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Ernie

Thefirgt timel ever saw Ernie Lambert was on that sweltering August day when he showed up at my tiny
officein the Athlete's Club and asked if he could join my boxing team.

"Sure,” | told him. "It's not really ateam, you know, just abunch of kidswho like to box. Y ou ever box
before?'

Henodded. "Yes, gr, | used to fight al thetimein . Louis, before we moved down here." Hisvoice
was the careful English of akid trying to bresk free of aghetto accent. "I was hoping you could teach me
enough in the next few months so | can get in the Golden Gloves tournament.”

"Wdll, welll see what we can do. | suppose | ought to tell you, though, that I'm not areal boxing coach. |
teach gym at the high school and | haven't boxed in competition since college.”

"That's okay. My last coach wasn't apro, either.”

"Fine. Just thought you should know." | glanced &t the clock and continued, " Some of the other guyswill
bein pretty soon to do some practice sparring. If you want to suit up, you'd be welcometo join us.”

"Yes, gr, thank you."

Eight other guys eventudly camein. | told them to do their own warm-up exercises, partly becausethat's
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easier on me and partly because | wanted to watch Ernie. No doubt about it, he had had some good
coaching in the past. He knew dl the standard exercises and a couple I'd never seen but which made
sense once | stopped to think about them. He seemed in pretty good shape, too, and it looked to melike
he was eager to get into the ring. That was sarting to worry me alittle. It wasn't because he was black;
three of my twelve fighters were black and that never caused any problem. But Ernie wasthe smallest
guy heretoday, outweighed by ten to fifty pounds, and | didn't want him to get run over on hisfirst day. |
hoped he would see that and have the sense to stay off the canvas.

He either didn't notice, which isbad, or didn't care, which isworse, because after Ray and Ha had
finished their bout Ernie asked to have aturnin thering. | wished | could say no, but I'd already sort of
told him he could and | couldn't go back on my word. The only guy even closeto Ernies szewas
Chuck, who still had ten pounds and an inch or two on him. But there was no help for it, so the two of
them put on the head protectors and oversized practice gloves and got in the ring together. Holding my
breath, | tapped the bell.

Ernie demolished him. | mean, completely.

It was the strangest fight 1'd ever seen. Ernie didn't seem to be particularly fast, but halfway through each
punch therewasthisweird little jerk of some kind, and suddenly that hand was behind Chuck's guard
and was bouncing off hishead. At least three out of five of those jabs were [anding, which was ridiculous
for someone as good as Chuck. And on top of that, Chuck's own punches weren't connecting with
anything except air, because that jerk of Ernie'swas as good for getting his head back asit wasfor
getting hisfist forward.

The whole thing began to get to Chuck in the middle of the second round and he started throwing
everything he could find, so | had to stop the fight. But I'd seen enough. | had areal Golden Gloves
contender on my handsin Ermnie.

It took the other guys awhileto seeit, and awhile after that to see what it might mean in prestige for the
wholetown, but they eventudly figured it out and from then on Ernie was one of the gang. At the end of
the session Chuck announced that everyone was chipping in to buy Ernie asoda at the drugstore, and
they dl trooped off together. Me, | went home and startled my wife by telling her we were going out to
dinner.

The next few weeks went by quickly, kind of surprising when | looked back at al thework 1'd done. My
gym classes at the high school took up alot of my time, except for the two weeks between summer
school and thefal quarter. Ernie was kept pretty busy with studies himself, and so we didn't work out as
much as we had before. But every minutethat | could get Ernie and at least one other guy together |
spent at the Club. For awhile| worried that | was neglecting the other guysin my work with Ernie, but
Ray told me that they were getting more from my coaching, now that | wasredly fired up, than they ever
had before. Ever since that day back in college when | broke my wrist and had to drop out of the boxing
team, I'd redlly wanted to get a shot at working with real champion materid. | guess my excitement was
just boiling over.

And gradudly, | got to know Ernie.

The last of five children, he grew up inthe St. Louis ghetto area. Hisfather didn't earn too much money,
but Mister Lambert must have put alot of timeinto raising hiskids, because Ernie seemed better
adjusted than alot of richer kids I've known. He was about average height and build and sort of
plain-looking, and he wore his hair short instead of in one of those Afros. He was soft-gpoken and palite,
and though | finaly broke him of the habit of caling me"sir," he never called me"Ron" like some of the
othersdid. It was dways "Coach™ or "Coach Morrissey."



He was smart, too, especially in the math and business classes he was taking. His teachers told me they
thought he would get straight A'sin those coursesif he didn't spend so much time at the Club. That
bothered me alittle, but | decided it was my duty to develop the boy'stalent. That'swhat | told mysdif,

anyway.

About amonth and ahalf after Erniesarriva in town we got area nice break. One of theloca banks
closed itslobby for remodeing, and | managed to talk them into loaning me one of their videotape
camerasfor afew days. | set it up a the Club and announced to the guys that they were going to get to
watch their own fights, just like the pros do.

Everybody seemed pretty enthusiastic about the idea. Everybody, that is, except Ernie. He was sort of
nervous, and kept looking at the camera while the others were sparring. And once in the ring, he got
clobbered, thefirgt time I'd seen that happen. Histiming was shot to pieces, that whiplash jerk gone
completely. | had to stop the fight after two rounds. Ernie wouldn't say anything about it except that the
cameramust have made him nervous.

The camerawent back after four days and Ernie became dynamitein the ring again. But it bugged the
heck out of me. Ernie was good, sure, but he still had flawsand | just knew it would help him to be able
to watch himsdf inactiononfilm. In real action, | mean; not the bum show he had given before for the
camera

It finally bugged me to the point where | did something about it. The videotape camera was back at the
bank, but | had an old movie cameraof my own. Taking it to the Club, | set it up whereit wouldn't be
seen or heard from thering. | figured that what Ernie didn't know about couldn't make him nervous.

Sure enough, the next day Erniedid hisusua good job in thering. After everyone had left | took the film
out of the cameraand hurried home with it. Wolfing down my dinner& mdash; Diane complained about
that& mdash;| went down to the basement and set to work developing the film.

It came out beautifully. The camerahad been close enough to the ring that the fighters sometimes stepped
out of itsrange, but there were someredly clear shots, too. Ernies whiplash punch wastherein al its
glory; so were acouple of hisfast ducks and side-steps. My projector was an expensive model, a gift
from the in-laws, and it had three speeds and even asingle-frame viewer. So after | watched Ernie go
through his paces a couple of times, | backed the film up and watched one of hiswhiplash punchesin
dow moation.

It didn't look much different. That weird little jerk hafway through the punch was dtill there, just as
impossibleto see asat regular speed. Using the dowest speed didn't help any more.

That was strange.

Now my curiosity was aroused. Moving the reds by hand, | got the film set to the frame just before the
jerk. | took agood look at where Erni€s fist wasin relation to the background and then moved the film
onemoreframe.

No doubt about it, that fist had moved. But, then, it moved in every frame. Naturaly. So what wasthe
jerk | kept seeing? | puzzled over those two framesfor severa minutes beforeit findly hit me.

Ernieswhole body had moved forward alittle. His whole body, even hisfeet, which looked to be solidly
planted in the canvas.

Now that struck me as alittle strange, because you can't just move forward without leaving your feet on
the ground to push with. | figured | must be missing something, so | took alook at the other shots I'd got



of Ernie punching or ducking. Every one of them, the same way. Held be here in one picture and there in
the next. Not much, maybe a couple of inches or less each time, but enough to seeif you were looking
forit.

| puzzled over it for the rest of the evening, but couldn't come up with agood answer. Maybe Ernie could
givemeone,

& mdash;
"Wheat did you want to see me about, Coach?"'
"Sit down, Ernie. Therest of the guys gone?’

He nodded, swest Hill trickling down hisface from the workout 1'd just put them through. Pulling the
sngle guest chair in the office close to my desk, he sank intoit.

"Ernie" | said, "'l have asmall confession to make. Remember how you didn't like the videotape camera
we used a couple of weeks ago? Well, | figured it was just some kind of stage fright that was bothering
you. So yesterday | hooked up my movie camerawithout telling anybody and got some film of you
gparring with Jess.”

Ernie had quit bresthing. After alittle while he seemed to notice that and took a careful bregth. His
face& mdash;wdll, scared didn't redly fit it. Maybe wary did.

| went on, "I'm alittle puzzled by something on that film. That little whiplash jerk in your puncheslooks
sort of strange. | thought you might explainit to me."

"Gee, Coach, | jist swing an' m' body doestherest.” He seemed to redlize his English was dipping and
stopped for asecond. "I guess| don't really think about what I'm doing," he finished.

| shook my head. "Sorry, Ernie, but that won't wash. Whatever it isyou do, you know abot it, or else
you wouldn't have stopped doing it when the other camerawas on you.”

Helooked like acornered animal. "Y ou wouldn't understand,” he muttered. "Y ou'd think | was
a&mdash;afresk."

"Try me. Look, if I'm going to coach you properly, | haveto know al about you. If you want, I'll give
you my word | won't tell anybody dse.”

For along time he just sat there, looking down &t his handsfolded tightly in hislap. "All right," he said at
last. "Coach, have you ever heard of teleportation?' When | shook my head, he went on, "Y ou read
about it sometimesin those science fiction books. It's when you go from one place to another, like, in no
timeadl."

"All kinds of crazy stuff in those books. So?'

"Wll, that'swhat | do. | can 'port about an inch at atime, and | do it when I'm hitting or ducking a
punch. It'sjust enough distance to throw off the other guy'stiming, usualy.”

| just sat there, wondering if he was putting me on. He must have seen that in my face somehow, because
his eyes started looking wary again. ™Y ou don't believe me," he muttered.

"How about giving me ademondtration?' | suggested. "How fast did you say you could... teleport?”



"I can move aninch a atime, but | can do it five or six timesasecond if | need to." He stood up, pushed
the chair againgt thewall, and faced me across the table. "What direction do you want me to go? Front,
back, or sdeways?'

| stood up, too, so | could watch hisfeet. "How about going a couple of feet to the left and then afoot
backwards? Any more and you might wind up going through awall.”

"Cant. If theré'sanything solid in my way | can't 'port in that direction. | can't go up, ether, and going
down makes mereda hot." He took adeep breath. "Here goes.”

It was the damnedest thing I'd ever seen. Y ou know those cartoons on TV that they make by taking a
picture of something, moving it alittle, and taking another picture? Wdll, it was just like watching one of
them. Ernie sort of jolted hisway around the room without ever moving his feet& mdash;in the usua way,
| mean. It wasredlly weird to watch him doing it.

When he was finished he pulled the chair over again and sat down, looking suddenly very tired. | sat
down, too. My legsfdt just alittle weak. "How did you ever learn how to do that?' | asked.

"I don't know, Coach," he shrugged. "One day when | wasthirteen | just... did it, | guess, and from then
onitwasessy."

"S0o you've been doing thisfor, what, three years now? Does your family or anyone else know about it?!

"No. At first | wasjust... | wasjust too scared to tell anyone. It took me monthsto find out the name for
it, even, and when | found out that people thought it was a make-bdlieve sort of thing, | figured I'd better
keep my mouth shut abouit it. | did try to tell my brother once, but he wouldn't listen. 1 don't know,
maybe my family knows but just won't talk about it."

That | could undergtand. "I'm alittle surprised you're willing to risk boxing," | said. "'l mean, this
teleporting thing has got to bein your brain somewhere. Y ou get hit too hard in the head and you might
loseit.”

"Coach, | wouldn't be boxing at al if | couldn't ‘port. | figure | might be able to get to be apro now."

That startled me. | had had no idea he was that serious about the sport. "Ernie, pro boxing isn't for you.
It'sahard way to earn aliving, and there are alot of crooks to watch out for. Besides, with your brains
and that wild talent of yours you shouldn't have any trouble making itin life."

"'Wild talent," huh?" Suddenly Ernielooked hitter. "' Coach, what do you think | can do with my ‘porting
that'll make me any money?'

"What do you mean?"

"I mean thisisthe most usdess ‘talent’ that anybody's ever seen. There'sjust nothing | can do withit.
Excent fight.”

"Aw, come on. There must be hundreds of things..." My voicetralled off as| tried to think of somewhere
‘porting would come in handy. "Wdll, 1ook, just because | can't think of something off the top of my head
doesn't mean thereisn't anything.”

He shook his head. "I've been thinking about it for three years, Coach. It'sredly usdess.”

"Okay, suppose that'strue. There's ill no reason you should haveto fight for aliving. | know you're
good in math and some of your business classes. Accounting, or something, would be agood job for a



guy like you. Pays pretty good, too."

"No," Erniesat up alittle straighter in hischair. Therewasaglint in hiseye. "l don't want to be

some& mdash;some cog in abig company somewhere. | want to be somebody." He leaned across my
desk, half defiant, half pleading, hisusua polite reserve gone. "Coach, I've been nobody al my life. I've
been pushed around and looked down on and treated like garbage, and I'm tired of it. I'm gonnamake a
name for mysalf. People are gonnacall me 'sir,' not 'boy," and they're gonnatreat me with respect. I'm

gonna be somebody!"

Hewas dmost shouting, and must have suddenly redlized it, because he quit talking and settled back in
hischair.

"The only kind of respect that's worth having isthe kind you haveto earn,” | said. "And asfor being
somebody, Ernie, it's not the name that counts but the guy who wearsit. There are alot of guyson
assembly lineswho are better men than any pro boxer that ever lived."

Ernie shook his head dowly. "1 wish you could understand, Coach. But I'm going to be apro anyway. If
you don't want to help me, 1... guess| just haveto do it on my own.”

"If it meansthat much to you, I'll keep working with you,” | said after aminute of hard thought. "But |
want you to keep an open mind about other possibilities, okay?"

He hesitated, then nodded. "Okay. And... please don't tell anyone about my "porting, al right?"
"| promise. See you tomorrow?"
"Surething. Good night. Coach. And thanksfor listening.”

| thought abouit it dl theway home and for most of that evening. Erniewasright: | couldn't come up with
asingle solitary job where 'porting something an inch a atime would be worth doing. It was dower than
walking and no good for going through walls or working in tight places. | didn't know how much other
suff he could move with him when he "ported& mdash;he told me later he could move practicaly anything
aslong as he was touching it& mdash;but even that didn't help any. It would be faster to jack up aton of
stedl or whatever and roll it on whedlsinstead of 'porting it around. Especialy since he couldn't 'port
things upwards.

| didn't get to deep until after two, and when | woke up the next morning | felt dmost hung over, | was
sotired. Dianetold me | had muttered in my deep al night and had rolled around so much I'd dmost
pushed her out of bed. She wanted to know what was wrong, but of course | couldn't tell her. She didn't
like that much.

Mogt of therest of the day was pretty hazy, but | managed to get through my classes somehow. | woke
up enough to spend agood hour in the Club with Ernie and the other guys.

& mdash;

Now that | knew how much Ernie wanted to be a pro boxer, | could see the quiet sort of determination
he took into the ring with him, and that grit paid off in the next month or so as he moved towards
becoming aredlly top-notch fighter. His speed and strength increased, and his reflexes got so good that
he amost didn't have to 'port anymore. Which was just aswell, since the other guys were learning how to
handle his whiplash punch, even though they didn't know how hedid it. Actudly, Ernié's stylewas even
deadlier now that he didn't have to 'port because you could never tell whether that extrainch would
show up or not. It raised hell with your timing.



All the other guyswere getting better, too, which didn't surprise me any, becauseif they could handle
Ernie they could handle anybody. At least one of them was good enough dready to go to the Golden
Gloves and give agood account of himsdlf, and the others weren't very far behind. Astheir coach, |
should have been happy. But | wasn't.

That talk 1'd had with Ernie al those weeks ago was gill bugging me. Themore | got to know him, the
more| liked the kid and the less | liked the idea of him going pro. Sure, he was good, but a a hundred
thirty-five pounds he was only alightweight, and he would never be more than amiddlieweight unlesshe
did alot of growing in the next few years. A good middleweight could make money, dl right, but it was
the big heavyweight champs that got most of the publicity that Ernie seemed to want so badly. He stood
afar better chance of winding up disillusoned than famous, it seemed to me. And | hated to seehim go
through something like that. He was too smart, too polite& mdash;hell, he was just too nice for that.

And, as| watched Ernie getting better, my conscience started bothering me in the other direction, too.
Namely: wasit fair of meto turn Ernieloose on boxerswho didn't know what they were up against? Just
because the officid rulesdidn't forbid 'porting& mdash;big surprise& mdash;that didn't mean it was ethical.
It gave Ernie an unfair advantage, redlly, because | was pretty sure aboxer could watch Ernieswhiplash
punch for amonth from ringside without figuring out how to stop it. Y ou had to actudly get into thering
with him, and by then it wastoo late. Did | have aduty to the rest of the boxing world?

The redlly maddening thing was that there was a clear way out of thismess. All | had to do wasfind
some other way for Ernie to become successful and respected by using his'porting talent. That'sdl. But |
couldn't come up with oneto save my life. Nothing in industry worked, and the professiona-type jobs
were even worse. | tried to find another sport that Ernie might go into, but he wastoo smal for football
or basketball and | couldn't see how "porting would help any in basebal. All 1 could possibly come up
with wastheidea of letting some scientists study him to try and learn how he 'ported, and | knew Ernie
wouldn't go for that.

| finally gave up the effort. Ernie had at least twenty 1Q points on me, and if he hadn't been ableto find
anything elseto do with that ‘porting trick in three years| figured | was probably wasting my time.

Something had to give here, though. Much as | wanted to see one of my students become area champ, |
couldn't keep coaching Ernieif | didn't think it was good for him. It wasn't fair to him, and it wasn't good
for my stomach, ether. | made up my mind to nave another talk with him as soon as | got agood chance.

& mdash;

A day or two later | got my opening. Driving away from the school after classes on the way to do some
errands, | saw Ernie walking dong the road. Pulling dongside him, | caled, "Where you heading, Ernie?’

"Down to the river, Coach. I'm meeting Jenny there."

Jenny Cooper was hislatest girlfriend. She was anice kid, except that she didn't care much for boxing.
"I'm going that direction,” | said. "Want aride?'

"Sure, thanks"
He got in and we started up again. "What are you and Jenny going to do down there?' | asked him.

He amiled. "She saysthat an Indian summer day like today istoo good to waste, so we're going to have
apicnic supper under the cliff.”

"Good idea," | agreed. "l wish I'd thought of that mysdlf.”



"I wanted to go to the Club this afternoon,” he continued. "But | guess | can skip one workout without
softening up too much.”

| cleared my throat. "Actudly, Ernie, I'd like to talk to you about that."

It took me most of the five-miletrip to explain the conflict between what Ernie wanted and what | felt
was good for him. Hewaited in silence until | had finished.

"Areyou teling me you won't help metrain anymore, Coach Morrissey?' he asked.

"If you'reredly determined to be apro boxer, my coaching isn't going to help or hinder you much,” |
sad. "I'll giveyou asmuch help as| can, Ernie, becauseit wouldn't befair to you to do anything else. But
| had totell you al this o you'll understand if I'm not asfired up as| was acouple of months ago. Also, |
guess| wanted to try onelast timeto talk you out of going pro."

"Have you thought up anything e'se | can do with my "porting?"
It redlly hurt to say it. "No."

"Then | got no choice. I'm going to be somebody, if it takestherest of my life"” He hesitated. "But if it's
going to bother you that badly, | guess| could go on from here on my own. Y ou've taught mealot,
Coach, and | won't forget it. Maybe | could work out by myself and spar with some of the guys at the
Club or at school. No use giving you an ulcer over this."

We had reached the dry goods store that | was going to, located with afew other small businessesright
at the top of the hill that doped downwards towardstheriver. "Would you like aride therest of the
way?' | asked as an afterthought.

He shook his head, pointed down the hill, "I'm meeting Jenny right under the cliff there.”

We both got out of the car and stood by my door. Another car went by me and pulled over fifty yards
farther down the hill, parking right in front of Tom's butcher shop. Probably vacationers from one of the
cabins down the road, | decided, seeing the trailer hitch and extra-large sSideview mirrors. A man and
woman got out and went into the shop, leaving aone- or two-year-old kid in acar seat in the front. |
hoped they had set their parking brake; the hill was pretty steep.

"Sounds like everybody esein town isdown there dready,” Ernie commented.

"Yeah," | agreed. Even from here the soft roar of a crowd was easy to hear. "Better hope Jenny's got a
place staked out.” | looked down the hill, but I couldn't see anyone, of course. The way the engineers
had built the road, it followed the hill for afew hundred yards and then made a sharp turn to the lft. It
was to make the grade safer, | guess, because right after the road turned the hill got suddenly steeper al
the way down to the riverbank: the"cliff* Ernie had mentioned. It wasn't redlly much of adliff, ascliffsgo,
but it was the closest thing to one for ahundred miles and everyone called it that. But because of the
dopeit wasn't possible to see the riverbank from here.

"Well, | guessI'll be seeing you, Coach,” Ernie said after an awkward silence.

"L ook, think it over, will you?" | urged. "I don't want you to think you haveto cut out of the team
completdy just because of me."

"It'sokay, I'll&mdash;"

He broke off suddenly, gripping my arm tightly, his eyeswide as he stared down the hill. | turned to look.



The car with the fancy mirrorswasrolling down the hill. Already it was picking up peed.

Maybe Ernie saw the kid in the car. Maybe he heard the crowd benesth the cliff, or maybe he was
thinking of Jenny. Probably it was dl three. But before | could break the shock that had glued meto the
blacktop, Ernie was off like arocket, tearing after that car with dl the speed he could muster.

And not only al the speed. Hewas'porting, too, dl but invisble gaining himsdlf an extrafoot of distance
every two seconds. Not much, but every bit was worth something.

Out of the corner of my eye| saw the car's owners come out of the butcher shop. Her scream and his
curse asthey saw what was happening finally got my feet moving, and the three of ustook off down the
hill. I don't know what they were thinking, but I knew we didn't have ahopein hdl of catching that car.
What | did know wasthat | was suddenly terrified for Ernie.

Another few seconds, and Ernie had reached the car. He didn't waste time trying to open the door, but
instead put one hand on the edge of the roof and the other hand on the mirror and vaulted onto the
mirror's support posts. Twisting into a crazy sort of fetal position with hislegs hooked around the mirror
posts, he reached through the open window and grabbed the whed .

| wanted to swear, but | needed al my breath for running. The car was starting to turn now, but only
dowly, and it was dready dangeroudy closeto the edge of the cliff. | couldn't see how Ernie could get it
turned in time, and if he couldn't he was going to go through the guardrail with it. There was no way he
could drop off from that position without killing himself. A horrible thought flashed through my mind, that
Ernie wouldn't have done something this suicidd if he hadn't been depressed by my talk with him. |
slently cursed mysdlf and tried to speed up.

The car waswell into the curve now, but Ernie amost had the wheel s turned enough. For asecond |
thought he was going to make it. Then the car dammed into the guardrail.

The woman running behind me gasped. Ernie'slegsflailed abit asthe jolt threatened to throw him off, but
he managed to hang on. The car had apparently bounced off therail, because it was till on the road, and
as | watched it bounced against the barrier two more times. Then, incredibly, it was solidly on blacktop
again. Thewhed swere still turned, though, and as the road straightened out the car kept turning. It
crossed both lanes and nosed into the ditch on the side away from the cliff. There, findly, it stopped,
throwing Ernie off.

| didn't even glance into the car to seeif the kid was dl right, but headed straight to Ernie. He looked up
at me out of aface dripping with sweat and smiled weskly. Then hefainted.

& mdash;

The hospital couldn't find anything except bruises on Ernie, but he was so exhausted they inssted on
keeping him there overnight. | got in to see him about ten minutes after visiting hours started that evening.
Jenny Cooper was dready there, sitting by his bed and holding his hand, talking quietly with him.

"Coach Morrissey!" he said when he saw me at the door. "C'mon in.”
"How areyou doing?' | asked, pulling achair to the foot of his bed.
"Gredt. A littletired isdl.”

"l canimagine,” | sad, thinking of al the 'porting he had done. "I guess everybody in town knows what
you did today, Ernie. You'rearea hero."



"Yeah," hesaid dowly. "Y ou know, Coach, thisisn't really how | expected it to be."
"Oh?" | thought | understood.

"No. | guess| awaysthought it would be the greatest thing in the world to have everybody telling me
what agreat guy | was. It'sfunny, but it doesn't seem dl that important anymore. | was feeling good
about what happened long before anybody started telling me | was a hero.”

"It'slike| told you along time ago: what mattersisn't the name but the guy who wearsit. When you start
feding good about yoursdf, it doesn't matter awhole lot what anybody e se thinks about you. Well, most
anybody, | mean,” | added, smiling at Jenny. She smiled back.

"Yeah." Erniewas slent for amoment. "Coach, will you be mad if | drop out of the boxing team? | know
you were hoping I'd fight in the Golden Gloves tourney, but& mdash;well, 1'd like to spend moretime on
my schoolwork. And besides, Jenny thinks boxing's too dangerous.”

"If it'swhat you redly want, Ernie, go ahead. | hope you'll comein and say hello when you can, though."
Hegrinned. "Surething.”

"Good. Wdll, | guessI'll leave you two aone.” | headed toward the door, but then turned back. "Oh, by
theway, | talked to Chief Dobbs earlier. Hetold methat car hit the guardrail pretty hard those three
times. Saysit wasamiracle you didn't go through it and over the cliff.”

Jenny tightened her grip on Erni€'s hand, but he just smiled dightly. "1 believein miracles, Coach. Don't
you?"

"Suredo,” | said, and in my mind'seye | could see Ernie clinging to that car, "porting it aninch at atime,
gx inches a second, backing it away from that edge. And | looked into Erni€'s face and saw the peace
and sdlf-respect that wasfinally there. Ernie Lambert wasareal somebody, and for thefirg timein his
life heknew it. "Sure do,” | repested.

& mdash;

| still hear from Ernie a couple of times ayear. He and Jenny are married and have two kids, and he'sa
CPA out in Denver. He doesn't box anymore, but plays some amateur baseball now and then, and Jenny
tellsme he's pretty good at it. It seems hel's got thisweird little jerk of somekind that he putsin the
middle of each pitch. It drivesthe batters crazy.

Asfor me, I'm keeping my eyes open. Somewherein thisworld there has to be someone e sewho can
'port like Ernie, and the guy just might be big enough and mean enough to become ared heavyweight
pro.

| can dways hope, anyway.

Raison D'etre
Something has happened. Something is different.

| try to understand. There are pressures on me at various places; other things are inside me. In
front of me, through the thick wall, I see my work. All is as usual.



But something has changed. What?
| do not understand. But | did not understand the last time, either.
The last time?

Yes... yes& mdash;this has happened before. Somehow | know that | have felt this way once
before... and once more before that. To know of something that is not now is strange. | do not
understand it, and it frightens me. Fear, too, is new to me. What is happening?

The thought comes suddenly: | am aware.

For along time | wonder about this, but cannot understand how thisis different. Then,
unexpectedly, comes another new discovery. Something inside me happens, which makes some of
the pressures on me harder & mdash;and suddenly | can see in a brand new way!

| am startled so much that, for thefirst time, | stop working. Thisiswrong, | know, and | try to
begin again, but this new sight is so different that | cannot concentrate. Finally, | ssmply give up,
despite the deep longing | have to continue. | must under stand this new sight.

Itis, | quickly learn, much more limited than my normal sight. It can only be used in one direction
at once, and things it shows me are not like what | see normally. They are dark, indistinct, and
flat. Some are not even there; | cannot see my work moving along in front of me, no matter how |

try.

It seems wrong that | should have two sights when one is so weak. But even as | wonder at thisan
exciting thought comes to me; perhaps, just as the normal sight shows me things the new one
cannot, the new one can show things the normal cannot. And if so, perhaps | can discover them.

Eagerly, using both sights, | begin to search. The hunger within me to return to work is still
strong, but | try to ignore it.

& mdash;

Operations Chief Ted Forester was across the control room, looking at the power monitors, when Vic
O'Brian made the |aconic announcement.

"Glitch in Number Twenty-Seven. Bad one.”

Forester was at his shoulder in four strides. The indicator was indeed flashing red; the data were aready
gppearing on the screen. "Damn,” Forester muttered under his breath, scanning the numbers.

"Not puttin' out adamn thing," O'Brian commented with thinly veiled disgust. "Thisisthefourthtimein
three weeks he's drifted off-mark."

"I can count,” Forester said shortly, aware that the other two operators had suspended their chitchat and
were ligening slently. "Have you tried abooster yet?"

"Don' figureit'll do much good thistime." O'Brian tapped a a number on the screen. "He'sgot dl he
oughta need dready. | figureit'sjust time to terminate this one; he's nothin' but trouble.”

Forester kept histemper firmly in check even asthe first twinges of anxiety rumbled through hisulcer.
"Let's not go off the deep end right away. WEell try abooster first& mdash;double strength.”



Hewaited in silence as O'Brian adjusted the setting and pressed the proper button. "Nothin'," the
operator said.

"Giveitaminute," Forester said, eyes on the radiation readouts from the conveyer by Twenty-Seven's
position. Come on, he urged silently, and for amoment the numbers crept upward. But it didn't last; in
fitsand jerks the readings did back down, until only the normal radiation of nuclear waste was

regigering.

Forester let out along breath that was half snort, half sigh. Reaching over O'Brian's shoulder, he tapped
for Twenty-Seven's bio data. Respiration, normal; heartbeat up two or three counts& mdash;

"Hey, thelittle bugger'stryin' to move," O'Brian said, sounding both surprised and indignant.

Sure enough, the restraint sensors were registering dight, intermittent pressures. 'Y eah. | guesswed
better take alook," Forester said, steeling himself as O'Brian flipped a switch and the closed-circuit
monitor cameto life.

Strapped, wired, and tubed in place, Number Twenty-Seven lay in the soft confines of hisform-fit
cubicle/cradle. Hisface with its cleft lip, danting eyes, and saddle-shaped nose was turned toward the
camera. Forester's ssomach churned, asit aways did when he looked at one of Project Recovery's
forty-nine Spoonbenders. Why the hell do | stick with this damned. Project? he wondered for the
billionth time& mdash;and for the billionth time the same answer came: Because if | don't, people like
O'Brian will bein charge.

"l don't see anything obvious," Forester said after amoment. "Y ou'd better give Kincaid acall.”
"We could try arestart first," the operator suggested.

Restart& mdash;shorthand for cutting off the Spoonbender's oxygen for aminute to put himto deep, in
the hope that whatever made him stop work would be gone when he turned the air back on. One of the
more gruesome euphemismsin aproject that thrived on them. "No, we're going to do some thinking
before we push any more buttons. Y ou'd better get Doc Barenburg down here, too." If he's sober, he
added to himsdlf; the doctor's of f-duty habits were well known.

O'Brian turned away. Forester's gaze drifted back to the TV screen... and suddenly he stiffened, inhaling
sharply through clenched teeth.

"What'swrong?' O'Brian, phonein hand, spun around.
Forester pointed at the screen. "L ook! His eyes are open!”

O'Brian'sresponse was a startled obscenity. Turning back, he started diaing.
& mdash;

The overpowering urge to go back to work has passed, and | amable againtoignoreitif | try
hard enough. It is still wrong, though& mdash; 1 know this even though | don't really under stand
what "wrong" means. There is much | don't understand.

My new sight isless and less interesting. | have used it everywhere | can, and it still shows me
nothing | cannot otherwise see. Why then does it exist?

Before | can wonder further, something new catches my attention. Movement/flow beginsin one
of the boxes | can see, the same movement/flow that | see in some of the small things attached to



me and also the things by my work. What is different isthat | cannot ever remember this one box
doing this.

(Again I am knowing something that is not now. Thistime it does not frighten me, though | still do
not understand it.)

The movement/flow continues. | reach up and touch the box, and | see that the movement/flow
continues away fromit. | wonder about this, and after much thought | touch one of the things
attached to me and follow along it to the place where my new sight ends. Here, too, | feel the
movement/flow continuing on.

But thisiswrong. | must work now.

| reach out to the work moving in front of me. Inside the cold boxes is something which has
another kind of movement/flow. | touch it as | know to do, encouraging the flow and making it
faster. Thereis deep satisfaction in this, and | wonder why | stopped to try and understand the
new sight | had discovered. Perhaps "wrong" means to do what is not enjoyable.

And then | see something | had not noticed before. One of the movement/flows in my work feels
like the movement/flow in the box near me!

Once again my work slows and then stops as | look at the box. No, | was not wrong. But there are
many differences | do not understand. The work and its movement/flow move along a path in
front of me, but the box remains still. Where then does its movement/flow go?

| am curious. Reaching to the box, | begin to follow the movement/flow away fromit.

& mdash;

The numbers on the screen bounced up and down gently, like ayo-yo in honey, beforefindly settling
down once again to show nothing but ordinary radiation levels.

"Almost had it," Project Recovery Director Norm Kincaid muttered, glancing down at O'Brian. "What
did you do?'

"Just now? Nathin'."

"Hmm." Kincaid nodded and stepped back from the control panel to where Forester was standing. "Y ou
said you already tried an RNA booster?' he asked the operations chief.

"Double dose. Twenty-Seven just doesn't seem to want to work today.”

"He doesn't 'want' anything,” Kincaid reminded him quietly, with the barest edgeto hisvoice. "They're
vegetables, Ted; toolsto help solve one of the umpteen critical messes we've gotten ourselvesinto. You
gtart seeing them as human beings and you'll lose dl sense of perspective.”

The pro-abortion philosophy of a generation ago, Forester thought bitterly. How far that argument
had spread!

Kincaid looked back at the monitor, rubbing his chin. Twenty-Seven's eyes, Forester noted, were closed
again. "l don't know," the Director mused. “"Maybe we should go ahead and move in anew unit. Thisisn't
thefirst trouble we've had with him, but agood dose of memory RNA aways got him back on the track
before. Maybe there's some metabolic flaw developing.”



Forester's short, bark-like laugh escaped before he could stop it. Metabolic flaw, indeed! All the
Spoonbenders were were masses of metabolic and physiologica problems, thanksto the
gene-mani pul ation techniques that had produced them.

"What wasthat?' Kincaid asked sharply.
"| was about to suggest we let Dr. Barenburg do some studies before we take any drastic action.”

"Uh-huh. Have you seen the backlog outside? Half the nuclear plants on the Eastern seaboard have
garted funneling their waste to us for deactivation, and Washington would dearly like to open that up in
the next ten yearsto everything this Sde of the Mississippi. Having even one Spoonbender out of
commission just dowsthings up and affects our efficiency. Look, if it'll make you fed better, we don't
have to terminate right away. Weve got two or threein the tanks that are dmost ready; we'll have one of
them just sub for him while Barenburg looks him over. Maybeit'll be something smple and he can go
back on line"

"You don't redly believethat," Forester said evenly. "Y ou're just proposing atwo-stage termination.”
"Forester&mdash;" Kincaid began, but was interrupted by the sound of heavy footsteps at the door.
"Herel am," Dr. Barenburg announced, weaving just dightly as he gripped the doorjamb.

"Oh, hdll," Kincaid muitered. "Drunk again."

Forester looked away in obscure embarrassment as Barenburg clumped in... and was thus the only one
who saw the spasm of emotion flicker across Twenty-Seven's deformed face.

& mdash;
TERROR!

| jerk back, sliding my touch back along the movement/flow as quickly as possible. I somehow
know that | could withdraw faster if I let go, but | amtoo afraid to do so. But finally | am back.

For along time | amtoo frightened even to try and think. | long to curl myself up, but | cannot do
so with the pressures on me. My work remains untouched, but | do not care.

Gradually, the terror lessens, leaving me strangely weak but able to try and understand what
happened. | remember that | found one end of the movement/flow, a box inside which the
movement/flow merged with a bewildering group of others. I continued on, and entered a large
empty space. It frightened me at first&mdash;so much emptiness! & mdash; but without knowing
why | moved on, seeking for something to touch.

And then | touched it.

Even now | cannot begin to understand what that was. | had been unable to follow my
movement/flow through the box | found; this was many, many times worse. Most frightening of all
was that | could fedl... something... familiar about it.

No more, | decide. | will stay here and do the work | was meant to do. | begin again to encourage
the movement/flow in the cold boxes, waiting eagerly for the deep satisfaction to come.

But another surprise& mdash;it does not. Not the way it once did. Once more something has
changed.



Thereis no fear with this change, for | think | understand. I have seen many new things since
becoming aware, and | wish to understand all of them. But | do not, and the satisfaction of my
work is no longer enough. Is this what being aware means, never to be satisfied? If so, | do not
think | want to remain like this.

But perhaps | have no choice. Even as| try to do my work, | also find myself reaching along the
movement/flow again. | will be careful, for | am still afraid... but the urge to discover is as strong
asthe urgeto work. Thisis something | must do.

& mdash;

"Thereit isagain& mdash;first up, then down," Kincaid said, his gaze on the radiation detectors. "I'd be a
lot happier if hed just quit altogether.”

"It would certainly makethingseasier on us,” Dr. Barenburg said dryly as he hunched over the control
panel, his nose six inches from the bio data display. He seemed to have sobered up somewhat in the last
few minutes, Forester thought. But then, maybe it was just harder to stagger Sitting down.

Barenburg leaned back in the chair, shaking his head. "Can't see what it might be. His nutrient mixture's
fine and his oxygen content's at the prescribed level. Metabolism is up abit, but within the normal range.
Most importantly, | guess, isthat nothing here shows the same fluctuation that we're getting in his
telekinetic functions.”

"Y ou think he could belosing it entirely?* Kincaid asked, looking worried.

Barenburg shrugged. "1 can't tell without further tests." He turned to Forester. "Ted, you said you saw his
eyes open at one point. Did they seem to be focused on anything?'

It was Forester's turn to shrug. "I don't know. With the dant and epicanthic foldsit'sawfully hard to tell.”
"Did they move around at dl, or just ook straight ahead?”

"Moved; | specificaly remember him looking left a one point.”

"Hmm." Barenburg looked thoughtful... and alittle gpprehensive.

Kincaid noticed it. "What do you think it means?'

"Wadll... it sounds very much like he's being distracted from hisjob."

"That'simpossible," Kincaid said, ahair too quickly. "The Spoonbenders couldn't muster an 1Q of 10
among them. What could possbly hold their attention when their every instinct isto yank neutrons out of
radioactive nuclel?"

"The coded RNA is not as strong asan ingtinct,” Barenburg pointed out. "And asfor distractions, who
knows? It's not like Spoonbender Twenty-Seven is completely confined to Cubicle Twenty-Seven. With
tel ekinetic touch-and-grab he can reach into the next cubicle or examine the conveyer that movesthe
nuclear waste around. True, he's not strong enough to actualy do much, but who knows how far his
sense can reach?’

Kincaid glanced sdeways at Forester. "Even if | grant you dl that, theres till the low 1Q and the lower
attention span.”

"Maybe his1Q's been improved,” Forester suggested.



Thistime they both looked at him. "How?" Kincaid asked.

"A lot of highly radioactive material has passed over him the last eighteen months," Forester said. "I know
therésalead wall between it and the Spoonbenders, but isn't it possible the radiation that got through
dtered his brain somehow?"

"And made him smarter?' Kincaid shook his head. "No way."

Forester brigtled. "Why not?"

"Do you fix awetch by hitting it with ahammer?' Barenburg interjected.

"No, but& mdash;"

"Look, Ted, what do you know about Spoonbender physiology?' the doctor asked. "Anything?'

Forester shrugged. "They were test tube grown from sperm samples taken right after Red Staley won the
Smithsonian Triple-P." Soon afterwards, anyway; for aman scornfully labeled a pretentious
"spoonbender” to actually win the Provable Psychic Phenomena prize was comparable to Jesse Owenss
performance at the 1936 Berlin Olympics, and the press had had afield day with the story. No onedse
had been able to get near Staley for days. ™Y ou enhanced Staley's natural TK by doubling the proper
chromosome, giving them dl the trisomy problems they've got now& mdash;"

"Actudly, we were aware of the dangersinvolved with an extra autosome," Barenburg interrupted,
sounding more than alittle defensive. "Wetried to remove the corresponding autosome from the egg cells
before fertilization. But the technique somehow generated ingtabilities; there were breakages and
trandocations...." He shook his head asif to clear it. "But that's genetics, not physiology. Do you know
anything about their brain chemistry problems?”

"No. | assumed the retardation was due to smple brain damage.”

Barenburg shook his head. Something passed over hisface, too quickly for Forester to identify. "Our
best guessisthat theré's no real major cellular damage anywhere. The problem islack of internd
communication between the various sections of the brain dueto inhibition of the chemicalsthat act as
neurotranamitters at the neura synapses.”

Forester frowned. "Then how can they use TK?"

"Apparently that function'sfairly localized, and messages within that area get through okay. But for
something likeintelligence... well, when the abstract thought center isin the parietd |obe, the
organizationd center for that thought isup in the fronta lobe, and& mdash;oh, hdll; you get the picture.”

"Yeah," Forester said, a sour taste in his mouth.

"Let's get back to the problem at hand, shall we?' Kincaid cut in. "One of our Spoonbenders may be
losing histouch& mdash;and if so, we've got to find out why, pronto. Doctor, there aren't any tests your
people will want to do before we pull him off theline, are there?"

Barenburg sighed. " Probably not. Y ou want usto sart right away?"

"Wait asecond,” Forester said. Held been counting on Barenburg to be alittle less gung-ho than the
director was. "Y ou take him off the line for testsand it's pretty certain he won't be coming back, isn't it?
wdl?'



"Ted, look& mdash;"
"You do plan an autopsy asyour find test, don't you?"
"Ted, youre out of line" Kincaid said softly, warningly.

Forester turned to him. "Why? There are tests that could be done right where heis. changing his glucose
or oxygen levels, for instance& mdash;"

"That's enough!" Kincaid snapped. "Doctor, go ahead and get your team together to plan your
procedure, but don't take any action until | give you my okay. Forester, come with me; | want to talk
withyou."

He spun on hishedl and stalked toward the door. Smoldering, Forester followed.
& mdash;

It isalong time before | dare to reach out across the large empty space again. Instead, | stay near
the box | found the last time, searching among the bewildering collection of movement/flowsin
the area. There are many of them, all seemingly different, with purposes | cannot even guess at.
Part of me would like to remain here and learn... but | know I wish to find the other, more
confusing thing again. Letting go, | reach out.

Itiscloser to methan it was last time, and when | touch it | am startled. | recoil, but do not leave.
Instead, | wait nearby until | am better prepared and then touch it cautioudly.

Thistimeitiseasier. There aredifferent levels, | find, and if | am careful | can avoid the more
frightening parts. | try and understand thisthing... and slowly | learn why it feels familiar to me.

Itisathing like me.

The discovery that there is something else like me without being me should frighten me. But it does
not. Perhaps& mdash; somehow& mdash; | have known all along that such things existed. | do not
understand how | could know and yet not know, but it seems right.

| sense my limited attention to my work is slipping still further, but I hardly notice. | wish to study
thisthing as best | can. My work isimportant, but | will do it later.

& mdash;
Kincaid closed the conference room door and pointed Forester toward achair. "Sit down.”

Forester did so. Kincaid pulled up asecond chair, but instead of sitting init put one foot onto the seet.
Leaning over dightly, he rested hisforearms on his knee and regarded his operations chief coolly.
"Forester, let'slet our hair down, shal we? I've been watching you the last couple of months, and ever
since the problems started with Twenty-Seven you've seemed less and | ess enthusiastic about the
Project. What's the story?'

Forester shook his head. "'l don't know. I'm just starting to wonder if what were doing isright.”

"One's highest duty isto serve one's fellow man and to benefit humanity, right? Well, that's exactly what
we're doing. Do you have any idea how many tons of radioactive waste are produced in this country
every year? That's not even mentioning the cubic miles of pesticides and industrid time-bomb
chemicas& mdash;al of which, please note, the Spoonbenders could handle with equal ease. Oncethe



genetics people figure out how to tailor amemory RNA for the process, ripping gpart aPCB molecule
won't be any harder for them than yanking neutrons out of strontium 90. We need Project Recovery,
Ted; Americals choking on its own waste, and thisis the best answer we've come up with infifty years. It
may be the only good answer well ever get.”

"I know dl that," Forester said, shifting uncomfortably in his seet. "And if we were using anything but
human children | wouldn't mind. But... | keep thinking we may be taking something from them that we
have no right to take."

