleted.” He paused. “1t means that we're dl going to die”

Ricky Jericho was many kilometers north of the ROM, in the playground at
Churchill Public Schooal. It was the middle of the ninety-minute lunch break; some of his
classmates went home for lunch, but Ricky ate at school in a room where they let the
kids watch The Flintstones on CFTO. After he'd finished his bologna sandwich and
aople, hed gone out into the grassy yard. Vaious teachers were waking around,
bresking up fights, cooing over skinned knees, and doing dl the other things teachers had
to do. Ricky looked at the sky. Something was shining brightly up there.

He made his way past the jungle gym and found his teacher. “Miss Cohan,” he
sad, tugging at her kirt. “What's that?’

She used a hand to shidd her eyes as she looked up in the direction he was
pointing. “That's just an airplane, Ricky.”

Ricky Jericho wasn't one to contradict his teachers lightly. But he shook his
head. “No, it'snot,” he said. “It can't be. It's not moving.”



My mind was swirling, and my intestines were knotting. A new day was dawning,
not just in Toronto, but for the entire Milky Way. In fact, even observers in far-distant
gdaxies would surdly see the growing brightness once aufficient time had elapsed for the
light to reach them. It beggared the imagination. Betelgeuse was indeed going supernova.

| put Don on the spesker phone, and he and Hollus conversed back and forth,
with me interjecting the occasional worried question. What was happening, | gathered,
was this in every active sar, hydrogen and hdium undergo fusion, producing
successvely heavier dements. But, if the Star is sufficently massive, when the fuson chain
reaches iron, energy starts being absorbed rather than released, causing a ferrous core to
build up. The star grows too dense to support itsdf: the outward explosive thrust of its
interna fusion no longer counteracts the huge pull of its own gravity. The core collapses
into degenerate matter—atomic nude crushed together, forming a volume only twenty
kilometers across but with a mass many times that of Sol. And when infdling hydrogen
and hdium from the outer layers of the star suddenly hit this new, hard surface, they fuse
indantly. The fuson blast and the shockwave of the collison propagate back out,
blowing off the star’s gaseous atmosphere and releasing a torrent of radio noise, light,
heet, X rays, coamic rays, and neutrinos—a deadly deet pouring out in dl directions, an
expanding spherical shell of death and destruction shining brighter than dl the other stars
inthe gdaxy combined: a supernova.

And that, apparently, was hgppening right now to Betelgeuse. Its diameter was
expanding rapidly; within days, it would be bigger than Earth’s entire solar system.

Earth would be protected for a time our atmosphere would keep the initid
ondaught from reaching the ground. But there was more coming. Much more.

I’d tuned the radio in my officeto CFTR, an al-news gation. As reports started
gopearing on Eath's TV and radio stations, some people rushed to caves and mine
ghafts. It wouldn't make any difference. The end of the world was coming—and with a
bang, not a whimper.

Those Forhilnors and Wreeds currently vigting Earth, perhaps dong with a few
human passengers, might escape, at leadt for atime they could maneuver their starship to
keep the bulk of the planet between themsdves and Betelgeuse, acting as a shidd of
gone and iron amog thirteen thousand kilometers thick. But there was no way they
could outrun the expanding shdl of deeth; it would take the Merelcas a full year to
accelerate to close to the speed of light.

But even if that ship could escape, the Forhilnor and Wreed homeworlds could
not; they would soon be facing the same ondaught, the same scourge. The asteroids that
hit Sol 111 and Beta Hydri 111 and Delta Pavonis 1l sxty-five million years ago were minor
blows in comparison, mere flesh wounds from which the ecosystems rebounded within a
meétter of decades.

But there would be no rebounding this time. This would be the sixth great
extinction, fdt equdly on dl three worlds. And whether biology had started in this solar
sysgem on Mars rather than Earth, whether it redly had arisen multiple times on the
Forhilnor world, whether the Wreeds even knew that it was the Sxth extinction, didn't
matter.

For thiswould aso be the last great extinction, the concluding chapter, a wiping
clean of the date, thefind turnin the game of Life
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What do you do in the last moments of your life? Unlike mogt of the sx hillion
humans who had just received a death sentence, | actudly had been preparing for my
own demise. But I'd expected it to come at a more dilatory pace, with me in a hospitd
bed, accompanied by Susan, maybe my brother Bill, a few friends, and perhaps even
brave little Ricky.

But the explosion of Betelgeuse was utterly unheralded; we didn’t see it coming.
Oh, as Hollus had sad earlier, we knew Betdgeuse would doubtless eventudly go
supernova, but there was no reason to expect it to happen right now.

Toronto's subway system was jammed dready, according to the radio reports.
People were going down into the stations, into the subway cars, hoping that they would
be protected by being underground. They were refusng to vacate the trains, even at the
ends of thelines

And the roads outsde the ROM had dready turned into parking lots, tota
gridiock. | wanted to be with family just as much as everyone ese did, but there didn't
seem to be any way to manage it. | tried repeatedly cdling Susan’s office, but dl | got
were busy sgnds.

Of course, desth wouldn't be ingtantaneous. There would be weeks, or even
months, before the ecosystem collapsed. Right now, Earth’s ozone layer was protecting
us from the high-energy photons, and, of course, the deet of bulky charged particles,
traveling dower than the speed of light, hadn’t arrived yet. But soon enough the ondaught
from Betelgeuse would grip off the ozone layer, and hard radiation both from that
exploding star and from our own sun would reach the ground, bresking down living
tissue. Surely | would be able to reunite with my wife and son before the end. But for
now, it seemed, my company would be the Smulacrum of an dien being.

The fird blast from Betelgeuse had dready disupted the satellite-based
long-distance telephone network, and so | guess | shouldn’t have been surprised to see
the avatar wink in and out of existence periodicaly, as the eectromagnetic cacophony
from Orion interfered with the communication between the real Hollus over Ecuador and
her holographic stand-in here in Toronto.

“I'wish | could be with Susan,” | said, looking at the Forhilnor across my desk,
cluttered with unfinished business.

To my astonishment, Hollus actudly raised her voices—something I'd never
heard her do before. “At least you will likdy get to see your family before the end. You
think you are far from home? | cannot even contact my children. If Betelgeuse is hitting
Earth with this sort of force, it will dam Beta Hydri 111, as well. | cannot even radio a
goodbye to Kassold and Pealdon; not only is there too much interference, but the radio
sgnd would not reach them for twenty-four years.”

“I'msorry,” | said. “I wasn't thinking.”

“No, you were not,” she snapped again, holographic spittle actudly flying from
her left mouth. But after a moment, she calmed down alittle. “Apologies” she said. “It is
just that 1 love my children so much. To know that they—that my entire race—is dying . .

| looked at my friend. She' d been away from her world for so long aready—out
of touch with what was going on back home for years now. Her son and daughter were
grown when she left on her grand tour of eight star systems, but now—now, they were
likdy middle aged, perhaps even biologicaly older than Hallus hersdf was, for she had
traveled at rddivigic speeds during much of her journey.

It was worse than that, actudly, come to think of it. Betelgeuse was in Earth's



northern sky; Beta Hydri in its southern one—which meant that Earth was between the
two stars. It would be severd years before the brightening of Betelgeuse would be vishble
from Beta Hydri [11—but there was no way to get awarning to that world; nothing could
reach it fagter than the angry photons from Betelgeuse that were dready on their way.

Hollus was vighly trying to regain her composure. “Come,” she sad a last, her
torso bobbing dowly, ddiberately. “We might as wdl go outsde and look a the
Spectacle”

And we did, taking the elevator down and exiting through the saff entrance. We
stood outdoors on the same patch of concrete that Hollus' s shuttle had origindly landed
on.

For dl | knew, the Forhilnor and her colleagues were indeed postioning ther
garship for maximum safety. But the smulacrum of her stood with me, out front of the
ROM, in the shadow of the abandoned planetarium dome, garing up. Even most of the
passersby were looking up at the cerulean bowl rather than at the weird, spiderlike dien.

Betdgeuse was dearly visble as we looked out over the street toward Queen's
Park; it was about a third of the way up the southeastern sky. It was disquieting to see a
gar shining during daylight. | tried to imagine the rest of Orion’s splayed form againg the
blue backdrop but had no idea how it would be oriented at thistime of day.

Other daff members and patrons exited the museum, as wel, joining the
gathering crowd on the side of the road. And, after a few minutes, astronomer Donad
Chen, the waking dead, came out of the Saff entrance and headed over to join us, more
of thewaking dead.