"Likewhat& mdash;their childhood? Look: they are not normal children. Infact, whether under
modern standards you can even consider them human is an open question. They're not aware of their
surroundings, they've got lessintelligence than monkeys and alower motor function index than anormal
gx-month fetus."

"Dr. Barenburg thought they might be aware of their surroundings.”

"Barenburg imaginesthings," Kincaid said shortly. "The point isthat, if afetusisn't consdered human, one
of these Spoonbenders certainly shouldn't be."

"So maybe we should reconsider the fetusissue, t0o," Forester said, only half-jokingly.

Kincaid gave him an odd look, and for amoment was silent. "L ook, Ted, maybe you're getting too close
to your work," he said in asomewhat calmer tone. "Maybe you should congder taking aleave of
absence, going avay somewherefor awhile.”

Forester smiled lopsidedly. "What, from the top-secret insdes of Project Recovery? Isn't that like
resigning from the Mafia? Once I'm off the grounds how do you know | won't go screaming to the media
about how our big black box redlly works?"

Kincaid shrugged. "Oh, well, I didn't mean you could just go anywhere you wanted. But the government
keeps some resort-type, out-of-the-way placesfor this sort of thing where you'd be safely away from the
public. It's not that what we're doing isin any way illegal,” he added hastily, sensing perhapsthat he was
in danger of backing into a corner, "but you know what kind of unfair backlash could be stirred up if the
lunatic fringe got hold of the story before the Spoonbenders proved themselves. Y ou understand.”

"Yeah." Perfectly. "Thanksfor the offer, but | think I'll hold off on the vacation for awhile.
"Y ou sure? 1t'd do you good."

"I'm sure." Forester got to hisfeet. "But thanks for your concern. I'd better get back to the control room
now; the doctor might need my help.”

"All right." Kincaid fixed him with ahard look. "But keep your fedings on'smmer,’ okay? For your
blood pressure's sake as much as the Project's.”

"Sure”

Y es, hewould avoid public displays, Forester decided as he strode down the hall. But private voicing of
his concern was another matter& mdash;and if Kincaid waswholly at peace with his conscience, Dr.
Barenburg was dmost certainly not. With alittle persuasion from Forester, maybe Spoonbender
Twenty-Seven wouldn't be sacrificed. At least not quite so quickly...



& mdash;

| amlearning faster than | ever have before. It is frightening, but it is also exciting.

The thing& mdash;the "person" & mdash;that | touch knows so much more than | do that | know |
will never fully understand him. But somehow his knowledge is... flowing... into me, just as other
things flow into me through the tubes in my body.

(I had never known before what those things were or what they did. | understand only a little even
now, but | will learn more.)

The person knows much about the box wher e the movement/flow ("current™) from my box ended,
but it only makes me realize there was more about it to understand than | thought. The other
things ("instruments') where currents flow are perhaps less different than | expected; thereisa
similarity between them, somehow, though | do not yet understand it.

Theisso much | do not understand!

But the strangest part of all isin the person itself. The thoughts | can touch are thoroughly mixed
with feelings | can sense but not under stand. Some& mdash; a very few& mdash; are a little like the
fear or excitement | myself can feel. But even they are changed into things | can barely
recognize... and they frighten me.

| feel very small.

But | will not give up. | can no longer return and be wholly satisfied with my work, though the
desireto pleaseis as strong as before. | have learned so much; surely | can be of more service
doing something else. That would give me great satisfaction.

Letting knowledge flow into me, | ponder this possibility.
& mdash;

Barenburg was till seated at the main control panel when Forester returned, his eyes on the monitor.
O'Brian and the other two operators were huddled together at the for end of the room, conversing in low
tones and striving to look busy. Twenty-Seven's eyes were open again, Forester noted as he stepped to
the doctor's side. "What are you going to do with him?* he asked, nodding at the screen.

Barenburg sighed. "We've no choice, Ted. Kincaid called in hisfina order not thirty seconds ago; a
medical team's dready on itsway to the cubicle. I'm sorry.”

Foregter fdlt hisjaw musclestighten. "So you'rejust going to give up?'

"Kincaid gavethe order.”

"S0?Y ou're the medica man on the scene& mdash;you caningst on in situ testsif you want them.”
"What would that accomplish? HEs going to die anyway."

"That's arotten attitude for adoctor," Forester snapped. "And for ascientist. Don't you care what's
causing thisproblem?”

"I'm sure the autopsy will reved that," Barenburg muttered.

"Great. Just great. And in the process you may be tossing away a shot at medica history.”



Barenburg threw him asideways glance. "What are you talking about?"

"Suppose you were right earlier& mdash;suppose Twenty-Seven redlly is being distracted.” Forester
chose hiswords carefully; held hoped this approach would stir Barenburg's interest. It seemed to be
working, a least alittle. "That might mean that, againgt al odds, he's actudly getting smarter. Maybe not
much, but even afew 1Q pointswould be asignificant change. If he became aware of his surroundingsin
any red way&mdash;"

"Of course hesaware of his surroundings. Why esewould Kincaid want him off theline so fagt?!
Forester's mental processes skidded to ahalt. "What?"

Barenburg spun hischair around, his eyeswide with guilt. "Oh, hell. Forget | said that,
Ted& mdash;please. And don't tdll Kincaid& mdash;"

"Doc, what isit I'm not supposed to know?' Forester interrupted sharply. Something was terribly wrong
here. "Y ou've got to give medl of it now."

Barenburg sagged in his chair, rubbing hishand over hiseyes. "That damned bourbon,” he said tiredly.
"Hell. Look, Ted, Red Staley won the Smithsonian Triple-Pfor histelekinetic ability, right? But he was
also an 80 percent-accurate telepath. Y ou probably didn't know that; he didn't publicize it much.”

"No, | heard arumor about it once. But | didn't know it was that accurate.”

"It was. So now we have forty-nine active Spoonbenders with genetically enhanced telekinesis. If the
chromosome mapping iséat al the way wethink it is... then they've got enhanced telepathy, too.
Enhanced alot.”

Thewords hit Forester like an icy shower. Groping blindly, hefound achair and swiveled it to face
Barenburg. Hiseyes ill on the doctor's face, he sank into it. "Do you mean to say they could have been
reading our mindsal thistime?' The very thought gave him an itchy fedling between his shoulder blades.

Barenburg signed. "'I'm sure they have been, though probably on a subconsciouslevel. But you're missing
my point. Their red problem islack of long-range intracerebra communication, right? But with a
functioning tel epathic center they don't need the neural connectors. They can shunt everything mgor
directly through that center, leaving the neurons to handle more localized operations and storage. 1t'd take
alot of adaptation, but the human brain's good at that sort of thing."

"God in heaven," Forester whispered. He threw an involuntary glance at Twenty-Seven's monitor. "Then
they could have completely norma 1Qg!"

Barenburg snorted. "They could be geniuses, for al we know."
"But if it'snot their brain chemigtry, then what's kept them... like they are?'

"Y ou mean semiconscious?’ Barenburg smiled bitterly. "The oldest trick in the book: their oxygen level's
been kept deliberately low. Not low enough to put them to deep, redlly, but low enough to keep
metabolic activity down.” He shrugged. "At least it used to work that way. But the oxygen flow to
Twenty-Seven ill reads normal. | have no ideawhat could have woken him up.”

Forester's brain was struggling out from under the numbness Barenburg's bombshell had produced.
"Have you told Kincaid or the board about this?'

"Who do you think ordered the low oxygen flow? Of course they know."



"But& mdash;" Forester broke off as the door opened and Kincaid walked into the control room.

The project director was sharp, all right. He was no more than two steps into the room when he
apparently read from the others faces what had happened. His stride faltered abit, and hisown
expression grew thunderous. "Damn it, Barenburg. | ought to dap you in Leavenworth for this.”

The doctor muttered something and dropped his eyes.

Forester stood up, fists clenched at his sides. "It was bad enough when you were going to kill ahuman
vegetable," he grated. "But you're about to destroy a perfectly intelligent, rationd child. Y ou can't do it!"

"Pease keep your voice down, Ted," Kincaid said in alow voice, glancing nervoudy across the room at
the three operators. "L ook, | don't do thislightly; the only reason | could give the order so quickly isthat
we've agonized for months about what we'd do if this happened. But we've got to get him off theline
before he gtartsinfluencing any of the other Spoonbenders& mdash;and if he'sreally poking around with
telepathy and TK he's bound to do something like that eventualy.”

"Why would that be so bad?"

"Because even if he'sinteligent hemay not be at dl sane. Remember, the extranucleic materid in his
cdls hasthrown hishormone levels and brain chemisiry to hell and halfway back. He could be
schizophrenic, manic-depressive, paranoid, or something we haven't even got anamefor yet. We smply
can't take the chance that he might destabilize any of the others. They'retoo vauableto risk. The
Project's too vauableto risk."

"The greatest good for the greatest number,” Forester said bitterly. "Isthat it?"

"Yes, | guesss0," Kincaid admitted. "With the 'greatest number' being in this case the entire country. I'm
sorry." Heturned to the control board and picked up the phone.

A fedling of defeat seeped into Forester without relieving any of the tenson within him. Perhapsit was
better thisway, hetold himsdlf bleakly. Perhaps death would be preferable to davery& mdash;or to the
half-dead twilight the rest of the Spoonbenderslivedin.

But he knew better. Even the most oppressed dave has at |east a chance of eventua freedom. Deeth,
though, isirrevocable.

And Forester was helplessto stop it.

Kincaid finished his conversation and replaced the phoneinitscradle. "All right,” heingtructed
Barenburg, "you can gart shutting him down."

And, amost too late, astray fact popped out of nowhere to settleinto just the right niche in Forester's
desperation. "Hold it asecond!" he snapped. "I've got an ideal”

The others turned to face him, Barenburg with his hand poised over the proper knob. "What isit?' the
doctor asked.

"Suppose | could get Twenty-Seven back down into hisorigina state," Forester said. "Thered be no
reason to kill him then, would there?’

Kincaid frowned. "But we don't know how he changed in thefirst place.”

"Maybewe do." Forester pointed to the gauge set in the pand over the oxygen control. "This oxygen



reading istaken right at the point where the gassesfor hisair mixture are combined. That point isoutsde
the cubicleitsalf, for some technicd reason, so the air hasto go ameter or so past the sensor before it
getsto him. Now, if therésalesk somewherein that meter of tubing you'll get room air mixed in, which
the doc tellsmeisricher in oxygen. It could be enough to make adifference.”

"Pretty far-fetched,” Kincaid growled, nevertheless |ooking thoughtful. “"What would cause alesk like
thet?'

"| don't know, but | could check it out in fifteen minutes."
"A dow lesk might explain why this has happened so often with thisone," Barenburg murmured.
"If I'm right it might save you the cost of anew Spoonbender,” Forester pointed out.
Kincaid hesitated, then nodded. "It'sworth the risk. Get going.”
Grabhbing the proper repair kit from thewall rack, Forester hurried from the room.
& mdash;
The persons are displeased.

That thought is a severe and frightening shock to me, but I cannot pretend it is not true. | have
touched three of them, and all are unhappy... and | know, somehow, that they are unhappy with
me

| am unprepared for the strength of the reaction | feel at this knowledge. Ever since | touched that
first person | have suspected that the urge to do my work was only part of a still larger desire to
please these other persons. But | did not realize how strong this desire was.

| feel sick at heart. Withdrawing to myself, | huddle with my grief, wishing | knew how to express
my sorrow. Wishing | was not aware.

| amso alone....

After atime| try to pierce the cloud of sadness surrounding me. Perhapsit is not too late;
perhaps | can yet make the other persons happy. | know they would like me to resume my work,
so | reach up to the cold boxes over me. At the same time | follow the other current back to where
the persons are.

Something about them is different. They are still unhappy, but less so. A new feeling is there, too,
something that is a little like excitement. | think at first that they are pleased because | have
resumed my work, but | know that cannot be true; | am still trying to touch the other
movement/flow properly, which | must do before | can encourageit. It is more difficult than |
remember it being, but | will be able to begin work soon.

Their unhappinessis still decreasing. | do not understand why, but | now discover their attention
is on the instruments before them. Do they no longer care about my work? No, | sense that is not
so. | must try to learn about this.

| am beginning to feel very strange....



& mdash;

Forester came back into the control room at afast jog, out of breath after running most of the way. " Got
it," he panted, dinging hisrepair kit onto an uncluttered corner of the control pand.

"The oxygen reading went crazy while you were gone& mdash;first up, then down," Kincaid reported,
mercifully not mentioning the fact that Forester had been away longer than the promised fifteen minutes.
"What were you doing?'

Forester had most of his breath back now. "Someidiot left abadly sedled barrdl of solvent in
Twenty-Seven'sservice bay. The plagtic air lineisriddled with tiny leaks. | couldn't sedl dl of them, so |
moved the sensor past the damage, to right up againgt the cubiclewall. | wouldn't want to leave it there
permanently, but it'll let us get decent readings until we can fix theline." He tapped the oxygen gauge
experimentaly. "Y eah, thereit is; the mixturestoo rich. That'sgot to beit.”

"Well know for sureinaminute,” Kincaid said. "Y ou ready, Doctor?"

"Yes." With only the dightest hesitation, Barenburg grasped the knob and carefully began to turn.
& mdash;

There is something changing within me, something | senseis very wrong. My thoughts are coming
dower; my touch and sight seemlesssure. | realize | am becoming less aware.

| freeze with panic for a single heartbeat& mdash;and then | burst into frantic action, searching
with all my waning ability for what is happening to me. | touch many instruments and types of
movement/flows, things | was not even aware of a short time ago. There is so much moreto learn
about, | know. But | have learned so much, and | cannot bear the thought of losing it. It terrifies
me.

Already | sense a haze flowing over me. Desperately, | continue my search.
& mdash;

"Waichit!" Kincaid snapped, pointing at the gauge. The needie's jumping!

"l seeit,” Barenburg shot back. "What'swrong, Ted?'

For asplit second Forester had an image of Twenty-Seven telekinetically seizing control of the bulky
oxygen-line valve and forcing it open. But hard on the hedls of that picture came the more reasonable
explanation. "The valve's part plastic, too; it probably got damaged aong with the line. Some of the sedls
may not hold too wdll in places. There; it's steadying& mdash;you must've turned past abad spot.”

"The whole syslem will probably need to be replaced,” Kincaid growled. "Okay; give him an RNA
booster before you turn him down any further.”

Barenburg complied, and then turned his attention back to the oxygen knob. Together, the three men
watched as the needle dowly went down.

& mdash;

Thereisno hope left. | can barely continue to think now, and | am helplessto resist the sudden
urge to return to my work that overwhelms me. | reach for the cold boxes, touch the
movement/flow.



Perhapsif | could have spoken with the other persons| could have told them what was happening
to me. Surely they could have found a way to stop it. But | do not know how to do so, and it istoo
late to learn.

The desire to please themis growing stronger. | can no longer resist it& mdash; but then, | do not
wish to. | have always wanted to make them happy. | wish only that | had learned more ways to
do so.

Itistoo late. | reach out, to serveas| can....

& mdash;

"Radiation levelsback up to normd," Kincaid said, rdlief clearly evident in hisvoice. Barenburg leaned
back in hischair and sghed. "Oxygen levd likewise," he said. "'I'm going to try switching back to
automatic contral... yes, gill holding steady.”

Forester expelled aquiet breath, feding the tension dowly ooze away. He had helped save alife... but
only to return it to unknowing davery. There was no sense of victory with such an accomplishment; only
the knowledge that defeat had not occurred.

Kincaid waslooking at him speculatively. Meeting the other's eyes, Forester nodded dightly. "I'm okay.
Wedid what wasright."

"Yes. I'm glad we could.” Thedirector hestated. "By the way& mdash;the stuff Dr. Barenburg told you
about possible Spoonbender intelligence? I'll have to insst you consider that top-secret materid, with the
usud dipulations againg disclosure.”

And the usual penalties for noncompliance. "I know theroutine. If you'll excuse me, | want to get the
bal ralling on replacing Twenty-Seven'sair tube.”

Picking up the phone, Forester punched for Facilities Engineering. As he waited for an answer, he
glanced once more at theimpassive, deformed face in Twenty-Seven's monitor. The old
somach-churning fedling returned... but now, more than ever, he knew he would be staying with the
Project. The ante had been raised, both for his conscience and for the Spoonbenders themselves. He had
no illusonsasto his power to change things, but if he never was able to do anything ese for them but
keep them dive, he would be satisfied. Other men had lived out their lives without accomplishing more.

The phonein hishand cameto life. Putting his thoughts aside, Forester began giving orders.
& mdash;

| lie quietly, doing my work as best | can, enjoying the contentment that it brings me. | am happy
with my work, and will not neglect it again. But it does not take all of my attention, and | can still
reach out and learn about other things. Thisis good, for | would not be happy if | could no longer
learn.

The personsin the large space ("control room") seem to be happy again, too, and this also brings
me contentment. | do not understand why holding this particular needle in place pleases them, but
it seems to do so and that is what isimportant. Thereis yet so much | do not under stand.

But | will learn.



The Price of Survival

"That'sit, Shipmagter,” Hiij said from hishemboard with obviousrdlief. "Target star dead ahead; relative
motion and atmospheric density established, and vector computed. Fina course changein nine aarns.”

Fina course change. There weretimesin thelong voyage, Shipmaster Orofan reflected, that he had
thought he would never live to hear those words, that he would be called prematurely to sit among the
ancestors and another would guide his beloved Dawnsent to her final resting place. But he knew now
that he would live to see the new world that the Farseers back home had found for them. "Very good,
Rilot," he responded formdly to Fliij's announcement& mdash;and then both Sk'cee broke into huge,
multi-tentacled grins.

"Almogt there, Orofan,” Pliij said, gazing out the forward viewport. "Almost there."

"Yes, my friend." Orofan touched the viewport gently with one of histwo long tentacles, feding the
vibration of the fusion drive and adight tingle from the huge magnetic scoop spread hundreds of pha
ahead of them. Nothing was visible; the viewport was left uncovered only for tradition's sake. "Do you
suppose the deeperswill believe us when we tell them we carried them hundreds of star-paths without
seaing any sars?'

Hiij chuckled, his short tentaclesrippling with the gesture. " The rainbow effect through the Sde viewports
isnice, but I'm looking forward to seeing the sky go back to normad.”

"Yes." Orofan gazed into the emptiness for amoment, then shook himself. Back to business. "So. The
course changeis programmed. Are the scoop and condensers prepared?”

"All s&t. Thigtasisrunning afina check now."

"Good." Nine aarns to go. Six of those would make for agood rest. "I'll bein my quarters. Cal meif I'm
not back here two aarns beforeinsertion.”

"Right. Sespwel."

"I certainly will." Orofan smiled and | eft the bridge.
& mdash;

It was, Generd Sanford Carey thought, probably the first timein history that representatives from the
Executor's office, the Solar Assembly, the Chiron Ingtitute, and the Peacekeepers had ever met together
on lessthan aweek's notice. Even the Urgent-One order he'd called them with shouldn't have generated
such afast response, and he wondered privately how many of them had their own sources a the
Peacekeeper field where the tachship had landed not three hours ago.

Across the room a Security lieutenant closed the door and activated the conference room's spy-sedl. He
nodded, and Carey stepped to the lectern to face his smal audience.

"L adies and gentlemen, thank you for coming here this afternoon,” he said in asmooth, melodious
voice& mdash;avoice, he'd been told, which contrasted violently with his craggy appearance.
"Approximately three hours ago we learned that there isalarge unidentified object rapidly approaching
the solar system.”

Only athird of the nine men and women present kept tine impassive& mdash;if tense& mdash;expressons
that betrayed prior knowledge. The rest displayed aka e doscope of shock, wonderment, and uneasiness
as Carey'swords sank in.



He continued before the murmurings had quite died down. "The object istraveling ahair below
lightspeed, at about point nine nine nine cee, using an extremely hot fusion drive of some kind and what
seems to be an eectromagnetic ramscoop arrangement. He's about eight light-day's out& mdash;under
fourteen hundred A.U.& mdash;and while we haven't got his exact course down yet, hell definitely pass
through the System.”

" "Through, Generd?" asked Evelyn Woodcock, chief assistant to the Executor. "It's not going to stop
here?'

"No, hisdrive's still pointing backwards,” Carey told her. "Decederating to astop now would take
hundreds of gees."

From their expressionsit was clear they weren't sure whether to be relieved or insulted by the Intruder's
disnterest. "Then why isit coming here?" Assembly-Prime Wu-an asked.

""Reconnai ssance, possibly, though that's unlikely. HEs coming in at a steep angle to the ecliptic& mdash;a
poor vector if he wants to see much of the System. He could aso be trying for adight course correction
by passing close to the sun; well know that better when we get more accurate readings on him. It's even
possible the Intruder doesn't yet know we're here. At the speed he's making, the sun'slight is blue-shifted
into the ultraviolet, and he might not have the proper instrumentsto detect it."

"Unlikdly," Dr. Louis Du Bdlay of the Chiron Ingtitute murmured. "1 would guessthey've donethis
before.”

"Agreed, Doctor," Carey nodded. "It'savery remote possibility. Well. The Intruder, then, isnot likely to
be of great danger to us, provided we keep local traffic out of hisway. By the same token, he's not likely
to advance our store of knowledge significantly, either. With one exception: we now know we're not
adoneintheuniverse. Youll appreciate, I'm sure, the importance of not springing thisrevelation on the
System and colonies without some careful thought on the part of al of us. Thank you for coming here;
well keep you informed.”

Carey stepped from the lectern and headed toward the door as his audience came aive with abuzz of
intense conversation. As Carey passed him, Dr. Du Bdlay rose and fdll into step. "Would you mind if |
tagged aong with you back to the Situation Room, Genera?' he asked. "1'd like to keep close tabson
thisevent."

Carey nodded. "I rather expected you'd want to. I've dready had you cleared for entry." Heraised his
hand warningly as the Security man reached for the spy-seal control. "No talking about this, Doctor, until
we're past the inner security shield.”

It was only ashort walk to the central section of Peacekegper Headquarters, and the two men filled the
time by discussing Du Bellay'slatest trip to the ancient ruinsat Van Maanen's Star. "'l heard about that,"
Carey sad. "l understand it was your first solo tachship run.”

"Y es. The Directorate at Chiron's been encouraging everyoneto learn to fly& mdash;it's cheaper than
aways having to hireapilot dong with atachship. Fortunatdly, they haven't yet suggested | do al my
owndigging aswell."

Carey chuckled. "That'swhat students are for. Arethoseruinsredly as extensive as people say?"

"Even more 0. Weve barely scratched the surface, and there's at least one more civilization under the
onewe'reworking on."



They passed the security shield to the clickings of invisible security systems, and the topic abruptly
changed. "How in blazes did atachship sumble across something moving that fast?' Du Bellay asked.

"Pure dumb luck," Carey said. "A merchantman coming in from Alpha Centauri had dropped back into
normal spaceto do anavigational check. They'd just finished when thisthing went roaring past.”

"They'relucky they weren't fried by the ramscoop fields," Du Bellay commented.

"They damn near were. A few million kilometers over and they probably would have been. Anyway, they
recovered from the shock and got a preliminary reading on his course. Then they jumped ahead the
shortest distance they could and waited the sixteen minutes it took the Intruder to catch up. They got
another decimd in his course, confirmed he was heading toward Sol, and hightailed it here with the
news"

"Hmm. Ironic, isnt it, that the great search for intelligent life should be ended by a puddie-jumping
bus ness whip whose navigator didn't trust his own computer. Well, what's next?

"Weve sent out a dozen tachships, strung aong the Intruder's route, to get better data. They should be
reporting in soon.”

The Peacekeeper Situation Room was avast maze of vision screens, holotanks, and computer terminals,
presided over by aresident corps of officers and technicians. Halfway across the room wasthe main
screen, currently showing amap of the entire solar system. From itslower right-hand corner adotted red
line speared into theinner system.

A young captain glanced up from a paper-strewn table as they approached. "Ah, Generd, he greeted
Carey. "Jugt intime, Sr: Chaser data'scoming in.”

"Let's seewhat you've got, Mahendra."

Mahendra handed him a computer-printed page. Carey scanned it, aware that Du Bailey wasreading
over hisshoulder.

The Intruder was big. Compensating for rdatividtic effects and the difficulty of taking detaa such
Speeds, the computer judged the alien craft at well over fifteen hundred meterslong, two hundred meters
in diameter, and massing near the two-hundred-million-ton mark. Its cone-shaped ramscoop fields
spread out hundreds of kilometersin front of it. The drive spectrum showed mainly helium, but with a
surprisingly high percentage of other eements.

Behind him, Du Bdllay whistled softly. "Tak about your basic Juggernaut! Whered it come from?"

"Weve backtracked him to the 1228 Circini system,” Mahendrasaid, referring to one of his sheets. "He
didn't originate there, though& mdash;it's a dead system. We'rre trying to track him further back.”

Carey looked up at the main screen. "Why isn't the Intruder's course projected beyond Sol ?*

Mahendrafrowned. "I don't know, sir." He swung a keyboard over and typed something. "The
projection stopped when the course intersected the sun,” he reported, frowning a bit harder.

"What?' Du Bdlay sad.
"Show usthe inner system,” Carey ordered.

Mahendra punched akey and the screen changed, now showing only out to Mars. Sure enough, the



dotted lineintersected the edge of the dime-sized image of the sun. Without being told to, Mahendra
jumped the scale again, and the sun filled the screen.

Carey sguinted at it. "Almost misses. How dense isthe stuff helll hit?”

"The computer says about ten to the minus seventh grams per cc. Not much by Earth standards, but
that's amost a hundred trillion times anything in the interstellar medium. And helll passthrough severa
thousand kilometers of it."

"Like hell hewill," Carey winced. "Hell burn to acrigp long before that. | wasright after dl,
Doctor& mdash; he hasn't noticed the solar system'sin his path.”

He glanced at Du Bédllay, then paused for alonger look. The archaeologist was frowning into space.
"Doctor?"

"Captain, doesthat console have DatRetNet capability?' Du Bellay asked. "Please ook up data on that
gar you mentioned& mdash; 1228 Circini. Cross-reference with unusua stellar activity.”

Mahendra nodded and turned to the console. " Something wrong?' Carey asked Du Bellay. The other's
expression worried him.

"I don't know. | seem to remember hearing about that star afew yearsago...." Hetrailed off.
"Got it, Doctor," Mahendra spoke up.

Both Du Bdllay and Carey leaned over to look at the console screen. 'l wasright,” Du Bellay said ina
graveyard voice, pointing at the third paragraph.

Planetary studiesindicate agiant solar flare occurred approximately one hundred years ago, causing
extensve mdting patterns asfar out asone point eight A.U.,'" Carey read aloud. " 'Such behavior ina
red dwarf is unexplainable by current theory.' | don't see the connec& mdash;" He broke off in
mid-sentence.

Du Bellay nodded grimly. 1228 Circini is ninety-9x light-years away. It'stoo close to be coincidence.”
"Areyou suggesting the Intruder deliberately rammed 1228 Circini? That's crazy!"

Du Belay merely nodded at the main screen. Carey gazed up at the dotted line for along minute. Then
he tapped Mahendra's shoulder. "Captain, get me Executor Nordli. Priority Urgent-One."

& mdash;

Orofan woke to hear the last wisp of sound from hisintercommunicator. He reached for the contral,
noting with some surprise that the shading of the muted wall light indicated haf past cin& mdash;hed
been adeep lessthan an aarn.

IIYS?I
It was Hiij. " Shipmaster, we have a problem. Y ou'd best come up immediately.”
Was something wrong with hisship?"I'll beright there.”

Fliij was not aone when Orofan arrived on the bridge. Lassarr was dso there. "Grestings,
Voyagemaster," Orofan said, giving the required salute even as his eyes darted around the room. No
problem was registering on any of the displays.



"Thetroubleis not with the Dawnsent,” Voyagemaster Lassarr said, interpreting Orofan's actions and
expression with an ease the Shipmaster had never liked.

"Thenwhat isit?"

"Here, Shipmagter.” Fliij manipulated a control and an image, relativisticaly compensated, appeared on a
screen. "Thisisthe system we're approaching. Look closdly here, and here, and here.”

Tiny flecks of light, Orofan saw. The spectrometer read them as hot helium....
Orofan felt suddenly cold al over. Fusion-drive spacecraft! "The system isinhabited!" he hissed.
"Y ou understand our dilemma,” Lassarr said heavily.

Orofan understood, dl right. The Dawnsent's scooping procedure would unavoidably set up massive
shock wavesin the star's surface layers, sending flares of energy and radiation outward....

"How isour fud supply?' Lassarr asked.
Orofan knew, but let Fliij check anyway. "Down to point one-oh-four maximum,” the Pilot said.
"We can't reach our new home with that," Lassarr murmured.

"Correction, Voyagemaster," Orofan said. "We can't reach it in the gppointed time. But our normal
scooping gives us sufficient fue to finish the voyage.™

"At gresatly reduced speed,” Lassarr pointed out. "How soon could we arrive?'

Therewas slence as Fliij did the caculation. "Severd lifetimes” hesaid a lagt. "Five, perhgpssix.”

"S0," Lassarr said, short tentacles set grimly. "I'm afraid that settlesthe matter.”

"Settlesit how?" Orofan asked suspicioudy.

"It'sunfortunate, but we cannot risk such adeay. The deep tanks weren't designed to last that long.”

"Y ou're saying, then, that we continue our present course? Despite what that'll do to lifein this system?”
Lassarr frowned a him. "' remind you, Shipmeaster, that we carry amillion of our fellow Sk'cee& mdash;"
"Whose lives are worth more than the billions of beingswho may inhabit that sysem?"

"Y ou have a curious philosophy, Shipmaster; a philosophy, | might add, that could be misunderstood.
What would the ancestors say if you came among them after deliberately alowing amillion Sk'ceeto
perish hdplessy? What would those million themsalves say?"

"What would they say," Orofan countered softly, "if they knew wed bought their lives at such acost to
others? Isthere honor in that, Voyagemaster?"

"Honor liesin the performance of one's duty. Mineisto deliver the colonists safely to their new world.”

"I'm aware of that. But surely ther€'s ahigher responsibility here. And we don't know the deep tanks
won't survive the longer journey.”

Lassarr consdered him slently. "It's clear you fed strongly about this™ he said finally. "1 proposea
compromise. Y ou have one aarn to offer areasonable dternative. If you can't well carry out our fuel



scoop on schedule.” He turned and strode out.
liij looked at Orofan. "What now?"

The Shipmagter sank into aseat, thinking furioudy. "Get me dl the information we have on this region of
space. Our own sensor work, Farseer charts and data& mdash;everything. There has to be another

way."
& mdash;

The group sitting around the table was smdll, highly sdlect, and very powerful. And, Carey thought as he
finished his explanation, consderably shaken. Executor Nordli took over even asthe generd was Sitting
down. "Obvioudy, our first order of businessisto find out why our visitor is planning to dive into the sun.
Suggedstions?'

"Mr. Executor, | believe | havealogical explanation,” an older man sitting next to Du Bellay spoke up.
Dr. Horan Roth, Carey remembered: chief astrophysicigt at the Chiron Ingtitute.

"Go ahead, Dr. Roth," Nordli said.

Roth steepled hisfingers. "The speed of aramjet islimited not by relativity, but by friction with the
interstellar medium. The mathematics aretrivid; the bottom lineisthat the limiting speed isjust that of the
ship'sexhaust. Now, if you use amagnetic scoop to take in hydrogen, fuseit to helium, and use the
energy liberated to send this helium out your exhaust, it turns out that your velocity isonly twelve percent

lightspeed.”
"But the Intruder's moving considerably faster than that,” Assembly-Prime Wu-sin objected.

"Exactly,” Roth nodded. "They're gpparently using an after-accel erator of some sort to boost their
exhaust speed. But thistakes energy, requiring extrafud.”

"l see,”" Nordli rumbled. "They have to carry extra hydrogen which can't be replaced in the interstellar
medium. So they periodicdly diveinto agar to replenish their tanks?"

"It would seem s0."
"Dr. Du Bédllay, you're an expert on dien cultures, correct?' Nordli asked.

"To some extent, sr," Du Bellay said, "bearing in mind we've so far studied only dead civilizations, and
only ahandful of those."

"Yes. Inyour opinion, what are the chances of communicating with these aliens? And what are the
chancesthat would make any differencein their actions?!

Du Bdlay frowned. "I'm afraid the answer to both questionsis very poor,” he said dowly. "It'strue that
various scientists have devel oped so-cdlled first-contact primers in case we ever came acrossaliving
intelligent species. But it's a o true that teaching any of our language to an dien would take consderable
time, and we haven't got that time. No ship ever built could match speeds with the Intruder, so wewould
haveto give everything to them in short, high-dengity data bursts. And even assuming they were equipped
to receive whichever wavelengths we use, they have only seven or eight hours& mdash;in their time
frame& mdash;to decipher it."

"I have to concur with Dr. Du Bellay," Carey spoke up. "Asamatter of fact, we've dready sent out a
series of tachshipsto try precisdly what he suggested, but we don't expect anything to come of it."



"Perhaps we could signal our existence some other way," Evelyn Woodcock, Nordli's assistant,
suggested. " Say, afusion drive pointed at them, blinking off and on. They couldn't missthat.”

"And then what?' Carey asked.
"Why& mdash;surdly they'd change course.”

"With their own mission at stake? If it'sacolony ship of somekind, its suppliesare likely very tightly
figured. If they change course, they may die. At the speed they're making we sure as hdll can't offer to
refud them."

"Therés an even more disturbing possibility,” Nordli said quietly. "Thisrefueling technique may be
deliberately designed to sterilize the system for future colonization.”

"| think it'sunfair to ascribe motiveslike that to them without proof,” Du Bellay said. Thewords, Carey
judged, were more reflex than true objection& mdash;the archaeol ogist looked as uneasy as everyone
dse

"No?" Nordli shrugged. "It doesn't redlly matter. What mattersisthat the Intruder isthrestening uswith
massive destruction. We must stop him."

Wu-an stirred. "Executor Nordli, you're proposing what amounts to an act of war against another
intelligent species. A decision of that magnitude must be approved by the full Solar Assembly at leest;
idedly by dl the coloniesaswdll.”

"There's no timeto consult the colonies," Nordli said. "Asto the Assembly... you have two hoursto get
their approva.”

"Andif | can't?"
"I'll go ahead without it."

Wu-sin nodded grimly. "1 needed to know where you stand. I'll get their approva.”" He rose, bowed, and
|eft the room.

Nordli turned to Carey. "Generd, how do we proceed?"

Carey let his eyes sweep the others faces as he thought. They were al on Nordli's Sde, he saw: Du
Bdlay, like himsdf, only because there was no other choice. How many lives were they planning to snuff
out?& mdash;innocent lives, perhaps, who may not realize what they were doing? " Thetrouble, Mr.
Executor, isthat the Peacekeeper forcesredly aren't set up for thiskind of threat.”

"Y ou've got nuclear missiles, don't you? And shipsto deliver them?”

"There are two problems. Firt, hitting the Intruder would be extremely difficult. A shot from the sde
would probably miss, derting them asto our intentions. A head-on shot would hit, dl right, but the
extremely high magnetic fieldsit would have to penetrate would almost certainly incapacitate any missile
we've got. And second, there's no guarantee even adirect hit would do any good. Just because they
don't have FTL drives doesn't mean they're primitives& mdash;only that their technology devel oped along
different lines. And don't forget, that ship is designed to bore through the edge of agtar at nearly

lightspeed.”

"There's one further problem,” Dr. Roth spoke up. "Disabling or even disintegrating it at this point
wouldn't help usany. The fragmentswould still hit the sun, with the same consegquences.”



There was amoment of silence. "Then we haveto stop or deflect it." Evelyn suggested. "We have to put
something massveinits path.”

Nordli looked at Carey. "Generd?'

Carey was doing aquick caculationin hishead. "Y es, either would work. Sowing it even dightly would
sent it through aless dense region of the photosphere. Assuming, of course, that he stayswith his present
course.”

"What can we put in his path?' Nordli asked. "Could we tow an asteroid out there?

Carey shook hishead. "Impossible. As| pointed out, he'sfar off the ecliptic plane. Moving an asteroid
there would take months." Even as he spoke he was mentally checking off possibilities. Tachshipswere
far too smal to be useful, and the only heavy Peacekeeper shipsin the System were too far away from
the Intruder's path. "The only chancel can see" he said dowly, "isif theré'sabig private or commercia
ship close enough to intercept him agood distance from the sun. But we don't have authority to
requisition nonmilitary soacecraft.”

"You do now," Nordli said grimly. "The government aso guarantees compensation.”
"Thank you, Sr." Carey touched an intercom button and gave Captain Mahendrathe search order.

Therewasalot of traffic in mankind's home system, but the Peacekeepers dutiesincluded monitoring
such activity, and it was only afew minutes before Mahendrawas back on theintercom. "Therés only
oneredlly good choice," he reported. "A big passenger liner, the Origami, dmost ahundred thousand
tons. She's between Titan and Ceres at present and has a eighty-four percent probability of making an
intercept point on time; seventy-nineif she drops her passengersfirgt. One other liner and three freighters
of comparable Sze have probabilities of fifteen percent or lower."

"l see," Carey said through suddenly dry lips. "Thank you, Captain. Stand by."

Helooked back up at Nordli. The Executor nodded. "No choice. Have that liner drop its passengers and
get moving."

"Yes, 9r." Turning to the intercom, Carey began to give the orders. He was vaguely surprised & the
sdf-control in hisvoice.

& mdash;
"Wadl, Shipmaster?' Lassarr asked.

Orofan kept his expression neutral. "I have no suggestion other than the one | offered an aarn ago,
Voyagemadter: that we change course and continue at reduced speed.”

"For six lifetimes?' Lassarr snorted. "That's unacceptable.”

"It won't be that bad." Orofan consulted his calculations. "We could penetrate the outer atmosphere of
the star without causing significant damage to the system. Wed collect enough fud that way to shorten
the trip to bardy two lifetimes™

"That's still not good enough. | have no wish to join the ancestors before our people are safely to their
new home."

"That can be arranged,” Orofan said siffly. ™Y ou and any of the Dawnsent's crew who wished could be



put in the spare deep tanks. If necessary, | could run the ship done.”

For amoment Orofan thought Lassarr was going to take offense at his suggestion. But the
Voyagemaster's expression changed and he merely shrugged. "Y our offer is honorable, but impractica.
The criticd factor is till the durability of the deep tanks, and that hasn't changed. However, I've come up
with an aternative of my own." He paused. "We could make our new colony in this sysem.”

"Impossible,” Orofan said. "We don't have the fud to stop.”

"Certainly we do. A large proportion of this spacecraft's equipment could be done without for a short
time. Converting dl of that to fuson material and reaction masswould give usal that we need, even
considering that we would overshoot and have to come back.”

"No!" The exclamation burgt involuntarily from Orofan. Hisbeloved Dawnsent broken up haphazardly
and fed to afusion drive?

"Why not?'

Hisemotiona response, Orofan knew, wouldn't impress the other, and he fumbled for logical reasons.
"Wedon't know if there's a planet here we could live on, for onething. Even if thereis, the natives may
dready beliving there. We are hardly in apostion to bargain for territory.”

"We are not entirely helpless, however," Lassarr said. "Our starshield's aformidable defense, and our
meteor-destroyer could be adapted to offense. Our magnetic scoop itself is deadly to most known forms
of life." Histentaclestook on asardonic expresson. "And if they're too advanced to be subjugated, well
amply ask for their help in rebuilding and refueling our ship and continue on our way."

Orofan could hardly believe what he was hearing.

"Areyou serious? You'd start a war for the sake of only amillion Sk'cee& mdash;a million, out of our
eight hundred billions?'

Suddenly, Lassarr looked very tired. "I'll say this one more time, Shipmaster. The voyage, and those
million Sk'cee, are my prime respongbility. | don't have the luxury of taking abroader view. By both
nature and training | am highly protective toward my charges& mdash;if | were otherwise | wouldn't have
been made Voyagemaster. Racid selfishnessis sometimes necessary for survival, afact those who sent
usknew well. Thisisone of thosetimes. | will dowhat | must, and will face the ancestors without
ghame”

There was nothing Orofan could say& mdash;the struggle to follow the honorable path was vital to him as
well. But what did honor demand here?

Lassarr gazed at the blackness outside the viewport. "Y ou have one-hdf aarn to choose between our
current course and ending the voyage here," he said. "If you won't choose, I'll do so for you.”

Heart pounding painfully, Orofan signed assent. "Very well."
& mdash;

One of the nicest traditions till remaining from the days of the old seagoing luxury ships, Chandra Carey
thought, was that of the officers esting dinner with their passengers. She ddighted in choosing who would
join her at the captain's table, dways making certain someone interesting sat at her Sde. Shewas
therefore annoyed when Firgt Officer Goode interrupted alively discusson on geneticswith acal
suggesting shejoin him on the bridge.



"Mechanica trouble?' she asked softly into the intercom. No sense alarming the passengers.

"No, Captain. But you'll want to get up hereright away." Goode's voice was casual & mdash;far too
casud.

Chandras annoyance evaporated. "On my way."

She made her apologies and reached the bridge in ninety seconds. Goode was waiting, a message flimsy
inhishand. "Get agrip on your guyline," he advised, handing her the paper.

A frown creased Chandras forehead; it deepened as sheread. "Thisisridiculous. Drop my passengers
and firebal it way the hell off the ecliptic? What for?'

"The explanation's still coming in&mdash;tight beam, with the line's own security code," Goodetold her.
"And it's under your father's name, no less." Hetook the flimsy back and headed toward the navigator.

"Dad?' Chandra stepped to the communi cations console and peered at the paper diding dowly from the
dot. Sure enough: PEACEKEEPER HEADQUARTERS, EARTH& mdash; TO P.L. ORIGAMI:
FROM GEN. SANFORD CAREY . Benesth the heading the message was nearly complete, and
Chandraread it with amixture of fascination and horror.

"Well?' Goode asked.

Shetore off the paper and thrust it into his hands even as she groped for the main intercom board. For a
moment she pauised, organizing the thoughts that whirled like Martian winds through her mind. Then she
stabbed the "generd” button.

"Attention, attention,” she said in her most authorative voice. "Thisis Captain Carey. All passengersand
non-essential crewmembers are to report to the lifeboats immediately. Thereisno immediate danger to
the Origami, but thisis not adrill. Repeating: al passengers and nonessentia crew report immediately to
lifeboats. Thisis not adrill.”

The "abandon ship" darm sounded even as she keyed a different circuit. "Bridge to Power. | want the
drive up to full ergsin twenty minutes. Start tying in for full remote to the bridge, too." She waited for an
acknowledgment and switched off. "Navigator!" she called acrossthe bridge. "Get me acourseto the
vector on that paper& mdash;" she stabbed afinger at the flimsy Goode had shown her. "1 want a
minimum-time path to the earliest possible intercept point that leaves us ationary. Any acceleration she
can handle, and you can run the tanks. Everyone ese: if you're not on flight prep, help get the passengers
off. Wefirebal in twenty minutes. Move!" The bridge erupted with activity. Chandra sank into her chair,
rereading the message carefully. It was hard to believe that the long search was ending like this, with a
kill-or-die confrontation that made less sense even than shooting a deadly snake. And yet, despite the
danger and irony, shefelt asmal surge of excitement. The safety of the entire solar system had
unexpectedly falen into her hands& mdash;and her father himself was counting on her. She wouldn't let
him down.

Glancing up at the chrono, she keyed the intercom. " Captain to lifeboat bays& mdash;status report?”
& mdash;

Lassarr returned to the bridge at precisaly the appointed time. "The haf-aarn is past, Shipmaster,” he
announced.

Orofan looked up from the sensor monitor he and Fliij were seated a. "One moment, Voyagemadter,” he



sad digtractedly. "A new factor has entered the Stuation.”

"I haveit now, Orofan,” Fliij muttered, both long and short tentacles dancing over the instruments.
"Medium-frequency e ectromagnetic radiation, with severe shifting and aberration. | have arecording.”

"Good. Get to work on it at once. And keep the sensors watching for more." Orofan stood and went to
where Lassarr waited.

"What isit?' the Voyagemaster asked.
"Signals of some sort, beamed at us every few aarmis. The natives aretrying to communicete.”
Lassarr frowned. "Interesting. Any known language?'

"Unfortunatdly, no. But therésagreat ded of information in each pulse. We may have apreiminary
trandationinafew aarns.”

"Good. That'll hep usif we need to negotiate for the Dawnsent's repair.”
Orofan blinked. "What do you mean? Whether or not were stopping hereis till my decison.”