The Hubble Space Teescope had, of course, been immediaidy trained on
Betelgeuse. Much better pictures were beng obtained by Holluss garship, the
Merelcas, and these were broadcast down to be fredy shared with the people of Earth.
Even before the star had started to expand, the mothership’s telescopes had been able to
resolve Betelgeuse into a red disk marred by cooler sun spots and speckled with hotter
convective patches, dl surrounded by a magnificent ruddy corona.

But now that digphanous outer atmosphere had been blown off in a phenomend
exploson, and the gtar itsdf was expanding rapidly, sweling to many times its normd
diameter—athough since Betelgeuse was a variable dtar, it was hard to say precisdly
what its norma diameter was. But, 4ill, it had never before reached anywhere near these

proportions. A ydlow-white shell of superhested gas, a lethd plasma, was expanding
outward from the spreading disk, hurtlingin dl directions.

From the ground, in the light of day, dl we could see was a bright point of light,
flaring and flickering.

But the starship’ s tel escopes showed more.

Much more.

Incredibly more.

Through them, one could see another exploson rocking the star—it actudly
shifted dightly in the telescopes’ fidds of view—and more plasma spewing into space.

And then what appeared to be a sndl verticd rip—jagged-edged, its sdes
limned with piercing blue-white energy—opened up a short distance to the right of the
gar. Therip grew longer, more jagged, and then—

—and then a substance darker than space itsdf started to pour through the rip,
flowing out of it. It was viscous, dmog asif tar were oozing through from the other side,

But, of course, there was no “other sde’—no way a hole could appear in the
wal of the universe, my fantasy about grabbing hold of space itsdf and peding it asde



like a tent flgp notwithstanding. The universe, by definition, was sdlf-contained. If the
blackness was't coming from outside, then the rip mugt be a tunnd, a wormhole, a join,
awarp, a sargate, a shortcut—something connecting two points in the cosmos.

The black mass continued to flow out. It had definite edges, stars winked into
invighility as its perimeter passed over them. Assuming it redlly was near Betelgeuse, it
mug have been huge; the rip would have been more than a hundred million kilometers in
length, and the object pouring out of it severa times that in diameter. Of course, since the
thing was utterly, overwhemingly black, naither radiating nor reflecting any light, it had no
gpectrum to andyze for Doppler shifts, and there would be no easy way to do a
pardlactic sudy to determine the object’ s distance.

Shortly, the entire mass had passed out of the rip. It had a pamate siructure—a
centra blob with gx didinct appendages. No sooner was it free than the rift in space
closed up and disappeared.

Dying Betdgeuse was contracting again, fdling in upon itsdf. What hed
happened so far, said Dondd Chen, was just the preamble. When the infdling gas hit the
iron core for a second time, the star would really blow up, flaing so brightly that even
we—four hundred light-years distant shouldn’t look directly at it.

The black object was moving through the firmament by rolling like a spiked
whed, as if—it couldn’'t be; no, it couldn’'t—as if its 9X extensons were somehow
ganing purchase on the very fabric of space. The object was moving toward the
contracting disk of Betelgeuse. The perspective was tricky to work out—it wasn't until
one of the limbs of the blackness touched, then covered, the edge of the disk tha it
became clear that the object was at least dightly closer to Earth than Betelgeuse was.

Asthe star continued to collapse behind it, the blackness further interposed itsdlf
between here and there, until in short order it had completely eclipsed Betelgeuse. From
the ground, dl we could see was that the superbright star had disappeared; Sol no longer
hed a rivd in the daytime sky. Through the Merelcas's telescopes, though, the black
form was dearly visble a multiarmed inkblot againgt the background dusting of stars.
And then—

And then Betelgeuse must have done as Chen said it would, exploding behind the
blackness, with more energy than a hundred million suns. As seen from worlds on the
opposite sde, the great star must have flared enormoudy, an eruption of blinding light
and searing heat, accompanied by screams of radio noise But from Eath's
perspective—

From Earth’s perspective, dl that was hidden. Still, the inkblot seemed to surge
forward, toward the telescopes eyes, asif it had been punched from behind, its centrd
blob expanding to fill more of the fidd of view as it was hurtled closer. The Sx arms,
meanwhile, were blown backward, like the tentacles of a jet-propelled squid seen head
on.

Whatever this object was, it bore the brunt of the exploson, shidding
Earth—and presumably the Forhilnor and Wreed homeworlds, too—from the ondaught
that otherwise would have destroyed each world' s ozone layer.

Sanding outsde the ROM, we didn't know what had happened—not yet, not
then. But dowly redization dawned, even if the supernova didn’'t. The three homeworlds
were going to be spared, somehow.

Lifewould go on. Incredibly, thankfully, miraculoudy, life would go on.

At least for some.
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| did findly make it home that night; word filtered down to those in the subways
that, somehow, the disaster had been averted. By eight in the evening | was able to get a
packed train heading south to Union gation; | took it, even though | had to stand dl the
way home. | wanted to see Susan, to see Ricky.

Susan hugged me so hard it hurt, and Ricky hugged me, too, and we dl moved
to the couch and Ricky sat inmy lap, and we hugged some more, afamily.

Eventudly Susan and | put Ricky to bed, and | kissed him good night, my boy,
my son, whom | loved with dl my heart. As with so much that was impinging on his life
lately, he was too young to understand what had happened today.

Susan and | settled back onto the couch, and a 10:00 P.M., we watched the
images taken by the Merelcas's telescopes, broadcast as the lead story on The
National. Peter Mansbridge looked more dour than usud as he went on about the close
cdl Eath had had today. After showing the footage, the ROM’s Dondd Chen joined
him in the sudio—the CBC Broadcasting Centre was more or less due south of the
museum—to explan in detail what had happened, and to confirm that the black anomaly

(that was the word Don used) was 4ill interposed between Eath and Betegeuse,
shidding us.

Mangbridge concluded the interview by saying, “Sometimes we get lucky, |
guess.” He turned to the camera. “In other news today—"

But there was no other news—none that mattered in the dightest, none that could
compare with what had happened this afternoon.

“Sometimes we get lucky,” Mansbridge had said. | put an am around Susan,
pulled her close to me, fdt the warmth of her body, smdled the fragrance of her
shampoo. | thought of her, and, for once, not of how little time we had |eft together, but
of dl the wonderful times we' d had in the past.

Mandbridge was right. Sometimes we do indeed get lucky.

It came to me the next day, on the subway on the way down to the Museum;
full-blown, arevdation, it came to me.

It was more than an hour after | got to my office before the Hollus avatar
appeared. | fidgeted the entire time, waiting for her.

“Good morning, Tom,” she said. “I wish to gpologize for the harshness of my
words yesterday. They were—"

“Don’'t worry about it,” | said. “We dl go a little nuts when we firg redize we
might be dying.” | didn't pause, didn't alow her to take back control of the conversation.
“Forget that. But look, something hit me this morning, while |1 was riding the subway,
packed up there with dl those other people. What about the ark? What about that ship
sent from Groombridge 1618 to Betelgeuse?’

“Surdy the ark was incinerated,” said Hollus. She sounded sad. “The firg spasm
of the dying star would have accomplished that.”

“No,” | said. “No, that’s not what happened.” 1 shook my head, Hill sunned by
the enormity of it. “Damn it, | should have redized tha earlie—and he should have,
too.”

“Who?" said Hollus

| didn’t answer her—not yet. “The ndives of Groombridge didn’'t abandon ther



planet,” | said. “They transcended into avirtud realm, just like dl the others.”

“We found no warning landscape on the surface of their world,” sad Hollus
“And why, then, would they send a ship to Betelgeuse? Do you propose that it contained
agplinter group who did not wish to transcend?’

“No one would go to Betdgeuse to live there; as you said, it's just not suitable.
And four hundred light-years is an awfully long way to trave just to get a gravitationd
boost. No, I'm sure the craft you detected had no crew or passengers, dl of the
Groombridge natives are dill back on ther home planet, uploaded into a virtua-redity
world. What the Groombridge natives sent to Betelgeuse was an unmanned ship
containing a catdyst of some sort—something to trigger the supernova exploson.”

Hollus s eyestalks stopped moving. “Trigger? Why?’

My head was svimming; the thought was dmost too much. | looked at the
Forhilnor. “To geilize dl the worlds in this part of the gdaxy,” | sad. “To wipe them
cdean of life If you were going to bury some computers and then transfer your
consciousness into those computers, what would your greatest fear be? Why, that
someone would come dong and dig up the computers, damaging them or vanddizing
them. On many of the worlds your starship visited, warning landscapes were created to
scare people away from unearthing what was buried beneath. But on Groombridge, they
decided to go one better. They tried to make sure that no one, not even anyone from
another nearby star, could possbly come dong and interfere with them. They knew
Betelgeuse—the biggest star inlocd space—was eventudly going to go supernova. And
S0 they hurried things up by a few millennia, sending a catdyst, a bomb, a device that
caused the supernova explosion to happen as soon asiit arrived.” | paused. “In fact—in
fact, that's why you could dill see the ship’s fuson exhaust, even though it was amog
the way to Betelgeuse. Of coursg, it had never turned around to brake—because it never
intended to dow down. Instead, it rammed itsdf right into the star’ s heart, setting off the
supernova exploson.”