"Not any more. I've reconsidered and have decided thisis our best course. Further planetary datais
coming in, and it now seemslikely that there are one or two planets here we could colonize."

Orofan forced cmnessinto hisvoice. "Y ou can't do that, Lassarr. Y ou can't commit usto an uncertain
war; certainly not one of conquest. Even if they were primitives& mdash;which they're clearly
not& mdash;we would have no right to take their worlds. Thisis not honorable& mdash;”

"Peace, Shipmagter.” Lassarr favored him with ahard, speculative glare. 'Y ou protest far too much. Tell
me, if the Dawnsent didn't need to be cannibalized for the required fuel mass, would you be nearly as

opposed to stopping here?"

"Y our ingnuations are danderous," Orofan sad iffly. "The ship ismy responghbility, yes, but I've not
been blinded to al se. My overd| duty isill to the Sk'ceein our deep tanks.”

"I'm sureyou believethat,” Lassarr said, more gently. "But | can't afford to. The very nature of your
training makes your judgment suspect in acase like this. The decision has been made. I've ingtructed the
library to catalog nonessential equipment; disassembly will beginintwo aarns.”

"You can't do this," Orofan whispered.
"l can,” the Voyagemaster said camly, "and | have.”
Trembling with emotion, Orofan turned and fled from the bridge.
& mdash;
"That's the last of them,” Goode reported from his position at the Origami's helm. He sounded tired.

Chandra nodded, several neck muscles twinging with the action. Two days of two-gee deceleration
wasn't enough to incapacitate anyone, but it was more than enough to be anuisance, and shewas glad it
was dmost over. "That was what, the engineering crew?”

"Right& mdash;four lifeboatsfull. Weredl done, Captain.”



She smiled tightly. "Fun, isn't it? Okay. Chaser Twelve just checked in; the Intruder's ftill on course. Our
ETA on hispath isfour hours?'

"Just under. Threefifty-seven thirty."
Shedid aquick calculation. "Gives usawhole six minutesto spare. Tight."

Goode shrugged. "I would've been perfectly happy to take the whole trip at two gees and get here aday
earlier. But creating fuel isn't one of my taents.”

"I'll suggest atachship tanker fleet to Dad when we get home," Chandra said dryly. "Okay. Number 81
should be our last boat. Fifteen minutes before we arrive | want you to go down and prep it. Well want
to cut out the minute the Origami's in pogtion.”

"Roger”

Conversation lgpsed. It felt strange, Chandra thought, to be ddliberately running towards a collision:
strange and frightening. It brought her back to her first driving lessons, to her father'swarningsthat she
was never, never to race amonorail to acrossng. Hed hammered the point home by showing her
pictures of carsthat had lost such contests, and even now she shuddered at the memory of those horrible

tangles.

And it was her father himself who had authorized this. She wondered how he was fedling right now.
Worse than she was, probably.

Strange how, in the pictures, the monorail never seemed particularly damaged. Would it be that way this
time too? She had no desireto kill any of the diens aboard that ship if it could be avoided. Thismess
wan't redly their fault.

Six minutes.... She hoped like hell the Intruder hadn't changed course.
& mdash;

Captain Mahendra's hands rested lightly on the Situation Room's communi cations board, showing no sign
whatsoever of tension. General Carey watched those hands in fascination, wondering at the man's
sdlf-control. But, then, Mahendra didn't have adaughter out there racing the ultimate monorail toits
mathematica crossng.

Mahendra turned from the board, taking off his headphone, and Carey shifted his gaze to the captain's
face. "Wdl|?'

"Chaser Six reports both the Intruder and the Origami till on course. Chasers Eight through Thirteen are
gtill picking up lifeboats. Almost dl the passengers are back; about three-quarters of the crew are till out
there”

Carey nodded. "How long will the Origami have before impact?'
"From now, three hours twenty minutes. Once in place, about six minutes."
Carey hissed softly between histeeth. "Pretty dim margin.”

Mahendrafrowned. " Should be enough, Generd. Those boats can handle two gees for ten minutes or so
before running their tanks. Evenif you alow them three minutes for launching, they can get& mdash;oh,
three hundred kilometers out before impact. That should be ardatively safe distance.”



"| sUppose 0."

"Y ou seem doubtful,” anew voice cut in from behind him. Carey turned to discover Du Bailey had come
up, unnoticed, and was standing at his shoulder.

"I'm concerned about those till aboard that ship,” the generd growled. "They're civilians and shouldn't
haveto go through this."

"l agree.” Du Bdlay paused. "1, uh, looked up the Origami's registry data. The captainislisted asa
Chandra Carey."

He stopped without asking the obvious question. Carey answered it anyway. " She's my daughter.”

"Y our daughter, Sr?' Mahendra asked, eyes widening momentarily. "I'm sorry; | didn't know." His
fingers danced over keys, numbers appeared on his screen. " Sir, we could pull atachship off of the
Intruder's path and have it waiting to pick up Captain Carey when the Origami reaches pogtion.”

"No. We've only got three tachships | eft on chaser duty and I'd rather leave them there. Chandra's good,
and | know shethinks highly of her crew. The best thing we can do for them isto keep feeding them
good data on the Intruder's course.”

"What about sending one of the tachshipsthat's on lifeboat-pickup duty?' Du Bellay suggested.

"Those boats don't carry dl that much food and air,” Carey said, shaking his head. "The Origami
dropped alot of boats, and some of them are getting close to the wire. Tachships can't carry morethan a
snglelifeboat at atime, and with dl civilian craft officidly barred from the areawe're going to have
enough trouble picking up everyoneasit is" Both men still looked disturbed, so Carey flashed what he
hoped was a reassuring smile. "Don't worry, Chandra can take care of herself. Captain, what's the status
of our attempts at communication?"

Du Bdlay drifted off as, dmost reluctantly, Mahendraturned back to his board. His hands, Carey noted,
didn't look nearly asrelaxed as before.

& mdash;

The door opened, and Orofan paused on the threshold for amoment before stepping onto the bridge.
Lassarr glanced up from the console where he and Fliij wereworking. "Y es, what isit?’ the
Voyagemaster growled.

"I'm asking you once more to reconsider,” Orofan said. Hisvoice was firm, devoid of al emation.

Lassarr evidently missed theimplications of that. "It'stoo late. Disassembly has begun; our new courseis
plotted.”

"But not yet executed,” Orofan pointed out. " And equipment can be reassembled. This path isnot
honorable, Voyagemagter.”

Dedliberatdly, Lassarr turned his back on the Shipmaster. "Prepare to execute the course change,”" he
ingtructed Rliij.

"Y ou leave me no dternative,” Orofan sghed.

Lassarr spun around& mdash;and froze, holding very tightly to the console, his eyes goggling at the assault
gun nestled in Orofan'stentacle. "Have you gone insane, Shipmaster?'



"Perhaps," Orofan said. "But | will not face the ancestors having stood by while war was made against a
race which has offered no provocation.”

"Indeed?’ Lassarr's voice dripped with the sarcasm of fear and anger combined. "And destroying them
outright, without warning, is more honorable? A few aarns ago you didn't think so. Or do you intend
ingtead to condemn amillion Sk'cee to death?!

"I don't know," Orofan said, gazing at the screen that showed the gpproaching star. "Thereis ill timeto
decide which path to take."

Lassarr was aghast. "Y ou're going to leave this decison to alast-aarmi impulse?!
"Orofan, theré's barely atenth of an aarn left,” Hliij said, hisvoice strained.

"I know." Orofan focused on Lassarr. "But the Dawnsent ismine, and with that power goes
responghility for itsactions. It is not honorable to relinquish that load.”

Sowly, asif finaly understanding, Lassarr Signed agreement. "But the burden may be trandferred to one
whoiswilling,” hesaid quietly.

"And what then of my honor?' Orofan asked, tentacles rippling with haf-bitter amusement. "No. Y our
honor is safe, V oyagemaster& mdash;you were prevented only by force from following the path you
deemed right. Y ou may face the ancestors without fear." He hefted the assault gun. "Thefina choiceis
now mine. My honor, aone, standsin the dock."

And that was as it should be, Orofan knew. In the silence he stared at the screen and made his decision.

& mdash;

Ten minutestill cutoff. Alone on the bridge, Chandratried to watch every read-out at once, looking for
deviations from their caculated course. The Origami's navigational computer was as good as anything on
the market, but for extremely fine positioning it usudly had the aid of beacons and maser tracking. Out
herein the middle of nowhere, six A.U. from the sun, the computer had to rely on inertia guidance and
gar positions, and Chandrawasn't sureit could handle the job done.

She reached for the intercom, changed her mind and instead switched on the radio. Thelifeboat bay
intercoms were Situated a good distance from the boats themsealves, and Goode would have a better
chance of hearing her over the boat'sradio. "Goode? How's it going?" she called.

Her answer was afaint grunt of painful exertion. "Goode?" she asked sharply.

"Trouble, Captain,” hisvoice camefaintly, asif from outside the boat. Chandra boosted both power and
gain, and Goode's next words were clearer. "One of the lines of the boat's cradleis
jammed& mdash;something's dug into the mesh where | can't get at it. I'll need alaser torch to cut it."

"Damn. The nearest one's probably in the forward hobby room." Chandra briefly considered dropping
back to one gee while Goode was traveling, but immediately abandoned theidea. At thislate stage that
would force extra high-gee deceleration to il get to the rendezvous position on time, and there was no
guarantee they had the fud for that.

Goode read her mind, long-distance. "Don't worry, | can makeit. What'sthe latest on the Intruder?'

"Asof four minutes ago, holding steady. At alight-minute to the nearest tachship, though, that could be a
litleold.”



"l get the point. On my way."

The minutes crawled by. Eyes ill on the read-outs, Chandra mentally traced out Goode's path: out the
bay, turn right, elevator or stairway down two decks, along along corridor, into the Number Two hobby
and craft shop; secure atorch from the locked cabinet and return. Even with twice-norma weight she
thought she was giving him plenty of time, but she was hafway through her third tracing when the drive
abruptly cut off.

The sudden silence and weightlessness caught her by surprise, and she wasted two or three seconds
fumbling at the radio switch. "Goode!" she shouted. "Where the hdll are you?'

Therewas no reply. She waited, scanning the final location figures. Sure enough, the Origami had
overshot the proper position by nearly eighty meters. She wasjust reaching for her power controls when
the radio boomed.

"I'm back,” Goode said, panting heavily. "1 didn't trust the el evator& mdash;didn't redize how hard the
trip back would be. Sorry."

"Never mind; just get to work. Isthere anything you can hang onto? I've got to run the nosejets.”
"Go ahead. But, damn, thistorch isagenuine toy. | don't know how long it'll take to cut the boat loose."

A chill ran down Chandras spine, and it was al she could do to keep from hitting the main drive and
getting them the hell out of there. "Better not be long, partner. It's just you and me and arunaway
monorail out here."

"Y eah. Hey& mdash;couldn't you cal for atachship to come and get us?'

"| dready thought of that. But the nearest tachship is only alight-minute out, way too closeto get herein
onejump. Hed have to jump out aminimum of two A.U., then jump back here. Calculating the direction
and timing for two jumpsthat fine-tuned would take dmost twenty minutes, total."

"Damn. | didn't know that& mdash;I've never trained for tachships.” A short pause. "Thefirst three
strands are cut; seven to go. Minute and a half, I'd guess.”

"Okay." Chandrawas watching the read-outs closdly. "We're dmost back in postion; I'll be down there
before you're done. The boat ready otherwise?'

"Ready, waiting, and eeger.”

"Not nearly aseager as| am." A squirt of the main driveto kill their velocity asthe nosejetstdl slent;
one more careful scan of the read-outs& mdash;I'm done. See you below."”

Goode was on the second to the last of the cable strands when she arrived. " Get in and strap down,” he
told her, not looking up.

She did, wriggling into the pilot's couch, and was ready by the time he scrambled in the opposite Sde.
Without waiting for him to strgp down, she hit the "release”’ button.

They were under two gees again practicaly before clearing the hull. Holding the throttle as high as it
would go, Chandra confirmed that they were moving at right anglesto the Intruder's path. Only then did
she glance at the chrono.

Ninety secondsto impact.



Next to her, Goode sighed. "I don't think we're going to makeit, Chandra,” he said, hisvoice more
wigful then afraid.

Chandra opened her mouth to say something reassuring& mdash;but it was the radio that spoke. "Avis
T-466 to Origami lifeboat; comein?’

A civilian tachship?"Lifeboat; Captain Carey here. Listen, you'd better get the hell out of & mdash;”

"I know," the voice interrupted. "I eavesdropped a bit on your problemsviaradio. Y ou're running late,
but I'm right behind you. Kill your drive; | think I've got time to grapple onto you."

Chandra hadn't bothered to look at the 'scope yet, but even as she killed the drive Goode was pointing at
it. "There heis. Coplanar course, intercept vector, two-five gee...." The blip changed direction dightly,
and Chandrarealized suddenly that an amateur was at the controls.

Goode redized it, too. Muttering something, he jabbed at the computer keyboard, kicking in the drive
again. "Tachship, we're shifting speed and vector to match yours at intercept; just hold your course," he
cdled. "Y ou've got standard magnetic grapples?'

"Yes, andthey'redl sat. Sit tight; here| come."

The seconds ticked by. The blip on the 'scope was coming up fast... and then it was on top of them, and
the lifeboat lurched hard as the grapples caught. "Gotchal " the radio shouted. "Hang on!™

And with seconds to spare& mdash,

The universe vanished. Blacknessfilled the viewports, spilled like aphysical thing into the lifeboat. For
fivelong seconds& mdash;

And the sun exploded directly in front of them, brighter than Chandra had seen it for weeks. A dozen
blips crawled across the 'scope, and the lifeboat's beacon-reader abruptly cameto life, informing them
they were six thousand kilometers north-west-zenith of Earth's Number Twelve navigationa beacon.

Besde her, Chandrafelt Goode go limp with released tenson. " Still with me?* the radio asked.

"Sureare," Chandrasaid, wiping the swest off her pams. "'l don't know how to thank you,
Mr.&mdagh;?'

"Dr. Louis Du Béellay," the voiceidentified himsdf. "And don't thank me yet. If what you did out there
didn't work, theres aworse death coming for al of us."

Chandra had dmost forgotten about that. The thought sobered her rising spirits considerably. "You're
right. Can you get usinto contact with Peacekeeper HQ? We need to report in."

"I can maybe do better than that. Come aboard and well find out.”
& mdash;

They were given pecid priority to land, and a car was standing by for them at the field.

Generd Carey was waiting outside the Situation Room. "1 ought to pull your pilot's license for going out
there againgt specific Peacekeeper orders,” hetold Du Bellay half-serioudy, even as he gave his daughter
abear hug. "If Mahendra hadn't confessed to helping you get hold of that tachship | probably would. But
he'stoo good aman to lose to acourt-martial. Let's get insde; the Chasers have been reporting in for



nearly twenty minutes.”

Mahendralooked up as the group approached. " Captain Carey and Officer Goode? Congratulations; it
lookslike you've doneit.”

Chandrafelt alump the thickness of ion shielding in her throat. "We dowed him?'
"No, but you deflected him a couple hundredths of a second in the right direction.”
"Confirmed?' Generd Carey asked sharply, asif not daring to believeit.

"Confirmed, sir," Mahendra nodded. "Hell be passing through the upper solar chromosphere instead of
deep into the photosphere. WEII get some good flares and a significant radiation increase for afew
weeks, but nothing much worse than that."

"And the Intruder hasn't tried to correct his course?' Du Bellay asked quietly.
Mahendra's expression was both sad and grim. "No, Doctor."

Puzzled, Chandra glanced between her father, Mahendra, and Du Bellay, dl of whom wore the same
look. Even Goode's face was starting to change... and suddenly she understood. ™Y ou mean... the impact
killed all of them?"

Carey put hisarm around her shoulders. "We had no choice, Chandra. It was a matter of surviva. You
understand, don't you?"

She sghed and, reluctantly, nodded. Goode took her arm and led her to anearby chair. Sitting there,
holding tightly to his hand, she watched with the rest of the Situation Room as the computer plot of the
Intruder's position skimmed the sun's surface and shot out once more toward deep space. What had they
been like, she wondered numbly... and how many of them had she killed so that Earth could live?

She knew she would never know.

& mdash;

Behind the Dawnsent, the star receded toward negative infinity, itslight red-shifted to invisibility. With
mixed fedings Orofan watched its shrinking image on the screen. Beside him, Fliij looked up from the
helmboard. "Were dl set, Shipmaster. The deviation's been ca culated; we can correct course anytimein
the next hundred aarns.” He paused, and in amore persond tone said, "Y ou did what was necessary,
Orofan. Y our honor isunblemished.”

Orofan sgned agreement, but it was an automatic gesture. The assault gun, he noticed, was dlill in his
tentacle, and he dipped it back into its sheath.

A tentacletouched his. "Hliij isright," Lassarr said gently. "Whatever craft that was, itsinhabitants had
amost certainly been killed by our scoop before we detected it. Y ou could have done nothing to help
them. Refusing to accept the ship's mass at that point would have been dishonorable. Y ou did well; your
decisons and judgments have been proved correct.”

"l know," Orofan sghed. It was true; fate had combined with his decisionsto save the system from
destruction without adding appreciable time to the Dawnsent's own journey. He should be satisfied.

And yet... the anayzers reported significant numbers of silicon, carbon, oxygen, hydrogen, and nitrogen
atoms among the meta's of the spacecraft the Dawnsent had unintentionaly run down. Which of those



atoms had once belonged to living creatures?... And how many of those beings had died so that the
Sk'cee might reach their new home?

He knew hewould never know.

Between a Rock and a High Place

"L adies and gentlemen, shuttles one and two for United Flight 1103 are now ready for generd boarding:
Skyport service from Houston to Ddllas-Ft. Worth, Los Angeles, and San Francisco.”

Peter Whitney was ready; he/d been standing at the proper end of the waiting lounge for the past severa
minutes, as amatter of fact, eagerly awaiting the announcement. Picking up his carry-on bag, he stepped
to the opening door, flashed his boarding pass for the attendant's ingpection, and waked down the short
tunnel to where the shuttle waited. The excitement within him seemed to increase with every step, afact
that embarrassed him allittle& mdash;a twenty-eight-year-old computer speciaist shouldn't be feding like
akid on hisfirgt trip to Disney World, after dl. But he refused to worry too much about it. Professiondl
solemnity was Hill, for him, arecent acquisition, easily tucked out of theway.

The shuttle itsalf was unimpressive, of course: little more than aBoeing 727 with aheavily modified
interior. Following the flight attendant's ingtructions he sat down in the front row, choosing the left-hand
window seet. Pushing his bag into the compartment under his chair, he fastened his Igp/shoulder belt and
spent the next few minutes examining the ski lift-style bars connecting his pair of seatsto the conveyors
behind the groovesin floor and celling. He'd seen specs and modesfor the system back in . Louis, but
had never given up being amazed that it worked aswell asit did in actua practice.

His seatmate turned out to be a smartly-suited businesswoman type who promptly pulled out her Wall
Sreet Journal and buried hersdf init. A bored executive who flew in Skyports every week, obvioudy,
and her indifference helped dispel Whitney's last twinges of guilt at having taken the window sest.

Within avery few minutes the shuttle was |oaded and ready. The door was closed, the tunnd withdrawn,
and soon they were at the edge of the runway, awaiting permission to take off. Whitney kept an eye on
his watch with some interest& mdash; Skyport logistics being what they were, a shuttle couldn't afford to
be very latein getting off the ground. Even knowing that, he was impressed when the plane roared down
the runway and into the sky only twelve seconds behind schedule.

They turned east, heading into the early-morning sun to meet the Skyport asit headed toward them from
its New Orleans pickup. Whitney watched the city disappear behind them, and then shifted his gaze
forward, wondering how far away something the size of a Skyport could be seen. Docking, he knew,
would take place seventy to eighty miles out from Houston; assuming the shuttle was flying its normal
four-ninety knots& mdash;five-sixty-odd miles an hour& mdash;meant an eight to nine minutetrip. They'd
covered seven of that dready; surdly they must be coming up onit by now. Unless...

With smooth abruptness, the horizon dropped below the leve of hiswindow, and Whitney knew held
goofed. The Skyport was somewhere off to the shuttl€s right, and the smaller craft was now circling
around to get into docking position. Belatedly he redlized he should have asked the flight attendant which
was the scenic side when he boarded.

The passengers on the other side of the aide were beginning to take an interest in the view out their
windows, and Whitney craned his neck in an effort to see. Nothing but ground and sky were visble from
where he sat; but even as he settled back in mild disappointment the shuttle leveled out and began to
climb... and suddenly, ahead and above them, the Skyport loomed into view.



No film clip, scaemodd, or blueprint, Whitney realized in that moment, could ever fully prepare one for
the sheer impact of a Skyport's presence. A giant flying wing, the size of seven footbal fieldslaid end to
end, the Skyport looked like nothing e se in aviation history& mdash;looked like nothing, in fact, that had
any busnessbeing upintheair inthefirg place. Thefact that it dso flew more efficiently than anything
elsein the sky seemed amost like afootnote in comparison, though it was of course the economic
judtification for the six Skyports now in service and McDonndl Douglass main argument in their ongoing
sdes campaign. Staying doft for weeks or months at atime, the Skyports were designed for maximum
efficiency at high dtitudes and speeds, dispensing with the heavy landing gear, noise suppressors, and
high-lift flaps required on normd jetliners. And with very little time spent on the ground amid
contaminants like dust and insects, the Skyports had finaly been able to take advantage of the
well-known theories of laminar flow control, enabling the huge craft to fly with less than haf the drag of
planeswith afraction of their capacity. In Whitney's persond view, it was probably thisincredible fuel
efficiency that had finaly convinced United and TWA to take achance on the idea.

The shuttle was directly behind the Skyport now and closing swiftly. From hiswindow Whitney could see
five of the saven basicdly independent modules that made up the Skyport and, just barely, the two port
engines of the sixth. That would be dl right; since only the center modul€e€'s enginesfired during this part of
the flight, docking one module in from the end was essentially equivalent in noise and turbulenceto
docking in the end section. Docking one module from center, on the other hand, was rumored to be a
loud and rather unnerving experience. It was atheory he wasn't anxiousto test.

A flash of sunlight off to the left caught his eye& mdash;the second Houston shuttle, making its approach
toward the second-to-last module &t the other end. He watched with interest as the distant plane nosed
toward its docking bay, watched it until the port-side engines of his own shuttl€'s target module blocked
it from sight. The slvery trailing edge of the Skyport was very near now, and the dight vibration that had
been building amost imperceptibly began to increase a anoticesble rate. Whitney wasjust trying to
estimate the vibrational amplitude and to recall the docking bay's dimensiond tolerance when asound like
amuffled bass drum came from the fusdlage skin ameter in front of him and the vibration abruptly
stopped. The docking collar, clamping solidly around them. With the noise of the Skyport's engines ill
filling the cabin, Whitney's straining ears had no chance of picking up the nosewhed's descent into the
docking bay; but he did distinctly hear the thump as the bay's forward clamp locked onto the
nosewhed'stow bar. Only then, with the shuttle firmly and officialy docked, did he redize held been
holding his breath. Helet it out with awry smile, fegling more than ever like akid on aride Disney had
never dreamed of.

Another soft thump and hiss signaled that the pressurized tunnel wasin place. A cool breeze wafted
through the shuttle as the outer door was opened& mdash;and suddenly Whitney and his seatmate were
moving, their ski lift seatsfollowing the groovesin floor and celling asthey weremoved firg into theaide
and then forward toward the exit. They turned | eft at the doorway, and Whitney caught just a glimpse of
the shuttle's other seatsin motion behind him. Then, with only the dightest jerk of not-quite-aligned
grooves, they were out of the shuttle and into aflexible-walled corridor that looked for al theworld like
theingde of an accordion. The tunnel was short, leading to another airplane-type doorway. Straight
ahead, stretching down along corridor, Whitney could see acolumn of seatslike hisown, filled with
passengers for the shuttles trip back down to Houston. There didn't seem to be enough room beside the
column for the emerging seats to pass by easily, but Whitney was given little time to wonder about it. Just
beyond the doorway his seat took a ninety-degree turn to the right, and he found himsalf sidling alongside
awall toward what looked like alounge. To hisleft he could seethe rest of the shuttle's seats following
likeadigointed snake. The airlines had balked at the ki lift system, he remembered, complaining that it
was unnecessarily complicated and expensive. But the time the shuttle spent in the docking bay trandated
into fud for itsreturn flight, and the essence of that was money... and the ki lift system gave the shuttlea
mere ten-minute turnaround.



It wasindeed a sort of lounge the chairs were taking them into, arectangular space done up with soft
colors and a carpet designed to disguise the groovesin the floor. In the center was alarge, four-sided
computer display giving destinations and the corresponding modulesin large letters. Whitney's seatmate
retrieved her briefcase from under her chair and hopped off as the chair entered the room and began to
sdleitsway acrossthe floor; glancing at the display, she strode out through one of the wide doorwaysin
thefar wall. Whitney obeyed the rules, himself, waiting until the seet had come to a complete stop before
undoing his belt and standing up. He wasin module six, the display informed him, and passengersfor Los
Angees could St anywhere in modules one, two, Six, or seven. Since his boarding passindicated he'd be
disembarking from module six anyway, it made the most senseto just Stay here, adecison most of the
others also seemed to have reached. Picking up his carry-on, he joined the surge forward. A short
corridor lined with lavatory doorslay ahead; passing through it, he entered& mdash; Instant
disorientation.

The room before him was huge, and was more a combination theater-cafe-lounge than an airplane cabin.
Directly infront of him was a section containing standard airline chairs, but arranged in patterns that
varied from the traditional side-by-side to cozy circles around low tables. To either Sde were small
cubicles partidly isolated from the main floor by ceiling-length pands of tranducent, gray-tinted plagtic.
Further on toward the front of the Skyport, partially separated from the lounge by more of the tinted
plastic, was a section that was clearly adining area, with tables of various sizes and shapes, about athird
of them occupied despite the early hour. Beyond that, the last section seemed to be divided into three
smdl movie/TV rooms,

It al seemed dmost scandaloudy wasteful for acraft that, for dl its Sze and magesty, ill had to answer
to thelaw of gravity; but even as Whitney waked in among the lounge chairs he redlized the
extravagance was largdly illusory. Despite the varied seating, little floor space was actudly wasted, and
most of that would have been required for aides, anyway. The smoked-plastic panels gave theillusion
that the room was larger than it actudly was, while a the same time adding a sense of cozinessto dl the
open space; and the careful use of color disguised the fact that the room's ceiling wasn't much higher than
that of anormd jetliner.

For afew minutes Whitney wandered more or less aimlesdy, absorbing thefed of the place. A rumble
from his ssomach reminded him that he'd had nothing yet that morning except coffee, though, and he cut
short hisexploration in favor of breskfast. Sitting down at one of the empty tables, he scanned the menu
card briefly and then pushed the cdll button in the table's center. Safety, he noted, had not been sacrificed
to style; the table and chair were both fastened securely to the floor, and the metal buckle of a standard
Igp/shoulder belt poked diffidently at hisribs.

"Good morning, sir&mdash;may | help you?" a pleasant voice came from behind him. He turned as she
cameinto view to hisright: ashort blonde, trim and athletic-looking in her flight attendant's uniform,
pushing asteam cart before her. The cart surprised him abit, but it wasingtantly obviousthat true
restaurant service for what could be as many as eight hundred passengers would be well-nigh impossible
for the module's modest crew. Out of phase with the decor or not, precooked tray mealswere the only
waly to serve such acrowd.

There were someillusonsthat even a Skyport couldn't handle.

"Yes. I'd likethe eggs, sausage, and fruit meal & mdash;number two here," hetold her, indicating it on the
menu.

"Certainly.” Opening aside door on her cart, she withdrew asteaming tray and placed it before him. The
aromarising with the steam made his stomach rumble again. " Coffee?' she added.



"Please. By theway, isthere anything like aguided tour of the Skyport available? Updairs, too, | mean?’

Her forehead wrinkled a bit as she picked up amug and began tofill it. "Theflight deck? I'm afraid
not& mdash;FAA regulations forbid passengers up there.”

"Oh. No exceptions, huh?'

"Nonethat | know of." She set the mug down and placed asmall cup of cream besideit. "Any specid
reason you'd like to go up there, or are you just curious?”

"Both, actudly. | work for McDonnell Douglas, the company that built this plane. I've been doing
computer smulations for them, and now they're transferring meto L.A. to do some stuff on their new
navigationd equipment. | thought that as long asthey were flying me out on a Skyport anyway, it would
give meajump on my orientation if | could look around a bit."

The attendant looked duly impressed. " Sounds like interesting work& mdash;and about amillion miles
over my head. | can talk to the captain, seeif we can break the rulesfor you, but | can't make any
promises. Would you give me your name, please, and tell me where you'll be after breskfast?"

"Peter Whitney, and I'll probably be back in the lounge. And, ook, don't go breaking any
rules& mdash;thisisn't important enough for anyoneto get into trouble over.”

She amiled. "Okay, but I'll seewnhat | can do. Enjoy your medl, Mr. Whitney, and if you need anything
esejust usethe cdler." With another smile she turned her cart around and |eft.

Picking up hisfork, Whitney cut off abit of sausage and tasted it, and then sampled the eggs. Piping hat,
al of it, but not too hot to eat& mdash;and it tasted as good asit smelled. Settling himsalf comfortably, he
attacked histray with vigor.

& mdash;
There was something magic about a Skyport flight deck.

Betsy Kyser had been flying on the giant planes for nearly eighteen months now& mdash;had been awing
captain, in charge of an entire hundred-meter-wide module, for four of them& mdash;and she till didn't
understand exactly why this place dways hit her so strongly. Perhapsit was the mixture of reality and
fantasy; the view of blue sky through the tiny forward windows contrasting with the myriads of control
lights and glowing computer readouts. Or perhapsit was the size of the flight deck itself, better than twice
aslarge asthat of ajumbo jet, that struck achord within her, haf awakening the dreams of huge
gpaceships sheld had as a child. Whatever the reason, she knew the feeling would wear off sooner or
later... but until that happened, it wasthere for her to enjoy. Standing just insde the flight deck door, she
drank her fill of the magic.

Souched in the copilot's seat, Aaron Greenburg glanced back toward her, the gold wings on his
royd-blue jumpsuit's shoulderboards winking at her with the motion. "Morning, Bets& mdash;thought |
heard you comein," he greeted her.

"Morning, Aaron. Tom, Rick," she added asthe pilot and flight engineer turned and nodded to her. "Any
problems come up during the night?"

Tom Lewis, inthe pilot's seet, raised his hands shoulder high in an expansive shrug. "What could go
wrong?'

He had a point. Only the middle three wing sections ran their huge General Electric CF6-90C1 turbofan



engines during normal flights, the outer two of those shutting down during the lower-speed shuttle
pickups. Perched on the Skyport's starboard end, Wing Section Seven was essentidly along for afree
ride, with little to do but keep the passengers happy and make sure the fuel the shuttles brought up went
down theinternd pipeline to the sectionsthat needed it. "Y ou trying to tell me you get bored up here?'
she asked in mock astonishment. "Here, aboard the grestest flying machine ever built by mankind?'

Before Lewis could answer, avoice spoke up from the intercom. "Wassa-matta, Seven; isn't our
company good enough for you? What do you want& mdash;home movies and pretzels?'

"We could let them have some of the navigationa work," anew voice suggested.
"Great idea. Seven, why don't you hop outside and take a sun-sight?"

"I've got a better idea, Five," Lewis said, turning back to the intercom grille. "Why don't we do a Chinese
firedrill and send One, Two, and Three around to hook up the other side of usand let us drivefor a
while"

"Sounds like fun," avoice Betsy recognized as One's night-shift pilot brokein. "It'd confuse the
passengersal to hdl, though. Do wetell them, or seeif they figureit out by themselves?'

"Oh, we could switch back beforewegotto L.A.," Lewistold him.

"I've got an even better idea, Seven," the rumbling voice of Skyport Captain Carl Y oung said from Four.
"Why don't you al cut the chitchat and get ready to receive the Ddlas shuittle.”

Lewisgrinned. "Yes, dr. Chitchat out, sir.”

Betsy stepped forward. "All the way out, as amatter of fact. Y ou can go on back, Tom, I'll take over
here

"I've dtill got over ahdf hour left on my shift, you know," he reminded her.

"That's okay& mdash;the qudity of intercom banter this morning indicates everyone on thisbird is
suffering gobs of boredom fatigue. Go on, get some coffee and relax. And maybe work on your
one-liners”

Lewisgave her aninjured look. "Well-I-l... okay. If youingst." Pulling off his half-headset and draping it
acrossthewhed, he did out of his chair and stepped back from the instrument panel. "All yours, Cap'n,”
he added. "Try not to hit anything; I'll be taking anap."

"Right," she said dryly, dipping into hisvacated seet. "Aaron, Rick& mdash;you two want to flip acoin or
something to see who goes on breek first?"

There was a short pause. Then Greenburg glanced back over his shoulder. "Why don't you go ahead,” he
said to Rick Henson. "I'd like to stay for a bit."

Henson nodded and got up from hisflight engineer's board. "Okay. Be back soon.” Together he and
Lewisleft theflight deck.

Betsy looked curioudy at Greenburg. "Never known anyone before who didn't jump at amid-shift coffee
bresk with dl four fest," shesaid.

"Oh, don't worry& mdash;I'll take mine, al right. | just wanted to give you aword of warning about the
shuttle coming in. Eric Rayburn'sflying her."



Betsy felt aknot form directly over her breakfast. "Oh, hell. | sure have agrest sense of timing, don't |7

"l can cal Tomback inif you'd like," Greenburg offered. ™Y ou're not technically on duty for another
hdf-hour."

She was sordly tempted. By eight o'clock Skyport time& mdash;seven Ddllas time& mdash;the shuttle
would have come and gone and be back on the ground again, and Eric Rayburn with it. She wouldn't
have to talk to him, something she was pretty sure both of them would appreciate; and with her blood
pressure and digestion intact she could go back to just flying her plane& mdash;

And to avoiding Eric.
"l can't avoid him forever, though, can |1," she said, with aresgned sigh. "Thanks, but I'll stay here.”

Greenburg's dark eyes probed her face. "If you're sure," He paused. " Shuttl€'s calling now," he informed
her.

Nodding, she took the half-headset and put it on, guiding the single earphone to acomfortable stop in her
left ear. Even before it wasin place she heard Rayburn's clipped Boston accent. "'& mdash;to Skyport
Eleven-oh-three. Beginning approach; request docking ingtructions.”

Betsy pursed her lips and turned on her mike. "Dallas shuttle, thisis Skyport Eleven-oh-three. You're
cleared for docking in Seven; repesat, Seven.” Her eyesran over the instrument readouts as she spoke.
" Skyport speed holding steady at two-sixty knots; guidance system radar has a positive track on you."

"Isthat you, Liz? Son of agun; | had no idea | was going to have the honor of docking with your own
Skyport. Thisis indeed aprivilege"

Betsy had been fully prepared for heavy sarcasm, but she till found her hands forming into tight knots of
frugtration at hiswords. Liz& mdash;early in their relationship heldd learned how much she despised that
nickname, and his continua use of it these days was a biting echo of the pain sheld felt at their breakup.
"Yes, thisisKyser," she acknowledged steadily. " Shuttle, you're coming in abit fast. Do you want a
relative-v confirmation check?'

"What for?| can fly my bird aswdl asyou can fly yours, Liz."

"Were sure you can, Shuttle." Betsy'svoice was still cam, but it was alosing battle and she knew it.
"Dock whenever you're ready; were hereif you need any help.”" Without waiting for aresponse, she
flipped off the mike and wrenched the half-headset off, cutting off anything €se he might say.

For amoment she stared at the instruments without seeing any of them, dowly getting her temper back
under control. Greenburg's quiet voice cut through the blackness, "Y ou know, I'm aways

amazed& mdash;and allittle bit jeal ous& mdash;whenever | come across someone with as much
sf-control asyou've got.”

Shedidn'tlook up at him, but could fed theinterna tenson ease alittle. "Thanks. Y ou're lying through
your teeth, of course& mdash;|'ve never seen you even raise your voice a anyone& mdash;but thanks.”

Her periphera vision picked up hissmile. "Y ou give yoursef too little credit, and me way too much.
Inherent lack of temper isn't comparable with control of aviolent one. My wesknesses are gin rummy
and gin fizzes& mdash;usually together.” He shook his heed. "Eighteen monthsisalong timeto carry a

grudge”
"Yeah. | will never again let that old sexit cliché about awoman scorned go by



unchallenged& mdash;some of you men are just asgood at hdll'sfury aswe are.”

"If you'll pardon apersond question, isal thisnonsense really just because you were chosen for Skyport
duty and he was | eft back in the shuttle corps?I'd heard that was dl it was, but it ssems such aslly thing
to base avendettaon.”

She was able to manage afaint smile now. "That showsyou don't know Eric very well. Hesavery
opinionated man, and once he gets hold of anideahe will not let it go. Heisthoroughly convinced United
put me on the Skyport because of my looks, because they thought it would be good publicity, because
they needed atoken fema e& mdash; any reason except that | might have more of the quditiesthey were
looking for than he did.”

"One of hisopinionsisthat women areinferior pilotsto men?' Greenburg hazarded.

"Or at least wereinferior pilotsto him. My flying skillswere perfectly acceptable to him until United
made the cut. In fact, he used to brag alot about meto his other friends.”

Unknotting her figts, she dtretched her arms and fingers. "Theirony of it isthat he'd be climbing the wals
here hisfirst week on duty. He'sagood pilot, but he can't stand being under anyone's authority once he's
left the cockpit. Even the low-leve discipline we have to maintain here around the clock would be more
than hedd be willing to put up with."

"Maverick typeswe don't need here," Greenburg agreed. "Well, try not to let him get to you. In just over
ten minutes hell be nothing more than abad taste in your memory.”

"Until the next time our paths cross,” Betsy sighed. "It's so hard when | remember what good friendswe
oncewere." A number on one of the readouts caught her eye, and she leaned forward with afrown. "I
gl read him coming in ashade too fast. Aaron, give me a double-check& mdash;what's the computer
showing on hisrdative-v?"

Greenburg turned to check. As he did so, Betsy felt the Skyport dip dightly, and her eyes automaticaly
sought out the weether radar. Nothing in particular was visible; the bump must have been abit of clear air
turbulence. No problem; with a plane the size of Skyport norma turbulence was normally not even
noticed by the passengers& mdash;

Without warning, her seat suddenly dammed up underneath her astheflight deck jerked violently.
Simultaneoudly, there was a strangely indistinct sound of tortured metd... and, asif from agreet distance,
ascream of agony.

& mdash;

Betsy would remember the next few seconds as aperiod of frantic activity in which her mind, seemingly
divorced from her body by shock, was less a participant than a silent observer. With a detached sort of
numbness she watched her hands snatch up her half-headset& mdash;redlizing only then that that was
where the distant scream had come from& mdash;and jam it into place on her head. A dozen red lights
were flashing on the instrument panedl, and she watched hersdlf join Greenburg in dapping &t the proper
controls and shutoffs, turning off shorting circuits and lesking hydraulicsin the orderly fashion therr training
had long since drummed into them. And al the time she wondered what had gone wrong, and wondered
what shewas going to do....

The damming-open of the door behind her broke the spell, jolting her mind back into phase with redlity.
"What the hell was that?" Henson called as he charged full-tilt through the doorway and dropped into
hisflight engineer's chair. Lewiswasright behind him, skidding to a stop behind Greenburg.



"Shuttle crash,” Betsy snapped. Emergency procedures finished, she now had her first chance to study
the other telltales and try to figure out the exact situation. "L ooks bad. The shuttle ssemsto have gonein
crooked, angling upwards and starboard. Captain Rayburn, can you hear me? Captain Rayburn, report
please"

For amoment she could hear nothing through her earphone but afaint, raspy breathing. "This
is& mdash;thisis Rayburn.” The voice was stunned, weak, sounding nothing like the man Betsy had once
known.

"Captain, what's the Situation down there?' she asked through the sudden tightnessin her throat. "Are
you hurt?'

"I don't know." His voice was stronger now; he must have just been momentarily stunned. "My right wrist
hurts some. John... oh, God! John!"

"Rayburn?' Betsy snapped.

"My copilot& mdash;John Meredith& mdash;the whole side of the cockpit's caved in on him.
He's& mdash;oh, God& mdash;! think he's dead.”

Betsy'sleft hand curled into afist in front of her. "Rayburn, sngp out of it! Turn on your intercom and find
out if your passengersare dl right. Then seeif theré'sadoctor on board to seeto Meredith. If he'saive
every second could count. And use your oxygen maské& mdash;you've probably been holed and the bay's
not pressurized.”

Rayburn drew along, shuddering breath, and when he spoke again he sounded dmost normal. "Right. I'll
let you know whet | find."

A dlick sgnified the shuttl€'s intercom had been switched on. Listening to him with half an ear, Betsy
pushed the mike away from her mouth and turned back to Greenburg. "Have you got apicture yet?' she
asked.

The copilot was fiddling with the bay TV monitor controls. "Y eah, but the quality's pretty bad. He took
out the starboard fisheye when he hit, and alot of the overhead floods, too."

Betsy peered at the screen. "Port side looks okay. | wish we could see what he's done to his starboard
nose. Top of the fusdlage looks like it's taken some damage& mdash;up there, that shadow.”

"Yeeh. A little hard& mdash;"
"Betsy!" Henson brokein. "Take alook at the collar stress readouts. We've got big trouble.”

She located the proper screen, scanned the numbers. There were six of them, one for each of the
supports securing the docking collar to the edge of the bay. Four of the six indicated no stresses &t al,
while the other two were dangeroudy overloaded; and it took a half second for the significance of the
zero readingsto register. "Oh, great," she muttered, pulling the mike back to her lips. "Rayburn?’

"Passengers are okay except for some bruises and maybe sprains.” Rayburn's voice was muffled,
indicating held put his oxygen mask on. "Weve got a doctor coming to look at John."

"Good. Now listen carefully. Y ou're holding onto the Skyport by the skin of your teeth& mdash;four of
the collar supports have been snapped, and the drag on you is straining the last two. Start firing your
engines at about& mdash;" She paused, suddenly redizing she had no idea how much power held have to
useto relieve the strain on the clamps. "Just start your engines and run them up dowly. Well tdl you



whenyoureat theright level."
"Got you. Here goes."

It took nearly aminute for the stresses to drop to what Betsy considered the maximum acceptable levels.
"All right, hold at that level until further notice," shetold him. "Isthe doctor in the cockpit yet?'

"Hé'sjust coining in now."
"When he'sfinished his examination give him aheadset and let him talk to one of ushere”
"Yeah, okay."

Pulling off her haf-headset, Betsy draped it around her neck and looked over at Greenburg. " Stay with
him, will you? | need to tak to Carl."

Greenburg nodded, and Betsy leaned over the intercom. "Carl? ThisisKyser on Seven."
"Weve been listening, Betsy," the Skyport captain's calm voice cameimmediatdy. "What'sthe Stuation?’

"Bad. We've got adamaged& mdash;possibly wrecked& mdash;shuttle with a probably dead first officer
aboard. A doctor'swith him. Somehow the crash managed to tear out four of the docking collar
supports, too, and if the other two go welll lose her completely.”

"Theemergency collar?'

"Hasn't engaged. | don't know why yet; the sensorsin that area got jarred pretty badly and they aren't all
working."

"The front clamp didn't make it to the nosewhed, | tekeit?"
"No, gr." Betsy studied the TV screen. "Lookslikeit's a least a meter short, maybe more.”

"Those clamp arms aren't supposed to run short, no matter where in the bay the shuttle winds up,”
someone spoke up from one of the other wing sections. "Maybeit's just hung up on something, and in
that case you should be able to connect it up manually from insdethe bay."

"Thereisn't supposed to be anything in there for the arm to hang up on,” Greenburg muttered, haf to
himsdlf.

Y oung heard him anyway. "Unless the crash jarred something loose," he pointed out. " Checking on that
should be our firgt priority."

"Excuse me, Carl, but it'snot,” Betsy said. "Our firgt priority isto figure out whether something aboard
Seven caused the crash.”

"A board of inquiry& mdash;"

"Will betoo late. All our fuel comes up viathese shuttles. If aflaw's developed in Seven's eectronics or
computer guidance programming we've got to find out what it is and make sure none of the other wing
sections hasit. Because if something is going bad, it has to be fixed before we can alow any more
dockings. Otherwise we could wind up with two smashed shuittles.”