“Thet is—that ismongtrous” said Hollus. “It isentirdly on one side.”

“Damnright itis” | sad. “Of course, the Groombridge natives might not have
known for sure that any lifeforms existed elsewhere. After dl, they reached intdligencein
isolation—you said thet the ark had been travding for five thousand years. It might have
just seemed a prudent precaution; they weren't certain that they were wiping out any
other avilizations” | paused. “Or maybe they just didn't give a damn. Maybe they
thought they were God's chosen people and that he had put Betelgeuse right there for
them to usein just the way they did.”

“They may have indeed bdlieved that,” said Hollus, “but you know it is not true.”

She wasright. | did know it. | had seen the smoking gun. | had seen proof good
enough even for me. | took a deep breath, trying to cdm mysdf, trying to reign in dl the
thoughts running through my mind. Of course, it could have been something made by an
advanced race; it could have been an atificid nova deflector; it could have been . . .

But & some point, the smplest theory—the theory that proposes the fewest
edements—has to be adopted. At some point, you have to stop demanding of this
question—this one question out of dl the others—a higher degree of proof then required
for any other theory. At some point—maybe very near the end of on€e's life—you have
to ded with this. At some point, the walls have to come tumbling down.

“You want me to say it?" | said. | found mysdf shrugging dightly, as though the
idea were a swesater that needed to be shifted in order to fit comfortably. “Yes, that was
God; thet was the crestor.”

| paused, leting the words float fredy for atime, conddering whether | wanted
to try to recant them.

But | didn't. “You said a while ago, Hollus, that you thought God was a beng



who had somehow survived the previous big crunch, had somehow managed to continue
to exig from an earlier cycle of creation. If that's true, he would indeed be a part of the
cosmos. Or, if he wasn't until now, maybe he has the ability to become—what’s the
word the theologians use?—to become incarnate. God took on physcd form and
interposed himsdf between the exploding star and our three worlds.”

And suddenly another thought occurred to me “In fact, it wasn't the firg time
he'd done that!” | said. “Remember the Vda supernova from 1320 A.D.—a supernova
amog as close as Betdlgeuse, a supernova whose remnant is now detectable but nobody
saw when it happened, nobody recorded, not the Chinese here on Earth, not anybody
ese here, not anyone on your planet, not anyone on the Wreed homeworld. This entity
intervened then, as wel, shidding us from that supernova s radiation. You said it yoursdf,
the firg time we talked about God: the rate of supernova formation has to be carefully
balanced. Wdll, if you can't actudly prevent supernovas, thisis the next best thing.”

Hollus s eyestalks moved closer together. She seemed to dump a bit, asif her six
legs were having trouble supporting her weight. No doubt the idea that the entity was
God had occurred to her before it had to me, but she clearly had not previoudy thought
about what that meant in relation to the Veda supernova. “God does not just cause mass
extinctions” sad the Forhilnor. “He routindy prevents them, too, when it suits his
purpose.”

“Incredible, ign'tit?" | said, feding as unsteady as Hollus |ooked.

“Maybe we should go see,” Hollus said. “If we now know where God is, maybe
we should go see him””

The idea was staggering, huge. | fdt my heart jackhammering again. “But—but
what we saw actudly happened near Betelgeuse over 400 years ago,” | said. “And it
would take at least 400 more years for your ship to get there. Why would God hang
around for atotd of athousand years?’

“A typical human or Forhilnor lifespan is about a century, which is roughly fifty
million minutes” said Hallus. “God is presumably at least as old as the universe, which
hes existed for 13.9 hillion years so far; even if he were near the end of his span, a
thousand years for im would be comparable to four minutes for one of us”

“Sill, surely he won't waste time waiting for us”

“Perhaps not. Or perhaps he knew his actions would be observed, atracting our
attention. Perhaps he will arrange to be present there again—the only location we have
ever been able to identify for him—for a rendezvous at the appropriate time. He may
leave to take care of other business in the interim, then return. He seems rather mobile
presumably had he known that the Groombridge ark was going to detonate Betelgeuse,
he would have smply destroyed the ark before it got there. But once the exploson
began, he arrived very quickly—and he could return just as quickly, by the time we get
there”

“1f he wants to meet us. It's along shot, Hollus”

“Doubtless so. But my crew embarked on this journey to find God; this is the
closest we have come, and therefore we mug pursue this lead.” Her eyestalks regarded
me “You are welcomed to join us on this voyage.”

My pulse was racing again, even faster than before. But it could not be for me. “I
don't have that much time left,” | said softly.

“The Merelcas can accelerate to very close to the speed of light in less than one
year,” said Hollus “And once at such a speed, most of the distance would be covered in
what would seem to be very little time of course we would need a second year for
decderating, but in alittle over two subjective years, we could be at Betelgeuse.”

“l don’'t have two years.”

“Wdl, no,” said Hallus. “Not if you stay awake for the trip. But | beieve | told



you that the Wreeds trave in suspended animation; we could do the same thing for you,
and not take you out of cyrofreeze until we had reached our destination.”

My vigon blurred. The offer was incredibly tempting, an amazing proposition, an
unimeaginable gift.

Infact—

In fact, maybe Hallus could freeze me until—*Could you freeze me indfinitdly?’
| asked. “Eventudly, surely there will be a cure for cancer, and—’

“Sorry, no,” sad Hollus “There is degradation with the process; dthough the
technique is as safe as a generd anesthetic over periods of up to four years, we have
never successfully revived anyone after more than ten years in cyrofreeze. It is a
convenience for traveling, not away of moving into the future.”

Ah, wdl; | never quite sasw mysdf following in Wat Disney’s frogty footsteps,
anyway. But, dill, to get to take this journey with Hollus, to fly aboard the Merelcas out
to see what might redlly, actudly be God . . . it was an incredible notion, an astounding
thought.

And, | suddenly redlized, it might even be the best thing for Susan and Ricky,
sparing them the agony of the last few months of my life

| told Hallus I'd have to think about it, have to discuss it with my family. Such a
tantdizing possbility, such an enticing offer . . . but there were many factors to consider.

I’d said that Cooter had gone to meet his maker—but | didn’t redly believe that.
He had Smply died.

But perhaps | would meet my maker . . . and while | was il dive,
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“Hdllus has offered me a chance to go with her to her next dedtination,” | said to
Susan when | got home that night. We were sitting on the living-room couch.

“To Alpha Centauri?’ she replied. That had indeed been the next, and lag,
planned stop on the Merelcas' s grand tour before it headed back home to Delta Pavonis
and then Beta Hydri.

“No, they've changed their minds. They're going to go to Betelgeuse instead.
They’re going to go see whatever it isthat’s out there”

Susan was quiet for atime. “Didn’'t | read in the Globe that Betelgeuse is 400
light-years away?’

| nodded.

“So you couldn’t be back for over a thousand years?’

“From Earth’s point of view, yes.”

She was dlent some more. After atime, | decided tofill the void. “See, ther ship
will have to turn around at the hafpoint and face its fuson exhaust toward Betelgeuse. So
injust 250 years, the—the entity will see that bright light, and will know that someone is
coming. Hallus hopes that he—that it—will wait for us to arrive, or ese will come back
to meet uS”

“The entity?’

| couldn’t bring mysdf to use the other word with her. “The being that interposed
itdf between us and Betdgeuse.”

“You think it's God,” sad Susan amply. She was the one who went to church.



She was the one who knew the Bible. And she'd been ligening to me for weeks now,
taking over dinner about ultimete origins, fird causes, fundamental congtants, inteligent
design. | hadn’t often said the G-word—not around her, at any rate. It had dways meant
0 much more to her than it had to me, and so I'd kept some distance from it, some
stentific detachment. But she knew. She knew.

| shrugged alittle “Maybe,” | said.

“God,” repeated Susan, placing the concept firmly on the table. “And you've got
achance to go see him.” She looked a me, her head tilted to one side. “Are they taking
anyone ese from Earth?’

“A few, ah, individuds yes” | tried to remember the lid. “A severdy
schizophrenic woman from West Virginia A slverback gorilla from Burundi. A very old
men from China” | shrugged. “They’re some of the people the other diens have bonded
with. All of them immediately agreed to go.”

Susan looked at me, her expression carefully neutrd. “Do you want to go?’