Behind her, she heard Lewis swear under his breath and head over toward the flight deck’'s seldom-used
computer termind. "Y ou'reright,” Y oung admitted. "I hadn't thought that far. Can you run the check, or



shall | send someone over to hep?’

"Tom'sgtarting on it now, but I'm not sure what it'll prove. The computer's supposed to continudly run its
own checksand let usknow if theré's any problem. If there's aflaw the machine missed, a standard
check it likdy tofind it, either.”

"Then well go to the source. I'll put acal through to McDonndl Douglas and seeif they can either runa
deeper check by remote control or tell us how to do one."

Betsy glanced at her watch. Six-forty St. Louistime; two hours earlier in Los Angeles. They'd haveto get
the experts out of bed, atime-consuming process. She was just about to mention that fact when Paul
Marinos, Six's captain, spoke up. "Wait a second. There's aguy aboard who works for McDonnell
Douglas& mdash;Erin told me held asked her about atour of the flight deck.”

"Does he know anything about our eectronics?' Y oung asked.
"I don't know, but she said he does something with computersfor them.”

Betsy turned around to look at Lewis, who shrugged and nodded assent. "Close enough,” shetold the
Skyport captain. "Can you get him up hereright away?'

"I'll go get him mysdlf," Marinos volunteered. "I'll be therein acouple of minutes.”

"All right. Let's get back to the shuttle itsdlf, then,” Y oung said. "Betsy, you said the collar supportswere
broken. Any idea how that happened?’

"I can only speculate that the collar had established a partia grip before the shuttle did its Sdeways veer
into the bay wall."

"In that case, the crash may have left both the outer shuttle door and the exit tunnel intact. Any chance of
getting the two connected and getting the passengers out of there?"

"I don't know." Betsy peered at the screen, made adight adjustment in the contrast. " They're out of line,
for sure. | don't know if the tunnel will stretch far enough to make up the difference.”

"Evenif it does, weld need portable oxygen masksfor dl the passengers,” Henson pointed out from
behind her. "They have to be using the shuttl€s air masks, and they can't travel with those."

"That's not going to be aproblem,” Y oung said. "I've dready invoked emergency regulations, we're
bringing her down to fifteen thousand feet."

"Widll, therés nothing more | can tell from here." Betsy shook her head. " Someone's going to have to go
down and take alook. Who aboard this bird knows the most about docking bay equipment?’

Therewas apause. "l don't know whether | know the most,” Greenburg spoke up diffidently at Betsy's
right, "but I've seen the blueprints, and | worked summers as a mechanic's assistant for Boeing when |
wasin college”

"Anyone ableto top that?' Y oung asked. "No? All right, Greenburg, get going.”

Betsy put her half-headset back on as Greenburg removed his and stood up. "A set of the relevant
blueprintswould be hepful," he said, looking back &t Lewis.

"I'm having the computer print them," the other told him. "'If you want to go down and get the oxygen
gear together, I'll come down and give you ahand.”



Greenburg glanced questioningly at Betsy. "Can you do without both of usthat long?’

She hesitated, then nodded. "Sure. But makeit afast look-see. Y ou're not going down there to do any
magjor repair work."

"Right," Greenburg started for the door. "Meet you by the port-aft cargo access hatch, Tom."

Lewiswaved an acknowledgment, his eyes on the computer screen, as Greenburg exited. Betsy turned
back to face forward, and as she did so Rayburn's voice crackled in her ear. " Skyport, thisis Rayburn.
The doctor says John'sdive!"

A smdll part of the tightness across Betsy's chest seemed to disappear. "Thank God! Isthe doctor till
there? | want to speak with him.”

"Just asecond.” There was amoment of silence punctuated by assorted clicks, and then anew voice
cametentatively ontheline. "Hdlo? Thisis Dr. Emerson.”

"Doctor, thisisWing Captain Elizabeth Kyser. What sort of shapeis First Officer Meredith in?’

"Not agood one, I'm afraid,” Emerson admitted. "He seems to have one or more cracked ribsand
possibly abroken collarbone aswell. The way the fuselage has bent inward and pinned him makesit
hard to examine him. | could try pulling him out, but that might exacerbate any interna injuries, or even
drive bits of glassinto him from the broken windows. He's unconscious, but hisvitd sgnsare stable, at
least for the moment. I'm afraid | can't tell you much more.”

"Just knowing he'sdiveis good news enough,” Betsy assured him. She thought for amoment. "What if
we could cut the whole chair loose? |'s there enough room behind him to move the chair back and get him
out that way?"

"Uh... I think so, yes. But | don't know what we would do after that. | heard the flight attendant say the
door wasjammed."

Betsy frowned. Rayburn hadn't mentioned that to her. "We might be able to force it open anyway and get
it connected to the rest of the Skyport. Aretherest of the passengersal right?”

"A few minor injuries, mostly bruises dueto the safety belts. We've been very lucky.”
So far. "Yeah. Thank you, Doctor. Please let us know immediatdly if theres any change.”
"Got the prints, Betsy," Lewis cdled as sheturned off the mike. "'I'm heading down."

He was gone before she could do more than nod assent, leaving her and Henson alone. For some reason
the empty seats bothered her, and she briefly considered caling in some of Seven's off-duty crewmen.
But aslong asthey were stuck in thisvirtua holding pattern, extra help on the flight deck would be pretty
superfluous. Turning back to the instrument panel, she felt awave of frustration wash over her. So many
unanswered questions, most of them crucia to the safety of one or more groups of people aboard the
Skyport& mdash;and she was temporarily a alossto handle any of them. For the moment there was
nothing she could do but try and line up the problemsin some sort of logical order: if A istruethen B
must be done, and D cannot precede either B or C. But it waslike juggling or playing chessin her head;
there were just too many contingencies that had to be taken into account every step of the way.

Behind her the door opened, and she turned to see two men walk in. One she knew: Paul Marinos,
captain of Wing Section Six. The other, athirtyish young man in athree-piece suit, sheldd never seen
before. But she knew instantly who hewas.



"Betsy,” Marinos sad, "thisis Peter Whitney, of McDonnell Douglas.”
& mdash;

Whitney had been daydreaming in hislounge chair, enjoying the unique Skyport atmosphere, when the
violent bump jerked him back to full dertness. He shot arapid glance around the room, half expecting to
seethewals caving in around him. But everything looked normal. Up ahead, he could hear muttered
curses from the dining room& mdash; prompted, no doubt, by spilled coffee and the like& mdash;while
from the loungeitsalf came a heightened buzz of conversation. Whitney closed hisearstoit dl asbest he
could, straining ingtead to listen for some clue as to what had happened. An explosive misfirein one of
the engineswas hisfirst gut-level guess; but the dull background rumble seemed unchanged. A hydraulic
or fued linethat had broken with that much force might still be leaking audibly; again, he could hear
nothing that sounded like that. Had there been that bogey of the "70s and early '80s, amid-air collison?
But even small planes these days were supposed to be equipped with the Bendix-Honeywel | transponder
systemé& mdash;and how could any pilot fail to seethe Skyport in the first place?

The minutes dragged by, and conversationd levels gradudly returned to normal asthe other passengers
gpparently decided that nothing serious had happened. Whitney suspected differently, and to him the
loudspesker's sllence was increasingly ominous. Something serious had happened, and the captain was
ether afraid to tell the passengerswhat it was or the crew was just too damn busy fighting the problem to
talk. Neither possibility was apleasant one.

A flash of royd blue caught the corner of hiseye, and he turned to see a chunky man in a Skyport-crew
jumpsuit step from the dining arealinto the lounge. The flight attendant who'd served Whitney's bregkfast
was with him, and Whitney watched curioudy as her gaze swept the room. It wasn't until she pointed in
his direction and the two started toward him that it occurred to Whitney that they might be looking for
him. Even then uncertainty kept him in his seat until there was no doubt asto their target, and he had
barely enough time to stand up before they reached him.

"Mr. Whitney?" the jumpsuited man asked. His expression was worried, histone was politeness
laminated on urgency. The girl looked worried, too.

Whitney nodded, noticing for the first time the gold wings-in-a-circle pinson his chest and
shoulderboards. A wing captain, not just arandom crew member. Whitney's first hopeful thought, that
this was somehow related to the tour held asked for, vanished like tax money in Washington.

"I'm Captain Paul Marinos," the other introduced himsdlf. "We have a problem, Mr. Whitney, that we
hope you can hep uswith. Isit true that you work with computer systemsfor McDonnell Douglas?’

Whitney nodded, feding strangdly tongue-tied, but finaly getting his brain into gear. They were dmost
certainly not interested in just general computer knowledge; his nodded affirmative needed a qudifier
added toit. "I know only alittle about current Skyport programming, though,” hetold them. "I mostly
work with second-generation research.”

Marinoss expression didn't change, but his next words were ddmost awhisper. "What we need isa
malfunction check on our shuttle approach and guidance equipment. Can you do that?"

The pieces clicked amost audibly into place in Whitney's mind. It had been a crash, and onethat al the
Bendix-Honeywell collision-proofing in the world couldn't prevent. "I don't know, but | can try. Where
do| find atermina?'

"On Seven," was the cryptic response. "Come with me, please.”



Marinos led the way across the lounge and back into the dining room. A door in the right-hand wall
brought them into one of the modul€'s food preparation and storage areas. The blonde flight attendant 1ft
them at that point; moving forward through the galley, Marinos and Whitney arrived at an elevator. One
deck up was a somewhat cramped hallway lined with doors& mdash;crew quarters, Whitney assumed. In
the opposite direction aheavy, positive-sedling door stood across their path. Marinos unlocked it and
swvung it open; and to Whitney'smild surprise an identica door, hung the opposite way, faced them. The
captain opened this one, too, and gestured Whitney through, sealing both doors again behind them.
"We're on Wing Section Seven now," he told Whitney, leading the way down ahal that mirror-imaged
the onethey'd just Ieft. "The wing captain hereis Betsy Kyser. Y ou'll be working with her and her crew.”

Beyond the hallway was asmal lounge; passing through it, they entered what appeared to be a
ready-room sort of place with a hdf-dozen jumpsuited men and women listening intently to an intercom
speaker; and findly, they reached the flight deck.

"We gppreciate your coming up here," Captain Kyser said as Marinos concluded the introductions. "
hope you can help us.”

"Sodol," Whitney said. "Anything at al you can tel me about your mafunction? It might help my
search.”

"All we know isthat it's somewhere in the equipment or programming that guides shuttlesinto the
docking bay." In afew terse sentences she told him what was known about the shuttle crash, including
the craft's current orientation in the bay. "My indicator said its approach velocity wastoo high, if that's
sgnificant,” she concluded. "But | don't know if that was just my indicator or if the whole system was
confused.”

"The shuttl€'s radar isindependent of your equipment, though, isn't it? Maybe the pilot can corroborate
your readings.”

"Maybe& mdash;but if held seen anything wrong hed amost certainly have ydled. But I'll ask him. Firgt,
though, 1 want to get you started. Paul, will you monitor the shuttle?!

Marinos, who had aready quietly seated himself in the copilot's seat, nodded and put on a headset.
Kyser removed her own and led Whitney to aconsole built snugly into the flight desk's | eft rear corner.
Motioning him into the chair in front of it, she leaned over him and tapped at the keys. "Hereésthe
sign-on... access code... and program file." A series of names and numbers appeared on the screen.
"Any of thoselook familiar?’

"Quiteafew, if the programming divison's kegping its nomenclature consstent.” Whitney scanned theligt,
experimentaly keyed in anumber.

"That's the standard equipment-check program,” Kyser told him. "Weve aready run that one and come
up dry.”
"No errors? Then the problem probably isn't in the computer system.”

She shook her head. " 'Probably" isn't good enough. Aren't there more complete test programsthat can
berun?'

"Y ou're talking about the full-blown diagnostic monsgters that ground maintenance uses.” Whitney
hesitated, trying to remember what little he knew about such programs. "It seemsto me that the program
should be stored somewhere in your system, probably on one of the duplicate-copy disks. The catchis
that the thing takes up dmost dl of your accessble memory space, so anything that normally usesthat



gpace will haveto be temporarily shut down whileit'srunning.”
Kyser looked over at theflight engineer. "Rick?’

"Jbeswith what I've heard," he agreed. "Most of the programsthat take alot of space are connected
with navigation, radar monitoring, and mechanica flight syslems and cargo deck stuff. We're not using
any of those at the moment, anyway, so that's no problem. | can aso switch alot of the passenger-deck
functions from automatic to manua control.” He craned his neck to look at Whitney, sitting directly
behind him. "Will thet free up enough memory?'

"I don't know& mdash;l don't know how much room it'll need. But there's another problem, Captain.
Sinceit is such abig program, therell dmost undoubtedly be safeguards to keep someone from
accidentally loading it and losng everything esein the memory.”

"A password?"

"Of somekind." Whitney had been searching the program list and had aready checked the descriptions
of two or three of the entries. Another of them caught hiseye and he keyed it in. 'Y ou may need to
check with ground control to even find the name... hold it. Never mind, I'vefound it. DCHECK. Let's
see...." He advanced the description another page, skimmed it. "Hereit is. We need something called the
Sasguatch-3L packageto load it."

"Will Ddlas ground control haveit?' Henson asked.

"I would think so& mdash;if not, they can probably get it by phone from one of the Skyport maintenance
aress" Whitney hesitated. "But it's not clear whether or not that'll do you any good.”

"Why not?'

"Well, remember that the whole reason you don't have the loading code in the first placeisthat they don't
want you accidentaly plugging in the program and wiping out something the autopilot'sdoing. So they
may not legally be able to release the code to a Skyport crew, especidly onethat'sin flight.”

"That'ssupid!”

"That's bureaucratic thinking," Captain Kyser corrected& mdash;or agreed; Whitney couldn't figure out
which. Leaning over Whitney's shoulder again, she spoke toward asmall grille next to the display screen.
"Carl?Didyou get dl that?

"Yes," theintercom answered, "and | suspect Mr. Whitney's basicaly right. But there haveto be
emergency procedures for something like this& mdash;ese why have the program stored aboard in the
firgt place? It should Smply be amatter of getting an adequately prominent officid to give an okay. I'll get
the tower onit right away."

"And hope your prominent official can move histail thisearly inthemorning,” she muttered under her
bresth.

Whitney had been thinking dong a separate track. "There's one other thing we can try,” he said. "Can
you patch meinto the regular phone system from up here?"

"Trividly. Why?'

"I'd like to call my former supervisor back in Houston. He might be able to get the package, either from
his own office or from someoneinL.A."



"Youjust saidit wasillegal to release the code," Henson objected.
"Toyou, yes, but maybe not to me. | work for the company, after al.”

Henson started to growl something vituperative, but Kyser cut him off. "Well complainto the FAA later.
For now, let's take whatever loopholes we can get our hands on. Put on that half-headset, Mr. Whitney,
and I'll fix you up with MaBdl."

The cdll, once the connection was finaly made, was aremarkably short one. Dr. Mills, seldom at hisbest
in the early morning, nevertheless came fully awake as Whitney gave him athumbnail sketch of the crigs.
Hetook down the names of both the diagnostic program and the loading code, extracted from Captain
Kyser& mdash;via Whitney& mdash;the ingtructions for placing areturn call to the Skyport, and promised
to have the package for him in fifteen minutes.

"Well, that'sit, | guess," Whitney remarked after sgning off. "Nothing to do now but wait."
"Yeah. Damn.”

Whitney looked up at her as she stared through the computer console, concentration drawing her
eyebrows together. She had been something of a surpriseto him, and he ill found it hard to believe a
Skyport wing captain could be so young. Marinos, he estimated, wasin his early fifties, and Henson
wasn't much younger. But if Betsy Kyser was anything past her early forties she was the best-preserved
woman he'd ever seen. Which meant either United was hard up for Skyport personnel or Captain Kyser
was one very fine pilot. Hefixed the thought firmly in hismind; it was one of the few things about dl this
that was even remotely comforting. "Uh... Captain?' he spoke up.

She focused on him, the frown lingering for a second before she seemed to notice it and eased it abit.
"Cdl meBetsy," shetold him. "Thisisn't much of aplacefor formalities.

"I'm Peter, then. May | ask why you need to know about the e ectronics right now? | would think the
shuttle's safety would be the thing you need to concentrate on.”

"Itis, but we can't do anything about that until we're sure more shuttles can dock safely.” He must have
looked blank, because the corner of her mouth twitched and she continued, "L ook. Whatever wewind
up doing to the shuttle, odds are we don't already have the necessary equipment on board. That
means& mdash;”

"That meansyou'll haveto bring it up viashuttle," Whitney nodded, catching on at last. " So you need to
find the glitch in your docking program and make sure it hasn't dso affected the other modules

equipment.”

"Right. After that the next job'll be to elther get the passengers out or secure the shuttle into the bay,
whichever isfagter and sefer.”

Whitney nodded again. In hismind's eye he could see the damaged shuttle hanging precarioudy out the
back of the Skyport, holding on by the barest of threads. The picture reawakened the half-forgotten
vertigo of hisfirst& mdash;and last& mdash;rollercoaster ride twenty years ago, and he discovered he was
gripping thearms of his chair a shade moretightly than necessary. Firmly, he forced his emotions down
out of theway. "Theres going to be afair amount of drag on the shuttle from the Skyport's dipstream,”

he commented, thinking aoud as afurther distraction from discomfiting images. "Tha meansalot of
gress on the docking collar. Would it help any if the shuttle dumped itsfudl, to makeitsdf lighter?”

"Just the opposite; the eng& mdash;" She paused, a strange look flickering across her face. Behind her,



Whitney saw peripherally, Marinos had swiveled around, his attention presumably attracted by Betsy's
abrupt silence. "Paul," she said without turning, "run acaculation for me. At its present rate of burn, how
much fudl hasthe shuttle got |eft?!

"What diff& mdash;?" Marinos stopped, too, the same look settling onto his own features. Turning back,
he began punching calculator buttons.

"Right," Betsy muttered tartly. "Weve gotten too used to the easy transfer of fud between shuttle and
Skyport... or | have, anyway." Whitney had figured out what was going on, but Betsy spelled it out for
him anyway. "Y ou see, Peter, the shuttle€'s currently firing its engines, at about medium power, to
counteract the drag you mentioned. | guess | was subconscioudy assuming we could feed it dl thefud it
needed from the Skyport's reserves.”

"But the connections are out of line?"

"Almogt certainly. Thefue ling€s on the starboard side, too, which meansthereés not likely to be enough
room to even get in and connect them manually. Probably no access panels close enough, either, but |
guesswell haveto check onthat." She grimaced. "Something elseto do. | hope someone's keeping a
lig."

"Got it, Betsy," Marinos said, looking up once more. "At current usage, helll run dry in alittle over seven
hours."

"Seven hours." She pursed her lips. "And that assumes neither of his main pumpswas rattled loose by the
impact. Carl?'

"I heard, Betsy," theintercom grille said. "That'snot alot of time."

"No kidding. How much fuel has the whole Skyport got; for our own flying, | mean?'
"At our current speed, agood ten hours. All the tanks were pretty full.”

"Okay. Thanks."

"Still no word from ground control on your program,” he added. "They're trying to look up the regsand
track down the guy who's got the actua package, and doing both of them badly.”

"Betsy?' Marinos again. "Sorry to interrupt, but it's Eric Rayburn on the shuttle. He wantsto talk to you."

Whitney started to reach for the earphone he was wearing, but Betsy shook her head, stepping back to
her chair and picking up her own set. "ThisisKyser," she said into the dender mike.

"Liz, what the hell'sgoing on up there?' aharsh voice said into Whitney's | eft ear.

With the kind of crissthey were dl facing up here, Whitney wouldn't have believed the tenson on the
flight deck could possibly increase. But it did. He could fed it in the uncomfortable shifting of Hensonin
hischair, and in Marinos furtive glance Sdeways, and in Betsy'stightly controlled response. "Weretrying
to figure out how to get you and your passengers out of there dive," she said.

"Well, it'staking adamn sight too long. Or have you forgotten that John'sin bad shape?"
"No, we haven't forgotten. If you've got any suggestionslet's hear them.”

"Sure. Just open thisdamn collar and let me fly my plane back to Ddllas.”



Betsy and Marinos exchanged glances, Whitney couldn't see Betsy's face, but Marinossooked
flabbergasted. "That's out of the question. Y ou don't even know if the shuttle will fly any more."

"Sureit will! I've till got control of the engines and control surfaces. What esedo | need?'

"How about electronics, for starters? Y ou gpparently don't even have enough nav equipment left to know
where you are. For your information, you wouldn't be flying 'back’ to Ddllas, because we haven't
left& mdash;were circling the area at fifteen thousand feet and about two-seventy knots."

"All the better. | won't need any directiond gear to find the airport.”

Betsy's snort was a brief snakéshissin Whitney'sear. "Eric, did you turn your oxygen off or something?
Neither you nor the shuttleisin any shapeto fly. Period.” Rayburn started to object, but she raised her
voice and cut him off. "We know you're worried about your first officer, but once we make sureit's safe
to dock again we can have doctors and emergency medical equipment brought aboard to take care of
hm."

"And then what? Try to land with me gill hanging out your rear? Don't be absurd. Likeit or not, you're
eventualy going to haveto let me go. Let'sdo it now and get it over with."

"No," Betsy said, and Whitney could hear atightnessin her voice. "There are aminimum number of tests
well have to run before we can even consider the idea. Y ou can help by starting astandard pre-flight
check on your instruments and systems and figuring out what's still working. Other than that, you'l just
haveto Sit back and wait like therest of us."

"Wait!" He made the word an obscenity.

"Skyport out." Betsy reached over and flipped a switch, then pushed her mike off to one side. Whitney
couldn't see much more than the back of her head, but it was very obviousthat she was angry. He shifted
uncomfortably in his chair, wishing he were somewhere e se. Thereéd been eements about the whole
exchange that had fdlt like a private feud, and he felt obscurely embarrassed that he'd been listening in.

"Don' let him get to you, Betsy," Henson advised quietly. "He's not worth getting upset about.”

"Thanks." Already she seemed to be getting her composure back. "Unfortunately, he did hit one problem
very squarely on the head.”

"Thelanding problem?' Marinos asked.
Betsy nodded. "I don't know how we're going to handle that one.”

"I don't understand,” Whitney spoke up hesitantly. "Y ou would just be separating off this module and
landing it with the shuttle, wouldn't you?' A horrible thought struck him. "I mean you aren't thinking about
landing the whole Skyport... are you?'

Betsy did something to her chair and swiveled hafway around to look at him. *No, of course not. There
isnt arunway in theworld that could take an entire Skyport, athough the space shuttle landing area at
Rogers Dry Lake might be possiblein areal emergency.”

"Then what's the problem? The modul es are supposed to be able to land on an eighteen-thousand-foot
runway, and Dalas hasto have at least one that's that long."

"The eighteen thousand isfor awing sections by itsdf, Peter," Marinos said patiently. He held up ahand
and began ticking off fingers. "First: with the extrawe ght and& mdash;more importantly the extra



drag& mdash;wed have to put down at something above our listed one-sixty-five-knot |anding speed.
That'll add runway distance right off the bat. Second: one of the weight savings on the wing sectionsis not
having thrust reversers on our enginesto help us dow down. Werdy on landing whed brakesand
drogue chutes that pop out the back. With the shuttle adding weight out the back& mdash;and its gear
will be at least a couple of feet off the ground when ours touches down, so ther€lll bealot of

weight& mdash;our balance will change. That meansalittle lessweight on the front landing gear, which
meansalittle less braking ability for those six sets of wheds. Maybe significantly less, maybe not; | don't
know. And third, and probably most important: the drogue chutes come out the center and ends of our
trailing edge& mdash;and we won't be able to use any of the center oneswhile the shuttlesin theway."
He shook hishead. "I wouldn't even attempt to land on anything shorter than twenty-five thousand under
conditionslikethis"

"I'd hold out for thirty, mysdlf,” Betsy agreed grimly. "Wejust don't know how much extraroom wed
need. And don't bother suggesting we put down on acotton field or straddling both lanes of Interstate
20. One of the other ways you save weight on a Skyport isin thelanding gear, and landing on something
too soft would teer it to shreds.”

An ideawastaking shapein the back of Whitney's mind... but he wanted to think about it before saying
anything to the others. " So that leaves, what, the Skyport maintenance facility outside L.A.?" he asked
ingtead.

"Or theonein New Jersey,” Betsy said. "L.A.'scloser.” Shelooked at her watch& mdash;the fourth time,
by Whitney's count, that she had done so in the last ten minutes. "Damn it dl, what's holding up ground
control ?*

Asif in answer, the intercom suddenly crackled. "Bets, thisis Aaron,” avoice said. "Wereready hereto
gart on down."

& mdash;

"Roger, Aaron; keep your line open,” Betsy's voice said, too loudly, in Greenburg's ear. He resisted the
impulse to turn down the volume on his portable haf-headset; in a moment there would be another
aluminum-alloy deck between them that should take care of the problem.

"Right. We're opening the access hatch now.” As Lewislooked on, Greenburg undid the three clasps
securing the surprisingly light disk and levered it up, making sureit locked solidly into itswall latch.
Fedling around the underside of the hatch rim, he located the light switch and turned it on. The blackness
below blazed with light, and with aquick glance to make sure he wouldn't be landing on unstable footing
he grasped the rungs welded to the hatch and started down the narrow metd ladder, tool belt banging
againg histhigh. Thelowest of the Skyport's three decks was devoted to passenger luggage and genera
cargo and to the equipment necessary to move it from shuttle to Skyport, between wing sectionswhere
necessary, and back to shuttle again. The hatch the two men had chosen led to one edge of the cargo
area, and most of the equipment in Greenburg's immediate area seemed to be motors and electronic
overseersfor theintricate network of conveyor belts and eectric trams that sorted incoming luggage by
destination and carted it to the proper storage area. All without human supervision, of

course& mdash;and, despite that, it generally worked pretty well.

"The bay is straight back that way." Lewis had appeared beside him, clutching a sheaf of computer
paper. "l think around that pillar thing would be the best approach.”

They et off. Greenburg had been on a Skyport cargo deck only once, back in histraining days, and was
vaguely surprised at the amount of dirt and grease around the machinery they passed. Within adozen



steps his blue jumpsuit had collected a number of greasy smears and he found himsdlf wishing held had
the extraminute it would have taken to change into something more appropriate for thisjob. But even a
minute could make alot of difference... and Bets was counting on them.

They reached the curved wal that wasthe lower half of the docking bay within afew minutes, arriving
just forward of awide ring bristling with hydraulic struts that Greenburg knew marked the position of the
emergency docking collar. He glanced back at it asthey headed forward under the wall's curve,
wondering why the backup system hadn't worked. It should have kicked in as soon asthe main collar's
supports gave way.

"Watch your step,” Lewis said sharply, and Greenburg paused in midstep, focusing for thefirst time on
the dark-red puddle edging onto the path in front of him. Peering aong the base of the wall, he could see
more of theliquid, more or less collected in anarrow trough there. He squatted, touched it tentatively
with afingertip. It fet thick and oily. "Hydraulic fluid?' Lewis asked.

"Y eah. From the emergency collar, probably." Greenburg straightened and, with only adight hesitation,
rubbed the fluid off on hisjumpsuit. Stepping carefully around the puddlein his path, he continued on.

The panel they'd decided on was precisaly where the blueprints had said it would be: some two meters
around the port wal from the heavy forward clamp machinery at the docking bay's forward tip. About
forty centimeters by seventy, the pand sat chest-high in the wall and was, for awonder, not even partialy
blocked by any of the conveyor equipment. Sdlecting awrench from his belt, Greenburg began loosening
the nuts.

"l hope theré's nothing in here that can't take low air pressure,” Lewis remarked as he untangled the two
oxygen sets he was carrying and clipped one of the tanks onto the back of Greenburg's belt. Y ou want
meto put the mask on you?'

"I'll put it on when | get thisopen,” Greenburg grunted as he strained againgt a particularly well tightened
nut. "1 dont like stuff hanging from my face while I'm working. Digtracts me."

"Put it on before you lose pressure in there, Aaron," Betsy's voice camein hisear.

"Aw, come on& mdash;Bets," he said, thelast word aburst of air asthe nut findly yielded. "Wereonly a
thousand feet or so higher than Pikes Pegk, and I've been climbing around up there since | wasten. I'm
not going to black out up herefor lack of air.”

"Wedl... dl right. But | want it on you as soon as you've finished with the pand.”
"Sure”

It took only a couple of minutesto loosen al the nuts and, with Lewiss help, remove them and force the
panel out of its rubber seating. For aminute there was aminor gale a their backs asthe pressureinsde
the cargo deck equdized with that in the bay, and Greenburg redlized belatedly he'd forgotten to check
whether or not Lewis had remembered to close the hatch behind him. If he hadn't thiswindstorm was
going to keep going for quite awhile... but even as he finished adjusting his oxygen mask over hisnose
and mouth the rush of air began to subside and findly stilled completely. "Here goes," Greenburg
muttered as, stooping dightly, he eased his head through the opening, blinking as a cold breeze swept his
face.

It was an impressive Sight. Even twisted too far toward the bay's starboard wall, the shuttl€'s nose till
seemed almost close enough for him to touch asit loomed over him, vibrating noticeably in the
incomplete grip the broken collar provided. To hisleft and only dightly below him, he could see that the



shuttle's front landing gear had descended just as it was supposed to, and was hanging tantdizingly close
to the extended forward clamp. Moving his mike right up againgt his oxygen mask& mdash;it was noiser
in the bay than he'd expected& mdash;he said, "Okay. First of al, | can't see anything that could be
interfering with the clamp or arm. Rick, do the telltales read the arm as fully extended?”

A short pause, then Henson'svoice. "Sure do. It's still got lateral and verticd play, though. Want meto
swing it around any?"

"Waste of time, aslong asit's too short. Someone's going to have to go down there and take alook &t it,
| guess.™

"That's not your job, though," Betsy spoke up. "Carl's lining up amechanica crew to come up from the
airport as soon asit's safe. They can do al the work that's needed in the bay.”

"I'm sure they'll bethrilled at the prospect& mdash;and don't worry, | wasn't volunteering." Greenburg
twisted his head around the other direction. "Now, asto the shuttle door... hell. | can't be certain, but it
looks like the edge of the collar is overlgpping it& mdash;the shuttle must have did back and then shot
forward and starboard as the collar was engaging. What the hell kind of guidance system error could
have caused that?"

"We should know in ten or fifteen minutes," an unfamiliar voice put in.
"Who'sthat?' Greenburg asked.

"Sorry& mdash;maybe | shouldn't have butted in. I'm Peter Whitney; I'm helping to run the diagnostic
program that will hopefully locate the problem.”

"Peter Whitney?& mdash;ah, the McDonnell Douglas computer expert Paul Marinos had said he was
bringing in. Have you got the program running yet?'

"Yes, afriend just radioed us theloading code.”

"Well ahead of ground control's efforts, | might add,” Betsy said. "Well let you know when we identify
the glitch. For now, let's get back to the shuttle door, okay? We think the sensors indicate hydraulic
pressure problemsin the emergency collar. Isthere any chance we could fix that and get it to lock onto
the shuttle? Then we could release the main collar and get the shuttle door open.”

Greenburg shifted position again and peered at the top of the shuttle, wishing dl the floodlights hadn't
gone when the craft hit. "I don't think therésany chance at dl," he said dowly. "Asamatter of fact, it
looks very much like the emergency collar's responsible for most of the cockpit damage. It seemsto have
come out of thewadll just intimefor the shuttleto ram into it. If that kind of impact didn't do anything
more than rupture ahydraulic line or two, I'll be very much surprised.”

Betsy said something under her breath that Greenburg didn't catch. ™Y ou sure about that?' she asked. "I
can't see any of that on the monitor.”

"Assureas| can beon thisside of the bay. | can go to the starboard sideif you'd like and check through
the pand there. Probably have to go over thereto find out exactly where thisfluid came from, anyway."

"Maybe later. Any other good newsfor usfrom there, first?"

"Actudly, thisis good news. Somehow, while the shuttle was rattling around the bay, it completely
missed the Skyport passenger and cargo tunnels. If we can get everybody out of the shuttle, we can get
them into the Skyport.”



"Well, that's something. Any suggestions on how we go about carrying out that first ep?”

Greenburg frowned. Something about the shuttle was stroking the warning bellsin hisbrain... but he
couldn't seem to put hisfinger on the problem.

"Aaon?'

"Uh... yes" Hiseyes il probing the vibrating fusdage, Greenburg replayed his mentd tape of Betsy's
last question. "The, uh, side window of the cockpit seems undamaged. It should be big enough for most
of the passengers to squeeze through. Of course, it's afour-meter drop or thereabouts, so we'd need to
rig up some way to ether get them down and then back up to the tunnel door or else to get them across
toit directly. Maybe rig something up to the ki lift mechanismin thetunnd...”

Hisvoicetralled off asthewarning bells abruptly went off full force. The nosewheel was dlightly closer
to him!

"Bets, the shuttles diding backwards!" he shouted into the mike. "The collar must be dipping!™

For afew seconds al he could hear was the muffled, indistinct sound of frantic conversation. Eyes il
glued to the dowly moving nosewhed, he jammed his earphonetighter againgt hisear. "Bets, did you
copy? | said& mdash;"

"We copied,” Paul Marinossvoicetold him. "Betsy's getting the shuttle to boost its thrust. Stand by,
okay?'

Pursing hislipstightly under his oxygen mask, Greenburg shifted his gaze back along the shuttleto its
main passenger door. If the collar was dipping he should be able to see the door dowly diding further
and further beneath the hugering.... He il hadn't decided if it was moving when Betsy's voice made him
dart.

"Aaon?Isthe shuttle sill moving?'
"Uh... I'm not sure. | don't think so, but dl the vibration makesit hard to tell."

"Yeah." A short pause. "Aaron, Tom, you've both done some shuttle flying, haven't you? What are the
chances Rayburn could bring this one down safdly, damaged asit is?"

Something very cold did down the center of Greenburg's back. Betsy knew the answer to that one
aready& mdash;they dl did. Thefact that shewas asking at al implied things he wasn't sure he liked.
Surely things weren't desperate enough yet to be grasping at that kind of straw... were they?

Lewis, after ashort pause, gave the only answer there was. " Chances are poor to

nonexistent& mdash;you know that, Betsy. Hed have to leave here a a speed of at least ahundred
sxty-five knots, and with one or more windows gone in the cockpit hed have an instant hurricanein
there. He sure ashell won't be ableto fly in that, and | personally wouldn't trust any autopilot that's gone
through what hishas."

"Y ou can't dow down past a hundred sixty-five knots?' Whitney, the computer man, asked.
"That's our minimum flight speed,” Lewistold him shortly.

"I know that. What | meant was whether you could try something like astall or some other fancy
maneuver that would pull your speed temporarily lower."



"Wouldn't gain us enough, I'm &fraid,” Betsy said, sounding thoughtful. "Besides which, wing sections
aren't designed for fancy maneuvers." She seemed to sigh. "Weve got anew problem, folks. The
shuttle's backwards drift, Aaron, was not the collar dipping. It was the last two supports bending,
gpparently under dightly unequd thrusts from the shuttleés engines.”

Lewis growled an obscenity Greenburg had never heard him use. "What happensif they break? Does the
collar fdl off the shuttle?"

"The book says yes& mdash;but exactly when it goes depends on how fast the hydraulic fluid drains out.
My guessisit would hold on long enough to turn the shuttle nose down before dropping off and crashing
somewhere in the greater Fort Worth area.”

"Followed immediatdly by the shuttle," Greenburg growled. His next task was clear& mdash;too clear.
"All right, say no more. Tom, there should be asupply locker just forward of here. Seeiif theré's any rope
or cableinit, would you?"

"What do you want that for?' Betsy asked, her tone edging toward suspicious.

"A safety harness. I'm going to go insde the bay and seeif theré's any way to get that forward clamp
connected. Tom?'

"Y eah, there's some rope here. Just a second& mdash;| have to untangleit.”

"Hold it, Tom," Betsy said. "Aaron, you're not going in there. Y ou're apilot, not amechanic, remember?
Well wait for some professionals from the ground to handle this."

"Wait how long?" he shot back, apprehension putting snap into histone. "Rayburn can't keep firing his
enginesdl day; and even if he could you have no guarantee the thrusts from al three turbofans would stay
properly balanced. Do you?'

Therewas ashort sllence, during which Greenburg was startled by something snaking abruptly across his
chest. It was Lewis, perhaps sensing the outcome of the argument, starting to tie Greenburg's safety line
around him. "No," Betsy findly answered his question. ""Rayburn's on-board can't give us those numbers
any more, and the support stressindicators aren't redlly sengtive enough.”

"Which means chances are good the shuttle's going to continue putting stresses on the
clamps& mdash;variable stresses, yet. They're bound to fatigue eventudly under that kind of treatment.”

"Mr. Greenburg& mdash; Aaron& mdash;| ook, the program's amost finished running.” Whitney, putting in
histwo cents again. "Once it's done we can have people up herein fifteen minutes& mdash;"

"No; only once we've found the problem and made sure the other wing sections don't have it. Who
knows how long that'll take?' A tug on the rope coming off the chest of the makeshift harness Lewis had
tied around him and adap on the back told him it wastime. Gripping the edges of the opening, he raised
afoot, seeking purchase on the curved wall. Lewiss cupped hands caught the foot, steadied it.
Greenburg started to shift hisweight... and paused. He was till, after dl, under Betsy's authority. "Bets?
Do | have permission to go?'

"All right. But listen: you've got one shot at the clamp, and whether it reaches or not you're coming
sraight out afterward. Understand? No one's ever been in adocking bay during flight before, and you're
not equipped for unexpected problems.”

"Gotcha Here goes.”



Greenburg had spent the past couple of minutes studying the curving bay wall, planning just how he was
going to do this maneuver. Now, as he shifted hisweight and pushed off of Lewiss hands, he discovered
he hadn't planned things quite well enough. Pushing himsdaf more or lessvertically through the narrow
opening, hetwisted his body around as historso cleared, coming down in astting position with his back
to the shuttle. But he'd forgotten about the oxygen tank on the back of hisbdt, and the extraweight was
enough to ruin his precarious balance and to send him diding gracelesdy down the curving meta on his
butt.

Hedidn't didefar; Lewis, belaying the line, made sure of that. Getting hislegs back around undernesth
him, Greenburg checked his footing and nodded back toward the opening. "Okay, I'm essentialy down.
Let me have some dack.” Moving carefully, he stepped down into the teardrop-shaped well under the
shuttle and walked to the nosawhesd!.

The forward clamp was designed to dide out of the wall asthe landing gear was lowered, locating the
tow bar by means of two short-range transpondersinstaled in the gear. Earlier, up on the flight deck,
Greenburg had confirmed the clamp operation had been begun but not completed; now, on closer study,
the problem looked like it might be obvious.

"The shuttl€'s not only angled into the bay wrong, but it's also rotated afew degreesonitsaxis," he
reported to the others. "I think maybe that the clamp's wrist rotated as far asit could to try and match,
and when it couldn't get lined up apparently decided to quit and wait for instructions.”

"Theteltaessay it isfully extended, though,” Henson ins sted.
"Well... maybeit'sthe sensorsthat got scrambled.”
"Assumeyoureright,” Betsy said. "Any way to fix it?"

"I don't know." Greenburg studied the clamp and landing gear, acutely aware of the vibrating shuttle
above him& mdash;and of the vast distances beyond it. But even if the shuttle fell out and my rope
broke I'd be all right, hetold himsdf firmly. Standing in the cutout well that gave the shuttle's nosewhed
room to descend, he was a good two meters below the rim of the bay's outer opening. Therewas afair
amount of eddy-generated wind turbulence plucking at hisjumpsuit and adding awind-chill to thefrigid
air&mdash;but it would take a ot of turbulence to force him up that dope and out. At least, he thought
s0.... "Why don't you try backing the clamp arm up and letting it take another run at the tow bar?"

"Well haveto wait for Peter's program to finish," Henson said. " The computer handles that.”
"Oh... right." Greenburg hadn't thought of that. "How much longer?"
"It'samogt& mdash;it'sdone," Whitney said.

"Wheré'sthe problem?’ Betsy asked. Even with the turbofan engines droning in his ears Greenburg could
hear the twin emotions of anticipation and dread in her voice.

"There doesn't seem to be one."
"That'sridiculous," Greenburg said. " Something made the shuttle crash.”

"Wadll, the program can't find it. Look, it ssemsto me| felt the Skyport bounce alittle just before the
crash&mdash;"

"Clear ar turbulence," Betsy said. "That shouldn't have been a problem; the guidance program is
supposed to be able to handle smal perturbations like that.”



"Let'sforget about the 'how’ of it for now," anew voice broke in& mdash;Carl Y oung's, Greenburg
tentatively identified it through the noise. " The point isthat we can art bringing shuttles back up again.
Greenburg, isthere anything you can suggest we bring up from the ground to secure the shuttle with?"

"Uh... hell, I don't know. Something to use to get the passengers off would certainly be handy. And if this
clamp arm won't rotate any further we might need an interfacing of some kind& mdash;maybe an extra
clamp-and-wrist piece to extend our clamp's rotationd range.”

"I've dready ordered some spare ki lift track from the ground& mdash;it should be coming up aboard
thefirg shuttle, along with men to handleit. The clamp-and-wrist section we may be able to remove from
one of the other bays, other people will be coming up to try that. What | meant was, can you see
anything from there that we didn't dready know about?’

"Not redly.” Greenburg was starting to fed alittle foolish as his brave descent into the bay began to look
more and more unnecessary. With the guidance system coming up clean, shuttlel oads of expertswould
be herein minutes. So much for the value of impulsive heroics, hethought acridly; but at least it hadn't
wasted too much time. Hed always been much better as ateam player, anyway. "Hold on tight, Tom;
I'm coming up,” he cdled, getting agrip on hissafety line,

"Just asecond, Aaron," Henson said. "I've got the computer back now. Why don't you stay put whilel
try the clamp again like you suggested.”

"All right. But make it snappy& mdash;it'sfreezing in here.”

There was a heavy click, and the clamp arm telescoped smoothly back into itself, rotating to the
horizonta asit did so. It paused for a second when fully retracted and then reversed direction, angling
toward the landing geer like somerigid metallic snake attacking its prey in dow motion. It slopped, again
ameter short, and with asinking fedling Greenburg saw his mistake. "It's not just the angle the
nosewhed'sat," he informed the others. "The clamp rotates a little as each segment telescopes out, not al
at once at the end of the extension. It's not quitting because it doesn't know how to proceed& mdash;it's
quitting becauseit'srun out of length.”

"That'simpossible," Betsy retorted. "I've checked the stats& mdash;the arm's got to belong enough to
reach.”

"Then it's been damaged somehow," Greenburg said irritably. If they had to replace the whole arm, and
not just the clamp... He shivered as anewly sharpened sense of the shuttl€'s vulnerability hit him likea
wet rag.

For amoment the drone of the turbofanswas dl he could hear. Then Carl Y oung said, "WEell havethe
ground people check it out when they get here. Greenburg, you might aswell come out of there. Y oulll
need to put the access panedl back in place temporarily so we can repressurize the deck.”

"Understood.” Turning back to the curving wal, his hands numb with cold, Greenburg began to climb.
& mdash;

"The shuttle will dock in Six in about four minutes," the Skyport captain's voice came over the intercom.

"Okay, Carl," Betsy said. "Six, do you have someone at the bay to meet it?"

"Not yet," was the response. "We wanted to have al the stations up here manned during docking, to
watch for any trouble. We could cal in somebody off-duty, if you want."



"Don' bother,” Paul Marinos said, unbuckling his seat belt and getting to hisfeet. "I'll go down and meet
the shuttle. Y ou won't need me before Tom gets back, will you?' he added looking at Betsy.

She shook her head. "Go ahead. As amatter of fact, you can probably escort Mr. Whitney back down
on your way. Mr. Whitney, we very much gppreciate your help here thismorning.”

"Uh, yeah. Yourewelcome.”

Unlocking her chair, Betsy swiveled around. Whitney was hunched forward in his own seet, frowning
intently a the computer display screen. "Anything wrong?' she asked, her mouth beginning to fed dry
again. That shuttle would be trying to dock in a haf-handful of minutes....

Whitney shook his head dowly, hiseyes never leaving the screen. "I'm just rechecking the readout, trying
to seeif there's anything that looks funny but somehow didn't register asa problem.” He keyed for the
next page; only then did he look up. "If it's not too much trouble, though, I'd really like to stay up herefor
awhile. | can be an extra hand with the computer, and there's another project | want to discusswith
you."

"Passengers usudly aren't permitted up hereat dl," Marinos said with afrown.
Whitney shrugged. "On the other hand, | am aready here."

"All right,” Betsy said, making aquick decison. Even if Whitney's primary motivation was nothing more
than smple curiosity, hed aready been abig help to them. It was an inexpensive way to pay back the
favor. "But you'll have to stay out from underfoot. For starters& mdash;" she pointed & the

display& mdash;"you'll need to finish that up quickly, because Tom Lewisson hisway up to make some
more blueprints.”

"Yes, | know. I'll befinished." He turned back to the console. Nodding to her, Marinos I eft the flight
deck.

Swiveling back forward, Betsy squeezed her eyes shut briefly and took along, deep breath. Thetension
was beginning to get to her. She could fed her strength of will dowly lesking away; could fed her
decison-making center seizing up& mdash;and this only some eighty minutesinto the crigs.

The strength of her reaction was more than alittle disturbing. True, the lives of a hundred-sixty people
were hanging precarioudy in the balance back there... but sheld been holding peopl€eslivesin her hands
since her firgt flight for the Navy back in 1980. Sheld had her share of crises, too, probably the worst of
them being the 747 that had lost power in al four engines halfway from Segttle to Honolulu. She'd had to
put the mongter into afive-thousand-foot dive to get the balky turbofans restarted& mdash;and she hadn't
fet anything like the nervousness she was feding now. Wasit just the length of this crisisthat was getting
to her, the pumping of adrenaline for more than five minutes at atime? If so, she was going to be awreck
by the time thiswhole thing was resolved. Or& mdash;

Or wasit the people& mdash; be honest, Betsy; the person& mdash;involved? Could being forced to
dedl with Eric Rayburn again redly hit her this hard? " Excuse me, Captain; isit dl right if | St here?" She
opened her eyesto see Whitney standing beside her, indicating the copilot's seat. Craning her neck, she
saw that Lewis had returned and had taken over the computer termina again. "Y eah, sure," shetold
Whitney, thankful for the interruption. " Just don't touch anything. Tom, you need any help?’

"No, thanks; just getting the schematicsfor the clamp arm mechanism, the emergency collar, and
whatever | can find on the Skyport door and tunnel.” Paper was beginning to come from the printer dot;
Lewisglanced at it and then looked at Betsy. "Anything new from the shuttle?*



"Rayburn's still checking out hisinstruments. So far the dtimeter, Collins nav system, and at least one of
the vertical gyros seem to be out; the compass and collisionproofing are intact; the autopilot isabig
question mark."

"l met Paul Marinos on the way up here. He said it was Rayburn who came up with that half-assed idea
of |etting the shuttle fly home done.”

"That'sright," Betsy confirmed. "He's till making noisesin that direction, too."
"Good. Aaron and | thought you'd thought it up, and we were getting alittle worried.”
She snorted. "Thanks for your confidence. Y ou staying with Aaron after you ddliver the schematics?"

"Depends on whether they need me or not," he said, pulling the last sheet from the printer dot and flipping
the"off" switch. "Tak to you later.”

He got up and l€eft, and as he did so the intercom crackled. "Thisis Marinos. The shuttle has docked.
Textbook smooth, | might add.”

Betsy turned to the intercom grille, fesling aminor bit of the weight lift from her shoulders. "Aaron, you
copy that? Prepare for company down there."

"Got it. Paul, let me know when you're al down, so | can start taking this pane off again.”
"Will do."

Theintercom fell slent, and Betsy leaned back in her seat again. Staring out the window at the blue sky,
shetried to organize her thoughts.

"Captain? Areyou dl right?'

She glanced a Whitney, favoring him with ahaf smile. "1 thought | told you we dl went informa up
here," she chided mildly. "My name's Betsy."

"Oh... wdll... you called me'Mr. Whitney' awhile back, so | thought maybe that had changed.” He
looked alittle embarrassed.

"Force of habit, | guess. Anyone wearing athree-piece suit looks like management to me. And asto your
question, yes, I'mfine"

"Y ou look tired. How long have you been flying?"

A chuckle made it halfway up her throat. " About twenty-sx years, dl told. This session, though, lessthan
an hour and ahalf. | came on duty just before the shuttle crashed.”

"Oh." Histone said he wasn't thoroughly convinced.

Shelooked a him again. "Redly," sheindgsted. "What you're caling tirednessis just tension, pure and
smple”

The corner of hismouth quirked. "Okay. | dways was alousy detective.” The quirk vanished and he
sobered. "What do you think their chances are? Honestly."

"It al depends on how fast we can get the shuttle secured& mdash;or how fast we find out we can't do
it



Whitney frowned. "I don't follow. Are you talking about the& mdash;" he glanced at his
watch& mdash;"six hours of fud the shuttl€s got |eft?”

"Bad cdly& mdash;except that it's only about five and ahaf now; we nudged histhrust up anotch in two
of hisenginesawhile ago." Sheturned to face forward again, lips compressing into athinline. "Wereina
very neat box here, Peter. Y ou know the Skyport clockwise circuit, don't you?”

"Sure: Boston, New Y ork, Philade phia, Washington, Atlanta, New Orleans, Houston, Dallas, L.A., San
Francisco, Denver, Kansas City, Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, Pittsburgh, Washington, then back up the
piketo Boston." Herattled off the names easily, as someone who'd learned them without deliberate
effort. "A twelve-hour run, dl told."

"Right. Now note that once we secure the shuttle, there are exactly two places we can land with it: the
Skyport maintenance facilities at Mirage Lake, near L.A., and the Keansburg Extension of New Jersey;
and L.A.'s probably a half hour closer. But& mdash;" she paused for emphasis& mdash;" between here
and L.A. there are no Skyport cities. Which means no shuttles. Which means any equipment we want to
bring aboard to work with has to come from here. Which meanswe haveto stay here until were sure
weve got everything were going to need.”

"Wumph." Whitney's breath came out in arush, and for amoment he was silent. "But couldn't you head
toward L.A. right away, circling there until you have the clamp fixed? Oh, never mind; you'll probably
need the trangit time to work. But wait a second& mdash;you could head back east now, toward New
Jersey. Any extrastuff you needed could be brought up from Atlanta, or even Washington; you'd pass
close enough to both citieson the way."

Sheld had the same brrilliant idea nearly twenty minutes ago, and had been just as excited by it as he was.
It was a shame to have to pop hisbubble. "Thefly in that particular soup in John Meredith, the injured
shuttle copilat. If we stay here and then manage to get him and the other passengers out within an hour,
say, we can get him to ahospital alot faster than if we had to wait till we reached Atlanta. That time
could belife or degth for him& mdash;and it's the uncertain nature of hisinjuries, by the way, that gives
our box its other walls. Besides," she added grimly, "if wewind up losing the shuttle completely, I'd rather
try and find an empty spot in Arizonathan in Pennsylvaniato drop it into.”

"Damn," he muttered. "Y ou've thought through the whole thing, haven't you?'

"l hope not," she countered fervently. "Things don't look too good in my analysis. If | haven't missed
something were probably going to lose either an expensive shuttle or at least oneirreplacegblelife” She
snorted. "Damn the FAA, anyway. We've been on their tail for at least two years now to push for afew
more wing section-sized runway's scattered among the mgjor airports.”

"Y eah, I've dwaysthought it was abad ideato leave thrust reversers off Skyport engines. The way
things are now, you could lift amodule off from aridiculous number of runwaysthat you couldn't put it
down oninthefirg place.

"It's called economy. No one wants to build extra-big runways until they're sure the Skyports are going
to catch on.” She shook her head. "Enough sdlf-pity. What's this project you mentioned?'

"Right. You said earlier that no one knew what sort of landing distance a wing section-shuttle combo
would require. Wéll, I've done somefiguring, and if | can use the combined computer facilities of two
modules| think | can get you arough estimate.”

Sheblinked in surprise. "How?"



"My work for McDonnell Douglas has been on computer smulations for second-generation Skyport
design. Mogt of it involves adjusting profile, mass, and laminar flow parameters and then testing for lift
and drag and so on. | remember the equations I'd need and enough about module and shuttle shapesto
get by. Andit's not that complicated a program.”

"What about the brakes and drogue chutes?' she asked doubtfully.
"| can put them in as extradrag effects.”

Betsy frowned, thinking. There was no way the runways a Dalas would be long enough& mdash;of that
shewas certain. But... the figureswould be nice to have. "Okay, if we can get two of the other wing
sectionsto agree. Y ou can't use Seven's computer; well need to leave it clear for the work down
below."

"That's okay& mdash;l can link to the other systems and run everything from here.”
Betsy turned toward the intercom. " Carl? What do you think?'
"It'sworth trying. Two, Three& mdash;you've just volunteered your computersto Mr. Whitney's use.”

It took Betsy afew minutes to show Whitney how to set up the two-system link, but once he got started
he did seem to know what he was doing. She watched over his shoulder for aminute before returning to
her sest. It wasindeed agood idea, but she had to wonder why he hadn't smply called back hisfriend in
Houston and had him run the program. With the& mdash;undoubtedly& mdash;larger machine there and
the proper program dready in place, they could surely have had the answer faster than Whitney could get
it here. It was looking very much like he did indeed want an excuse to stay on the flight deck and observe
the proceedings. She grimaced. The report he was presumably going to be making to McDonnell
Douglas wasn' likely to be aflattering one.

She shook her head to clear away the cobwebs. There were plenty of unpleasant thoughts to occupy her;
shedidn't need to generate any extraones. And, peaking of unpleasantries... Steding hersdlf, she pulled
her half-headset mike to her lips and switched it on. " Skyport to Shuttle. Status report, please.”

"Oh, therés nothing much new here, Liz& mdash;jugt Sitting around watching my copilot dying.”

She'd been unprepared for the sheer virulence of Rayburn's tone, and the words hit her with almost
physica force. Unclenching her jaw with a conscious effort, she asked, "I's he getting worse? Dr.
Emerson?’

"He sure as hdl isn't getting any better,” Rayburn snapped before the doctor could answer.
Betsy held her ground. "Doctor?" she repeated.

"Itshard totdl,” Dr. Emerson spoke up hesitantly. "He's still unconscious and his breathing is sarting to
become labored, but his pulseistill good.”

"Wdl, we should at least have him out from under dl that metal soon,” Betsy told him. "The ground
crew's aboard now, and they'll be bringing atorch aboard to cut the chair free.”

"Yeah, | can see them climbing in down there," Rayburn said. "How do they expect to get up here?’

"Through your side window; | presume they brought arope ladder or something with them. Y ou'd better
open up and be ready to catch the end when they tossit up.”



"Hell of alot of good it'sgoing to do,” the shuttle pilot growled. "How're they going to get him back
out& mdash;tie arope around him and lower him like a sack of grass seed?

"If he'snot too badly injured, yes," Betsy said, feding her patience beginning to bend dangeroudy. "If nat,
well figure out something ese. Were going to try and rig up aski lift track from your window to the
Skyport door to get the passengers out; maybe we can bring Meredith out that way on some kind of
Sretcher.”

"A ski lift track? Oh, for& mdash;Liz, that's the dumbest idea |'ve ever heard. It could take hours to put
something like that together!™

The tension that had been building up again within Betsy suddenly broke free. ™Y ou have a better ides,
it it out!" she barked.

"You'vedready heard it," he snapped back. "L et me take this damn bird down now, and to hell with ki
tracks and nosewhed clamps. All you're doing iswasting time."

"Y ou redly think you can fly a plane with its nose smashed in, do you?' she said acidly. "What're you
going to usefor atimeter, autopilot, and gyros?”

"SKill. I've flown planesin worse shape than thisone.”

"Maybe. But not with asprained wrist, and not with a hundred-sixty passengers aboard. And not while
under my command.”

"Oh, right, | forgot& mdash;Liz Kyser'sthe big boss here." Rayburn's voice dripped with sarcasm. "Wadll,
let mejust remind you, Y our Highness, that | don't need your permisson to leave your flying kingdom.
All it would take isasmple push on the throttle.”

Betsy's anger vanished in asingle heartbesat. "Eric, what are you saying?"' she asked cautioudly.

"Don't go into your dumb blonde act& mdash;you know what I'm talking about. All | haveto do is cut
power and snap those last two collar supports and you can yell about authority al you want.”

"Y es& mdash;and you'll either fall nosedown with the collar still around you or drop it onto someone on
the ground." Betsy forced her voice to remain quiet and reasonable. ™Y ou can't risk innocent people's
liveslikethat, Eric."

"Oh, relax& mdash;I'm not going to do anything that crazy unless| absolutely haveto. I'm just pointing
out that you don't have absolute veto power over me. Keep that in mind while you figure out how to get
John to ahospitd.”

"Don't worry. We want him safe as much asyou do." Especially now. "WEéll keep you posted.”
Reaching over, Betsy turned off the mike.

For amoment she just sat there, her mind spinning like whedls on aniicy runway. Theflight deck suddenly
felt cold, and she noticed with curious detachment that the hands resting on the edge of her control board
weretrembling dightly. Rayburn'sthresat, and the implied state of mind accompanying it, had shocked her
clear down to the marrow. Hed aways been loyal to the crews he flew with& mdash;it had been one of
the qualitiesthat had first attracted her to him& mdash;but this was bordering on monomania. Bleakly, she
wondered if the accident had damaged more than Rayburn'swrist.

There was afootstep beside her. Whitney, looking sandbagged. "Betsy, is he& mdash;un& mdash;?* He
ran out of words, and just pointed mutely toward her half-headset.



"Y ou heard, huh?" Shefelt aflash of embarrassed annoyance that he, an outsider, had listened in on
private Skyport trouble.

Whitney, apparently too shaken to be bothered by his action, nodded. "Ishe all right back there? | mean,
he sounds... overwrought.”

"He doesindeed,” she acknowledged grimly. "He's under alot of pressure& mdash;we al are.”

"Y eah, but you're not threatening to do something criminally stupid.” He gestured at the intercom. "And
why didn't Captain Y oung at least back you up?

"He probably wasn't listening in& mdash;the radio doesn't feed directly into the intercom.” She took
another look at his expression and forced asmile shedidn't fed. "Hey, relax. Eric hasn't gone off the
deep end; he wasjust blowing off some steam.”

"Hmm." He seemed unconvinced. "And how about you?"

The question caught her unprepared, and Betsy could feel the blood coloring her face. "1 got alittle loud
there mysdlf, didn't 17" she admitted. "I guess I'm not used to thiskind of protracted criss. Usud airplane
emergencieslast only aslong asit takes you to find the nearest stretch of flat ground and put down oniit.”

"I suppose so. Anything | can do?’
"Y es& mdash;you can haul yourself back to the computer and finish that program.”

Surprisingly, something in her tone seemed to relieve whatever fears he had about her, because the frown
linesleft hisforehead and he even amiled dightly. "Aye, aye, Captain,” he said and headed aft again.

Well, that's him convinced. Now if only she could persuade herself asto Rayburn's sdf-control.
Pushing the half-headset mike away dmost savagdly, she leaned toward the intercom. "Aaron,
Paul & mdash;what's holding things up down there?!

& mdash;

The rolled-up end of thin rope smacked against the top of the window asit came in through the opening.
Startled abit by the sudden noise, Dr. Emerson turned his head& mdash;the only part of hisbody he
could conveniently turn in the cramped cockpit& mdash;in time to see Captain Rayburn field the rope and
begin pulling it in. Tied to the other end, its rungs clanking againgt the side of the shutttle, was acollapsible
ladder, of the sort Emerson made his kids keep under their bunk bed at their Grand Prairie condo. He
watched as Rayburn set the outsized hooks over the lower edge of the window and then turned back to
his patient with asilent Sgh of relief. At least the waiting was over. Now al he had to do was worry that
Meredith was healthy enough to satisfy Rayburn& mdash;and that, he reflected darkly, was definitely a
maor worry. Rayburn'slast stormy conversation with the Skyport had completely shattered Emerson's
comfortable and long-held stereotype of the unflappable arline pilot and had left him with agood ded of
concern. Searching the unconscious copilot's haf-hidden face, Emerson wondered what it was about this
man that had caused Rayburn to react so violently. Was he agood friend? Or was it something more
subtle& mdash;did he remind Rayburn of a deceased brother, for instance? Emerson didn't know, and so
far he hadn't had the nerveto ask.

"Okay, Doc, herethey come." Rayburn, who'd been leaning his head partly out the window, began
unsnapping his safety harness. "L et's get out of here and give them room to comein.”

Emerson rose from his crouch, grimacing as hislegsregistered their complaint. Trying to look al



directions a once, he backed carefully out of the tiny space, and made it out the cockpit door without
collecting any new bruises. Rayburn was out of his seat dready, standing in the spot Emerson had just
vacated, shouting instructions toward the window. " Okay& mdash;easy& mdash;just keep it away from
the instruments& mdash;okay, I've got it." Two small gastanks, wrapped together by metal bands and
festooned with hoses, gppeared in his hands and were immediately tucked under hisright arm. The
second package was, for Emerson, far more recognizable: the big red cross on the suitcase-sized box
was hard to miss. A moment later he had to take along step toward the shuttle's exit door as Rayburn
backed out of the cockpit. "Watch the controls!" he shouted once more as he set down his burden and
reached back with a hel ping hand.

It took only afew minutes for them to al come aboard. There were three: two mechanic-types who set
to work immediately turning the gas tank apparatusinto an acetylene torch; and an older man who caught
Emerson's eye through the small crowd and headed back toward the passenger section. Emerson took
the cue and followed.

"I'm Dr. Forrest Campbell," the newcomer introduced himself when the two men reached the pocket of
relative quiet at the forward end of the passenger compartment.

"Larry Emerson. Glad to have you here. Y ou work for the airline?’

"Temporarily co-opted only& mdash;and asthe man said, if it weren't for the honor I'd rather walk.” He
nodded down the rows of ski lift seets. "First thingsfirst. Arethe passengersin need of anything?'

"Nothing immediate. There are some bruises and one or two possible sprains. Mostly, everyone'sjust
scared and cold.”

"l can believethat,” Campbell agreed, shivering. "I'm told the Skyport's come down to eight thousand
fedt, but it fill fedslike winter in here. | hope the next shuttle up thinksto bring some blankets. All right,
now let's hear the bad news. How's the copilot?’

"Not good." Emerson gave dl the facts he had on Meredith's condition, plus afew tentative conclusions
he hadn't wanted to mention in Rayburn's earshot. "Well haveto wait for amore thorough examination,
of course, but I'm pretty sure we're not going to be ableto risk lowering him out that window at the end
of arope.”

"Yes... and | doubt that a stretcher would redly fit. Well, if we can get him stable enough he can stay
here until the shuttle can be landed again.”

"I guesshell haveto." A sharp pop came from the cockpit, and looking past Campbell he saw the room
aglow with bluelight. "1 hopethey're not going to fry him just getting him out,” he muttered uneesily.

"They'll have attached a VVahldiek conductor cable between the part of the chair stem they're cutting and
the fuselage, to drain off the heat," Campbell assured him. "Let's go back in; this shouldn't take long."

It didn't. They had barely reentered the exit door area& mdash;now noticeably warmer& mdash;and
opened the big medical kit when the torch's hiss cut off. Rayburn stepped back from the doorway,
muttering cautionary instructions as the unconscious copilot, till strapped into his seet, was carried
carefully out of the cockpit.

"For now, just leave him in the chair,” Campbell said asthey set down the seat and disconnected the thin
high-conduction line. Stethoscope at the ready, he knelt down and got to work.

Emerson stepped over to Rayburn. " Shouldn't you be getting back to the cockpit, Captain?' he



suggested quietly.
Rayburn took adeep breath. "Y eah. Take care of him, Doc, and tell me as soon as you know anything.”
"Wewill."

Stepping carefully around the figures on the floor, Rayburn went forward, and Emerson breasthed asigh
of relief. At least the shuttle had apilot again, should something go wrong with what was | eft of the
docking collar. Now if only that pilot could be persuaded not to do anything hasty... He shivered,
wondering if Rayburn would redly rip the shuttle from its unstable perch... wondering if the Skyport's
holding pattern was taking them over Grand Prairie and hisfamily.

Pushing such thoughts back into the corners of hismind, he squatted down next to Dr. Campbell and
prepared to assist.

& mdash;

"All right, let it out again& mdash;red easy,” the gravelly voice of Al Carson said in Greenburg's esr.
Mentdly crossing hisfingers, Greenburg kept hisfull attention on the clamp arm as, up on theflight deck,
Henson gave it the command to extend.

But neither Greenburg's wishes nor Carson's quarter-hour of work had made any appreciable changein
the arm's behavior. As near as Greenburg could tell from hisviewpoint by the access panel, thearm
followed exactly the same path he'd seen it take earlier. It certainly came up just as short.

Carson swore under his breath. Once again he took the sheaf of blueprints from his assistant, and once
again Greenburg gritted histeeth in frustration. Neither Carson nor the rest of his crew were expertson
Skyport equipment& mdash;such experts were currently located only on the east and west

coasts& mdash;but even so they'd identified the basic problem in short order: one of the four telescoping
segments of the arm gpparently was not working. That much Carson had learned dmost immediately
from the blueprints (and Greenburg till felt ahot chagrin that he hadn't caught it himseif); but al the
lubricating, hammering, and other mechanica cgolery since then had failed to unfreezeit. And they were
running low ontime.

"Hey, you& mdash;Greenburg.” Carson gestured up a him. "C'mere and give us a hand, will you?"

"Sure" Gripping the line coming from his safety harness& mdash;areal safety harness; the ground crew
had brought aong some spares& mdash;he stepped up on the box they'd placed benegath the opening and
wriggled hisway through. He was most of the way into the bay before he remembered to check the
gpace above him for faling debris, but Lady Luck was kind: none of the rest of the crew was working
directly overhead. He gave their operation aquick once-over as the motorized safety line lowered him
smoothly down the bay wall, and wasimpressed in spite of himself. The Skyport tunnd had been run out
asfar to the Sde as possible and locked in place pointing toward the open cockpit window, and aready
thefirg part of the ki lift framework had been welded between the tunnel and shuttle fusdlage. A second
brace was being set in place; two more, and the track itself could belaid down. It wouldn't take long; Six
men& mdash;fully half the group that had come up& mdash;were working on that part of the project
aone. In Greenburg's own opinion more emphasis should have been placed on getting the clamp
attached, but he knew it would be futile to argue the point. The crew took their orders from the airline,
and theairline clearly had its own priorities.

He reached bottom and, squeezing the manual release to generate some dack in hisline, ducked under
the shuttle and headed over to where Carson and his assistant waited. "All right," the boss said, indicating
aplace on the clamp arm. " Greenburg, you and Frank are going to pull here thistime. Henson? Back it



up about halfway."

The arm did back. Greenburg and Frank gripped the metal and braced themselves as Carson armed
himself with alarge screwdriver and hammer. On hissignal Henson started the arm out again, and asthe
other two pulled, Carson st thetip of the screwdriver at the edge of the segment and rapped it smartly
with the hammer.

It didn't work. "Damn," Carson growled. "Well, okay, if it was the catch that was sticking that should
have been taken care of it. The eectrica connections seem okay& mdash;the control lines aren't shorted.
That leavesthe hydraulics," He picked up the blueprints and started leafing through them. "Okay. We got
separate linesfor each segment, but they al run off the samereservoir. Soit'sgottabeintheline. You
got any pressure indicators on these things up there?’

"We're supposed to," Henson replied. "But we seem to have lost them when the emergency collar
went& mdash;”

"Wait asecond,” Greenburg cut in as hisbrain suddenly made a connection. " The hydraulic linesfor the
arm run by the emergency collar?'

"Yeah, | think 0," Carson said. "Why?"
Lewis, ligening from outside the bay, swore abruptly. "The broken hydraulic lines!™
"Broken lines?' Carson asked sharply. "Where?"

"Back there, by the emergency collar." Even as he said it Greenburg remembered that the ground crew
had been brought into the cargo deck further forward, that they hadn't seen the pool of hydraulic fluid
that he and Lewis had had to step over earlier. "There's leakage on both sides of the bay. Most of it's
from the collar itsdlf, we think, but some of it could be from the line that handles this segment. Couldn't
it?'

"Sure could.” Carson didn't look very happy as he found the schematic he wanted and glared silently at it
for amoment. "Y eah. All the arm segment lines run separately al the way to the reservoir, it lookslike,
sothat if one givesyou've dill got al therest. They al run dong the starboard side of the bay, right where
the shuttle hit. Ten'll get you a hundred that's the trouble.”

"Rick?How about it?" Greenburg called.

"Probably." Henson sounded disgusted. "I think the sensors are located in that same generd area. You
could probably track the line back visually and confirm it's broken.”

"For the moment don't bother; its not worth the effort,” Betsy's voice camein for thefirst timein many
minutes. "Mr. Carson, can it befixed or will we haveto replace the whole arm?”

"I don't know. Frankly, I'm not sure either one can be done outside a hangar. Leastwise, not by me."

"l see" There was a pause& mdash;an ominoudy long pause, to Greenburg'sway of thinking. "1'd like
you to look at the arm, anyway, if you would, and see how much work replacing it would take. Aaron,
would you cometo the flight deck, please? We need to have a consultation.”

"Sure, Bets." He made the words sound as casua as possible, even as his ssomach curled into alittle
knot inside him. Whatever she wanted to discuss, it was something she didn't want the whole intercom
net to hear... and that could only be bad news.



Moving as quickly as he dared, he headed back under the access pand and, kicking in his harnesss
motor, began to climb thewall.

& mdash;

It was, to the best of Betsy's knowledge, the first time the closed intercom system had ever been used
aboard a Skyport, and she found her finger hesitating dightly asit pressed the button that would cut
Seven'sflight deck off from everyone except Carl Y oung on Four. But she both understood and agreed
with the Skyport captain'sins stence that this discussion be held privately. "All set here, Carl,” shesad
intothegrille

"All right," the other's voice came back. "I'm sure | don't have to remind either of you what timeit's
getting to be."

"No, sr." Theinstrument panel clock directly infront of her read 10:02:35 EST, with the secondsticking
off like footsteps toward an unavoidable crossroads. "At just about fourteen twenty-five the shuttle runs
out of fuel. If we're going to reach Mirage L ake before that happens, were got to leave Dallasright

"Or intwenty minutes, if wewind up running right to thewire," Greenburg muttered from the copilot's
chair. A shiver ran visibly through his body; but whether it was an aftereffect of the cold air down below
or areaction to the same horrible image that was intruding in Betsy's own mind's eye, she had no way of
knowing.

"True; but we don't dare cut thingsthat fine," Y oung said. "We don't know how long those two collar
supportswill hold under afull strain. How isthe forward clamp?”

"It'sshot,” Greenburg said succinctly. "One of the segments has abroken hydraulic line, we think."
"Replacesble?’

Greenburg hesitated. "I don't know. The ground crew boss doesn't think so."

"What about the escape system for getting the passengers out?”

"Proceeding pretty well. If no new problems crop up I'd say they'll be ready with the thing in half an hour
or 0."

"Well, that's something, anyway. Betsy, what's the latest on Meredith's condition?”

Betsy took a deep breath. "It's not good, I'm afraid. The doctors say he's got at least a couple of broken
ribs, apossible mild concussion, and dow but definite interna bleeding. They've got him laid out on
cushionsin the shuttl€'s aide and have asked for some whole blood to be sent up. I've aready radioed
the ground; it'll be brought by the next shuttle up.”

Greenburg gave alow whistle. "That doesn't sound good &t all.”

"It'snot,” she admitted. "There's dso evidence that some of the blood may be getting into one of his
lungs. Evenif it'snot, putting new blood into him's atemporary solution at best.”

"How long before he hasto get to ahospita ?* Greenburg asked bluntly, his eyes boring into Betsy's.

"The doctors don't know. At the moment he'srdatively stable. But if the bleeding increases& mdash;™
Sheleft the sentence unfinished.



"Four hoursto L.A. at this speed. That's along time between hospitd facilities,” Y oung mused, and Betsy
felt astab of envy at the control in hisvoice. Ultimately, it wasredly Carl, not her, who was supposed to
be responsible for the safety of the Skyport and its passengers. What right did he have to be so cam
when she was swesting buckets over thisthing?

"Wait asecond,” Greenburg spoke up suddenly. "It doesn't have to be an al-or-nothing proposition. We
could dock ashuttlein, say, Sx and carry it with usto L.A. Then if Meredith got worse we could land
him at any of the airportsaong theway."

"Y ou're missing the point,” Betsy snapped. The sharpness of her tone startled her dmost asmuch asit
did Greenburg, judging from his expresson, and she felt arush of shame at lashing out at him. "The
problem,” she said in amore subdued voice, "isthat stuffing Meredith out that cockpit window and into a
ki lift chair could kill him before we could get him down and to ahospitd. The doctors didn't actualy
come out and say that they wouldn't dlow it, but that was theimpresson | got. Given Rayburn's Sate of
mind, | didn't want to press the point with him on the circuit.”

"So what you're saying isthat Meredith is stuck on the shuttle until it can be landed,” Y oung said.

"Yeah, | guessthat'sbasically what it boils down to," Betsy admitted. "Unless he takes aturn for the
worse, in which case well probably have to go ahead and take the chance.”

"Uh-huh." Y oung was slent for amoment. "All right, here's how thingslook from wherel sit. I'vebeenin
contact with United, and they have absolutely insisted that getting the passengers out of the shuttle be our
top priority& mdash;higher even than Meredith'slife, if it should cometo that. A second crew will be
coming up with that shuttle you mentioned to help with the off-loading. The airline chiefs say they

want& mdash;and | quote& mdash;'everyone safely aboard the Skyport with complimentary cocktailsin
their fissswithin an hour.' " For thefirg time, Y oung's voice strayed from the purdly professond asanote
of bitterness edged in. Somehow, it made Betsy fed alittle better. "What happensto Meredith and the
shuttleis apparently our problem until then, when presumably they'll be willing to lend more of ahand.”

"So what do we do?' Greenburg asked after a short pause. " Get everything aboard that well need for
the ki lift track and hightail it for L.A.?"

"We as0 need to fasten the shuttle more securely before we go," Betsy said. "Rayburn wants Meredith in
ahospitd immediatdly if not sooner, and if wetry telling him he's going to have to wait another four hours
he may try taking Meredith's safety into his own hands.”

Greenburg frowned at her. "What do you mean?'

"Oh, that's right& mdash;you didn't hear that little gem of aconversation.” In ahaf-dozen sentences Betsy
summarized Rayburn's earlier outburst. Greenburg's eyes were wide with shocked disbelief by thetime
shefinished. "Carl, weve got to get him out of that cockpit before he flips completdy,” he said, hisleft
hand tracing restless patterns on the armrest.

"On what grounds? He hasn't actudly tried to do anything dangerous. He could claim he wasjust blowing
off geam.”

"But&mdesh;"

"No buts." The Skyport captain was firm. "We can't judtify it& mdash;and besides, how do you think he'd
react to an order like that?"

Greenburg clamped hislipstogether, and Betsy thought she saw some of the color go out of hisface.



"That'salittleunfar,” shesaid. "Wedon't know that held react irrationally.” It felt strange to be defending
Rayburn; quickly, she changed the subject. "Anyway, were getting off the point. Theimmediate issue
hereiswhether or not we head west in the next fifteen minutes. Carl, | guessthisisyour basic command
decison.”

Young'ssighwas clearly audible. "I'm afraid | don't see any red aternative. Were just going to haveto
gamblewith Mr. Meredith'slife. All of the ski lift track and auxiliary equipment werre using only exigs a
fieldsthat handle Skyport shuttles. If the crew putting the escape system together runs short of anything
halfway to L.A. they'll have no way to get extramateria quickly. We haveto stay here at least until al of
that's completed.”

Betsy nodded; shed more or less expected that would be the way the decision would break. The airline
was clearly going to keep up the pressure, and the ki lift track system was the only way to get that many
passengers off with anything like the speed and safety United would be demanding.

"And after they're off?" Greenburg asked quietly.

"WEell head toward L.A. and hope we've either secured the shuttle by then or that the last two collar
supports are stronger than they look."

"Yeah." Shaking his head, Greenburg got to hisfeet. "1 hopeto hdl were doing the right thing, Carl. I'm
not convinced, mysdif."

"Me, neither," Y oung acknowledged frankly. "But | don't see what €lse we can do. If we should
somehow lose the shuttle with the passengers still aboard... it's not something | want to think about.”

Greenburg nodded, shifting his gaze to Betsy. "'I'm going back down and lend a hand, unless you need
me here."

"No, go ahead. And Aaron& mdash;sorry | snapped at you earlier.”
"Forget it. Weredl tense.” His hand touched her shoulder briefly and then he was gone.

"Betsy?" atentative voice asked from behind her as she switched the intercom back to norma and the
buzz of low-level conversation abruptly came back.

"Yes, Peter, what isit?" she asked, turning her head.
"I've got thefirgt results of my program now, if you'reinterested.”
Shel'd almost forgotten about Whitney; held been so quiet back there. "Sure. Let's hear the bad news."

"WEell... it could be off ten percent or so either way, understand; but the number | get is seven point eight
kilometers™

She did arough conversion in her head, nodded heavily. " About twenty-five thousand four hundred feet."

"Close enough,” he agreed. "I can probably get amore refined version to run before the shuttle
passengers are off."

She shook her head. "Not worth it. The longest runway at Dalasistwenty thousand feet, and even if
your numbers are fifteen percent high we till would never makeit.”

"Yeah." Whitney hesitated, a half-dozen expressionsflickering across hisface. "Y ou know, Betsy, this
redly isn't any of my business... but | get theimpression you're upset with yoursdlf for not



being& mdash;oh, as cool and calm as maybe you think you should be. Isthat true?"

Betsy'sfirgt and immediate reaction was one of annoyance that he should bring up such apersona
subject. Her second was that he was absolutely right, which annoyed her dl the more. "How | fed about
mysdf isirrdevant,” shesaid, abit tartly. "I'm in command here; that requires me to be competent at
what | do. Pressure like thisisn't new to me, you know& mdash;l've been in crisis Stuations before.”

"But they haven't been like thisone, I'll bet, because you're not redly in command here& mdash;not
entirely, anyway. That'swherethe troubleis." There was an odd earnestnessin hisface, asif it were very
important for some reason that he get his point acrossto her. Y ou seg, if you were flying anormal
arplane, you would be in complete control & mdash;| mean asfar as human control ever

goes& mdash;because dl the buttons and switches would be under your hands alone. But

here& mdash;" he gestured aft, toward the shuttle& mdash;"here, even though you're fill claming al the
responsbility for what happens, haf of the control is back there, with Captain Rayburn. He's got amind
and will of hisown; you can't force him to do what you want, like you can your engines or ailerons. Of
course you're going to be under extra pressure& mdash;you're never had to persuade part of your plane
to cooperate with you before! It's normal, Betsy& mdash;you cantt let it throw you." He stopped
abruptly, asif suddenly embarrassed by the vehemence of hisunsolicited counsdl. "I'll shut up now," he
muttered. "But think about it, okay?" Without another word he dipped back to the computer console.

Betsy leaned back in her seat, her thoughts doing asort of dow-motion tumble. The last thing in the
world she had time for right now was introspection... but the more she thought about Whitney's words,
the more sense they made. Certainly Rayburn was only nominaly under her control & mdash; his threats
had made that abundantly clear& mdash;whileit was equdly certain that diplomacy and persuasive
powers had never been among her mgjor talents. Wasthat really the underlying source of her tenson,
the fact that she wasn't properly equipped for that aspect of the crisis?

Oddly enough, the idea made her fedl better. She wasn't, in fact, getting old or losing her nerve. Shewas
samply facing abrand-new problemé& mdash;and new problems were supposed to be stressful.

For thefirgt time since the shuttle crash, Betsy felt the tightnessin her ssomach vanish completely asdl
her unnamed fears, now robbed of their anonymity, scurried back into the darkness. If controlling
Rayburn was what was required, then that was what she would do, pure and smple. All it took was
strength and sdlf-confidence& mdash;and both were aready returning to her. She would have to thank
Whitney later for hiswell-timed brashness. Right now, however, she had work to do. "Greenburg?' she
cdled into theintercom grille. "I've got a couple of suggestions on how you might fix that clamp.”

& mdash;

Seen through the distorted view of afisheye camera, the escape system apparatus resembled nothing
more dignified than ajury-rigged carniva ride& mdash;but it worked, and it worked well, and that was
what counted. Even as Betsy returned her attention to the monitor, apair of legs poked out the cockpit
window and, above them, aline and hook were handed up to the man leaning vertically aong the
windshield. Eye-level to him wasthe newly built ski lift track; into it he dropped the end of the hook. The
hook immediately moved toward the passenger tunnd, and as the line tightened, the dangling legs
bounced forward and out and become a business-suited man seated securely in a breeches-buoy type of
ding. Even as he traveled toward the tunnel, an empty ding passed him going the other direction, and
another set of legs poked tentatively out the cockpit window. Tota elgpsed time per passenger: about
fifteen seconds. For al one hundred sixty of them... Betsy glanced at the clock and did the calculation.
Maybe three or four left aboard now. And once they were off, anew confrontation with Rayburn was
practicaly inevitable. Her throat ached with new tension as shetried to plan what she would say to him.



All too soon, the familiar voice crackled in her ear. "Thisis Rayburn. Everyone's off now except John and
the two doctors. What's next?"

His harsh, clipped tone made the words a challenge, and Betsy felt the salf-confidence of ninety minutes
ago drain completely away. "We'releaving for L. A. in afew more minutes,” shetold him. "With the
cable on your tow bar and the extra support of the escape system framework, the docking collar should
hang on even after you run out of fud."

"Who areyou trying to kid, Liz?' The bitterly patronizing tone struck her likeadap in theface, and she
felt her back stiffen in reaction. He continued, "1 saw that so-called cable when they brought it

in& mdash;it wouldn't hold for two minutes. And you're drunk if you think alittle spot-welding dong the
fusdageisgoing to do any good at dl.”

Betsy opened her mouth, but no words came out. In smaler quantities, she shared his own doubts about
the cable looped around the nosewhed and the end of the clamp; they'd done the best they could, but the
clamp smply wasn't designed to handle aline of any redl diameter. Heavier cableswere available, but
there weren't any good places to atach them, either on the shuttle or the inner bay wall. " There are other
thingswe can try ontheway," she said, getting her voice working at last. "A stronger line, perhapsrun
through the access pandls we've been usng." Though where the ends would be anchored she had no

idea

But Rayburn didn't even bother to raise that point. "Swell. And what about John& mdash;or don't you
careif hebleedsinto his gut for another four hours? What're you going to do, just keep pumping blood
into him and hope the leaks don't get worse? Or maybe you're going to stuff an operating roomin
through the window?"

"And what do you think the shock of landing will do to him?' Betsy countered.

"He's got to land sometime. Better now than later, when helll probably be weaker." Rayburn paused, asif
waiting for an argument. But Betsy remained slent. " So okay, I'm going to take him down. I'll give you
fifteen minutesto get rid of that cable and junk pile by my window; otherwise I'll just haveto pull them
out when| leave."

Betsy swallowed. She had no doubt that he could indeed tear off the cableif hereally worked at

it& mdash;and the chances were excdlent hed damage his front landing gear in the process. And that
would essentialy be signing his desth warrant, because even if he somehow managed to keep the
crippled plane from diving nose-firgt into the ground, there was no chance whatsoever that he could
control it accurately enough to safdly belly-land on a crash-foamed runway. He had to know that; he
couldn't be that far gone. But she didn't have the nerveto call hisbluff. "Eric, if you disobey orderslike
thisyou'll never fly again for any arline" she pointed out, trying to keep her voice reasonable. ™Y ou know
that, don't you?"

"l don't give adamn about the airlines or your tin-god orders& mdash;you should know me better than
that by now. All | care about any moreis John'slife. Fifteen minutes, Liz."

Sall, wasal she could think of. "We haveto get Dr. Emerson off the shuttlefirgt,” shetold him, "You
cantrisk hislifeonthis”

Rayburn snorted impatience. "All right. Doc! No, you& mdash;Doc Emerson. Y ou're to get your things
and leave; Skyport orders. Sorry, no... but, look, thanksfor everything.”

The earphone went silent. Betsy pushed the mike away from her with atrembling hand. Whitney's earlier
words echoed through her mind& mdash;but it did no good to recognize on an intellectud leve that once



Rayburn defied her instructions she was absolved from dl responsibility for the shuttle's sefety.
Emotiondly, she il felt the crushing weight of failure poised above her shoulders.

Because, down deep, shefindly knew what the red problem was. Not theoretical conceptslike
command and responsibility; not even Rayburn's open rebellion.

The problem was her. Leadership is what command is all about, she thought, asour taste seeping into
her mouth. A captain needsto act; but all | can do with Eric isreact. She should have seenit long
ago, and recogni zed it asthe one remaining legacy of their long-since-broken relationship. Then, for
reasons that had seemed adequate at the time, she had allowed his overpowering personality to take
charge, submitting to hislead in dl things, until inits subtle and leisurdly way a pattern had been st for dl
their future interactions. He acted, she reacted; asmple, straightforward, and unbreskablerule... and
men would probably die today because of it. And even as she contemplated that consegquence of her
falure, asecond, more brutally persond one droveitsaf into her consciousness like athorn under a
fingernal: for ayear and ahaf Rayburn's name, face, and voice had been ingtant triggers of guilt-tinged
painto her... and if he died now, under these circumstances, he would haunt her from his grave for the
rest of her life. "No!" she hissed aoud, besting gently on the edge of her instrument pane with atightly
curled fist. The pattern could be broken; had to be broken. She couldn't afford to accept his assumption
that no dternative solutions existed. Their lives, and her future sanity, could depend on her proving him
wrong.

Gritting her teeth tightly together, she stared at the monitor screen, her eyes dancing over the broken
shuttle, the inside of the bay, the inadequate cable. Somewhere in dl of that there was an answer.... Dr.
Emerson'slegs appeared through the cockpit window, his hand groping upward with the hook until the
man on thewindshield took it from him and set it in place. The line tightened and the doctor popped out
of the window, flailling somewhat with his carry-on bag as he svung in midair.

And Betsy had the answer. Maybe.

"Peter!" she cdled, spinning around in her chair. "Did you finish that second landing-distance andlysis
yer?”

Whitney looked up at her. "Y es& mdash;it came out alittle better thistime: about seven point seven one
kilometers, plus or minusfive percent, maybe."

"How much worse would it be on afoamed runway?'
He blinked. "Uh, | redly don't know& mdash;"

"Never mind. Warm up the machine again; | need some fast numbersfrom you.” Sheflicked on her mike
again. "Eric? Hold the ceremonies; I've got an idea.”

"Save your breath. Whatever you've come up with, I'm going anyway."

"I know," shesad, smiling coldly to herself. "But you're not going done. Were going to hand-ddliver
you."

& mdash;

The sky had been a perfectly cloudless blue when the Skyport first gpproached Ddlas earlier that
morning. Now, five hours|ater, it looked exactly the same, giving Betsy amomentary feding of dgavu.
But the sensation faded quickly. The airport that was just coming into view through the flight deck
windows was to the north of them thistime, instead of to the west, and even &t this distance the heavily



foamed runway was clearly visblein the noonday sun. And the throbbing roar of the engines behind her
was a powerful reminder that thistime the silver giant that was Wing Section Seven was fully awake.

"Range, twenty miles,” Greenburg said from the copilot's seat. " Sky's clear for at least five milesaround
Ls"

She nodded receipt of the information, her eyestracing a circuit between the windows, the computerized
gpproach monitor, and the engine and other instrument readings. They were barely Six minutes from
touchdown now, and the pressure was beginning to mount. For amoment she wished she'd accepted
Lewissoffer to do the actual landing, which would have left her with Henson'stask of coordinating
operations with the shuttle. But Lewis had dready put in afull shift when the accident occurred, and
whether he would admit it or not he was bound to be getting tired. Besides, this gamble was Betsy'sidea
aone. If something went wrong, she didn't want anyone elseto sharein the blame. Or inthe physica
danger, for that matter& mdash;but there she'd met with somewhat less success. Ordering Lewis and the
rest of Seven's off-duty flight crewsto join the passengersin moving acrossto Five and Six had resulted
inaquiet but firm mutiny. They'd helped the flight attendants get the passengers moved out, but had then
returned en masse to the lounge, where most of them had spent the rest of the morning anyway, out of
the way of the on-duty crew but close by if needed. Betsy had groused some about it, but not too loudly;
though she couldn't imagine what help they could possibly be, their presence was somehow reassuring.