Yes, | thought. Yes, with every fiber of my being. Although | longed for more
timewith Ricky, I'd rather he remembered me as dill somewhat hedlthy, Hill ble to get
around on my own, dill able to pick him up. | nodded, not trusting my voice.

“You've got ason,” Susan sad.

“I know,” | said softly.

“And awife”

“I know,” | sad again.

“We—we don't want to lose you.”

| said it gently. “But you will. All too soon, you will.”

“But not yet,” said Susan. “Not yet.”

We sat slently. My mind roiled.

Susan and | had known each other at university, back in the 1960s. We'd dated,
but I’ d left, to go to the States, to pursue my dream. She hadn’t stood in my way then.

And now here was another dream.

But things were different, incaculadly so.

We were married now. We had a child.

If that was dl there were to the equation, it would be a no-brainer. If | were
hedthy, if | were wdll, there was no way I'd have contemplated leaving them—not even
as an idle speculation.

But | wasn't hedthy.

| wasn't well. Surdy she understood that.

We'd been married in a church, because that's what Susan had wanted, and
we'd sad the traditiond vows, induding “Till deeth do us part.” Of course, no one
danding there, in a church, afirming those words, ever contemplates cancer; people
don't expect the damned crab to scuttle into their lives, dragging torture and cdamity
behind it.

“Let’s think about it some more” | said. “The Merelcas ign't leaving for three
days”

Susan moved her head dightly, in atight nod.

“Hallus” | said, the next day, in my office. “1 know you and your shipmates must
be terribly busy, but—"

“Indeed we are. There is much preparation to be done before leaving for
Betelgeuse. And we are involved in considerable mora debate.”

“About what?’

“We believe you are correct: the beings of Groombridge 1618 Il did try to



deilize dl of locd space. It is not a thought that would have occurred to ether a
Forhilnor or a Wreed; forgive me for so saying, but it is something so barbarous, only a
human—or, apparently, a Groombridge native—would think of it. We are debating
whether to send messages to our homeworlds, advisng them of what the beings of
Groombridge tried to do.”

“That seems like a reasonable thing to do,” | said. “Why wouldn’t you tdl them?’

“The Wreeds are a generdly nonviolent race, but, as | have told you, my species
is—well, passionate would be the kind word. Many Forhilnors would doubtless wish to
seek retribution for what was attempted. Groombridge 1618 is thirty-nine light-years
from Beta Hydri; we could eadly send ships there. Regrettably, the natives left no
waning landscape marking ther current location—so if we wish to be sure they are
exterminated, we might have to destroy their entire world, not just a segment of it. The
people of Groombridge never developed the ultra-high-energy fuson technology my race
possess; if they had, they surdy would have used it to send ther bomb to Betelgeuse
more quickly. That technology does give us strength enough to destroy a planet.”

“Wow,” | sad. “That is a mord dilemma Are you going to tdl your
homeworld?’

“We have not decided.”

“The Wreeds are the great ethicists. What do they think you should do?’

Hollus was quiet for atime “They suggest we should use the Merelcas's fuson
exhaust to wipe out dl life on Beta Hyari 111.”

“On the Forhilnor homeworld?’

“Yes”

“Good God. Why?’

“They have not made that clear, but | suspect they are beng—what is that word
agan? lronic. If we arewilling to destroy those who have been, or might be, a threst to
oursalves, then we are no better than the Groombridge natives” Hollus paused. “But |
did not mean to burden you with this. Y ou wanted something from me?’

“Wdl, next to what you've just said, it seems pretty smdl potatoes.”

“Smdl potatoes?’

“Inconsequentid. But, well, I'd like to tak to a Wreed. I've got a mord
quandary, and | can't solveit.”

Hollus's crystal-covered eyes regarded me. “About whether you will come with
usto Betdgeuse?’

| nodded.

“Our friend T knaiis currently involved with his dally attempt to contact God, but
he should be avalable in aout an hour. If you can take the holoform projector to a
larger room then, | will ask him to join us”

Others, of course, had reached the same concluson | haed: what Donad Chen
had neutrdly referred to as an “anomdy,” and Peter Mandoridge had discreetly
dismissed as ample “luck,” was being herdded as proof of divine intervention by people
dl over the world. And of course those people put their own spin on it what 1'd cdled a
gmoking gun many were referring to as amiracle.

Sill, that was a minority opinion: most people knew nothing about supernovae,
and many, induding a large contingent in the Mudim world, didn't trust the images
supposedly produced by the Merelcas's telescopes. Others daimed that what we' d seen
was the devil’s work: a fiery glimpse of hel, and then an dl-encompassing darkness;
some Satanists were now daming vindication.

Meanwhile, Chridtian fundamentdists were scouring the Bible, looking for bits of



scripture that could be bent to this occason. Others were invoking predictions by
Nostradamus. A Jewish mathematician a the Hebrew Universty of Jerusalem pointed
out that the sx-limbed entity was topologicaly equivdent to a sx-pointed Star of David
and suggested that what had been seen herdded the arivd of the Messah. An
organization cdled the Church of Betelgeuse had dready set up an elaborate web Ste.
And every bit of pseudoscientific crap about ancient Egyptians and Orion—the
conddlation in which the supernova happened to have occurred—was being given
sensaiondig play in the media

But dl that those other people could do was guess.

| had an opportunity to go and see—to find out for sure.

We were back in the conference room on the fifth floor of the Curatorial Centre,
but there were no video cameras present this time. It was jus me and a tiny dien
dodecahedron—and the projections of two extraterrestrid beings.

Hallus stood quietly a one Sde of the room. T kna was sanding at the other
Sde, the conference table between them. T’ kna s utility belt was green today, rather than
ydlow, but it dill sported the same ga axy-of-blood icon.

“Gredtings” | said, once the Wreed's projection had stabilized.

The sound of tumbling rocks, then the mechanicd voice “Gredtings reci procated.
Of this one you desire something?’

| nodded. “Advice” | said, tipping my head dightly. “Y our counsd.”

The Wreed was mationless, ligening.

“Hdlustold you | have termind cancer,” | said.

T kna touched his belt buckle. “ Sorrow expressed again.”

“Thanks. But, look, you guys have offered me a chance to go with you to
Betdgeuse to meet whatever is out there.”

A pebble hitting the ground. “Yes”

“I will be dead soon. I’'m not certain precisdly when, but—but surely within a
couple of months. Now, should | spend those last few months with my family, or should |
go with you? On the one hand, my family wants every minute they can have with
me—and, well, | guess | understand that being with mewhen | . . . when | pass on is part
of bringing closure to our relationships. And, of course, | love them greetly, and wish to
be with them. But, on the other hand, my condition will deteriorate, becoming an
increeaing burden on them.” | paused. “If we lived in the States, maybe there would be a
monetary issue—the last few weeks of one€'s life spent in a hospitd, can run up
enormous hills down there. But here, in Canada, that doesn't figure into the equation; the
only factors are the emotiond toll, on me and on my family.”

| was conscious that | was expressng my problem in mathematica
terms—factors, equations, monetary issues but that's the way the words had come
tumbling out, without any preplanning by me. | hoped | wasn't completdy beffling the
Wreed.

“And of me you ask which choice you should make?’ said the trandator’s voice.

“Yes” | sad.

There was the sound of rocks grinding, followed by a brief glence, and then:
“The mord choiceisobvious” said the Wreed. “It dwaysis”

“And?’ | said. “What isthe mord choice?’

More sounds of rocks, then: “Mordity cannot be handed down from an externd
source.” And here dl four of the Wreed's hands touched the inverted pear that was its
chest. “It must come from within.”

“You're not going to tdl me, are you?’



The Wreed wavered and vanished.

That night, while Ricky watched TV in the basement, Susan and | sat again on
the couch.

And | told her whet I’d decided.

“I'll dwaysloveyou,” | said to Susan.

She closed her eyes. “And | will dways love you, too.”

No wonder | liked Casablanca so much. Would Ilsa Lund go with Victor
Laszlo? Or would she stay with Rick Blaine? Would she follow her husband? Or would
shefdlow her heart?

And were there things bigger than her? Bigger than Rick? Bigger than both of
them? Were there other factors to consider, other termsin the equation?

But—let's be honest—was there anything bigger involved in my case? Sure, God
might be at the heart of the matter—but if | went, it wouldn't change anything, I'm sure . .
. Whereas Victor’'s continued resistance to the Nazis helped save the world.

Sill, I'd made my decision.

Asdifficult asit was, I’d made my decison.

But I'd never know if it was the right one.

| leaned over and kissed Susan, kissed her asif it were the last time,
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“Hi, sport,” | said as| came into Ricky’s room.

Ricky was gtting at his desk, which had a world magp laminated into its surface.
He was drawing something with pencil crayons, his tongue sticking out and up from the
corner of hismouth in the quintessentid childhood look of concentration. “Dad,” he said,
acknowledging me.

| looked around. The room was messy but not a disaster. Some dirty clothes
were on the floor; | usudly remonstrated him for that, but would not do so today. He had
severd and| plastic dinosaur skeletons that 1'd bought for him, and a talking Qui-Gon
Jnn action figure he'd received for Chrissmas. And books, lots of children’s books. our
Ricky was going to grow up to be a reader.

“Son,” | said, and | waited patiently for him to give me his full attention. He was
completing one of the dements of his drawing—it looked like an arplane. | let him do so;
| knew how gnawing unfinished business could be. At last he looked up, seeming
surprised that | was dill there. He lifted his eyebrows questioningly.

“Son,” | said again, “you know Daddy’ s been awfully Sck.”

Ricky put down his pencil crayon, redizing we were moving onto serious ground.
He nodded.

“And,” | said, “wdl, | think you know that I’'m not going to get better.”

He pursed hislips and nodded bravely. My heart was bresking.

“I'm going to go away,” | said. “I'm going to go away with Hollus”

“Can hefix you?" Ricky said. “He said he couldn’t, but . . .

Rick didn’t know that Hollus was femde, of course, and | hardly wanted to go
off on tangents now. “No. No, there's nothing he can do for me. But, wel, he's going on



atrip, and | want to go with him.” I’d been on numerous trips before—to digs, to
conferences. Ricky was used to me travding.

“When will you be coming back?’ he asked. And then, his face dl cherubic
innocence, “Will you bring me something?’

| closed my eyes for amoment. My stomach was churning.

“I, ah, I won't be coming back,” | said softly.

Ricky was quiet for a moment, digeging this. “You mean—you mean you're
going off to die?’

“I'm so sorry,” | said. “I’'m so sorry to be leaving you.”

“l don’'t want you to die”

“l don’t want to die, ether, but . . . but sometimes we don’'t have any choice in
things”

“Can |—I want to go with you.”

| smiled sadlly. “You can't, Ricky. You have to stay here and go to school. You
have to stay here and hdp Mommy.”

“But. ..

| waited for him to finish, to complete his objection. But he didn't. He smply
sad, “Don't go, Daddy.”

But | was going to leave him. Whether this month, on Hollus's starship, or a
couple more months down the road, lying in a hospitd bed, tubes in my am and nose
and the back of my hand, EKG monitors softly bleeping in the background, nurses and
doctors scuttling to and fro. One way or the other, | was going to leave. | had no choice
about leaving, but | did have a say in when and how.

“Nothing,” | said, “is harder for me than going.” There was no point in tdling him
| wanted him to remember me like this, when redly | wanted him to remember me as |
was ayear ago, seventy pounds heavier, with a reasonably full head of hair. But, ill, this
was better than what | would soon become.

“Then don’t go, Daddy.”

“I'm sorry, sport. Redly, | am.”

Ricky was as good as any kid his age a begging and wheedling to get to say up
late, to get a toy he wanted, to get to eat some more candy. But he redized, it seemed,
thet none of that would work here, and | loved him dl the more for his six-year-old
wisdom.

“I love you, Daddy,” he said, tears coming now.

| bent down, lifting him from his chair, rasng him up to my chest, hugging him to
me “l love you, too, son.”

Holluss garship, the Merelcas, looked nothing like what 1'd expected. I'd
grown used to movie spaceships with dl sorts of detailing on thar hulls. But this ship hed
a pefectly smooth surface. It consisted of a rectangular block a one end and a
perpendicular disk a the other, joined by two long tubular struts. The whole thing was a
soft green. | couldn’t tdl which end was the bow. Indeed, it was impossible to get any
sense of its scale; there was nothing that | could recognize—not even any windows. The
ship could have been only afew meters long, or kilometers.

“How higisit?’ | asked Hollus, who was floating weightlesdy next to me.

“About a kilometer,” she said. “The block-shaped part is the propulson module;
the Struts are crew habitats—one for Forhilnors, the other for Wreeds. And the disk a
the end is the common area.

“Thank you again for taking me dong,” | sad. My hands were shaking with
excitement. Back in the eighties, there had been some brief talk about someday sending a



paeontologist to Mars, and I'd daydreamed that it might be me. But of course they’d
wat an invertebrate specidist; no one serioudy believed that vertebrates had ever
inhabited the red planet. If Mars did once have an ecosystem, as Hollus contended, it
probably lasted only a few hundred million years, ending when too much atmosphere had
bled off into space.

Sill, there' s agroup cdled the Make-A-Wish Foundation that tries to fufill find
requests of termindly ill children; | don't know if theres a comparable group for
teemindly ill adults, and, to be honest, I'm not sure what | would have wished for had |
been given the chance. But thiswould do. It would certainly do!

The gtarship continued to grow on the viewscreen. Hollus had sad it had been
cloaked, somehow, for more then a year, making it invisble to terrestrial observers, but
there was no need for that anymore.

Part of me wished there were windows—both here on the shuttle and on the
Merelcas. But gpparently there were none on ether; both had unbroken hulls. Instead,
pictures from outside were conveyed to wall-szed viewscreens. I'd loomed in close at
one point and couldn’t discern any pixels or scan lines or flicker. The screens served just
aswdl asred glass windows would—indeed, were better in many ways. There was no
glare whatsoever from ther surface, and, of course, they could zoom in to give a closeup,
show the view from another camera, or indeed diglay any information one wanted.
Perhaps sometimes the smulation is better than the redl thing.

We flew closer and closer ill. Fndly, | could see something on the starship’s
green hul: some writing, in yelow. There were two lines of it: one in a sysem of
geometric shapes—triangles and squares and circles, some with dots orbiting them—and
the other a squiggle that looked vagudly like Arabic. I'd seen markings like the first set on
Hollus's holoform projector, so | assumed that was the Forhilnor language the other
mus have been the script of the Wreeds. “What's that say?’ | asked.

“*Thisend up,” ” said Hdllus

| looked at her, mouth agape.

“Sorry,” she sad. “A little joke. It isthe name of the starship.”

“Ah” | said. “ Merelcas, ian't it? What does that mean?’

“*Vengeful Beast of Mass Dedtruction,” ” said Hollus.

| swallowed hard. | guess some part of me had been wating for one of those
“It's a cookbook!” moments. But then Hollus's eyestalks rippled with laughed. “Sorry,”
she said again. “1 could not resst. It means, ‘ Stellar Voyager,” or words to that effect.”

“Kind of bland,” | said, hoping | wasn't giving offense.

Hollus's eyestadks moved to ther maximum separation. “It was decided by a
committee”

| smiled. Just like the name for our Discovery Gdleay back a the ROM. |
looked again at the starship. While my attention had been diverted, an opening had
appeared in its Sde; | have no idea whether it had irised open or some pand had did
away. The opening was bathed in ydlow-white light, and | could see three other black
wedge-shaped landers poditioned ingde.

Our shuttle continued to grow closer.

“Where are the stars?’ | asked.

Hollus looked at me.

“| expected to see sarsin space.”

“Oh,” she said. “The glare from Sol and Earth washes them out.” She sang a few
words in her own language, and stars appeared on the wallscreen. “The computer has
now increased each star’s gpparent brightness enough o that it is visble” She pointed
with her left am. “See that zZigzag there? That is Cassiopeia. Just below the centrd star in
the pattern are Mu and Eta Cassiopeae, two of the places | visted before coming here.”



Theindicated stars suddenly had computer-generated circles around them. “And see that
snudge bdow them? Another circle obligingly appeared. “Tha is the Andromeda
gaaxy.”

“It' s beautiful,” | said.

Soon, though, the Mercelcas filled the entire fidd of view. Everything was
gpparently automatic; except for the occasona sung command, Hollus had done nathing
snce we entered the shuttle.

There was a danging sound, conducted through the shuttles hull, as we
connected with a docking adapter on the far wall of the open bay. Hallus kicked off the
bulkhead with her 9x feet and saled gently toward the door. | tried to follow, but |
redized I'd drifted too far from the wall; | couldn’t reach out to kick or push off anything.

Hoallus recognized my predicament, and her eyestalks moved with laughter again.
She maneuvered her way back and reached out a hand to me. | took it. It was indeed
the flesh-and-blood Hallus; there was no gtic tingle. She pushed off the bulkhead again
with three of her feet, and we both saled toward the door, which dutifully opened as we
approached it.