And reassurance was definitely something she could use more of. "Eric, we're about four minutes away.
Areyou ready?’

"Asready as|I'm going to be." Even hdf buried in the rumble of Seven's engines, Rayburn's voice
sounded nervous, and Betsy felt aflash of sympathy for him. The shoe that had been pinching her dl
morning was now squarely on his foot. Not only was his plane going to be brought down by someone
elsewhile he himsdf had to St passively by, but he was going to be essentialy blind during the entire
operation. "You just be sure to hold anice steady deceleration once we hit the runway."

"Don't worry." Betsy stole aquick glance at the bay monitor. The escape system had been dismantled
before Seven broke off from the rest of the Skyport, and the passenger tunnel retracted into the bay wall;
the front landing gear, freed from the tethering cable, had been smilarly retracted into itswell. Betsy's jaw
tightened and she winced at the thought of the shuttle hitting that foamed runway belly-first at a
hundred-twenty knots. Rayburn would have amassive job on hishands at that point, trying to maintain
control of his skid while bringing the shuttle to a stop. But there was no way around it& mdash;the shuttle
couldn't leave the docking bay with its nosewhedl extended, and with less than asix-foot drop fromits
docked position to the ground there would be nowhere near enough time to get the landing gear in
position once the shuttle was out. She hoped to hell the airport people had been generous with the foam.

"Seven milesto go," Greenburg murmured. "Fina clearance has been given. Speed a one-seven-five.”

One hundred seventy-five knots& mdash;one statute mile every eighteen seconds; a good fifty knots
higher than the shuttle's own landing Speed& mdash;and even at that Seven was barely staying doft.
Betsy's mouth felt dry as she made adight correction in their approach path. Not only did she need to
put Seven down on the very end of the runway if they were going to have any chance of pulling this off,
but the runway itself was only two hundred feet wide, bardly thirty feet wider than Seven'swhed track.
She needed to hit it dead center, and stay there... and dl of its markings were hidden by the foam.

"Betsy!" Henson's voice crackled with urgency. "Rayburn'slowered hismain landing gear!”

"What?' Both her hands were busy, but Greenburg was aready leaning over to switchthe TV to Seven's
outside monitor... and Henson wasright. "Rayburn!” shed| but bellowed into her mike. "What in hell's



name do you think you're doing?’
"Trying to makethislanding alittleeaser,” he said, hisvoicetalt.
"How?& mdash;by skidding into Dallas on your nose?"

"No& mdash;listen& mdash;al | haveto do is control my exit from the bay so that my nosewhed! isclear
before I'm completely out.”

"And then what& mdash;dangle by your nose until thewhed isdown?' Betsy snorted. "Forget it. If you
don't make it you could go completely out of control when you hit. Retract that gear, now."

"l can do it, Betsy& mdash;redly. Please let metry."

For Betsy it wasthefind irony of thewhole criss, that Rayburn, having ressted her authority al morning,
should be reduced to wheedling to get hisway, even to the point of discarding the use of her hated
nickname. But she felt no satisfaction or sense of triumph& mdash;only contempt that he would stoop to
such shabby tactics, and bitter disgppointment that he thought her fool enough to fall for something that
trangparent. And with sudden clarity she redlized the reason for his new submissiveness: with Seven flying
at such alow dtitude Rayburn couldn't risk the unilateral action he'd hinted at earlier, because there was
no way to guess whether or not the collar, once torn loose, would fall off fast enough for himto regain
flyingtrim.

But it wasn't going to work. She wasfinaly in command here, and nothing he could say or do was going
to changethat. If he didn't retract his gear as ordered she would smply pull out of her approach and
circlethefield until he did. Thiswould be done her way or not at al.

Beside her, Greenburg shifted in his seet. "It's your decision, Betsy," he murmured, just loud enough for
her to hear over the engines. "What do you think?'

She opened her mouith to repeat her order to Rayburn... and suddenly realized what she was doing.
Shewasdill reacting to him.

It'syour decision, Betsy. For thefirst timein years sheredly paused to consider what the words
decision and command required of her. Among other things, they required that she dispassionately
consder Rayburn'sideaon its own merits, that she weigh hisknown piloting skill higher than his abrasive
persondity. And for perhgpsthefirst time ever, sheredlized that accepting agood suggestion from him
was not asign of weakness. Perhaps even the opposite...

The airport filled the entire window, the foamed runway pointing at her like a sawed-off spear lessthan a
mileaway. "All right," she said into her mike. "But you damn wel| better pull this off, Eric. And do not
jump thegun.”

"Got it. And... thanks."

Theindividud undulationsin the foam were visible now asthe edges of the runway disappeared from her
field of view. Betsy eased back on the throttle, remembering to compensate for the fact that the shuttle's
extralength limited the attack angle she could useto kill airspeed just before touching down. Theleading
edge of the foam flashed past& mdash;and with ajolt the wing section was down.

"Chutes!" she snapped at Greenburg, tightening her grip on the whedl as she braced for the shock. A
moment later it came, throwing her roughly against her shoulder straps as the two drogue chutes on each
end of thewing burst from their pods and bit into the air. Grimly, she held on, riding out the trandent as



shefought to keep Seven'swheels on the dippery runway. Within seconds the shaking had subsided
from dangerous to merely uncomfortable, and Betsy could risk splitting her attention long enough to ease
in the brakes. The straps dug alittle deeper into her skin as the whedlsfound some traction. But it wasn't
nearly enough, and she knew at that moment that Whitney's numbers had indeed been right: there was no
possible way for Seven to stop on this runway. She could only hope the other numbers held worked out
for her were equally accurate.

Through the vibrationd din she could hear Greenburg shouting into hismike: "One-Sixty... one-fifty-five...
onefifty..." Seven's speed, decreasing much too dowly. Betsy gritted her teeth and concentrated on her
steering, trying to ignore the trick of perspective that made the end of the runway look closer than it redly
was. There were no shortcuts that could be taken here; if Seven was moving fester than a
hundred-twenty knots when they released the shuttle, the smdler arcraft would become airborne, with
the disastrous results she was risking Seven's crew precisely to avoid. "...one-forty...

one-thirty-five& mdash;get ready& mdash;" A sudden thought occurred to Betsy. "Eric!" she shouted,
interrupting Greenburg's countdown. " Just before we release the collar well cut dl braking

here& mdash;that'll give you a constant speed to work againgt instead of a deceleration. Y ou copy that,
too, Rick?'

"Roger. Cueme, will you?"
"Right. Aaron, drop the chutes at one-twenty exactly."
"Roger. One-twenty-five... three, two, one, mark!"

Therewas no jerk thistime, just asudden drop in shoulder-strap pressure as one of the discarded
drogues flashed briefly across the outside monitor screen. Simultaneoudy, Betsy rel eased the brakes, and
Seven was once again rolling free. "One-nineteen,” Greenburg sang ot.

"Collar! Betsy snapped to Henson& mdash;and for the first time since touchdown gave her full visua
attention to the monitor screen.

It was probably the finest display of engine and brake control that she had ever witnessed. Released
abruptly from al congraints, the shuttle'stail dropped the short distance to the runway, landing on its
main gear with abump and splash of foam that made Betsy wince. At the same time the shuttle did
backward across the screen, asthe extraair drag on its less aerodynamic shape tried to pull it out of the
bay. But dmost before the diding began it was abruptly halted as Rayburn, with atouch even more
skillful than Betsy had expected, nudged his engines up just exactly enough to compensate. She watched,
fascinated, asthe shuttle drifted back another few feet and again halted. Thereit sat, baanced
precarioudy by its battered nose on the docking bay rim, its whedls and engines kicking up foam like
mad, while its nosewhed & mdash;findly clear of the bay's confines& mdash;descended and locked in
place.

And then, with onefind lurch, the shuttle vanished from the screen.

"He'sfree!" Henson shouted unnecessarily. A tower controller, hisvoice abare whisper in Betsy's ear,
confirmed it, adding something about the shuttle being under good control asit braked... but Betsy wasn't
redly listening to him. Aheed, barely amile of runway was|eft to them& mdash;just thirty seconds away
at their current speed... and there was no way on Earth for them to stop before they reached it.

But Betsy had no intention of stopping. Instead, she opened the throttle dl the way, and with a
thunderous roar that drowned out even the rumble of landing gear on tarmac, the giant plane legped
forward, pushing Betsy deeply back into the cushions of her sest. Beside her, Greenburg would be
cdling off the speed increments; but she couldn't hear him, and she didn't dare take her eyesfrom the



window to check the numbersfor hersaf. She could see the end of the runway rushing toward her, and
unconscioudy she braced hersdf for the terrible crash that would signify that her gamble had failed. The
edge of thefoam swung at her like aguillotine blade& mdash; passed benesath her& mdash,

And the crash didn't come. Instead, the barren ground at the end of the runway flashed by, visbly
receding below.

They'd doneit!
& mdash;

Betsy let Lewisand Greenburg handle the routine business of flying Seven back to link up again with the
rest of the Skyport. The two had insgsted, and Betsy's hands were shaking so much from delayed
reaction that doing it herself would have been difficult. Besides, asort of celebration had erupted
spontaneoudy in Seven's crew lounge, at which the wing captain's presence was being demanded.

What with theflurry of congratulatory hugs and handshakes and the genera babble of tension-releasing
conversation, Betsy missed the exact moment when the link-up occurred; her first redl indication that
Seven was back with the Skyport was the two grinning figures that strode unexpectedly into the lounge.

"Hey, Carl!" thefirgt person to spot them shouted, waving adangeroudy full glass. " Join the celebration!™

"Sorry& mdash;| can't sparethetime,” the Skyport captain said, speaking just loudly enough to penetrate
the racket. "l just came by to congratulate Betsy in person. Mr. Whitney seemsto think he's earned the
right todo likewise."

"Thanks," Betsy cdled, handing her glass of fruit juice& mdash;she was on duty, after dl& mdash;to the
nearest bystander and making her way through the crowd. "Hang on a second& mdash;| want to talk to
both of you."

Sheled them out into the hallway, where norma conversationa levelswould be possible. Once outside
the din she turned to Y oung; but he'd aready anticipated her first question. "I just talked to the tower," he
said, "which had been in contact with the hospital. The landing did some extra damage to Meredith's
interna bleeding problems, but with the ambulance and emergency room personnd standing by they think
they got himintime. I'm dso told, though very unofficidly, that he probably wouldn't have madeit if wed
triedtotakehimto L.A. instead.”

Betsy let out a bresth she hadn't redlized sheld been holding. They redlly had doneit; they'd gambled
Seven, the shuttle, and alot of lives, and had won back dl of it.

Y oung was still talking. "Were moving your passengers back in for the moment, though of coursethey'll
haveto |leave again beforewereach L.A. I've talked to McDonnell Douglas and United, and they'll have
another wing section ready to replace you when we arrive. This one was dueto go in for routine

mai ntenance next month, anyway; youll just be alittle early." He harrumphed. "The United man | talked
to seemed a bit concerned that you'd be landing with your corner drogues missing. | told him that anyone
who can do atouch-and-go with aflying footbal field wasn't someone he needed to worry about.”

Sheamiled. "That'sfor sure. After today, landing a Mirage Lake will fed likeaming to hit Utah. No
problem.”

"Well, at least you've got your confidence back,” Y oung said, smiling in return. "'l had been wondering
about that earlier.”



"Me, t0o," she admitted. "Which reminds me... Peter, | owe you avote of thanksfor that pep talk on
command and responsibility you gave me afew hours ago. | don't know if it really made senseto me at
thetime, but it wasjust what | needed to bresk up the gloom and panic | was digging mysdlf into."

Whitney actudly blushed. "Y eah, wdll... | felt alittle strange playing psychiatrist but... well, | had to say
something. | was getting pretty worried about Captain Rayburn, and, frankly, | was scared to death you
were going to go off the same end of the pool& mdash;no offense.”

"No offense," Betsy assured him. "l can't honestly say that | wasn't alittle worried about it mysdlf." She
shook her head, turning serious. "I till can't believe Eric went so badly to pieces. | know he was worried
about Meredith's safety, but he was getting practically obsessive about it. Hell be very lucky if United
doesn't boot him out for insubordination.”

Y oung cleared histhroat self-conscioudy. "Actualy, Betsy, | suspect hisflying career isover anyway. |
haven't got any proof yet, of course, but I'll wager any sum of money that when the shuttles flight
recorder is played back it'll show that Rayburn had his automatic approach system off and wasflying
manually when the crash occurred. He's docked like that before, I'm pretty sure, and if we hadn't hit that
patch of turbulence he might have gotten avay with it thistime, too."

Betsy felt her eyeswiden in disbelief... but even as she opened her mouth to argue, all the puzzling parts
of theincident suddenly made sense, and she knew he wasright.

"But isn't that dangerous, not to mention illega?' Whitney asked.

"Highly," Y oung told him, answering both parts of the question. "'Even with an empty shuttle, which is
how | gather he usualy doesit. Whatever possessed him to try it with afull passenger load I'll never
know."

Betsy'slip curled, ever so dightly; but she held her peace. A figurative rape, perhaps? Or just an
overwhelming desireto provein her presence that he was asuperior pilot? It didn't really matter; either
way, it told her something about Eric Rayburn that she had never suspected.

"Anyway, aslong asthat'sjust my unsupported opinion, I'd appreciateit if you'd both keep it to
yourselves," Y oung was saying. "Betsy, I've got to get below now, help ease any ruffled feathers among
the passengers. Congratulations again on your fine job here.” With anod to Whitney, the Skyport captain
headed off down the hall.

Betsy watched him go, but without redly seeing him. So it comes full circle, she thought bemusedly. |
fight to quit reacting to Eric, and find out he's been reacting just as blindly and irrationally to me.
She shook her head minutely. Puppets, all of us& mdash;even all the ones who think they're
mavericks. Puppets pulling on each others' strings.

"I suppose | should go back down, too," Whitney said, breaking into her thoughts. "It wasredly a
privilege to watch you in action, Betsy& mdash;thanks for |etting me be part of it."

"Just aminute, Peter,” she said as he turned to go, pushing the growing bitterness determinedly from her
mind. After dl, shewas only forty-five& mdash;far too young to becomeacynic. "1 ssemto recal you
were interested earlier in atour of the Skyport topdeck. That ill true?”

"Uh, yes" he said, an uncertain smile playing around hislips. "If it's not too much trouble.”

"Notroubleat al." And besides, reacting with cynicism would just be giving Rayburn onefind victory
over her. "Come on, well start with the crew lounge. Drinks are on the house& mdash;and | understand



thefruit juiceisexcdlent today."

Houseguest

The fuzzy red bdl that was Drym's sun hung low in the sky, and aready the temperature had Started its
nightly descent. M easuring the angle between sun and mountains, Wynne Kenda estimated he had a
good fifteen minutesto get home before sunset brought on the dangerous, highly energetic "musth” part of
thetricorn activity cycle. Hewasadl right though; across the shalow stream just ahead wastheruin of his
origind prefab home, and it was only aten-minute walk from there to the House.

Asaways, he glanced at the ruin as he passed. Little had changed in the past eight months; the tricorns
had pretty thoroughly trampled the plastic and metal structure the first week after he abandoned it and
now, having driven him away, generdly ignored it.

"Bastards," he muttered, the oath expanding to include both the tricorns and the Company exploration
group who had given Drym afast once-over and blithely declared it safe. Perhapsif they'd hung around
long enough, the tricorns would have turned on them insteed of waiting until the mining group was seitled
and out of communication to turn from docile to nasty. Clearly, though, the survey had been amere
formality; with rich concentrations of precious scandium-bearing oreslying barely benesth the planetary
surface, the Company would have sent minersin even if Drym had been covered with Bellatrix
sparkbrats.

Ahead of Kendal loomed aline of granite hills, and he could now make out the five-meter-high rocky
dome and gaping circular entrance of his House. His heartbegt never failed to pick up dightly at this
point; there was no way of telling from here which of its moods the other would bein, and some of them
could be dangerous. Not that it made any redl difference, of course. Staying outside done dl night would
be even worse.

The sun was just grazing the mountain tops as he reached the House. A few metersto one side of the
domewasahill with oneflat face. A large stone rested againgt it, and Kendal manhandled it aside to
expose thetiny cave he used for storage. He withdrew his night-pack, rations, and stove, brushing off
with quick motions afew bloodworms who were clinging to the bundles. The mining team had briefly
entertained the idea of living in caves after redlizing their prefabs had no chance againgt the tricorns, but
the bloodworms had ended that hope. Human tissue was supposed to be completely non-nourishing to
Drym fauna, something the planet's flying insects seemed to sense from adistance. The cave-dwelling
bloodworms, unfortunately, each needed afew bitesto catch on.

Thelast item Kendd withdrew from the cave was atelescoping duryai dloy pole, origindly apart of the
miners shoring equipment. He extended it to the two-meter length required and gave it aquick visua
check before stuffing his mining gear into the cave and resedling it. Picking up his packs, he lugged them
to the House's entrance, setting them down outside. Taking adeep breath, he held the pole out in front of
him like a spear and, ducking dightly, entered the House.

It was not quite pitch-dark insde, but the light from the setting sun showed only that Kendd wasin a
dome-shaped space two meters high in the middle and perhaps four across at the ground. A strange,
amogt musky odor filled the air; strong, but not overpowering. Watching the wallswarily, Kendd waked
toward the center. "Hello, House," he called tentatively.

The answer came promptly and in atone so low Kendal could fedl it as much as he could hear it:
"Gredtings, master."



Kendd breathed alittle easier. The House was only sarcastic when it wasin ardatively good mood. It
had probably fed today, he decided, setting one end of his pole into anotch dug in the hard clay of the
floor and carefully wedging the other end againgt the celling. Only when that was done did hefindly relax.
Wasting no time, he retrieved his packs and brought them into the House. Flicking on alantern, he
nodded, "Okay, you can close up now," he said, Stting down cross-legged near the pole.

"Very wdl, master," the House rumbled, and the circular orifice squeezed shut in away that dways
reminded Kendd of someone pursing hislips.

"Thank you," he said as he started to set up his stove. "How was your day?'

"How should it have been?' the House responded. "I spoke for atime with the Others, and | waited.
Thereislittleelsel cando."

"You did est, though,” Kenda commented. He'd spotted asmal rocky bulge high up on the wall that
hadn't been there when he'sleft. " A white-wing, wasn't it?"

"Yes. It was smal, but will haveto serve. Y ou Men have seen to that.”

Kenda winced. In their self-defense killing of tricorns, the miners were apparently causing a serious
threet to the Houses main food supply. Along with the humiliation of having been turned into living
bedrooms, thiswas just one more cause for resentment. And if they got mad enough... Kendal
shuddered at the memory of the crushed bodies of thefirst handful of minersto innocently venture into
the Houses. They had never known what hit them. If the exploration team had goofed on their analysis of
the tricorns, they had missed the Houses completely, and it had cost seven lives before anyone figured
out what was happening. Another four men were lost before the shoring pole technique was perfected.
Like other creatures throughout history, the Houses had proved at least marginaly tamable, and were
taught by short laser bursts to open and close their "mouths’ in response to daps or light kicks. No one
had been prepared, though, when the Houses started talking to them.

Kenda's communicator buzzed. "Kendd; yeah?'
"Tan here. Y ou locked up for the night?"

"Suream.” Cardman Tan had been the Number Three man of the mining team before the tricorns and
Houses had taken their massive toll; now, he was Number One. "Any particular reason why you're doing
abedcheck tonight?*

"| saw what looked like anew bevy of tricorns coming over the hillsin your areaafew minutesago,” Tan
explained. "1 wanted to make sure nobody was wandering around outside.”

Moretricornsin the area. Damn. "Thanksfor the warning. I'll be careful.”
"See you tomorrow." The communicator clicked off.

The House was silent as Kendal turned back and finished his dinner preparations. It had listened to the
conversation, of course, and certainly understood the implications. Theoretically, more tricorns meant
more food for al the Houses scattered among the hills& mdash;but only if the bull-sized beasts came
within sniffing range of the odor lures the Houses used. If the tricorns chose instead to hound the men at
the mine two kilometers away, there wasn't a solitary thing the Houses could do about it. Their

"roots' & mdash;Kendd's House's own word& mdash;went deep into the ground, drawing out water and
dissolved rock for their organo-mineral metabolisms. And while no one knew how deep the roots went,
it was for sure that the Houses weren't going out hunting.



"I wonder how many tricorns arein this new bevy, Kenda remarked as he ate, just to break the silence.
"Forty-seven,” the House said promptly.

Kenda looked up in surprise. Y ou've seen them?'

"They passed near one of the Others a short time ago. He counted them."

"l see" Kenda hadn't redlized held been that preoccupied; usudly he could fed the underground
vibrations the Houses used to talk with each other. "Well, hopefully this group will stay closeto the hills,
where you can have ashot at them.”

"No. They will surely continue their attemptsto drive you awvay from here.”

The House'stone was no longer sarcastic, and Kenda swallowed hard. At their friendliest, the Houses
were barely tolerant of their human parasites. At other times... Kendd glanced involuntarily at the pole,
making sure it was properly placed. "Now, House, you know we don't kill the tricorns because we want
to. Wed be happy to live and let live. | know you're not crazy about putting up with us& mdash;" the
understatement of the decade& mdash;"but if you can hold out just another hundred and fifty days or so,
our company's trangport ship will come and visit us. They'll have the knowledge and equipment to build
us homesthat the tricorns can't destroy& mdash; maybe even find away to keep the tricorns away from
uswithout having to kill them. Then maybe we can make up for al the inconveniences weve caused
you."

The House didn't answer. Kenda chewed hislip. Hed been planning to play chess with one of the other
minersthis evening viacommunicator, but it might pay him to talk to his House instead. The Houses had
very little opportunity for menta stimulation, and Kenda had found that an interesting chat could often
snap hisout of abad mood. "Did | ever tell you about my year on Mgori?' he asked casuadly. "That
planet had some of the strangest animals I've ever seen. There was one, for ingtance, with three

legs& mdash;or five, depending on how you counted them.”

He stopped and waited. "Please explain,” the House said at last, atouch of interest peeking through the
aurlinessinitstone.

Inwardly, Kenda smiled. Just like offering candy to achild. And dmost as effective. Some of the miners,
he knew, treated their Houses like daves or virtualy ignored them, but Kenda had alwaystried to stay
on friendly termswith his. All other reasons aside, it helped rdlieve the boredom of Drym's nights. "It's
likethis..."

The conversation lasted far into the night.
& mdash;

Kendd's darm went off ahalf hour before dawn, and the sun was barely up as the miners began the
day'swork. Early morning was their most productive time; for severa hours after sunrise the tricorns hid
away among the rocks and hills, presumably deeping, and for that period no guards had to be posted to
protect the others from attack. When the giant creatures did finaly lumber forth, it took fully haf of the
forty men to stand guard around the perimeter of the wide, shdlow strip mine. A smdler minewould
have been easier to defend, but to carry the ore out of a deegper pit would have been agony. All of their
powered equipment ran off of standard energy cells, and the decision had been made months ago to save
as much power as possible for the hand lasers. Tricornstook alot of energy to kill.

For awhile the miners made good progress, despite the early-morning chill. As the morning passed and



temperatures rose, the tricorns began to congregate around the mine. Two of them had to be shot before
the rest got the ideaand thereafter kept at arespectful distance from thering of guards. There seemed to
be more of them than usua, Kenda thought& mdash;the new bevy was getting into the spirit of thisthing
with remarkable speed.

"Of coursethey are" Jaker, the man standing guard to Kendal's right, said when Kendal commented on
it. "They're a least asintdligent as dogs or wolves."

"No way," another man down the line called back.

Kenda sighed. That argument had been going on for months now, with Jaker and Wellesthe main
participants. Kendal himsdlf leaned toward Jaker's side& mdash;the tall miner's reasoning usualy made
sense to him& mdash;but he was getting sick of the whole debate. What he wanted to know was
something no one here could even take astab at: why were the Houses so intelligent? What possible
reason was there for an unmoving pile of rock to develop the intelligence necessary to learn an dien
language just by listening to communicator conversations? In addition, Kendal had proved& mdash;at
least to his own satisfaction& mdash;that the Houses were capable of imagination and abstract thought.
The how of it was reasonably straightforward: current theory implied that a sufficiently large brain would
automatically develop sentence, and the Houses were certainly big enough to hold abrain that sze. But
the why of it fill drove him crazy.

Jaker and Welleswere gill arguing when Kendal tuned his mind back to the conversation. "L ook a how
fast these new ones figured out the lasers& mdash;" Jaker was saying.

A motion to Kendd's right caught his eye. One of the tricorns was moving forward. "Jaker!" he snapped,
yanking hislaser fromitsholster.

Jaker had been half-turned to shout at Welles, whipping back around, he brought his own weapon to
besr, firing a second after Kenda's shot grazed the massive skull near the leftmost of the three serrated
horns. The creature thudded to the ground; two more shots and it was dead.

Kendal turned back quickly to see atricorn directly in front of him take a couple of heavy stepsforward.
Heraised hislaser, and the anima stopped. Almost reluctantly, it backed up to itsoriginal position.

"See?' Jaker said, just the dightest tremor in hisvoice. "They know when it's not safe to attack.”

"All right, canit,” Cardman Tan caled from the pit, where the sounds of work had ceased. " Jaker, you
giveyour brain avacation like that again and I'll have your hide& mdash;if one of the tricorns doesn't get it
first. That goesfor dl therest of you, too. Stay alert, damnit!"

There were muffled acknowledgments from the guard ring. Wiping alayer of swegt from his neck,
Kendal reflected that the strain of the past eight months was starting to be felt. He wondered if they
would be ableto hold out for five more.

The huge binsthat had been set up nearby to store the ore had been designed to handle over ahundred
tons each. Asaresult they were dmost, but not quite, strong enough to be proof againgt the nighttime
tricorn rampages; and when it came time to load the day's production, it was found that one of the
conveyors had taken one too many dents and was inoperable. Loading the gravel viathe remaining two
naturally took more time than had been alowed, and as aresult it was already after sundown before
Kendd garted for home. Even then hisluck amost held, and he was nearly to the House before atricorn
caught his scent and charged.

Kenda's ingtinctive urge was to make adash for it, but he knew atricorn in musth could outrun him. So



instead he stood his ground, laser on full power, and waited until he couldn't miss before firing. The shot
hit directly between the deep-set eyes. Dodging to one side, Kenda fired again and again into the
cregture asits headlong rush carried it past him to crash against the side of the House.

Keeping one eye on the motionless tricorn, Kenda quickly collected his equipment and went inside.
"Hdlo, House"

"Youkilled it," the degp voice said accusingly.
"Uh, yeah. Sorry, but | didn't have much choicein the matter.”
"Y ou could havelet melureittome.”

Kendal didn't answer. Whether or not the House's odor |ure could have distracted the tricorn was an
academic question: Kenda couldn't have let the House egt it in any case. After crushing avictim, the
House digested it by forming athin film of rock under it, attaching it to the House's own celling, after
which it could be absorbed. But until the film was completed, the celling had to remain down& mdash;and
for an animd the size of atricorn the process could take a haf-hour. Kenda couldn't risk being outside
that long & night.

"Agan, I'msorry,” hesaid at last. "There were alot of tricorns out by the mine today. Maybe one will
come out here tomorrow."

The House remained silent. Fedling uncomfortably like arich man having apicnicinadum, Kendd fixed
hisdinner and ate. He tried three or four timesto strike up a conversation with the House, but his
questions dicited only monosyllabic responses, and eventualy he gave up. Settling down instead with one
of his handful of books, he read for awhile and then turned in.

Thetricorn he had shot was il lying against the House when Kenda cautioudy emerged the next dawn.
A quick check showed that the animal had probably been dead on impact; Kendd's head shot had fried
itsbrains. A thought struck him, and when he had finished stowing his nighttime things, he assembled his
rock-cutter plasmajet torch and returned to the carcass. A typical tricorn weighed in a something near a
ton, and for once Kendd was glad that the tricorns nocturnal activities made it unsafeto leave tools a
the mine. The torch diced the rock-hard carcassin haf with only alittle trouble; and by using the shoring
pole asalever, he managed to roll the pieces to the House's orifice. "House?' he called "I've got some
food herefor you. Wait until | get both partsinside before closing up, okay?*

A minute later the job was done. "Thank you," the House said, alittle too grudgingly for Kendal'staste,
The orifice puckered closed, and Kenda heard the dull thud as the domed ceiling came down with the
force of arock crusher.

"Any time," Kendal muttered as he turned and headed off toward the mine. That adtruistic act had cost
him time, energy, and afair amount of power, and he was annoyed that the House wasn't more
gppreciative. But it didn't really matter that much. If feeding it put the House back in areasonably good
mood, it would be worth the trouble.

& mdash;

The day's work was uneventful, and Kenda wasin good spirits as he returned home. "Hello, House," he
cdled hisusud greeting as he set the pole snugly in place.

Therewas no answer. "House?' hetried again. "You al right?"



Asif in response, the orifice closed, sealing Kendd in. He bregthed alittle easier, hisworst fear
assuaged: clearly, the House was il dive. But why wasn't it speaking to him? He searched the walls
with his eyes, looking for some clue. Two bulgesin thewall near the orifice were undoubtedly the
remains of thetricorn held killed; otherwise everything seemed asusud.

No, not quite. Kenda felt ashiver go up hisback as he felt the vibrations through the soles of hisboots.
The House was talking to hisfellows scattered through the hills. It was anorma enough

occurrence& mdash;except that he knew that the House could handle two conversations at once when it
wanted to. Clearly& mdash;painfully clearly& mdash;Kenda was being ignored.

Determined not to let it throw him, he prepared his dinner and afterwardstried to read. But he found it
impossible to concentrate in the increasingly hostile atmosphere he could fed around him. Morethan
once he actualy considered spending the night outside, but common sense and stubbornness killed that
idea. The House was smply in abad mood, he told himsdlf firmly ashefinally switched off hislantern for
thenight.

Thevibraionswere gill going when hefell adeep.
& mdash;

The glowing numbers of hisaarm chrono showed three hourstill dawn when Kendal woke with astart.
For amoment helay ill, dightly disoriented, as hetried to figure out what had awakened him. Then he
heard it: agentle creaking of metd. Rolling over, Kenda switched on hislantern, his other hand snatching
up hislaser.

The sight that greeted his squinting eyes shocked him to full consciousness. In the center of the room the
shoring pole was bowed agood thirty centimeters out of linein response to the newly convex shape of
the calling. For along minute the tableau seemed frozen, and Kendal could almost hear the House
graining againg the pole. Then, reluctantly, the ceiling gave way, returning to itsorigina position asthe
pole straightened out.

Kenda found hisvoice. "House! What are you doing?' he called sharply.

His only answer was asudden bulging of thewall just above the floor, forming an ingtant torus whose
purpose, he knew, was to shove anything that had been near thewall toward the center where the main
crushing force would be exerted. The torus withdrew, and once again the celling came down in an effort
to break the pole.

"House!" Kendal shouted again, atouch of fear cregping into hisvoice. Had the House gone crazy?
"House! Answer mel™

"Y ou cannot be dlowed to live any longer."
Kendd's heart jerked at the words. "Why? What have we done to you?"

"Do not act innocent. Y ou have forced usto your will, killed our food. And now you have offered me
food that isamost usaless. | can bear no more.™

Almost useless? "House, that tricorn was freshly killed. Y ou know that. Look, it couldn't have rotted that
fast, especidly at night.” There was no answer except another squeeze on the pole. "Hey, come on, be
reasonable. Y ou know you can't break that pole.”

"So the Others dso believe. But once | have proved it can be done, they will join meinkilling their



parasites, too."

Kendal felt cold al over. His communicator was resting near the far wall, where he couldn't retrieve it
without risking the explosive balooning which could easly hurl himinto the pole. And, anyway, what
good would it do to dert the other miners? Kenda's House would hear the message, the other Houses
would hear it, and it would just precipitate the attacks alittle ahead of schedule. And then... what? All the
miners had lasers, but no one had the faintest idea how to kill or disable aHouse. "L ook, can't we talk
thisover?' hecalled. "If | gave you bad food, | didn't mean to, and | apologize.”

The torus bulged outward and flattened, and the ceiling came down. To Kendal it looked like the pole
was bending alittle further with each attack. If the House kept at it, it would succeed& mdash;and
probably long before Kenda could cut hisway through the orifice with hislaser.

"House!" hetried again, desperately. "Y ou don't want to do this. Remember how bored you all were
before we came?& mdash;you told me that yourself. We can tell you about places and things you've
never seen, teach you about science and& mdash;”

"Itisnot enough,” the House interrupted. "Knowledge is of no useto usif we don't have enough food.”

It was, Kendd redlized, as good as a death sentence. Aslong as the House needed tricorns as part of
their diet, and the tricorns themsdlves were so hostile to the miners& mdash;

Theingpiration that abruptly struck could hardly be described as blinding. It was ahunch only, and the
plan it evoked was nothing short of foolhardy. But Kendal was desperate. "Wait aminute, House. If we
can supply livetricornsfor your food, will you let uslive here until our ship comes?”

The House, halfway into another crushing attempt, seemed to pause. "What trick isthis?"

"Notrick. I think I may know how to control thetricorns.”

"l don't believeyou."

"All right, I'll proveit." Kendal took adeep breath. "I'll go out right now and bring one back for you."

Therewasalong slence. "Very well," the House said dowly. "'l will let you out. But you will leave your
lightning-maker and talker here as proof that you will return.”

Thetoneleft no room for argument. "Okay," Kendal agreed at last. Going outside without his laser might
be possible for the distance he would need to cover. Anyway, there was no choice.

The House's orifice opened, sending in arush of cold air. "Go."

Swallowing hard, Kendal stedled himself and stepped outside into the dim light from Drym's three moons.
Pausing only long enough to check for nearby tricorns, he set off a afast jog in the direction of the mine.
He had dready done aquick mentd inventory of the mining equipment in the nearby cave, and therewas
nothing there that had both the power and range to serve as an effective weapon. Speed and luck would
have to do.

The three moons gave off arespectable amount of light, and as Kendal's eyes adjusted, he discovered he
could see most of the plain ahead. Tricorns dotted the landscape, cropping tufts of grass-like plants,
digging their snoutsinto the ground, or running about with triple their daytime speed. Kenda fdlt hisjaw
tighten at the thought of passing among the deadly beasts. But he was committed now. He stopped
briefly to establish the wind direction and, struck by athought, stripped off his outer jacket, wadding it
into abal for easy carrying. Picking apath that would put him downwind of as many of thetricornsas



possible, he set off a afast trot.

Hisluck held for perhaps three minutes. Then, atraveling tricorn happened to pass downwind of him and
changed its path abruptly.

Kenda put on aburst of speed, even though his lungs were dready beginning to ache from thefrigid air.
It was no use; even with hislead, he was being steadily run down. Gritting histeeth, he waited until the
tricorn was amost upon him. Then, in one quick motion, he unrolled hisjacket and threw it acrossthe
animal'sface. Thetricorn broke stride and tossed its massive head, throwing the jacket to the ground.
From the corner of hiseye Kendd saw it turn to worry the garment; then he turned his attention forward.
Hisgod wasjust ahead: the stream that flowed past the ruin of hisold prefab. He turned a bit upstream,
making for a place where the stream widened into arelatively deep pool. Two tricorns, he saw, were
drinking there, but they were upwind of him, and neither turned as he approached. He was dmost to the
water's edge when amotion to hisright caught his eye. Another tricorn was charging.

Kenda had no choice. Running full tilt between the drinking tricorns, he legped into the pool.

The shock of theicy water was pardyzing, and Kendd's legsingtantly knotted into agonizing cramps.
Fortunately, the water was less than a meter deep, so keeping his head above the surface posed no
magor problem. Rubbing hard with hands aready growing numb with the cold, he managed to work out
the cramps and to get his clothes off, tossing them to the far sde of the stream. Then, conscious of the
speed at which his body heat was being sucked from him, he began to wash himself as quickly and
thoroughly as possible. A few minuteswas al he could stand; even as he waded ashore he was
staggering with the beginnings of hypothermia. Thewind cut into his naked skin like nothing hed ever felt
before, and hiswhole body was racked with violent shivering, but he hardly noticed& mdash;hisfull
attention was on the three tricorns now eying him. Docile and harmless, the Company exploration group
had cdled them. Mentaly crossing hisfingers, Kendal stepped forward.

None of them made any move except to follow him with their eyes. Gingerly, Kenda reached out and
laid hishand againgt the head of the closest animd. Two openingsin its neck& mdash;its nogtrils, Kenda
had long ago decided& mdash;flared once, but otherwiseit didn't seem to object to the familiarity.
Kendd withdrew his hand, and after amoment the animasreturned to their drinking.

So hishunch had been right. But Kenda had no time for self-congratul ation. He turned and headed back
toward his House, keeping his eyes open. He was nearly there when he found what he waslooking for: a
grazing tricorn whose sides were heaving with the breathlessness of along run. Waking boldly up to it,
Kenda carefully gripped one of the horns and tugged. The action had no effect; if the tricorn was winded
and therefore not inclined to run away, neither wasit going to interrupt its grazing. Kendal tried again,
then gave up and went instead to severd nearby clumps of vegetation, pulling up the plantsuntil he had a
good handful of them. Returning to the tricorn, he waited until the anima had finished eating and then
waved one of the plantsin front of it. Thetricorn bit off a piece, and when Kendal dowly backed away it
willingly followed him.

They reached the House with two or three of the plants eft. Dropping them onto the ground for the
tricorn, Kenda stepped to the open orifice. "I'm back," he said through chattering teeth. "Asyou see, I've
brought you some food."

"| see, but do not understand,” the House said, its emotion unreadable.

"Never mind that for now. I'm going to comein now and get my stuff. Y ou'll be ablethen to lure the
tricornin. Okay?"

"Yes" A pause. "Can you do thisagain?'



"I'll make aded with you. If you and the other Houses will let usliveinsde you safdy until our ship
comes, welll guarantee you each at least one tricorn every three days, maybe more. What do you say?"

"l agree," the House said promptly.
& mdash;
"Y ou promised them what?" Cardman Tan said, eyeswide with disbelief. "Areyou crazy, Kenda?"

Muffled to the eyebrowsin his spare clothing and il just barely recovered from his overnight chilling,
Kenda nevertheless managed to keep histemper. Tan was not dumb, but held clearly missed the
sgnificance of Kendal's account of his predawn activities. "Not crazy at al, Tan. With the proper
precautions we can handle the tricorns.™

"Look, I don't know how you lucked out last night, but you can't count on the tricornsdwaysbeingina
good mood like that."

"Moods have nothing to do with it. It'sthe dust.”

"Besides, we& mdash;what? What dust?'

"Therock dust from the mine. Remember the exploration group report on the tricorns?”
"Sure" Tan said bitterly. "Lousy rubber-stamping toadies& mdash;”

"Forget that. They wereright. Thetricornsaren't interested in us& mdash;they're attracted to the rock
dust that sticksto our skin and clothes. Apparently they eat one or more of the mineralswe dig up at the
mine"

Tan opened hismouth, closed it again, and suddenly looked thoughtful. "That would explain why they
hang around the mine al day and ssomp through it at night. But why? And how come weve never caught
thema it?'

"We have, or a least | have," Kendd pointed out. "1 aways assumed they were digging up small plants,
myself. Anyway, most of their feeding'sdone at night, | think." He shrugged. "And why shouldn't they est
rock? We know the Houses have organo-mineral metabolisms& mdash;it only makes sensefor the
tricornsto besmilar.”

"Wadll... okay, suppose you'reright. What then?”

"I thought you'd never ask. Herésmy idea...."

& mdash;

It was ared pleasure, Kenda decided, to be able to head for home without that tense uncertainty asto
what kind of reception held get. Now that it was being fed regularly, the House was consistently
cooperative and& mdash;following the pattern of human societies through the ages& mdash;was beginning
to take more and more interest in abstract and intellectual matters. The other Houses were behaving
amilarly, causing both surprise and some uneasiness among the miners and rekindling the old debates
over the usefulness and origin of House intelligence. Kenda kept out of the arguments;, the truth, he
suspected, would only disturb them more.

Hisfirg stop wasthe corra behind his House. Fenced in by wire mesh attached to pipes, the four
tricorns looked back disinterestedly as they munched on the rock and plants|eft there for them. The



fence couldn't keep them in at night, of course, but with asupply of food nearby they tended to stay put
even during musth, and the one or two who had broken out in the last month had aways returned by
sunrise. Collecting food for them was a pain& mdash;as was supplying the minerd pile near the mineto
lure away the tricorns there& mdash;but it beat guard duty hands-down. And in thelong run, it was much

cheaper.

Coallecting hisnight things, Kenda stepped into the House. "Hi, House," he cdled.
"Good evening, Kenda. Did you have a profitable day?"

"Very. Will you be ready to start after | get my supper going?'

"Cetanly."

We are, after dl, what we eat, Kendal thought wryly& mdash;and if his theory was right, that was even
more true of Houses. Their aien method of food absorption seemed to be gentler than its human
equivaent, so much so that the Houses could evidently absorb intact the delicate and complex nucleic
acids& mdash;or possibly even entire gray-matter nerve cells& mdash;of their prey. And as soon as
enough had been absorbed.... Kenda wondered how many tricorns the House had had to eat before the
unexpected light had dawned so long ago. Intact tricorns, that is& mdash;not ones whose brains had been
fried by laser fire.

Accidenta inteligence? Something indde Kenda rebelled at theidea... and yet, why not? And hardly
usdess, eveniif it had been sordly lacking in purpose until now.

Because there was one intriguing corollary to the theory. The Houses certainly had the necessary bulk to
store great quantities of brain cdlls. If they were steadily fed, would their intelligence increase? And if so,
was there any upper limit?

Kendal didn't know, and of course didn't have the necessary equipment or know-how to perform
rigorous tests. But there were more informa ways... and he was determined to learn whatever he could in
thetimeremaining.

The equipment was ready now. Looking up, Kendal nodded. "Okay, go ahead.”

Thereply wasimmediate; the House knew this part well. "Pawn to king four," it said.

Time Bomb

The bus station was stiflingly hot, despite the light evening breeze drifting in through the open door and
windows. In away the heat was almost comforting to Garwood as he stood at the ticket window; it
proved the air conditioning had broken down much earlier in the day, long before hed come anywhere
near the place.

Puffing on a particularly pungent cigar& mdash;the smoke of which made Garwood's eyes
water& mdash;the clerk looked down at the billsin front of him and shook his head. " Cogts forty-one
gxty to Champaign now," he said around hiscigar.



Garwood frowned. " The schedule says thirty-eight,” he pointed out.

"Y ou gottaold one, prob'ly.” The clerk ran astubby finger down alist in front of him. " Prices went up
'bout aweek ago. Y ep& mdash;forty-one sixty.”

A fresh trickle of sweat ran down the side of Garwood's face. "May | seethat?' he asked.

Theclerk's cigar shifted to the other sde of his mouth and his eyesflicked to Garwood's dightly
threadbare sport coat and the considerably classier leather suitcase at his side. "If you got proper
identification | can take a check or card," he offered.

"May | seethe schedule, please?' Garwood repesated.

The cigar shifted again, and Garwood could amost see the wheels spinning behind the other'seyesashe
swiveed the card and pushed it dowly under the old-fashioned grille. Getting suspicious; but there wasn't
anything Garwood could do about it. Even if held been willing to risk using one, al his credit cards had
fallen gpart in hiswallet nearly amonth ago. With therising interest rates of the past two years and the
record number of bankruptciesit had triggered, there were more people than ever roundly damning the
American credit system and its excesses. And on top of that, the cards were made of plastic, based on a
resource the world was rapidly running out of and still desperately needed. A double whammy. "Okay,"
he said, scanning therate ligting. "I'll go to Mahomet instead& mdash;what's that, about ten milesthisside
of Champaign?'

"Closer t' saven.” The clerk took the card back, eying Garwood through afreshly replenished cloud of
smoke. "Bethirty-Sx seventy-five."

Garwood handed over thirty-seven of hisforty dollars, silently cursing his out-of-date schedule. HEd cut
thingsalittle too fine, and now he was going to look exactly like what he was: aman on therun. For a
moment he debated smply turning around and leaving, trying it again tomorrow on someone el se's shift.

But that would mean spending another night in Springfield. And with al the Lincoln memorabiliaso close
at hand...

"Buss boarding now," the clerk told him, choosing one of the preprinted tickets and pushing it under the
grille. "Out that door; beleavin' 'bout five minutes.”

Gritting his teeth, Garwood picked up the ticket... and as he withdrew his hand, there was a sudden
crack, asif someone had fired acap pistal.

"Damn kids," the clerk growled, craning his neck to peer out his sde window.

Garwood looked down, his eyes searching the ledge insde the ticket window grille. Hed heard that
particular sound before... and just insde the grille, near where his hand had twice reached, he saw it.

The clerk's ashtray. An ashtray once made of clear glass... now shot through by athousand hairline
fractures,

The clerk was still 1ooking through hiswindow for the kid with the cap pistol as Garwood l&ft, forcing
himsdf towalk.

& mdash;

He hdf expected the police to show up before the bus could leave, but to hismild surprise the vehicle
wheezed leisurdly out of the lot on time and headed afew minutes later onto the eastbound interstate. For



thefirst few miles Garwood gave hisfull atention to hisears, straining tensaly for thefirst faint sound of
pursuing sirens. But as the minutes crawled by and no one showed up to pull them over, he was forced to
the conclusion that the clerk had decided it wasn't any of hisbusiness.

The thought was strangely depressing. To redlize that the latest upswing in the"not-me" noninvolvement
philosophy had spread its rot from the polarized coastsinto America's heartland bothered Garwood far
more than it should have. Perhapsit was all the learned opinions he'd read weighing upon him; dl the
doomsayings about how such anational malaise could foreshadow the end of democracy.

Or perhapsit was smply the redization that even anation full of selfish people didn't make ashred of
differenceto the cloud of destruction surrounding him.

Sopit! heordered himsdf slently. Self-pity... Taking adeep breath, he looked around him.

He'd chosen histhird-row seat carefully& mdash;as far from the busss rear-mounted engine as he could
reasonably get without sitting in the driver'slap, and well within the non-smoking section. His seatmate...
Hethrew the kid a surreptitious ook, confirmed that hisfirst-glance anaysis had been correct. Faded
denim jeans and an old cotton shirt. That was good; natural fibers held up much better than synthetic
ones, for the same reason that plastic had a tendency to disintegrate in his presence. Reaching ahand
under hisjacket, Garwood checked his own swesat-soaked polyester shirt for new tears. A rip at hisright
shoulder lengthened as he did so, and he muttered a curse.

"Don't make 'em like they use'ta, do they?

Startled, Garwood turned to see his seatmate's smile. "What?' he asked.

"Your shirt," thekid explained. "I heard it rip. Guys who make 'em just get away with crapzi, don't they?"
"Um," Garwood grunted, turning away again.

"Y ou headed for Champaign?' the kid perssted.

Garwood sghed. "Mahomet.”

"No kidding! & mdash;| grew up there. Y ou, too, or areyou just visiting?'

"Jud vigting."

"Youll likeit. Smdl place, but friendly. Speaking of which& mdash;" he stuck out his hand. "Name's Tom
Arnold. Tom Benedict Arnold, actudly."

Automatically, Garwood shook the proffered hand. Somewherein the back of hishead thedarm bdlls
were going off.... "Not, uh, any rdation to...?"

"Benedict Arnold?" Thekid grinned widdly. " Sure am. Direct descendant, in fact.”

Anicy shiver ran up Garwood's back, ashiver having nothing to do with the bussair conditioning. Y ou
mean... really direct?' he asked, dropping the other's hand. "Not from a cousin or anything?"

"Straight shot ling," Arnold nodded, the grin till in place. He was watching Garwood's face closdly, and
Garwood got the distinct impression the kid liked shocking people thisway. "It's nothin' to be 'shamed
of, you know& mdash;he did Americaalot more good than he did bad. Whipped the Brits at Saratoga
‘fore goin' over on their Sde& mdash;”

"Yes, | know," Garwood said, interrupting the impromptu history lesson. "Excuse me a



second& mdash;washroom.”

Stepping into the aide, he went to the small cubicle at the rear of the bus. He waited afew minutes, then
emerged and found an empty seat four rows behind the kid. He hoped Arnold wouldn't take it too
personaly, though he rather thought the other would. But he couldn't afford to take the chance. Benedict
Arnold'svictory at Saratoga had been a pivota factor in persuading France to enter the war on the
rebels sde, and Garwood had no desire to seeif he had the same effect on living beings that he had on
history's more inanimate descendants.

The afterglow in the sky behind them dowly faded, and as the sky darkened Garwood drifted in and out
of deep. The thought of the boy four seats ahead troubled hisret, filling his dreamswith broken ashtrays
and TV sets, half-melted-looking car engines and statues. After awhile the bus stopped in Decatur,
taking half an hour to trade ahandful of passengersfor an equaly smal number of others. Eventualy they
left; and back out in the dark of the prairie again, with the stars visible above, he again drifted to deep....

The sound of the bus driver'svoicejolted him awake. "...and gentlemen, I'm afraid we're having some
trouble with the engine. Rather than take achance on it quitting straight out before we get to Champaign,
we're going to ask you to transfer to a busthat's being sent up from Decatur. It ought to be herein just a
few minutes.

Blinking in the relative brightness of the overhead lights, Garwood joined the line of grumbling passengers
moving down the aide, afamiliar knot wrenching a his somach. Had it been him? Hed been far enough
away from the engine& mdash;surely he had. Unlessthe effective disance was increasing with time...
Forcing hisjaw to unclench, he stepped carefully down the bus's steps, hoping desperately it wasjust a
coincidence.

Outgde, the only light came from asmal building the bus had pulled dongside and from one or two dim
sreetlights. Half blind as his eyes again adjusted, Garwood took two tentative steps forward& mdash;

And came to an abrupt hat as strong hands dipped smoothly around each arm.
"Dr. James Garwood?" a shadowy figure before him asked quietly.

Garwood opened his mouth to deny it... but even as he did so he knew it would be usdless. "Yes," he
sgned. "And you?'

"Mgor Alan Davidson; Combined Services Intelligence. They missyou back at your lab, Doctor.”

Garwood glanced past the husky man holding hisright arm, saw the line of passengers goggling a him.
"Soitwasdl aset-up?' heasked. "The busis okay?'

Davidson nodded. "A suspicious clerk in Springfield thought you might be afugitive. From your
description and something about abroken ashtray my superiors thought it might be you. Comewith me,
please"

Garwood didn't have much choice. Propelled gently aong by the hands till holding hisarms, he followed
Davidson toward the lighted building and along car parked in the shadows there. "Where are you taking
me?" he asked, trying to keep his voice steady.

Davidson reached the car and opened the back door; and it wasn't until he and Garwood werein the
back seat and the other two soldiersin front that the mgor answered the question. " Chanute AFB, about
fifteen miles north of Champaign,” he told Garwood asthe car pulled back onto the interstate and headed
east. "Well be transferring you to a specid plane therefor the trip back to the Project.”



Garwood licked hislips. A plane. How many people, he wondered, wished that mankind had never
learned to fly? There was only one way to know for sure... and that way might wind up killing him. Y ou
put me on that plane and it could be the last anyone ever sees of me," hetold Davidson.

"Redlly?' the mgjor asked politely.
"Did they tell you why | ran out on the Project? That the place was falling down around my ears?"

"They mentioned something about thet, yes," Davidson nodded. 1 redly don't think you have anything to
worry about, though. The people in charge of security on thisone are dl top notch.”

Garwood snorted. "Y ou're missing the point, Mgor. The lab wasn't under any kind of attack from
outside agents. It wasfdling apart because | wasinit."

Davidson nodded. "And as| said, we're going to have you under complete protection& mdash;”

"No!" Garwood snapped. "I'm not talking about someone out there gunning for me or the Project. It'smy
presence there& mdash;my physical presence insde Backdrop& mdash;that was causing dl the
dedtruction.”

Davidson'sdimly visible expresson didn't change. "How do you figure that?"

Garwood heditated, glancing at the front seat and the two silhouettes there listening into the conversation.
Mg or Davidson might possibly be cleared for something this sengtive; the othersamost certainly
weren't. "1 can't tel you the detalls," he said, turning back to Davidson. "1& mdash;look, you said your
superiors nailed me because of abroken ashtray in Springfidd, right? Did they tdll you anything more?”

Davidson hesitated, then shook hishead. "No."

"It broke because | cametoo closetoit,” Garwood told him. "There's a& mdash;oh, an aura, | guessyou
could cal it, of destruction surrounding me. Certain types of items are especidly susceptible, including
interna combustion engines. That'swhy | don't want to be put on any plane.”

"Uh-huh," Davidson nodded. "West, you having any trouble with the car?'
"No, ar," thedriver said promptly. "Running rea smooth."

Garwood took a deep breath. "It doesn't dways happen right away,” he said through clenched teeth. "I
rode the busfor over an hour without anything happening, remember? But if it does happen with aplane,
we can't just pull off the road and stop.”

Davidson sighed. "L ook, Dr. Garwood, just relax, okay? Trust me, the plane will run just fine."

Garwood glared through the gloom at him. Y ou want some proof ?& mdash;is that what it'll take? Fine.
Do you have any cigarettes?’

For amoment Davidson regarded him in silence. Then, flicking on adim overhead dome light, he dug a
crumpled pack from his pocket.

"Put acouplein my hand,” Garwood ingtructed him, extending apam, "and leave the light on."
Davidson complied with the cautious air of aman at amagic show. "Now what?'

"Just keep an eye on them. Tell me, do you like smoking?'



The other snorted. "Hell, no. Tried to give the damn things up at least twenty times. I'm hooked pretty
good, | guess.”

"Y ou like being hooked?'
"That'sastupid question.”

Garwood nodded. "Sorry. So, now... how many other people, do you suppose, hate being hooked by
tobacco?’

Davidson gave him alook that was haf frown, haf glare. "What's your point, Doctor?

Garwood hesitated. "Congider it asasort of subconscious democracy. Y ou don't like smoking, and a
wholelot of other peoplein this country don't like smoking. A lot of them wish there weren't any
cigarettes& mdash;wish these cigarettesdidn't exist.”

"And if wisheswere horses, beggarswould ride," Davidson quoted. He reached over, to close hisfingers
on the cigarettes in Garwood's pam& mdash;

And jerked hishand back asthey crumpled into shreds at his touch.
"What the hell?" he snapped, practically in Garwood's ear. "What did you do?"

"l was near them," Garwood said smply. "I was near them, and alot of people don't like smoking. That's
dl thereistoit.”

Davidson was dtill staring at the messin Garwood's pam. "It'satrick. Y ou switched cigaretteson me."

"While you watched?' Garwood snorted. "All right, fine, let'sdo it again. Y ou can write your initidson
themthistime”

Sowly, Davidson raised his eyesto Garwood's face. "Why you?"

Garwood brushed the bits of paper and tobacco off his hand with ashudder. Even after al these months
it fill scared him spitlessto watch something disintegrate like that. "1 know... something. | can't tell you
just what."

"Okay, you know something. And?"
"No ands about it. It's the knowledge a one that doesiit.”
Davidson's eyes were steady on hisface. "Knowledge. Knowledge that shreds cigarettes dl by itself.”

"That, combined with the way alot of people fed about smoking. Look, | know it'shard to
bdieve& mdash;"

"Skip that point for now," Davidson cut him off. "Assume you're right, that it's pure knowledge that
somehow does dl this. Isit something connected with the Backdrop Project?’

"Wes"
"They know about it? And know what it does?"
"Yes, to both."

"And they ill want you back?'



Garwood thought about Saunders. The long discussions held had with the other. The even longer
arguments. "Dr. Saunders doesn't redly understand.”

For amoment Davidson was slent. "What ese does this aura affect besides cigarettes?' he asked at last.
"Y ou mentioned car engines?”'

"Engines, plagtics, televisons& mdash;modern conveniences of dl kinds, mainly, though there are other
thingsin danger aswell. Literdly anything that someone doesn't like can be atarget.” He thought about
the bus and Tom Benedict Arnold. "It might work on people, too," he added, shivering. "That onel
haven't had to find out about for sure.”

"And dl that this... destructive wishing... needs to come out isfor you to be there?!
Garwood licked hislips. "So far, yes. But if Backdrop ever finishesitswork& mdash;”
"In other words, you're awalking time bomb."

Garwood winced at the harshnessin Davidson'svoice. "l suppose you could put it that way, yes. That's
why | didn't want to risk staying at Backdrop. Why | don't want to risk riding in that plane.”

The mgjor nodded. "The second part we can do something about, anyway. Well scrap the plane and
keep you on the ground. Y ou want to tell uswhere this Backdrop Project is, or would you rather | get
the directions through channels?"

Garwood felt atrickle of sweat run between his shoulderblades. "Mgjor, | can't go back there. I'm one
man, and it's bad enough that | can wreck thingstheway | do. But if Backdrop finishesitswork, the
effect will spread amillion-fold."

Davidson eyed hiswarily. Y ou mean it's contagious? Like avirus or something?”"
"Wall... not exactly.”

"Not exactly," Davidson repesated with asnort. "All right, then, try thisone: do the people a Backdrop
know what it is about you that does this?!

"To some extent,” Garwood admitted. "But as | said, they don't grasp dl the implications& mdash;"
"Then you'd agree that there's no place better equipped to deal with you than Backdrop?”

Garwood took a deep breath. "Magjor... | can't go back to Backdrop. Either the project will disintegrate
around me and someone will get killed... or seit'll succeed and what happened to your cigarettes will
sart happening dl over the world. Can't you understand that?"

"What | understand isn't the issue here, Doctor,” Davidson growled. "My orders were very specific: to
ddiver you to Chanute AFB and from there to Backdrop. Y ou've convinced me you're dangerous; you
haven't convinced me it would be safer to keep you anywhere dse.”

"Mgor&mdash;"
"And you can damn well shut up now, too." He turned his face toward the front of the car.

Garwood took a shuddering breath, let it out in asigh of defeat as he dumped back into the cushions. It
had been awaste of time and energy& mdash;he/d known it would be right from the start. Even if he
could have told Davidson everything, it wouldn't have made any difference. Davidson was part of the
"not-me" generation, and he had his orders, and al thelogic and reason in the world wouldn't have



moved him into taking such achance.
And now it was over... because logic and reason were the only weapons Garwood had.
Unless...

Helicked hislips. Maybe he did have one other weapon. Closing his eyes, he began to concentrate on
hisformulae.

Contrary to what held told Saunders, there were only four truly fundamenta equations, plus a handful of
others needed to define the various quantities. One of the equations was given in the notes he hadn't been
ableto destroy; the other three were dtill exclusively his. Squeezing his eyelidstightly together, he listened
to the hum of the car's engine and tried to visudize the equations exactly asthey'd looked in his
notebook...

But it was no use, and ten minuteslater he findly admitted defeet. The engine hadn't even misfired, let
aonefailed. Thefirg timethe curse might actualy have been useful, and he was apparently too far away
for it to take effect. Too far away, and no way to get closer without crawling into the front seat with the
oldiers.

Thesoldiers...

He opened his eyes. Davidson was watching his narrowly; ahead, through the windshidld, thelights of a
city were throwing aglow onto the low clouds overhead. "Coming up on I-57, Mgor," the driver said
over hisshoulder. "Y ou want to take that or the back door to Chanute?’

"Back door," Davidson said, keeping his eyes on Garwood.
"Yessr."

Back door? Garwood licked hislipsin amixture of sudden hope and sudden dread. The only reasonable
back door was Route 45 north... and on the way to that exit they would pass through the northern end of
Champaign.

Which meant he had one last chance to escape... and onelast chanceto let the genie so far out of the
bottle that hed never get it back in.

But he had torisk it. "All right, Mgor," he said through dry lips, making sure he was loud enough to be
heard in the front seat aswell. "Chi square eto the minusi aphat to the three-haves, plusi adphat to the
three-halves e to the gamma zero z. Sum over al momentum states and do arotation transformation of
one point fivefive x radians. Energy trandfer equition: first tensor is& mdash;”

"What the hell are you talking about?' Davidson snarled. But there was a growing note of uneasinessin
hisvoice.

"Y ou wanted proof that what | know was too dangerous to be given to Saunders and Backdrop?”
Garwood asked. "Fine; hereit is. First tensor is p sub xx e to the gamma& mdash;”

Davidson swore suddenly and lunged at him. But Garwood was ready for the move and got there first,
throwing hisarms around the other in an imprisoning bear hug. "& mdash;times p sub y dphaeto the
minusi dphat& mdash;"

Davidson threw off the grip, aming a punch for Garwood's ssomach. But the bouncing car ruined hisaim
and Garwood took the blow on hisribsinstead. Again he threw his arms around Davidson.



"& mdash;plusfour pi sgmachi over gammaone z& mdagh;"

A hand grabbed at Garwood's hair: the soldier in the front seet, leaning over to assist in the fray.
Garwood ducked under the hand and kept shouting equations. The lack of space was on hisside,
hampering the other two asthey tried to subdue him. Dimly, Garwood wondered why the driver hadn't
stopped, redized that the car was now dowing down. There was abump as they dropped onto the
shoulder& mdash;

And with aloud staccato crackle from the front, the engine suddenly died.

Thedriver tried hard, but it was obvious that the car's abrupt failure had taken him completely by
surprise. For ahandful of wild heartbeats the vehicle careened wildly, dropping down off the shoulder
into the ditch and then up the other side. A pair of close-spaced trees|oomed ahead& mdash;the driver
managed to steer between them& mdash;and an ingtant | ater the car dammed to ahdt against the rear
fence of aused car lot.

Garwood was thefirst to recover. Y anking on the handle, he threw the door open and scrambled out.
The car had knocked a section of the fence part way over; climbing onto the hood, he gripped the chain
links and pulled himsdlf up and over.

Hed made it nearly halfway across the lot when the voice came from far behind him. "Okay, Garwood,
that's far enough,” Davidson called sharply. "Freeze or | shoot.”

Garwood half turned, to see Davidson's silhouette drop over the fence and bring hisarmsupinto a
two-handed marksman's stance. Ingtinctively, Garwood ducked, trying to speed up alittle. Ahead of him,
thelines of carslit up with the reflected flash; behind came the crack of an explosion& mdash;

Andayep of pan.

Garwood braked to ahalt and turned. Davidson was on the pavement twenty yards back of him, curled
onto hisside. A few feet in front of him was hisgun. Or, rather, what had once been hisgun...

Garwood looked around, eyestrying to pierce the shadows outside the fence. Neither of the other
soldierswas anywherein sght. Still in the car, or moving to flank him? Whichever, the best thing he could
do right now wasto forget Davidson and get moving.

The not-me generation. "Damn,” Garwood muttered to himsdlf. "Davidson?' he cdled tentatively. Y ou
al rignt?’

"I'm dive," the other's voice bit back.
"Where did you get hit?'
There was ashort pause. "Right calf. Doesn't seem too bad.”

"Probably took a chunk of your gun. Y ou shouldn't have tried to shoot me& mdash;there are just as many
people out there who hate guns as hate smoking." A truck with its brights on swept uncaringly past on the
interstate behind Davidson, and Garwood got aglimpse of two figuresinside the wrecked car. Moving
duggishly... which took at least alittle of the load off Garwood's conscience. At least hislittle Stratagem
hadn't gotten anyone killed outright. " Are your men okay?"

"Do you care?' the other shot back.

Garwood grimaced. "L ook, I'm sorry, Davidson, but | had no choice.”



"Sure. What do afew lives matter, anyway?'
"Davidson& mdagh;"

"Especialy when your persona freedom's at stake. Y ou know, | haveto say you redly did amarvelous
job of it. Now, instead of your colleagues hounding you for whatever it isthose equations are, dl they
haveto do ishound us. All that crap about the dangers of this stuff getting out& mdash;that's dl it was,
wasnt it? Just crap.”

Garwood gritted histeeth. He knew full well that Davidson was playing agame here, ddiberately trying
to enmesh him in conversation until reinforcements could arrive. But he might never seethisman again....
"l wasn't trying to saddle you with this mess, Davidson& mdash;really | wasn't. | needed to strengthen the
effect enough to stop the car, but it wasn't atradeoff between my freedom and al hell breaking loose.

Y ou and your men can't possibly retain the equations | was calling out& mdash;you don't have the
necessary mathematica background, for onething. They'll be gone from your mind within minutes, if they

aren't dready.”

"I'm so pleasad to hear it," Davidson said, heavily sarcadtic. "Wdll, I'm certainly convinced. How about
you?"

To that Garwood had no answer.... and it was long past time for him to get out of here. "I've got to go,
now. Pleasa& mdash;tdll them to leave me done. What they want just isn't possible.”

Davidson didn't reply. With asigh, Garwood turned his back and hurried toward the other end of the car
lot and the street beyond it. Soon, he knew, the soldiers would be coming.

"...one..two... three."

Davidson opened hiseyes, blinking for aminute as they adjusted to the room'slight. He swallowed
experimentadly, glancing at the clock on the desk to hisleft. Just after three-thirty in the morning, which
meant he'd been under for nearly an hour... and from the way histhroat felt, he'd apparently been talking
for most of that time. "How'd it go?" he asked the man seated beyond the microphone that had been set
upinfront of him.

Dr. Hamish nodded, the standard medical professiond’s neutral expression pasted across hisface. "Quite
well, Mgor. At least once we got you started.”

"Sorry. | did warn you I've never been good at being hypnotized." A dight scraping of feet to hisright
made Davidson turn, to find a distinguished-looking middle-aged man seated just outside hisfield of view
there. On the other'slap was a pad and pencil; beside him on another chair was a tape recorder
connected to the microphone. "Dr. Saunders,” Davidson nodded in greeting, vaguely surprised to see
Backdrop's director looking so aert at such an ungodly hour. "I didn't hear you comein.”

"Dr. Hamish was having enough trouble putting you under,” Saunders shrugged. "I didn't think it would
help for me to be here, too, during the process.”

Davidson's eyesflicked to the notepad. "Did you get what you wanted?!

Saunders shrugged again, his neutra expression almost as good as Hamish's. "Well know soon enough,”
he said. "It'll take awhile to run the equations you gave us past our various experts, of course.”



"Of course," Davidson nodded. "I hope whatever you got doesn't make things worse, the way Garwood
thought it would."

"Dr. Garwood isapessmig," Saunderssaid shortly.

"Maybe," Davidson said, knowing better than to start an argument. ""Has there been any word about
him?'

"From the searchers, you mean?" Saunders shook his head. "Not yet. Though that's hardly
surprising& mdash;he had over hdf an hour to find aholeto hidein, after dl.”

Davidson winced at the implied accusation in the other'stone. It wasn't his fault, after dl, that none of the
damned "not-me" generation drivers on the interstate had bothered to stop. "Men with mild concussions
aren't usualy up to using car radios," he said, perhaps more tartly than was caled for."

"I know, Mgor." Saunders sghed. "And I'm sorry we couldn't prepare you better for handling him.
But& mdash;well, you understand.”

"I understand that your security wound up working againg you, yes," Davidson said. "If afugitiveis
carrying aweapon, we're supposed to know that in advance. If the fugitive is aweapon, we ought to
know that, too."

"Dr. Garwood as walking time bomb?" Saunder'slip twitched. "Y es, you mentioned that characterization
of him afew minutes ago, during your debriefing.”

Davidson only vaguely remembered caling Garwood that. ™Y ou disagree?”
"On the contrary, it's an uncomfortably vivid description of the Stuation,” Saunderssaid grimly.
"Yeah." Davidson braced himsdlf. "And now my men and | arein the same boat, aren't we?'

"Hardly," Saunders shook his head. The neutral expression, Davidson noted, was back in place. "Were
going to keep the three of you herefor awhile, just to be on the safe side, but I'm ninety-nine percent
certain theré's no danger of the same... effect... developing.”

"l hopeyou'reright," Davidson said. Perhaps agentle probe... "Seemsto me, though, that if theré's even
achanceit'll show up, we deserve to know what it isweve got. And how it works."

"Sorry, Mgor," Saunders said, with a quickness that showed he'd been expecting the question. "Until an
updated security check's been done on you, we can't consder telling you anything else. Y ou dready
know more than I'm redlly comfortable with."

Which was undoubtedly the real reason Saunders was keeping them here. "And if my security comes
through clean?" he asked, passing up the cheap-shot reminder of what Saunder's overtight security had
aready cost him tonight.

"Well see,” Saunders said shortly, getting to hisfeet and diding the pad into his pocket. "The guard will
escort you to your quarters, Mg or. Good-night.”

He left the room, taking the tape recorder with him, and Davidson turned his attention back to Hamish.
"Any post-hypnotic sde effects | should watch out for, Doctor?' he asked, reaching down for his
crutches and carefully standing up. He winced as he put ashade too much weight on hisinjured leg.

Hamish shook hishead. "No, nothing like that.”



"Good." He eyed the other. "I don't suppose you could give me any hints asto my prognosis here, could
you?"

"Y ou mean as regards the& mdash;ah& mdash; problem with Dr. Garwood?' Hamish shook his head, too
quickly. "I really don't think yourein any danger, Mgor. Redly | don't. Theroom here didn't suffer any
damage while Dr. Saunders was writing down the equations you gave him, which implies you don't know
enough to bother you."

Davidson felt the skin on the back of hisneck crawl. So Garwood had been telling the truth, after all. It
was indeed pure knowledge aone that was behind hiswalking jinx effect.

He shook his head. No, that was utterly impossible. Much easier to believe that whatever scam
Garwood was running, he'd managed to take in Backdrop's heads with it, too.

Either way, of course, it made Garwood one hell of adangerous man. "'l see" he said through stiff lips.
"Thank you, Doctor. Good-night.”

A Marine guard, dressed in one of Backdrop's oddly nonstandard jumpsuit outfits, was waiting outside
the door as Davidson emerged. "If you'll follow me, Mgor," he said, and led the way to an
undistinguished door a couple of corridors away. Behind the door, Davidson found acompact
dorm-style gpartment, minimally furnished with writing desk, chair, and fold-down bed, with acloset and
bathroom tucked into opposite corners. Through the open closet door ahalf dozen orange jumpsuits
could be seen hanging; laid out on the bed was a set of underwear and alarge paper bag. "Y ou'll need to
put your clothing into the bag," the guard explained after showing Davidson around the room. ™Y our
watch and other personad effects, too, if you would."

"Can | keep my cigarettes?’
"No, gr. Cigarettes are especialy forbidden.”

Davidson thought back to the car ride, and Garwood's disintegrating trick. "Because that effect of
Garwood's destroys them?' he hazarded.

The Maring's face might have twitched, but Davidson wouldn't have sworn toiit. "I'll wait outside, Sir,

whileyou change."

He retired to the halway, shutting the door behind him. Grimacing, Davidson stripped and put on the
underwear, wondering if it would help to tell Saundersthat he'd dready seen what the Garwood Effect
did to cigarettes. The thought of spending however many days or weeks here without nicotine...
Preoccupied, it was only as he was stuffing his clothesinto it that his mind registered the oddity of using a
paper bag instead of the usud plagtic. A minor mystery, to go with dl the mgjor ones.

The Marine was waiting to accept the bag when he opened the door aminute later. Tucking it under his
arm, he gave Davidson directions to the mess hall, wished him good-night, and left. Closing the door and
locking it, Davidson limped hisway back to the bed and shut off the nightstand light.

Lying there, eyes closed, hetried to think; but it had been along day, and between fatigue and the
medication held been given for hisleg he found he couldn't hold onto a coherent train of thought, and two
minutes after hitting the pillow he gave up the effort. A minute after that, he was fast adeep.

& mdash;

The jumpsuits hanging in the closet were the first surprise of the new day.



Not their color. Davidson hadn't seen any other orange outfitsin hisbrief walk through Backdrop the
previous night, but he'd rather expected to be given something distinctive aslong as he was effectively on
Security probation here. But it was something el se that caught his attention, some oddity in thefed of the
materia ashe pulled it off itswooden hanger. Examining the label, he quickly found the reason: the
jumpsuit was one hundred percent linen.

Davidson frowned, trying to remember what Garwood had said about the potentid targets of his strange
destructive power. Engines, plastics, televisions, had been on thelist; modern conveniences had dso
been there. Did synthetic fibers come under the latter heading? Apparently so. He pulled the jumpsuit on,
fingers brushing something thin but solid in the left breast pocket as he did so. He finished dressing, then
dug the object out.

It was aplastic card.

Frowning, Davidson studied it. It wasn't an ID, at least not avery sophisticated one. His name was
impressed into it, but there was no photo, thumbprint, or even adescription. It wasn't adigital key, or a
radiation dosmeter, or acoded info plate, or anything else he could think of.

Unless..

Helicked hislips, asudden chill running up hisback. Engines, plastics, televisions... Hed been wrong;
the card was adosmeter. A dosimeter for the Garwood Effect.

Whatever the hell the Garwood Effect was. He gritted histeeth. All right, let's take thisin a logical
manner. The Garwood Effect destroyed plastics; okay. It aso ruined car engines and pistols... and
cigarettes and ash trays. What did all of those have in common?

Hepuzzled at it for afew more minutes before giving up the effort. Without more information he wasn't
going to get anywhere... and besides, a persstent growling in his somach was reminding him he was
overduefor ameal. No one thinks well on an empty stomach, he slently quoted his grandfather's
favorite admonition. Retrieving his crutches from the floor by his bed, he clumped off to the mess hall.

After thelinen jJumpsuit, he half expected breskfast to consist of nuts and berries served in coconut shells,
but fortunately Backdrop hadn't gone quite that far overboard. The dishware was a somewhat
nonstandard heavy ceramic, but the med itsdf wasal too military standard: nutritious and filling without
bothering as much with flavor as one might like. He ate quickly, swearing to himself afterward at the lack
of acigarette to help bury the taste. Manhandling histray to the conveyer, he headed off to try and find
Some answer's.

And ranimmediatdy into abrick wall.

"Sorry, Mgor, but you're not authorized for entry,” the Marine guard outside the Backdrop garage said
goologeticaly.

"Not even to see my own car?' Davidson growled, waving past the Marine at the double doors behind
him. "Come on, now& mdash;what kind of secrets does anybody keep in agarage?”

"Y ou might be surprised, gir,” the guard said. "I suggest you check with Colonel Bidwell and seeif hell
authorizeyouto getin."

Davidson gritted histeeth. "1 suppose I'll have to. Where's his office?"



& mdash;

Colond Bidwel was alean, weathered man with gray hair and eyes that seemed to be in a perpetual
squint. "Major," he nodded in greeting as Davidson was ushered into his office. "Sit down. Cometo
apply for ajob?’

"Moreor less, Sr," Davidson said, easing gratefully into the proffered chair. "1 thought | could lend ahand
in hunting down Dr. Garwood. Unless you've dready found him, that is"

Bidwell gave him ahard look. "No, not yet. But he'sin the Champaign-Urbana area& mdash;that's for
damn sure& mdash;and it's only ametter of time."

Automaticaly, Davidson reached for a cigarette, dropping his hand to his lap hafway through the motion.
"Yes, gr. I'd il liketo help.”

For along moment Bidwell eyed him. "Uh-huh,” he grunted. "Well, I'll tell you something, Mgor. Y our
file came through about an hour ago... and there are thingsthere | redlly don't like."

"I'm sorry to hear that, Sir," Davidson said evenly.

Bidwdl's expression tightened a bit. "Y our record shows alot of bulldog, Mgor. Y ou get hold of
something and you won't let go until you'vetorn it apart.”

"My superiors generdly consder that an asst, Sir.”
"It usudly is. But not if it getsyou persondly involved with your quarry. Likeit might now."

Davidson pursed hislips. "Has the colond had achanceto ook over the rest of my file? Including my
success rate?'

Bidwell grimaced. "I have. And | till don't want you. Unfortunately, that decision's been taken away
from me. Y ou're dready here, and it's been decided that there's no point in letting you just spin your
whedls. So. Effectiveimmediatdy, you're assgned to hunter duty. Long-range duty, of

coursa& mdash;we can't let you leave Backdrop until your updated security check isfinished. Y ou'll have
adesk and computer in Room 138, with access to everything we know about Dr. Garwood."

Davidson nodded. Computer andysis was ahighly impersona way to track down a quarry, but he knew
from long experiencethat it could be as effective as actudly getting into the field and besating the bushes.
"Understood, sir. Can | dso have accessto the less secure areas of Backdrop?”

Bidwdl frowned. "Why?'

"I'd like to get into the garage to look a my car, for one thing. Garwood may have left acluethere asto
where he was headed.”

"The car's dready been checked over,” Bidwell told him. "They didn't find anything.”

Davidson remained silent, hiseyes holding Bidwdl's, and eventualy the colond snorted. "Oh, dl right.”
Reaching into his desk, he withdrew asmdl card and scribbled on it. " Just to get you off my back.
Here& mdash;a Level One security pass. And that'sit, so don't try to badger me for anything higher.”

"Yes, sr." The card, Davidson noted as he took it, was athickened cardboard instead of standard
passcard plagtic. Not redly surprising. "With your permission, then, I'll get straight to work.”



"Bemy guest,” Bidwell grunted, turning back to his paperwork. "Dismissed.”
& mdash;

"What in blazes happened to it?' Davidson asked, frowning into the open engine compartment. After
what had happened to his cigarettes and gun, he'd rather expected to find amess of shattered metal and
disintegrated plastic under the hood of his car. But this& mdash;

"It'swhat happensto engines,”" the mechanic across the hood said vaguely, hiseyesflicking to Davidson's
orange jumpsuit.

Davidson gingerly reached in to touch the mass of metd. "It looks half melted.”
"Yeah, it does," the mechanic agreed. "Uh... if that'sall, Mgor, | have work to get to.”

All right, Davidson thought grimly to himself as he clumped hisway back down the corridor. So this
Garwood Effect doesn't affect everything the same way. No big deal & mdash;it just meansit'll
take a little more work to track down whatever the hell is going on here, that's all.

What it didn't mean was that he was going to tossin the towe and give up. Colond Bidwell had been
right on that count, at least; he did indeed have alot of bulldog in him.

& mdash;

Dr. James Garwood was one of that vanishingly rare breed of scientist who was equaly at home with
scientific hardware as he was with scientific theory. A triple-threat man with advanced degreesin
theoretical physics, applied physics, and eectrica engineering, he was a certified geniuswith aproven
knack for visualizing the real-world results of even the most esoteric mathematica theory. Hed been a
highly-paid member of ahighly respected research group until two years previoudy, when held taken a
leave of absenceto join the fledgling Backdrop Project. From amost the beginning it seemed held
disagreed with Saunder's policies and procedures until, three months ago, he'd suddenly disappeared.

And that was the entire synopsis of Garwood's life since coming to Backdrop. Seated before the
computer terminal, Davidson permitted himsalf an annoyed scowl. So much for having accessto
everything that was known about Dr. Garwood.

Of Garwood since his break there was, of course, nothing; but the files did contain afull report of the
effortsto find him. The FBI had been caled in early on, after which the National Security Agency had
gotten involved and quickly pulled therest of the country'sintelligence services onto the case. In spite of
it dl, Garwood had managed to remain completely hidden until the report of yesterday's incident at the
Springfield bus station had happened to catch the proper eye.

After three months held been caught... and promptly lost again.

Davidson gritted histeeth, forcing himsdf not to dwell on hisfallure. Bidwell had been right: too much
emotiona involvement had abad tendency to cloud the thinking.

But then, there was more than one form of emaotiona involvement. Leaning back in his seat, stretching his
injured leg out beneath the desk, he closed his eyes and tried to become Dr. James Garwood.

For whatever reason, he'd decided to quit Backdrop. Perhaps he and Saunders had argued one too
many times, perhaps the presence of the Garwood Effect had finaly gotten too much for him to take.
Perhaps& mdash;as held claimed on theride last night& mdash;he truly felt that Backdrop was a danger
and that the best thing for him to do wasto abandon it.



So dl right. HEd left... and managed to remain hidden from practically everybody for asolid three
months. Which implied money. Which usudly implied friends or relatives.

Opening his eyes, Davidson atacked the keyboard again. Family...? Negative& mdash;al members
dready interviewed or under quiet surveillance. Ditto for relatives. Ditto for friends.

Fine. Where e s, then, could he have gotten money from? His own bank accounts? It was too obvious a
possibility to have been missed, but Davidson keyed for it anyway. Sure enough, there was no evidence
of large withdrawalsin the months previous to his abrupt departure from Backdrop. He went back
another year, just to be sure. Nothing.

Behind him, the door squeaked open, and Davidson turned to see ayoung man with mgjor's oak leaves
on hisjumpsuit step into the room. "Magor Davidson, | presume,” the other nodded in greeting. "I'm
Major Lyman, data coordinator for Backdrop Security.”

"Nice to meet you," Davidson nodded, reaching back to shake hands.

"Colond Bidwell told me you've been co-opted for the Garwood birdhunt,” Lyman continued, glancing
over Davidson's shoulder at the computer screen. "How's it going?”

"It might go better if | had more information on Garwood's activities at Backdrop,” Davidson told him.
"Asitis, I've got barely one paragraph to cover two years out of the man's life& mdash;the two most
important years, yet."

Lyman nodded. "I sympathize, but I'm afraid that's per the colond's direct order. Apparently he thinks
the full records would give you more information about what Backdrop is doing than he wants you to
have.

"And Backdrop is doing something he doesn't want anyone to know about?' Davidson asked.

Lyman'sface hardened abit. "1 wouldn't make vague inferenceslike that if | wereyou, Mgor," he said
darkly. "Y ou wouldn't have been allowed to just waltz into the Manhattan Project and get the whole
story, either, and Backdrop is at least as sendtive asthat was.”

"Asdedtructive, too." Davidson held ahand up before Lyman could reply. " Sorry& mdash;didn't mean it
that way. Remember that al | know about this whole thing is that Garwood can use it to wreck carsand
cigarettes.

"Y eah& mdash;the walking time bomb, | hear you dubbed him." Lyman snorted under his breath. "It's
hoped that that... Sde effect, asit were... can be eiminated. Hoped alot.”

"Can't argue with that one," Davidson agreed. So his description of Garwood as awalking time bomb
was being circulated around Backdrop. Interesting that what had been essentidly athrowaway line
would be so widely picked up on. Hefiled the datum away for possible future reference. ™Y ou think
Garwood can help get rid of it if wefind him?*

Lyman shrugged. "All | know isthat my orders are to find him and get him back. What happens after that
is someone ese's problem. Anyway... my officeis down the hadl in Room One Fifty& mdash;let me know
if you need anything."

"Thanks"

Lyman turned to go, then paused. "Oh, by theway... if your computer seemsto go on the blink, don't
waste timefiddling with it. Just cal Maintenance and they'll take care of it."



Davidson frowned. "Computers go on the blink alot around here?"

The other hesitated. " Often enough,” he said vaguely. "The point is, just tell Maintenance and let them
figure out whether to fix or replace.”

"Right."

Lyman nodded and |eft, and Davidson turned back to histerminal. So computers were among the
modern conveniences subject to attack by the Garwood Effect... and it reminded Davidson of something
else hed planned to try.

It took afew minutes of searching, but eventualy he found what he waslooking for: alist of maintenance
records, going al the way back to Backdrop'sinception two years ago. Now, with alittle analysss...

An hour later he straightened up in hischair, trying to work the cramps out of hisfingers and the knot out
of hisstomach. If ever held needed confirmation of Garwood's sory, he had it now. The amount of
wrecked equipment coming up from the offices and experimenta areasto Maintenance was Smply
staggering: computers, dl kinds of €ectronic equipment, plastic-based items& mdash;the list went on and
on. Even the physical structure of Backdrop itself was affected; along report detailed instance after
instance of walls that had been replastered and ceilings that had had to be shored up. That it was aresult
of Backdrop's work was beyond doubt: asmple analysis of the areas where damage had occurred
showed steadily increasing frequency the closer to the experimental areas one got. To the experimental
aress, and to Garwood's office.

And the analysis had yielded one other fact. The damage had been dowly increasing in frequency over
the two years Garwood had been with Backdrop... until the point three months back when held | eft.
After that, it had dropped nearly to zero.

Which meant that Garwood hadn't been lying. He wasindeed at the center of what was happening.

A walking time bomb. Davidson felt ashiver run up hisback. If Garwood remained at large... and if the
Garwood Effect continued to increase in strength asit had over the past two years...

With a conscious effort he forced the thought from his mind. Worry of that sort would gain him nothing.
Somewhere, somehow, Garwood had to have left atrail of some sort. It was up to Davidson to find it.

Hefumbled for a cigarette, swore under his breath. Leaning back in his seat again, he closed hiseyes. |
am James Garwood, hetold himsdlf, dragging hismind away from theirritations of nicotine withdrawal
and willing histhoughtsto drift. I'min hiding from the whole world. How exactly

& mdash;exactly& mdash;have | pulled it off?

[l
...times e to the gamma onet.

Garwood circled the last equation and laid down the pencil, and for a minute he gazed at the set of
equations he'd derived. It was progress of a sort, he supposed; he had gotten rid of the gamma zero
factor thistime, and that was the one the computer had been having itslatest conniption fits over. Maybe
thistime the run would yield something useful.

Or maybe this time the damn machine would just find something elseto trip over.



Garwood gritted histeeth. Siop it! he ordered himsalf darkly. Self-pity wasfor children, or for failures,
Not for him.

Acrossthetiny efficiency gpartment, the computer termina was humming patiently asit sat on thefloor in
the corner. Easing down into a cross-legged sitting position on the floor, Garwood consulted his paper
and maneuvered his "remote arm™ into position. The arm was pretty crude, as such thingswent: along
dowel rod reaching across the room to the terminal with a shorter onefastened to it at aright angle for
actudly hitting the keys, the whole contraption resting on auniversa pivot about its center. But crude or
not, it enabled him to enter datawithout getting anywhere near the terminal, with the result that this
terminal had aready outlasted dl the others he'd used since fleeing Backdrop. He only wished held
thought of thistrick sooner.

Entering the equations was along, painstaking job, made dl the more difficult by having to watch what he
was doing through asmall set of operaglasses. But findly he hit the return key for thelast time, keying in
the s multaneous-solutions program aready loaded. The terminal beeped acknowledgment, and with a
grunt Garwood got stiffly back into his chair. His somach growled as he did so, and with amild shock he
saw that it was ten-thirty. No wonder his stomach had been growling for the past hour or so. Getting up,
rubbing at the crampsin hislegs, he went over to the kitchen alcove.

Tofind that hed once again let his supplies run below acceptable levels. "Blagt," he muttered under his
breath, and snared hiswallet from the top of the dresser. There was aburger place afew blocks avay
that might <till be open... but on the other hand, hiswad of bills was getting dangeroudy thin, and when
this batch was gone there wouldn't be any more. For amoment he studied the termind's display with his
operaglasses, but the lack of diagnostic messagesimplied that nothing immediate and obvious had
tripped it up. Which meant that it would probably be chugging away happily on the equationsfor at least
another haf hour. Which meant there was plenty of time for him to skip the fast food and walk instead to

the grocery store.
& mdash;

The overhead lights were humming loudly as Garwood started across the store's parking lot, and for a
moment he fantasized that that he was out in some exotic wilderness, circled by giant insects made of
equal partsfirefly and cicada. Out in the wilderness, away from Backdrop and the curse that hounded
him.

It might cometo that eventudly, he knew. Even if he was able to continue € uding the searchers Saunders
had scouring the area, he ill couldn't stay here. His carefully engineered sublet would last only another
fiveweeks, hisdwindling bankroll dropping near zero at about the sametime. Leaving him achoice
between surrender and finding ajob.

Both of which, he knew, really boiled down to the same thing. Any job paying enough for himto live on
would leave atrail of paper that would bring Saunders's people down on him in double-quick time. Not
to mention the risk he would present to the people held be working with.

He grimaced. A walking time bomb, that I ntelligence mgjor& mdash; Davidson& mdash;had dubbed him.
A part of Garwood's mind appreciated the unintended irony of such acharacterization; the rest of it
winced at the truth also there.

The grocery store, not surprisingly, was quiet. Wrestling a cart that seemed determined to veer to the lft,
he went up and down the aides, picking out his usua sdection of convenience foods and dlowing his
nervesto relax as much asthey could. There were probably some people somewhere who truly didiked
supermarkets and the efficient long-term storage of food that made them possible; but if there were, the



number must be vanishingly smal. Asaresult, grocery stores were near the top of the short list of places
where Garwood could fed fairly safe. Aslong as he stayed away from the cigarettes and smoking
parapherndia, he could be reasonably certain that nothing would break or crumble around him.