Waiting for us were three more Forhilnors and two Wreeds. The Forhilnors
would be easy to tdl apart—each one had a doth wrapped around its torso of a different
color—but the Wreeds looked awfully smilar to each other.

| spent three days exploring the ship. The lighting was dl indirect; you couldn’t
see the fixtures The wdls, and much of the equipment, were cyan. | assumed that to
Wreeds and Forhilnors, this color, not too far removed from that of the sky, was
considered to be neutrd; they used it everywhere humans used beige. | vidted the Wreed
habitat once, but it had a moldy amdl | found unpleasant; | spent most of my time in the
common-area module. It contained two concentric centrifuges that spun to Smulate
gravity; the outer one matched the conditions on Beta Hydri IlI, and the inner one
smulated Delta Pavonis 1.

All four of us passengers from Eath—me, Qaiser, the schizophrenic woman;
Zhu, the ancient Chinese rice farmer; and Huhn, the slverback gorilla—enjoyed watching
the fabulous spectacle of the Earth, a glorious sphere of polished soddite, receding
behind us as the Merelcas began its voyage—dthough Huhn, of course, didn't redly
understand what he was seeing.

It was less than a day later before we passed the orbit of the moon. My fdlow
passengers and | were now farther into space than anyone from our planet had ever gone
before—and yet we'd only covered less than one ten-billionth of the total distance we
were going to traverse.

| tried repeatedly to have conversations with Zhu; he was initidly quite wary of
me—he later told me | was the firs Westerner he'd ever met—but the fact thet | spoke
Mandarin eventudly won him over. Still, | suppose | revealed my ignorance more than a
few timesin our chats. It was easy for me to understand why |, a scientist, might want to
go off to the vianity of Betelgeuse; it was harder for me to understand why an old
peasant farmer would wish to do the same. And Zhu was indeed old—he himsdf wasn't
sure what year he'd been born, but | wouldn't have been surprised if it had been prior to
the end of the nineteenth century.

“l an going,” sad Zhu, “in search of Enlightenment.” His voice was dow,
whispery. “1 seek prajna, pure and unqudified knowledge.” He regarded me through
rheumy eyes. “Dandart”—that was the Forhilnor who had bonded with him—"says the
universe has undergone a series of births and deaths. So, of course does the individud,
until Enlightenment is achieved.”

“Soitisrdigion that brings you here?’ | asked.

“It iseverything,” said Zhu, Smply.



| amiled. “Let’s hope the trip isworth it.”
“l am certainitwill be,” said Zhu, with a peaceful look on his face.

“You're sure this is safe?’ | said to Hollus, as we floated down to the room
where they would put mein cryogenic freeze,

Her eyestaks rippled. “You are flying through space a what you would refer to
as breakneck speed, heading toward a cresture who has amost inconceivable
srength—and you worry about whether the hibernation process is safe?’

| laughed. “Well, when you put it that way—"

“It is safe; do not worry.”

“Don't forget to wake me when we reach Betelgeuse.”

Hoallus could be perfectly deadpan when shefdt likeit. “1 will write mysdf a little
note.”

Susan Jericho, now sixty-four, sat in the den in the house on Ellerdie. It had been
amog ten years snce Tom had left. Of course, if he'd stayed on Earth, he'd have been
dead for dmog a decade. But instead he was presumably ill dive, frozen, suspended,
traveing aboard an dien starship, not to be revived for 430 years.

Susan understood dl this. But the scale of it gave her a headache—and today
was a day for celebrations, not pan. Today was Richard Blane Jericho’'s sixteenth
birthday.

Susan had given him what he'd wanted most—the promise to pay for driving
lessons, and, after he'd received his license, the even bigger promise to buy him a car.
There had been a lot of insurance; the cost of the car was a minor concern. Great
Canadian Life had tried briefly to renege on paying out; Tom Jericho wasn't redly dead,
they’ d said. But when the media got hold of the story, GCL had taken such a beating that
the president of the company had publidy gpologized and had persondly hand-delivered
ahdf-million-dollar check to Susan and her son.

A birthday was dways specid, but Susan and Dick—who would have thought
that Ricky would grow up wanting to be cdled that>—would dso celebrate again in a
month. Dick’s birthday had never quite had the proper resonance for Susan, snce she
hadn’t been present when he’ d been born. But a month from now, in July, would be the
gxteenth anniversary of Dick’s adoption, and that was a memory Susan cherished.

When Dick got home from school—he was just finishing grade ten a Northview
Helghts—Susan had two more presents for him. First was a copy of his father’s journd
about the time he'd spent with Hollus. And second was a copy of the tape Tom had
mede for his son; she’d had it converted from VHS to DVD.

“Wow,” said Dick. He wastdl and muscular, and Susan was enormoudy proud
of him. “1 never knew Dad made a video.”

“He asked me to walt ten years before giving it to you,” Susan sad. She
shrugged alittle. “I think he wanted you to be old enough to understand it.”

Dick lifted the jewd case, weighing it in his hand, as if he could thus divine its
secrets. He was dearly anxious to see it. “Can we watch it now?’ he said.

Susan amiled. “Sure”

They went into the living room, and Dick dipped the disk into the player.

And the two of them sat on the couch and watched Tom's gaunt,
disease-ravaged form come to life again.

Dick had seen afew pictures of Tom from that time—they were in a scrapbook
Susan had kept of the press coverage of Hallus's vist to Earth and Tom's subsequent



departure. But he' d never seen what the cancer had done to his father in quite this detall.
Susan watch him recoil a bit as the images began.

But soon dl that was on Dick’s face was attention, rapt atention, as he hung on
every word.

At the end, they both wiped tears from their eyes, tears for the man they would
adwayslove.

Absolute darkness.

And hest, licking at me from dl sides.

Weasit hdl? Was—

But no. No, of course not. | had a litting headache, but my mind was beginning
to focus.

A loud dlick, and then—

And then the lid of the cryofreeze unit diding aside. The oblong coffin, made for a
Wreed, was st flush into the floor, and Hollus was straddling it, her Sx feet in sirrups to
keep her from floating away, her front legs tipped, and her eyestalks drooping down to
look a me.

“Time” “to” “get” “up,” “my” “friend,” she sad

| knew what you were supposed to say in a Stuation like this; I'd seen Khan
Noonien Sngh do it. “How long?’ | asked.

“More than four centuries” replied Hallus. “It is now the Earth year 2432.”

Just like that, | thought. More than four hundred years gone, passing by without
me being aware. Jug like that.

They were wise to have inddled the cryochambers outside of the centrifuges; |
doubt | could have stood up under my own weight yet. Hollus reached down with her
right hand, and | reached up with my left to grab it, the smple gold band on my ring
finger looking unchanged by the freezing and the passng of time. Hollus helped haul me
up out of the black ceramic coffin; she then dipped her feet out of the dirrups and we
floated fredly.

“The ship has ceased decderating,” she said. “We are dmog to what is left of
Betdlgeuse”

| was naked; for some reason, | was embarrassed to have the dien see me this
way. But my clothes were waiting for me; | quickly dressed a blue Tilley shirt and a pair
of soft, khaki-colored pants, veterans of many digs.

My eyes were having trouble focusing, and my mouth was dry. Hollus must have
anticipated this, she had a tranducent bulb full of water ready to give me. The Forhilnors
never chilled their water, but that was fine right now—the lagt thing | needed was
something cold.

“Should | have a checkup?’ | asked, after I'd finished squeezing the water into
my mouth.

“No,” sad Hallus. “It is dl automdtic; your hedth has been continuoudy
monitored. You are—" She stopped; I'm sure she'd been about to say | was fine, but
we both knew that wasn't true. “You are as you were before the freezing.”

“My head hurts”



Hollus moved her limbsin an odd way; after a second | redlized it was the flexing
that would have bobbed her torso had we not been in zero-g. “You will doubtless
experience various aches for aday or so; it is naturd.”

“l wonder how Earth is?’ | said.

Hollus sang to the nearest wal monitor. After a few moments, a magnified imege
appeared: a ydlow disk, looking about the sze of a quarter held at arm’s length. “Y our
aun,” she said. She then she pointed at a duller object, about one-sixth the diameter of
Sol. “And that is Jupiter, showing a gibbous face from this perspective.” She paused. “At
this distance, it is difficult to resolve Earth in visble light, dthough if you look at a radio
imege, Earth outshines your sun a many frequencies.”

“Sill?" | sad. “We're 4ill broadcasting in radio, after dl this time?” That would
be wonderful. It would mean—

Hollus was quiet for a moment, perhaps surprised that | didn't get it. “I do not
know. Earth is 429 light-years behind us, the light reaching us now shows how your solar
sysem looked shortly after we left it.”

| nodded sadly. Of course. My heart started pounding, and my vison blurred
some more. At firg | thought something had gone wrong in reviving me, but that wasn't
it.

| was staggered; | hadn't been prepared for how | would fed.

| was dill dive

My eyes squinted at the tiny ydlow disk, then tipped down to the gold ring
endrding my finger. Yes, | was dill dive. But my beloved Susan was not. Surely, she
was not.

| wondered what kind of life she had made for hersdf after I'd left. | hoped it
hed been a happy one.

And Ricky? My son, my wonderful son?

Wil there was that doctor I'd heard interviewed on CTV, the one who had
sad that the firg human who would live forever had likey dready been born. Maybe
Ricky was dill dive, and was—what?—438 years old.

But the chances were dim, | supposed. More likdy, Ricky had grown up to be
whatever sort of man he' d been destined to become, and he had worked and loved, and

And now was gone.

My son. | had dmogt certainly outlived him. A father is not supposed to do that.

| fdt tears weling in my eyes; tears that had been frozen solid not an hour ago,
tears that just sort of pooled there, near their ducts, in the absence of gravity. | wiped
them away.

Hallus understood what humean tears Sgnified, but she didn't ask me why | was
aying. Her own children, Pealdon and Kassold, must surdy now be dead, too. She
floated patiently next to me.

| wondered if Ricky had left children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren;
it shocked me to think that | could easly have fifteen or more generations of descendants
now. Perhaps the Jericho name echoed on ill . . .

And | wondered whether the Royd Ontario Museum dill existed, whether they’d
ever reopened the planetarium, or if, in fact, cheap spaceflight for dl the people had
findly, properly, rendered that the inditution redundant.

| wondered if Canada ill existed, that great country | loved so much.

More, of course, | wondered if humanity dill existed, if we had avoided the
ding a the end of the Drake equation, avoided blowing oursdves up with nuclear
wegpons. We' d had them for fifty-odd years before I’ d lft; could we have resisted usng
them for eight times longer than that?



Or maybe.. . .

It was what the natives of Epslon Indi had chosen.

And those of Tau Ceti.

Of Mu Cassiopese A, dso.

And of Eta Cassiopeae A.

Those of Sigma Draconis, as well.

And even those amord beings of Groombridge 1618, the arrogant bastards who
hed blown up Betelgeuse.

All of them, if | was right, had transcended into a machine realm, a virtua world,
a computer-generated paradise.

And by now, with four centuries of additionad technologicd advances, surey
Homo sapiens had the cgpability of doing the same.

Perhaps they had done it. Perhaps they had.

| looked at Hollus, floating there: the red Hollus, not the smulacrum. My friend,
inthe flesh.

Maybe humanity had even taken a hint from the natives of Mu Cassiopeae A,
blowing up Luna, giving Earth rings to rivd those of Saturn; of course, our moon is
rdatively smdler than the Cassiopeian one and so contributes less to the churning of our
mantle. Still, perhaps now awarning landscape was spread out across some geologicaly
dable part of Earth.

| was floating fredy again, too far from any wdl; | had a tendency to do that.
Hollus maneuvered over to me and took my hand in hers.

| hoped we hadn’t uploaded. | hoped humanity was, wel, ill human—still warm
and biological and redl.

But there was no way to know for sure.

And was the entity dill there, waiting for us, after more than four centuries?

Yes

Oh, perhaps it hadn't stuck around dl that time; perhaps it had indeed calculated
when we would arrive, and had nipped off to take care of other things in the interim.
While the Merelcas was traversang the 429 light-years a a hair below the speed of light,
the view ahead had blueshifted into ultraviolet invighility; the entity could have been gone
for much of that time.

And, of course, perhaps it wasn't redly God; perhaps it was just some extremely
advanced lifeform, some representative of an ancient, but entirdy naturd, race. Or
maybe it was actudly a machine, a massve swarm of nanotechnologica entities; there
was no reason why advanced technology couldn’t look organic.

But where do you draw the line? Something—someone—set the fundamenta
parameters for this universe.

Someone had intervened on at least three worlds over a period of 375 million
years, a gpan two million times longer than the couple of centuries intdligent races seem
to survivein a corpored State.

And someone had now saved Earth and Delta Pavonis Il and Beta Hydri I
from the exploson of a supergiant star, absorbing more energy in a matter of moments
then dl the other dtars in the gdaxy were putting out, and doing so without being
destroyed in the process.

How do you define God? Must he or she be omniscient? Omnipotent? As the
Wreeds sy, those are mere abdtractions, and possbly unatainable Must God be
defined in away tha places him or her beyond the scope of science?

I"d dways believed that there was nothing beyond the scope of science.



And | dill believe that.

Where do you draw the line?

Right here. For me, the answer was right here.

How do you define God?

Like this. A God | could understand, a least potentidly, was infinitdy more
interesting and relevant than one that defied comprehension.

| floated in front of one of the wdl screens, Hollus on my |eft, Sx more Forhilnors
next to her, a dring of Wreeds off to my right, and we looked out a him, & it, a the
being. It turned out to be about 1.5 hillion kilometers wide—roughly the diameter of
Jupiter’s orbit. And it was so unrdentingly black that | was told that even the glow of the
Merelcas's fuson exhaudt, which had been facing this way for two centuries of braking,
hed not reflected back from it.

The entity continued to eclipse Betelgeuse—or whatever was |eft of it—until we
were quite close to it. Thenit rolled aside, its Sx limbs moving like the spokes of a whed,
reveding the vast pink nebula that had formed behind it and the tiny pulsar, the corpse of
Betelgeuse, & its heart.

But that was its only acknowledgement of our presence, at least as far as | could
tdl. | wished agan for red windows maybe if it could see us waving a it, it would
respond in kind, moving one of its vast obsidian pseudopods in a dow, mgedtic arc.

It was maddening: here | was, within spitting distance of what might well be God,
and it seemed as indifferent to me as, well, as it had been when tumors had started to
forminmy lungs. I’d tried once before to speak to God and had received no reply, but
now, dammitdl, surey courtesy if nothing dse required a response; we had traveled
farther than any human or Forhilnor or Wreed ever had before.

But the entity made no attempt a communication—or, a least, none that |, or
Zhu, my ancient Chinese fdlow traveler, or Qaiser, the schizophrenic woman, or even
Huhn, the slverback gorilla, could detect. Nor did the Forhilnors seem to be able to
contact it.

But the Wreeds—

The Wreeds, with their redicdly different minds, their different way of seeing, of
thinking—

And with their unshakesble fath . . .

The Wreeds gpparently were in telepathic communication with the being. After
years of trying to talk to God, God was now, it seemed, taking to them, in ways only
they could detect. The Wreeds could not articulate what they were being told, just as
they couldn’t articulate in any comprehensible way the insghts about the meaning of life
that gave them peace, but nonetheless they started building something in the Wreed
centrifuge.

Before it was finished, Lablok, the Merelcas's Forhilnor doctor, recognized
what it was, based on its generd design principles alarge atificid womb.

The Wreeds took genetic samples from the oldest member of their contingent, a
femde named K't’ ben, and from the oldest Forhilnor, an engineer named Geedas, and—

No, not from me, dthough | wished it had been; it would have brought
completion, closure.

No, the human sample they took was from Zhu, the ancient Chinese rice farmer.

There are forty-sx human chromosomes.

There are thirty-two Forhilnor chromosomes.

There are fifty-four Wreed chromosomes . . . not that they know thét.

The Wreeds took a Forhilnor cdl and vacuumed dl the DNA from the nucleus.
They then carefully inserted into that cdl diploid sets of chromosomes from Geedas and
K'tben and Zhu, chromosomes that had divided so many times dready that ther



telomeres had been reduced to nothing. And this cdl, containing the 132 chromosomes
from the three different races, was carefully placed into the atifidd womb, where it
floated in a vat of liquid containing purine and pyrimidine bases.

And then something astonishing happened—something that caused my heart to
jump, that caused Hallus s eyestalks to move to thelr maximum separation. There was a
flash of bright light; the Merelcas' s sensors reveded that a particle beam had shot out of
the precise center of the black entity, passng right through to the artificid womb.

Peering in with a magnifying scanner, the interactions were agonishing.

Chromosomes from the three worlds seemed to seek each other out, joining up
into longer strands. Some consisted of two Forhilnor chromosomes joined together, with
aWreed chromosome at the end; Hollus had talked about the Forhilnor equivadent of
Down syndrome and of how telomere-lacking chromosomes could join end to end, an
innate ability, seemingly usdless, even detrimentd, but now . . .

Other chains conssted of human chromosomes sandwiched between Forhilnor
and Wreed chromosomes. Still others consisted of human chromaosomes at either end of
a Wreed. A few chains were only two chromosomes long; usudly a humen and a
Forhilnor. And six of the Wreed chromosomes remained undtered.

It was obvious now that strands of DNA had built into them the ahility to do
more—much more—than Imply die or form tumors after ther teomeres had been
diminated. Indeed, telomere-less chromosomes were ready for the long-awaited next
sep. And now that intdligent lifeforms from multiple worlds had findly, with a little
prodding, come into existence smultaneoudy, these chromosomes were at lagt adle to
take that step.

| now understood why cancer exised—why God needed cdls that could
continue to divide even after their telomeres were exhausted. The tumors in isolated
lifeforms were merdy an unfortunate sde effect; as T'kna had sad, “The spedific
deployment of redity that included cancer, presumably undesrable, mugt have dso
contained something much desired.” And the much-desired thing was this the ability to
link chromosomes, to join species, to concatenate lifeforms—the biochemicd potentid to
creste something new, something more.

| dubbed the combined chromosomes supersomes.

And they did what regular chromosomes do: they reproduced, unzipping down
their entire length, separating into two parts, adding in corresponding bases from the
nutrient soup—a cytosine pairing with every guanine; a thymine for every adenine—to fill
intheir now-missing halves.

Something fascinating happened the firg time the supersomes reproduced: the
drand got shorter. Large sequences of intronic DNA—junk—dropped out during the
copying process. Although the supersomes contained three times as much active DNA as
did regular chromosomes, the reallting grings were much more compact. The
supersomes did not push the theoretica limit of the Sze for biologicd cdls; indeed, they
packed even more information into a smdler space.

And, of course, when the supersomes reproduced, the cdl containing them
divided, creating two daughter cdlls.

And then those cdlls divided.

And on and on.

Prior to the middle of the Cambrian, life had had a fundamental condraint
imposed by the fact that fertilized cdls could not divide more than ten times, severdy
limiting the complexity of the resulting organism.

Then the Cambrian explosion occurred, and life suddenly got more sophisticated.

But there were dill limits A fetus could grow only so large—baby humans and
Wreeds and Forhilnors al massed on the order of five kilograms. Larger babies would



have required impossbly wide hirth cands yes, bigger bodies could have
accommodated bigger brains vialive birth—but much of the additiona brain mass would
end up being devoted to contralling the larger body. Maybe, just maybe, a whde was as
intdligent as a human—but it wasn't more intdligent. Life had gpparently reached its
ultimeate level of complexity.

But the supersome-driven fetus continued to grow larger and larger in its atificid
womb. We had expected it to stop on its own a some point: oh, a Forhilnor might
sumble into life with a double-length chromosome; a human child might survive for a time
having three chromosome twenty-ones. But this combination, this wild genetic
concoction, this mishmash, was surdy too much, surely pushed the limits of the possble
too far. Most pregnancies—be they Wreed or Forhilnor or human—spontaneoudy abort
ealy on as something goes wrong in the embryo’s development, usudly before the
moather is even aware that she's pregnant.

But our fetus, our impossible triple hybrid, did not.

In dl three species, ontogeny—the devdopment of the fetus—seems to
recapitulate phylogeny—the evolutionary history of that organism. Human embryos
develop then discard gills, tails, and other apparent echoes of ther evolutionary past.

This fetus was going through stages, too, changing its morphology. It was
incredible—like watching the Cambrian exploson play out in front of my own eyes, a
hundred different body plans tried and discarded. Radid symmetry, quedrilatera
symmetry, bilatera symmetry. Spiracles and gills and lungs and other things none of us
recognized. Tals and appendages unnamed, compound eyes and eyestalks, segmented
bodies and contiguous ones.

No one had ever quite figured out what ontogeny apparently recapitulating
phylogeny was dl about, but it wasn't a red replay of the organism's evolutionary
hisory—that was gpparent snce the forms didn’t match those found in the fossl record.
But now its purpose seemed clear: DNA mud contain an optimization routine, trying
evary vaiaion tha might be possble before sdecting which set of adaptations to
express. We were ssaing not just terrestria and Beta Hydrian and Deta Pavonian
solutions, but also blendings of dl three.

Fndly, after four months, the fetus seemed to sdttle on a body plan, a
fundamenta architecture different from that of human or Forhilnor or Wreed. The fetus's
body consisted of a horseshoe-shaped tube, girdied by a hoop of materiad from which six
limbs depended. There was an internd skeleton, visbly forming through the tranducent
materid of the body, but it was made not of smooth bone but rather of bundles of
braided materid.

We gave the embryo a name. We cdled her Wibadal, the Forhilnor word for
peace.

She was another child | would not live to see grow up.

But, like my own Ricky, I'm sure she would be adopted, cared for, nurtured, if
not by the crew of the Merelcas, then by the vast, pdmate blackness sprawling across

the ky.

God was the programmer.

The laws of physics and the fundamenta constants were the source code.

The universe was the gpplication, running now for 13.9 hillion years, leading up
to this moment.

Thet the ability to transcend, to discard biology, came too soon in a race's life
was a bug, aflaw in the design, a complication never intended. But findly, with careful
meanipulation, the programmer had worked around that bug.



And Wibadal?
Wibadd was the output. The point of it dl.
| wished her well.

It was the ancient progression, the engine that had dways driven evolution. One
life ends; another begins.

| went into cryofreeze again, passing the next deven months with my body, and
its degenerations, arrested. But when Wibadd’s gestation was findly complete, Hollus
reawakened me for what, we both knew, would be the last time.

The Wreeds had announced that today would be the day; the child was now
whole and would be removed from the atifidd womb. “May she express the best in dl
of us” sad T'kna, the Wreed I'd fird met by telepresence dl those months—and Al
those centuries—ago.

Hallus bobbed her torso. “A” said one of her mouths, and “men” concluded the
other.

| was groggy from the suspended animation, but | watched in fascination as
Wibadd was decanted from the womb. She came into the universe crying, just as | had
done, and jugt as dl the billions who had gone before me had.

Hollus and | spent hours Smply looking at her, a strange, bizarre form, dready
hdf ashig as | was.

“l wonder what her life span will be,” | said to my Forhilnor friend; perhaps an
odd question, but life gpans were very much on my mind.

“Who" “knows?" she replied. “The lack of tdlomeres does not seem to be an
impediment for her. Her cdls could go on reproducing forever, and—"

She stopped.

“And they will,” dhe sad after a few moments of reflection. “They will. Thet
entity”—she gestured at the space-faring blackness centered on one of the wall-szed
viewing screens—*“ survived through the last big crunch and big bang. Wibadd, | suspect,
will survive though the next, becoming God to the universe that follows this one”

It was a saggering notion, dthough perhaps Hollus was right. But | wouldn't live
long enough to know for sure.

Wibadd was behind a glass window in a specidly built maternity ward with a
anglecircular crib. | tapped on the glass, the way parents on my world had done millions
of time before. | tapped, and | waved.

And Wibadd dirred, and waved a stubby, chubby appendage back a me.
Maybe the current God had never acknowledged my presence—even when I'd come
right up to him, he'd dill been indifferent to me—but this god-to-be had noticed me, a
least once, at least for a moment.

And, for that moment, | felt no pain.

But soon, the agony was back; it had been growing worse, and | had been
growing weaker.

Time was running short.

| wrote a find, long letter to Ricky in case, by some miracle, he was dill dive.
Hallus transmitted it to Earth for me; it would reach there dmogt haf a millennium hence.
| told my son what I’d seen here and how much | loved him.

And then | asked Hollusfor alast favor, afind kindness. | asked her for the sort
of thing only a good friend could request of another. | asked her to help release me, to
hep me pass on. I'd brought only a few things with me from Earth, besides my cancer
medication and pain pills. But | did bring a biochemistry text with enough information for
the Merelcas's doctor to synthesize something that would painlesdy and swiftly end my



life

Hollus hersdf adminigtered the injection, and she sat by my bed, holding my
emaciated hand in one of hers, her bubblewrap skin the lagt thing | felt.

| told Hallus to write down my find words and tranamit them back to Earth, as
wedll, so that Ricky, or whoever was ill there, would know what I'd said. As | mused
before, perhaps he, or one of my great-to-the-nth grandchildren, might even put together
abook about the firg contact between an extraterrestriad and someone who, | suppose,
was dl too humen.

| was surprised by what my lagt thoughts turned out to be. “You know,” | said to
Hollus, her eyes weaving back and forth, “I remember when | fird became fascinated
with fossils”

Hallus listened.

“I"d been a the beach,” | said, “playing with some rocks, and | was amazed to
find a stone shell embedded in one of them. I’d found something then thet I'd never even
known I'd been looking for.” The pain was easng; everything was dipping away. |
squeezed the Forhilnor's hand. “I guess I'm a lucky man,” | said, feding peace come
over me. “It’'s happened a second time”