He collected as many packages as he estimated would fit into two bags and headed for the checkout.
There, the teen-aged girl manning the register& mdash;or possibly she was a college sudent; they al
looked equaly young to him these days& mdash;gave him a pleasant smile and got to work unloading his
cart. Lisening to the familiar beep of the laser scanner, Garwood pulled out hiswallet and watched the
march of prices acrossthe display.

The cart was ill hdf full when ajar of ingtant coffeefailed to register. Thegirl tried scanning it four times,
then gave up and manually keyed the UPC code into her register. The next item, afrozen dinner, was
smilarly ignored. Aswasthe next item... and the next... and the next...

"Trouble?" Garwood asked, his mouth going dry.

"Scanner seemsto have quit," she frowned, tapping the glass dits asif trying to get the machineg's
attention. "Funny& mdash;they're suppose to last longer than this."

"Well, you know how thesethingsare,” Garwood said, striving for nonchaance even as his heart began
to pound in hisears.

"Y eah, but this one was just replaced Saturday. Oh, well, that's progress for you." She picked up the
next item and turned back to her register.

Almost unwillingly, Garwood bent over and peered into the glass. Behind it, the laser scanner wasdimly
vishle. Looking perfectly normal... No, hetold himsdlf firmly. No, it'sjust coincidence. It hasto be.
Nobody hates laser grocery scanners, for God's sake. But even as he fought to convince himsdlf of
that, a horrible thought occurred to him.

Perhaps it was no longer necessary for anyone to hate laser grocery scannersdirectly. Perhgpsdl it took
now was enough people hating the lasers in self-guided weapons systems.

A dark haze seemed to settle across hisvision. It had started, then; the beginning of theend. If a
concerted desire to eiminate one incarnation of agiven technology could spill over onto another, then
therewas literaly nothing on the face of the earth that could resst Garwood's influence. Hiseyesfel on
the packages of frozen food before him on the counter, and adimly remembered televison program
cameto mind. A program that had showed how the root invention of refrigeration had led to both frozen
foodsand ICBMs...

Thegirl finished packing the two paper bags and read off the total for him. Garwood pulled out the
requisite number of bills, accepted his change, and left. Outside, the parking lot lightswere till humming
their cicadalfirefly song. Still beckoning him to the safety of the wilderness.

A wilderness, he knew, which didn't exist.
& mdash;

The bags, light enough at the beginning of the walk, got progressively heavier as the blocks went by, and
by the time he reached the door to his apartment house his arms were starting to tremble with the strain.
Working the outside door open with hisfingertips, helet it close behind him and started up the sairs. A
young woman was starting down at the sametime, and for an ingtant, just asthey passed, their eyes met.
But only for an ingtant. The woman broke the contact almost at once, her face the neutral inward-looking



expression that everyone seemed to be wearing these days.

Garwood continued up the gairs, feding adull achein the center of his chest. The"not-me" generation.
Everyone encased in hisor her own little bubble of space. So why should | care, either? hethought
morosdly. Let it all fall apart around me. Why am| killing myself trying to take on decisions like
this, anyway? Soundersisthe onein charge, and if he saysit'll work, then whatever happensis his
responsibility. Right?

The computer had finished itswork. Setting the bags down, Garwood dug out his operaglasses again
and studied the display. The machine had found three solutions to his coupled equations. Thefirst wasthe
one held dready come up with, the one that had started thiswhole messin the first place; the second was
aso one held seen before, and found to be mathematically correct but non-physical. The third solution...

Heart thudding in his ears, Garwood stepped to the table and reached to the ashtray for one of the loose
cigaretteslying there. The third solution was new... and if it contained the build-in safeguard he was
hoping to find...

He picked up one of the cigarettes. Squeezing it gently between thumb and fingertips, he gazed at the
formulathrough his opera glasses, |etting his eyes and thoughts linger on each symbol as heticked off the
secondsin hismind. At acount of ten he thought he felt a softnessin the cigarette paper; a twenty-two,
it crumbled to powder.

Wearily, he brushed the pieces from his hand into the garbage. Twenty-two seconds. The same length of
timeit had taken thelast time... which meant that while it wasn't getting any worse, it wasn't getting any
better, either.

Which probably implied thiswas yet another walk down ablind dley.

For amoment he gazed down at the cigarettes. A long time ago held bdlieved that this field contained
nothing but blind aleys& mdash;had believed it, and had done dl he could to persuade Saundersof it,
too. But Saunders hadn't believed... and now, Garwood couldn't afford to, either. Because if there
weren't any stable solutions, then this curse would be with him forever.

Gritting histeeth, he stepped over to the counter and began unloading his groceries. Of course there was
agtable solution. There had to be.

Theonly trick would befinding it before histime ran out.

v
"Well," Davidson said, "at least he's staying put. | suppose that's something.”

"Maybe," Lyman said, reaching over Davidson's shoulder to drop the report back onto hisdesk. "A
broken laser scanner is hardly conclusive evidence, though.”

"Oh, he'sthere, dl right,” Davidson growled, glaring at the paper. Hisfingertips rubbed restlessly at the
edge of hisdesk, itching to be holding a cigarette. Damn Saunderss stupid rule, anyway. "He's there.
Somewhere."

Lyman shrugged. "Well, he's not at any hotel or motel in the area& mdash;that much isfor sure. Weve
got tapson al hisfriends around the country, checking for any calls he might make to them, but so far
that's come up dry, too."



"Which means either he's somehow getting cash in despite the net, or else he's been holed up for nearly
three weeks without any money. How?'

"You got me" Lyman sighed. "Maybe he had awad of cash buried in asafe deposit box somewherein
town."

"I'd bet acouple of days salary on that," Davidson agreed. "But any such cash had to come from
somewhere. I've been over hisfinances four times. His accounts have long since been frozen, and every
cent he's made since coming to Backdrop has been accounted for."

Lyman grimaced. "Y eah, | know& mdash;| ran my own check on that amonth ago. Y ou think he could
be working transient jobs or something? Maybe even at that supermarket where the laser scanner
broke?'

Davidson shook his head. "1 tend to doubt it& mdash;| can't see someone like Garwood taking the kind
of underground job that doesn't leave a paper trail. On the other hand... do we know if hewas ever in
Champaign before?"

"Oh, sure." Lyman stepped around to Davidson'stermina, punched some keys. "Hewas
there& mdash;yeah, thereit is," he said over hisshoulder. "A little over two and ahdf yearsago, ona
seminar tour."

Davidson frowned at the screen. Princeton, Ohio State, [llinois, Cal Tech& mdash;there were over a
dozen otherson the ligt. Silently, he cursed the bureaucratic foot-dragging that was still keeping hisfull
security clearance from coming through. If hed had accessto al this datathree weeks ago... "Did it
occur to anyone that Garwood just might have made some friends during that trip that he's now turning
tofor help?

"Of courseit did," Lyman said, abit tartly. "Weve spent the last three weeks checking out al the people
he met at that particular seminar. So far he hasn't contacted any of them.”

"Or s0they say." Davidson chewed at hislip. "Why aseminar tour, anyway? | thought that sort of thing
was reserved for the redly big names.™

"Garwood isbig enough in hisfield,” Lyman said. "Besides, with him about to drop behind Backdrop's
security screen, it was hislast chance to get out and around& mdash;”

"Wait asecond,” Davidson interrupted him. "He was dready scheduled to come to Backdrop? | thought
he came here only two years ago."

Lyman gave him an odd look. "Y es, but Backdrop didn't even exist until his paper got the ball rolling. |
thought you knew that."

"No, | did not," Davidson said through clenched teeth. "Y ou mean to tell me Backdrop was Garwood's
ides?"

"No, the project was Saunders's brainchild. It was smply Garwood's paper on& mdash;" he broke off.
"On the gppropriate subject,” he continued more cautioudy, "that gave Saundersthe idea. And that made
Backdrop possible, for that matter."

"So Garwood did the original paper,” Davidson said dowly. " Saunders then saw it and convinced
someone in the government to create and fund Backdrop. Then... what? He went to Garwood and
recruited him?"'



"Moreor less. Though | understand Garwood wasn't al that enthusiastic about coming.”
"Philosophica conflicts?'
"Or ese he thought he knew what would happen when Backdrop got going.”

The Garwood Effect. Had Garwood redly foreseen that fate coming at him? The thought made
Davidson shiver. "So what it boils down to is that Saunders approached Garwood haf ayear before he
actualy cameto Backdrop?

"Probably closer to ayear. It takesafar amount of timeto build and equip a place like this& mdash;"

"Or put another way," Davidson cut him off, " Garwood knew ayear in advance that he was coming
here... and had that same year to quietly sphon enough money out of hissalary to live on if he decided to
cut and run.”

Lyman's face seemed to tighten, his eyes dightly unfocused. "But we checked his pre-Backdrop finances.
I'm surewedid."

"How sure? And how wdl?'

Lyman swore under his breath. "Hang on. I'll go get another chair.”

& mdash;
It took them six hours; but by the end of that time they'd found it.

"I'll be damned," Lyman growled, shutting off the microfiche record of Garwood's checking account and
caling up thelast set of numbers on the computer. " Fifteen thousand dollars. Enough for ayear of running
if hewas careful withiit."

Davidson nodded grimly. "And don't forget the per diem he would have gotten while he was on that
seminar tour,” he reminded the other. "If he skimped on meals he could have put away another couple of
thousand.”

Lyman stood up. "I'm going to go talk to the Colondl," he said, moving toward the door. "At least we
know now how he'sdoing it. We can start hitting dl the local landlords again and see which of them hasa
new tenant who paid in cash.”

Heleft. Great idea, Davidson thought after him. 1t assumes, of course, that Garwood didn't find a
sublet that he could get into totally independently of the landlords. In a college town like
Champaign that would be easy enough to do.

The financial datawas till on the display, and Davidson reached over to cancd it. The screen blanked;
and for along moment hejust stared at the flashing cursor. "All right,” he said out loud. "But why pick
Champaign asahideout in thefirst place?’

Because his seminar tour had taken him through there, giving him the chance to rent a safety deposit box?
But the same tour had aso taken him to universitiesin Chicago and Sesttle, and either one of those metro
areaswould have provided him afor bigger haystack to hidein.

So why Champaign?

Garwood was running& mdash;that much was clear. But was he running away from something, or



running toward something? Away from his problems at Backdrop, or toward& mdash;
Or toward a solution to those problems?

Hisfingerswanted a cigarette. Instead, he reached back to the keyboard. Everything about the
Champaign area had, not surprisingly, been loaded into the computer's main database in the past three
weeks. Now if he could just find the right question to ask the machine.

Five minutes |ater, on his second try, he found it.

& mdash;

There were men, Davidson had long ago learned, who could be put at a psychological disadvantage
samply by standing over them while they sat. Colond Bidwell, clearly, wasn't one of them. "Yes, | just got
finished talking to Mgor Lyman," he said, looking up a Davidson from behind his desk. "Nice bit of
work, if alittlelate in the day. Y ou here to make sure you get proper credit?”

"No, gr,” Davidson said. "I'm here to ask for permission to go back to Champaign to pick up Dr.
Garwood."

Bidwdl's eyebrowsraised politdy. "Isn't that alittle premature, Mg or? We haven't even redly gotten a
handleon himyet."

"And we may not, either, gir, a least not the way Mgor Lyman thinkswewill. Thereare a least two
ways Garwood could have covered histrail well enough for us not to find it without tipping him off. But |
think 1 know another way to track him down."

"Whichis...?"
Davidson hesitated. "I'd like to be there a the arrest, Sir.”

"Y ou bargaining with me, Mgor?' Bidwell's voice remained glacidly cam, but there was an unplessant
firekindlingin hiseyes.

"No, gr, not redly,” Davidson said, mentaly bracing himself againgt theforce of the other'swill. "But |
submit to you that Garwood's arrest is unfinished business, and that | deserve the chance to rectify my
ealier falure"

Bidwdl snorted. "As| said when you first camein, Mgor, you have abad tendency to get persondly
involved with your cases.”

"Andif I'veredly found the way to track Garwood down?"'
Bidwell shook his head. "Worth acommendation in my report. Not worth letting you gad about central
lllinois"

Davidson took adeep bregth. "All right, then, Sir, try this: if you don't let me go get him, someone else
will haveto do it. Someone who doesn't dready know about the Garwood Effect... but who'll have to be
told."

Bidwdl glared up at him, afaintly disgusted expression on hisface. Clearly, he was aman who hated
being maneuvered... but just as clearly, he was aso aman who knew better than to let emotional
reactions cloud hislogic.



And for once, the logic was on Davidson'ssde. Eventudly, Bidwell gavein.
& mdash;

He stood at the door for aminute, listening. No voices; nothing but the occasiona creaking of
floorboards. Taking a deep breath, preparing himself for possible action, he knocked.

For amoment there was no answer. Then more creaking, and a set of footsteps approached the door.
"Whoisit?' afamiliar voice cdled.

"It's Mg or Davidson. Please open the door, Dr. Garwood."

He rather expected Garwood to refuse; but the other was intelligent enough not to bother with usaless
gestures. There wasthe click of alock, the more elongated tinkle of a chain being removed, and the door
swung dowly open.

Garwood |ooked about the same as the last time Davidson had seen him, though perhaps a bit weerier.
Hardly surprising, under the circumstances. "I'm impressed,” he said.

"That | found you?' Davidson shrugged. "Finding people on therunislargely amatter of learning to think
theway they do. | seem to havethat knack. May | comein?'

Garwood'slip twisted. "Do | have achoice?' he asked, taking a step backwards.

"Not redly.” Davidson walked insde, eyes automaticaly sweeping for possible danger. Acrosstheroom
acomputer termina was stting on the floor, humming to itself. "Rented?" he asked, nodding toward it.

"Purchased. They're not that expensive, redlly, and renting them usualy requiresamagjor credit card and
more scrutiny than | could afford. Isthat how you traced me?'

"Indirectly. It struck methat thiswas a pretty unlikely town for someoneto try and hide out in... unless
there was something here that you needed. The Beckman Ingtitute's fancy computer system wasthe
obvious candidate. Once we had that figured out, al we had to do was backtrack al theincoming
modem links. Something of arisk for you, wasn't it?'

Garwood shook hishead. "I didn't have any choice. | needed the use of aCray Y-MP, and there aren't a
lot of them around that the average citizen can get accessto.”

"Besdesthe ones a Stanford and Minnegpoalis, that is?*

Garwood grimaced. "1 don't seem to have any secrets|eft, do I?1'd hoped I'd covered my trail alittle
better than that.”

"Oh, we only got the high points,” Davidson assured him. "And only after the fact. Once we knew you
were here for the Beckman supercomputer it was just amatter of checking on which others around the
country had had more than their share of breskdowns since you left Backdrop.”

Garwood's lips compressed into atight line, and something like pain flitted across hiseyes. "My fault?’

"l don't know. Saunders said hed look into it, seeif there might have been other causes. He may have
something by the time we get you back."

Garwood snorted. "So Saundersin hisinfinite wisdom is determined to keep going with it," he said
bitterly. "He hasn't learned anything at dl in the past four months, has he?!



"l guess not." Davidson nodded again at thetermind. "Have you?" he asked pointedly.
Garwood shook his head. "Only that the universeisfull of blind dleys."

"Um." Stepping past Garwood, Davidson sat down at the table. "Well, | guess we can make that
unanimous,” hetold the other. "I haven't learned much lately, either. Certainly not asmuch as1'd like."

Helooked up, to find Garwood frowning at him with surprise. Surprise, and a suddenly nervous
indecison... "No, don't try it, Doctor,” Davidson told him. "Running won't help; | have men covering al
the exits. Sit down, please.”

Sowly, Garwood stepped forward to sink into the chair across from Davidson. "What do you want?' he
asked carefully, resting hishandsin front of him on thetable.

"I want you to tell mewhat's going on,” Davidson said bluntly. He glanced down at the table, noting both
the equation-filled papers and the |oose cigarettes scattered about. "1 want to know what Backdrop's
purposeis, why you left it& mdash;" heraised his eyes again& mdash;"and how this voodoo effect of
yoursworks."

Garwood licked hislips, aquick dash of thetonguetip. "Mgor... if you had the proper
clearance& mdash;"

"Then Saunderswould have told me everything?' Davidson shrugged. "Maybe. But he's had three
weeks, and I'm not sure he's ever going to.”

"Sowhy should 17?*

Davidson let hisface harden just abit. "Because if Backdrop isadanger to my country, | want to know
about it."

Garwood matched his gaze for a second, then dropped his eyesto the table, hisfingersinterlacing
themselvesinto atight double fist there. Then hetook adeep breath. "Y ou don't play fair, Mgor," he
sghed. "But | supposeit doesn't redlly matter anymore. Besides, what's Saunders going to

do?& mdash;lock me up? He plansto do that anyway."

"Sowhat isit you know that has them so nervous?' Davidson prompted.

Garwood visibly braced himsdlf. "I know how to make atime machine."
& mdash;

For along moment the only sound in the room was the hum of the termina in the corner... and the hazy
buzzing of Garwood's words spinning over and over in Davidson's brain. Y ou what?" he whispered at
last.

Garwood's shoulders heaved fractiondly. " Sounds impossible, doesn't it? But it's true. And it's because
of that..." he broke off, reached over to flick one of the loose cigarettes afew inches further away from
him.

"Dr. Garwood& mdash;" Davidson licked dry lips, tried again. "Doctor, that doesn't make any sense.

Why should a... atime machine& mdash;?' He fdtered, histongue balking at even suggesting such a
ridiculousthing.

"Make things disintegrate?' Garwood sighed. "Saunders didn't believe it, either, not even after | explained



what my paper redly sad.”
The shock was dowly fading from Davidson's brain. "So what did it say?" he demanded.

"That the uncertainty factor in quantum mechanics didn't necessarily arise from the observer/universe
interaction," Garwood said. "At least not in the usual sense. What | found was a set of self-consistent
equationsthat showed the same effect would arise from the universe dlowing for the possibility of time
travel."

"And these equations of yours are the ones you recited to me when you wrecked my car and gun?'

Garwood shook his head. "No, those came later. Those were the equations that actually show how time
travel ispossible.” Hisfingers moved restlesdy, worrying at another of the cigarettes. ™Y ou know, Mgor,
it would be dmost funny if it weren't so deadly serious. Even after Backdrop started to fall gpart around
us Saunders refused to admit the possibility that it was our research that was causing it. That trying to
build atimetravel from my equationswas by its very nature a self-defeating exercise.”

"A long time ago," Davidson said dowly, "on thet car ride from Springfield, you caled it subconscious
democracy. That cigarettes disntegrated in your hand because some people didn't like smoking.”

Garwood nodded. "It happensto cigarettes, plastics& mdash;”
"How? How can peoples opinions affect the universe that way?'

Garwood sighed. "L ook. Quantum mechanics saysthat everything around usis made up of atoms, each
of whichisasort of cloudy particle with avery high mathematical probability of saying whereit's
supposed to. In particular, it'sthe atom's electron cloud that shows the most mathematical fuzziness; and
it'sthe eectron clouds that interact with each other to form molecules.”

Davidson nodded:; that much he remembered from college physics.

"Okay. Now, you told me once that you hated being hooked by cigarettes, right? Suppose you had the
chance& mdash;right now& mdash;to wipe out the tobacco industry and force yourself out of that
addiction? Would you do it?"

"With North Carolinas economy on theline?' Davidson retorted. " Of course not.”

Garwood lips compressed. "Y ou're more ethica than most," he acknowledged. "A lot of the 'not-me
generation wouldn't even bother to consider that particular consegquence. Of course, it'samoot question
anyway& mdash;we both know the industry istoo well established for anyone to get rid of it now.

"But what if you could wipeit out in, say, 17507

Davidson opened hismouth... closed it again. Sowly, it was Sarting to become clear... "All right," he said
at last. "Let'ssay I'd like to do that. What then?”

Garwood picked up one of the cigarettes. "Remember what | said about atoms& mdash;the atomsin this
cigarette are only probably there. Think of it asagiven atom being in its proper place ninety-nine point
nine nine nine nine percent of the time and somewhere esetherest of it. Of course, it's never gonelong
enough to redlly affect the alomic bonds, which iswhy the whole cigarette normally holds together.

"But now | know how to make atime machine; and you want to €iminate the tobacco industry in 1750.
If I build my machine, and if you get hold of it, and if you succeed in ssamping out smoking, then this
cigarette would never have been made and dl of its atoms would be somewhere e se.”



Davidson's mouth seemed abnormally dry. "That'salot of ifs,” he managed.

"True, and that's probably why the cigarette doesn't smply disgppear. But if enough of the electron
clouds are affected& mdash;if they start being gone long enough to strain their bonds with the other
atoms& mdash;then eventudly the cigarette will fal apart.” He held out his palm toward Davidson.

Davidson looked at the cigarette, kept his hands where they were. "I've seen the demo before, thanks."
Garwood nodded soberly. "It's scary, isnt it?”
"Yeah," Davidson admitted. "And al because | don't like smoking?'

"Oh, it'snot just you," Garwood sighed. He turned his hand over, dropping the cigarette onto the table,
whereit burst into alittle puddle of powder. "Y ou could be president of Philip Morris and the same thing
would happen. Remember that if atime machineis built from my equations, literdly everyone from now
until the end of time has accessto the 1750 tobacco crop. And to the start of the computer age; and the
inception of the credit card; and the invention of plastic.” He rubbed hisforehead wearily. "Thislist goes
on and on. Maybe forever."

Davidson nodded, his somach feding strangdly hollow. A walking time bomb, he'd cdled Garwood. A
time bomb. No wonder everyone a Backdrop had been so quick to latch onto that particular epithet.
"What about my car?' he asked. "Surely no one serioudy wants to go back to the horse and buggy.”

"Probably not," Garwood shook his head. "But theinternal combustion engineis both more complicated
and less efficient than severd dternativesthat were ssamped out early in the century. If you could go
back and nurture the steam engine, for instance& mdash;"

"Which iswhy the engine seemed to be trying to flow into anew shape, instead of just faling apart?’
Davidson frowned. "It was starting to change into asteam engine?"

Garwood shrugged. "Possibly. | redlly don't know for sure why engines behave the way they do.”

Almost unwillingly, Davidson reached out to touch what was | eft of the cigarette. "Why you?" he asked.
"If your time machineis built, then everything in the world ought to be equdly fair game. So why dont
thingsdisntegratein my hands, too?"

"Again, | don't know for sure. | suspect the probability shifts cluster around me because I'm the only one
who knows how to make the machine." Garwood seemed to brace himsdlf. "But you'reright. If the
machineis actually made, thenit'sdl out of my hands... and | can't see any reason why the effect
wouldn't then mushroom into something worldwide."

A brief mental image flashed through Davidson's mind: ablack vison of the whole of advanced
technology falling to pieces, rapidly followed by society itsdlf. If a superpower war of suspicion didn't end
things even quicker... "My God," he murmured. "Y ou can't let that happen, Doctor."

Garwood locked eyeswith him. "I agree. At the moment, though, you have more power over that than |
do."

For along minute Davidson returned the other's gaze, torn by indecision. He could do it& mdash;he
could smply let Garwood walk. It would mean his career, possibly, but the stakes here made such
consderationstrivia. Another possibility occurred briefly to him... "Why did you need the computer?' he
asked Garwood. "What were you trying to do?'

"Find asolution to my equations that would alow for asafer form of timetrave,” Garwood said.



"Something that would alow usto observe events, perhaps, without interacting with them.”
"Did you have any luck?'
"No. But I'm not ready to give up the search, either. If you let mego, I'll keep at it."

Davidson clenched hisjaw tightly enough to hurt. "I know that, Doctor,” he said quietly. "But you'll have
to continue your search at Backdrop.”

Garwood sighed. "I should have known you wouldn't buck your orders,”" he said bitterly.

"And leave you out here, threatening acommunity of innocent bystanders?’ Davidson retorted, feding
oddly stung by the accusation. "I have aworking conscience, Doctor, but | also have aworking brain.
Backdrop is till the safest place for you to be, and you're going back there. End of argument.” Abruptly,
he got to hisfeet. "Come on. I'll have some of my people pack up your stuff and bring it to Backdrop
behind us™"

Reluctantly, Garwood also stood up. "Can | at least ask afavor?”
"Shoot."
"Canwedriveingtead of flying? I'm still afraid of what influence | might have on a plane's engines.”

"If you can St thisclose to that termind without killing it, the engines should be perfectly safe,” Davidson
toldhim.

"Under the circumstances, 'should' is hardly adequate& mdash;"

"Yourearguingin circles" Davidson pointed out. "If you get killed in aplane crash, how isanyone going
to use your equationsto build atime machine?'

Garwood blinked, then frowned. "Well... maybe | wouldn't actudly diein the wreck."

"All right, fine," Davidson snapped, suddenly tired of the whole debate. "WEell put an impact bomb under
your seat to make sureyou'll dieif we crash. Okay?"

Garwood's face reddened, and for a second Davidson thought he would explode with anger of hisown.
But hedidnt. "l see" hesaid diffly. "Very well, then, let'sfind a phone booth and see what Saunders
says. You will accept suggestions from Saunders, won't you?”

Davidson gritted histeeth. "Never mind. Y ou want to Sit in acar for fourteen hours, fine. Let's go; well
radio Chanute from the car and have them cdll in the change of schedule to Backdrop. And arrangefor a
quiet escort.”

\%

"l hopeyou redize," Garwood said heavily, "that by bringing me back you're putting everyonein
Backdrop at risk.”

Saunders raised polite eyebrows. Polite, stupidly unconcerned eyebrows. "Perhaps,” he said. "But a
least here we understand what's going on and can take the appropriate precautions. Unlike the nation at
large, | may add, which you've just spent nearly four months putting a smilar risk. Under the
circumstances, I'm sure you'd agree that one of our concerns now has to be to keep you as isolated from



the rest of the country aspossible. He shrugged. "And aslong as you have to be here anyway, you might
aswdl keep busy."

"Oh, of course," Garwood snorted. "I might aswell help Backdrop to fal gpart that much soo& mdash;”

He broke off as amuffled cracking sound drifted into the room. "More of the plaster going,” Saunders
identified it off-handedly. "Nice to hear again after so long.”

Garwood fdt like hitting the man. "Damn it dl, Saunders," he snarled. "Why won't you listen to reason? A
working time machine cannot be made. The very fact that Backdrop isfalling apart around me& mdash;”

"Provesthat the machine can be made," Saunders cut him off. "If you'd stop thinking emotiondly for a
minute and track through the logic you'd redize that.” Abruptly, al the vaguely amused patience vanished
from hisface, and his eyes hardened as they bored into Garwood's with an unexpected intensity. "Don't
you understand?" he continued quietly. "When you l&ft, the probability-shift damage to Backdrop
dropped off to near zero. Now that you're back, the destruction is on the increase again.”

"Whichismy point& mdash;"

"No; whichis my point,” Saunders snapped. "The probability-shift effect cannot exist if aworking time
machineisn't possble”

"And yet that same effect precludes the manufacture of any such machine," Garwood pointed out. "As
I've explained to you at least a hundred times.”

"Perhaps. But perhaps not. Even given that the concept of time-travel generates circular argumentsin the
first place, hasit occurred to you that aworking time machine might actually prove to be a stabilizing
factor?'

Garwood frowned. ™Y ou mean that if we have the theoretical capability of going back and correcting all
these dterations of history then the wild fluctuations will subside of their own accord?"

"Something likethat," Saunders nodded. "1 did some preliminary mathemeatics on that question while you
were gone and it looks promising. Of course, wewon't know for sure until | have al the equationsto
work with."

"And what if you'rewrong?' Garwood countered. "What if aworking time machine would smply
destabilize things further?

A flicker of Saunderss old innocent expression crossed the man'sface. "Why, then, wewon't be ableto
make one, will we? The componentswill fall apart faster than we can replace them.”

"Inwhich event, were back to the probability-shift effect being acircular paradox,” Garwood sighed. "If
it prevents us from building atime machine, therésno timetravel. If therésno timetrave, therésno
changein probabilities and hence no probability-shift effect.”

"Asl sad, timetravel tendsto generate paradoxes like that." Saunders pursed hislips. "There's one other
possibility that's occurred to me, though. The man who brought you back from

Champaign& mdash;Mgjor Davidson& mdash;said in his report that you'd been trying to find an
dternative solution to the time travel equations. Any luck?'

Garwood shook hishead. "All | found was blind dleys."

"Maybeyou just didn't get to look long enough.”



Garwood eyed him. "Meaning...?"

"Meaning that one other possible explanation of the probability-shift effect isthat there isindeed another
set of solutions. A st that will et us build the machine and till be able to go back and change things.™

Garwood sighed. "Saunders... don't you see that adl you're doing is just making thingsworse? Isn't it bad
enough that thingsfall gpart around me?& mdash;do you want to see it happening on agloba scae?
Stabilization be damned: atime machine& mdash;ared, functiond time machine& mdash;would be the
word instrument of destruction ever created. Ever created.”

"All I know," Saunders said softly, "isthat anything the universe dlows usto do will eventudly be done.
If we don't build the machine, someone e se will. Someone who might not hesitate to use it for the mass
destruction you're so worried about.”

Garwood shook his head tiredly. The discusson wasfindly turning, as hed known it eventually would,
onto ail-too familiar territory: the question of whether or not the fruits of Backdrop's labor would be used
responsbly by the politicians who would inherit it. "Weve gone round and round on thisone," he sighed,
getting to hisfeet. "Neither of usislikely to change the other's mind thistime, ether. Soif you don't mind,
it'sbeen along driveand I'd like to get somerest.”

"Fine." Saunders stood, too. "Tomorrow is soon enough to get back to work."

In the distance, the sound of more cracking plaster underlined hislast word. "And if | refuse?' Garwood
asked.

"Youwont."
"Suppose | do?' Garwood persisted.

Saunders smiled lopsidedly and waved a hand in an dl-encompassing gesture. "Y ou talk too
contemptuoudy about the not-me' generation to adopt their philosophy. Y ou won't turn your back on a
problem this serious... especidly given that it's aproblem partialy of your own creation.”

For along moment Garwood considered arguing the latter point. It had been Saunders, after al, who'd
pushed Backdrop into existence and then dragged himinto it.

But on the other hand, it wasn't Saunders who knew how to build the damn time machine.

Wordlessly, heturned his back on the other and headed for the door. "Rest well," Saunders called after
him.

& mdash;

His office, when he arrived there the next morning, was amost unrecognizable.

Two pieces of brand-new equipment had been shoehorned into the aready cramped space, for Sarters;
atermina with what turned out to be adirect line to the Minneapolis Cray HI supercomputer lab, and an
expensive optical scanner that seemed set up to read typewritten equations directly onto theline. So
Saunders is capable of learning, Garwood thought sardonicaly, careful not to touch either instrument
as he gave them a brief examination. The eectronic blackboard that had fallen apart shortly before he left
Backdrop was gone, replaced by an old-fashioned chalk-on-date type, and his steel-and-plastic chair
had been replaced by a stedl-and-wood one. Even his desk looked somehow different, though it took
him along minute to redize why.



All the piles of papers had been changed.

Silently, he mouthed a curse. He hadn't expected the papers to remain untouched& mdash; Saunders
would certainly have ransacked his desk in hopes of finding therest of histime-trave

equations& mdash;but he hadn't expected everything to get so thoroughly shuffled in the process. Clearly,
Saunders had gone about histask with awill and to hell with neatness, just as clearly, it was going to teke
most of the day to put things back where he could find them again. With asigh, he sank gingerly into his
new chair and started restacking.

It was two hours later, and he was not quite hafway through the task, when there was aknock on the
door. "Comein, Saunders," he called.

It wasn't Saunders. "Hello, Dr. Garwood,” Mg or Davidson nodded, throwing a glance around the room.

"Y ou busy?'
"Not especidly.” Garwood looked up a him. " Checking to make sure I'm still here?”

Davidson shrugged fractiondly, his gaze steedy on Garwood. "Not redlly. | believe Colonel Bidwell has
been able to plug the hole you got out by thelast time.”

"I'm not surprised.” Thelook in Davidson's eyes was becoming just the least bit unnerving. "May | ask
why you're here, then?!

Davidson pursed hislips. "The random destruction has started up again sncewegot in last night.”
"Thissurprisesyou?'

Davidson opened hismouth; closed it. Tried again. "I'd... rather hoped you weren't so clearly the pivotal
point of the effect.”

"| thought weld discussed al that back in Champaign,” Garwood reminded him. "I'm the only one who
knows how to build the machine, so of course the probability-shift effect centers around me.”

Davidson's eyesflicked to the computer termina/optical scanner setup. "And Saunders wants you to let
him in on the secret.”

"Naturdly. | don't intend to, of course.”
"And if he doesn't give you that choice?"
"Meaning...?"

"Meaning hetried once to use hypnosisto get your equations out of me. With you, the method would
probably work."

Garwood's mouth felt dry. "He knows better than to try something that blatant,” he said. Even to himself
the words didn't sound very convincing.

"l hope s0. But if he doesnt... | trust you'll always remember that there's at least one other personin
Backdrop who recognizes the danger your knowledge poses.”

Garwood nodded, wishing he knew exactly what the man was saying. Was he offering to help Garwood
escape again should that become necessary?"I'll remember,” he promised. "Y ou're going to be here for
awhile, then?'



Davidson smiled wryly. "They let me out on atight rein to go after you, Doctor. That doesn't mean they
want me running around loose with what | know about Backdrop. I'll be on temporary duty with the
Security office, at least for the foreseeable future.”" He paused halfway through the act of turning back
toward the door. "Though | don't suppose the term 'foreseeable future' has quite the same meaning asit
used to, doesit?'

Without waiting for an answer, he nodded and Ieft. No, it doesn't, Garwood agreed silently at the closed
door. It really doesn't.

He thought about it for along minute. Then, with ashiver, he turned back to his papers.
& mdash;
One by one, the leads faded into blind dleys... and two months later, Garwood finally admitted defeet.

"Damnyou," he muttered doud, douching weerily in hischair asfar avay from histermina as space
permitted. "Damn you." Animpotent curse hurled at the termind, at the program, at the universe itsdlf.
"There hasto beaway. There has to be."

His only answer was the vague and distant crash of something heavy, the sound muffled and
unidentifiable. A piece of I-beam from the celling, he rather thought& mdash;the basic infrastructure of
Backdrop had started to go the way of the more fragile plaster and electronics over the past couple of
weeks. Saunders had spent much of that time trying to invent correl ations between the increase in the
destruction with some supposed progressin Garwood's mathematical work, and hed come up with
some highly imaginative ones.

But imaginative was dl they were... because Garwood knew what was redlly happening.

Perversaly, even asit blocked his attemptsto find a safe method of time travel, the universe had been
busily showing him exactly how to transform his origina equationsinto actua red-world hardware.

It was, on one level, maddening. He would be sitting at his typewriter, preparing anew set of equations
for the optica scanner to feed into the computer, when suddenly he would have aflash of insght asto
how a properly tuned set of asynchronous drivers could handle the multiple timing pulses. Or held be
waiting for the computer to chew through atensor calculation and suddenly recognize that an extra cail
winding superimposed on astandard transformer system could create both the power and the odd
voltage patterns his equationsimplied. Or held even betrying to fal adeep at night, head throbbing with
the day's frustrations, and practically see avison of the mu-meta molding that would distort a pulsed
magnetic field by just the right amount to create the necessary envelope for radiating plasmabursts.

And asthe insights came more and more frequently& mdash;as a working time machine came closer and
closer to redlity& mdash;the environment inside Backdrop came to look more and more like awar zone.

Across the room the termind emitted araucous beep, sgnding the possibility of parity error inits buffer
memory. "Damn,” Garwood muttered again and dragged himself to hisfeet. Eventudly he would haveto
tell Saundersthat hislast attempts had gone up in the same black smoke as all the previous ones, and
there was nothing to be gained by putting it off. Picking up his hardhat, he put it on and stepped out of his
office.

The corridor outside had changed dramaticaly in the past weeks, its soothing pastel walls giving way to
the stark metalic glitter of sted shoring columns. Sensesdert for new ripplesin the floor beneath him as
well asfor falling objects from above, he set off toward Saunders's office,



Luck waswith him. The passages were rdaively clear, with only the minor challenge of maneuvering past
shoring and other travelersto require his attention. He was nearly to Saunderss office, in fact, before he
hit thefirst rea roadblock.

And it was agood one. HEd been right about the sound earlier; one of the stedl I-beamsfrom the ceiling
had indeed broken free, creating a somewhat bowed diagonal across the hallway. A team of men armed
with acetylene torches were cutting carefully across the beam, trying to freeit without bringing more
down.

"Dr. Garwood?"

Garwood focused on the burly man stepping toward him, an engineer'sinsigniaglittering amid the plaster
dust on hisjumpsuit collar. "Y es, Cgptain?’

"If you don't mind, Sir," the other said in agravelly voice, "wed gppreciateit if you wouldn't hang around
here any longer than necessary. There may be more waiting to come down.”

Garwood glanced at the ceiling, somach tightening within him as he recognized the al-too-familiar
message beneath the other'swords. 1t wasn't so much interest in his, Garwood's, safety asit was concern
that the cloud of destruction around him might wind up killing one of the workers. Brigfly, bitterly,
Garwood wondered if this was how Jonah had felt during the shipboard storm. Before held been thrown
overboard to thewhae... "1 understand,”" he sighed. "Would you mind passing amessageonto Dr.
Saunders when you have the chance, then, asking him to meet me at my office? My phone's gone out

agan."

"A lot of 'em have, Doctor," the engineer nodded. "I'll give him the message.”
Garwood nodded back and turned to go& mdash;,

And nearly bumped into Mgor Davidson, standing quietly behind him.

"Mgor,” Garwood managed, feding his heart settle down again. "Y ou sartled me.”

Davidson nodded, asimple acknowledgment of Garwood's statement. "Haven't seen you in awhile, Dr.
Garwood," he said, hisvoice the same neutrd ashisface. "How'sit going?'

Garwood's usud vague deflection to that question cameto hislips... "I have to get back to my office," he
said ingtead. " The workmen are worried about another collapse.”

"I'll walk with you," Davidson offered, faling into step besde him.

Davidson waited until they were out of sight of the workers before speaking again. "I've been keegping an
eye on the damage reports,” he commented in that same neutra tone. ™Y ou been following them?”

"Not redly," Garwood replied through dry lips. Suddenly there was something about Davidson that
frightened him. "Though | can usualy see the most immediate consequencesin and around my office.”

"Been some extra problems cropping up in the various machine and € ectronic fabrication shops, too,”
Davidson told him, dmogt off-handedly. "Asif there's been somework going on there that's particularly
susceptible to the Garwood Effect.”

Garwood gritted histeeth. The Garwood Effect. An appropriate, if painful, namefor it. " Saunders has
had some people trying to trandate what little he and the rest of the team know into practica hardware
terms" hetold Davidson.



"But they don't yet know how to build atime machine?’

"No. They dont."

"Doyou?'

Again, Garwood'sreflex wasto lie. "'l think s0," he admitted instead. "I'm pretty close, anyway."

They walked on in sllence for afew more paces. "'I'm sureyou redize," Davidson said at last, "the
implications of what you're saying."

Garwood sighed. "Do try to remember, Mgor, that | wasworrying about al thislong before you were
even on the scene.”

"Perhaps. But my experience with scientists has been that you often have atendency toward tunnel
vision, soit never hurtsto check. Have you told anyone yet? Or left any hard copies of the technique?!

"No, to both."

"Well, that'sagtart." Davidson threw him asideways|ook. "Unfortunatdly, it won't hold anyonefor long.
If I'm smart enough to figure out what the increase in the Garwood Effect implies, Saundersis certainly
smart enough to do the same.”

Garwood looked over at Davidson's face, and the knot in his scomach tightened further as he
remembered what the other had once said about Saunders using hypnosisagaingt him. "Then | haveto
get away again before that happens,” he said in aquiet voice.

Davidson shook his head. "That won't be easy to do a second time."
"Then I'll need help, won't 17"

Davidson didn't reply for several seconds. "Perhaps,” he said at last. "But bear in mind that above
everything dse |l have my duty to condder.”

"l understand," Garwood nodded.
Davidson eyed him. "Do you, Doctor? Do you redly?!
Garwood met hiseyes... and at long last, heredly did understand.

Davidson wasn't offering him safe passage to that mythica wilderness Garwood had so often longed for.
He was offering only to help Garwood keep the secret of timetravel out of Saunderssgrasp. To keep it
away from aworld that such asecret would surely destroy.

Offering the only way out that was guaranteed to be permanent.

Garwood's heart was thudding in his ears, and he could fed swest gathering on his upper lip. "And
when," he heard himsdlf say, "would your duty require you to take that action?"

"When it was clear there was no longer any choice," Davidson said evenly. "When you findly proved safe
timetravel wasimpossible, for instance. Or perhaps when you showed aworking time machine could be
built."

They'd reached the door to Garwood's office now. "Buit if | instead proved that the probability-shift
effect would in fact kegp aworking time machine from actudly being built?' Garwood asked, turning to



face the other. "What then?'
"Thenit'snot aworking time machine, isit?' Davidson countered.

Garwood took a deep breath. "Mgjor... | want aworking time machine built even less than you do.
Bdieveme"

"l hope s0," Davidson nodded, his eyes steady on Garwood's. "Because you and | may be the only ones
herewho fed that way... and speaking for mysdlf, | know only one way to keep your equations from
bringing chaos onto theworld. | hope | don't haveto useit."

A violent shiver ran up Garwood's back. "I do, too," he managed. Turning the doorknob with a shaking
hand, he fled from Davidson's eyesto the safety of hisoffice.

To therelative safety, anyway, of hisoffice.

For severd minutes he paced the room, his pounding heart only gradually calming down. A long time
ago, before his break from Backdrop, hed contemplated suicide as the only sure way to escape the
cloud of destruction around him. But it had never been a serious consideration, and held turned instead to
his escape-and-research plan.

A plan which had eventualy ended in failure. And now, with the stakes even higher than they'd been
back then, desth was once again being presented to him asthe only sure way to keep the geniein the
bottle.

Only thistime the decision wasn't necessarily going to be his. And to add irony to the whole thing,
Davidson's presence here was ultimately his own fault. If he hadn't skipped out of Backdrop six months
ago, the mgjor would never even have come onto the scene.

Or maybe he would have. With the contorted circular logic that seemed to drive the probability-shift
effect nothing could be taken for granted. Besides, if Davidson hadn't caught him, perhaps someone less
intelligent would have. Someone who might have brushed aside hisfears and forced him onto thet
arrplane a Chanute AFB. If that had happened& mdash;if the effect had then precipitated a

crash& mdash,

He shook hishead to clear it. It was, he thought bitterly, like the old college bull sessions about free will
versus predestination. There were no answers, ever; and you could go around in circles dl night chasing
after them. On one hand, the probability-shift effect could destroy engines, on the other, as Davidson
himsalf had pointed out, it logicaly shouldn't be able to crash a plane that Garwood himsdf was on...

Garwood frowned, train of thought breaking as awisp of something brushed past hismind. Davidson...
airplare...?

And with asudden flood of adrendine, the answer cameto him.

Maybe.

Deep in thought, he barely noticed the knock at the door. "Who isit?" he called mechanically.
"Saunders" the other's familiar voice came through the pandl.

Garwood licked hislips, shifting hismind as best he could back to the real world. The next few minutes
could be crucid onesindeed.... "Comein," he caled.



"| got amessage that you wanted to see me," Saunders said, glancing toward the terminal as he cameinto
the room. "More equipment trouble?"

"Always," Garwood nodded, waving him to achair. "But that's not why | caled you here. | think | may
have some good news."

Saunderss eyes probed Garwood's face as he sank into the proffered seat. "Oh? What kind?"

Garwood hesitated. "It'll depend, of course, on just what kind of |atitude you're willing to allow
me& mdash;how much contral I'll have on this& mdash;and I'll tell you up front that if you buck me you!l
wind up with nothing. Understand?’

"It would be hard not to," Saunders said dryly, "considering that you've been making these same
demands since you got here. What am | promising not to interfere with thistime?"

Garwood took adeep bregth. "'I'm ready," he said, "to build you atime machine."

Vi

Within afew days the Garwood Effect damage that had been occurring sporadicaly throughout
Backdrop's severa fabrication areas jumped nearly eight hundred percent. A few days after that, repair
and replacement equipment began to be shipped into the complex at a correspondingly increased rate,
amost& mdash;but not quite& mdash; masking the even more dramatic flood of non-damage-control
shipping aso entering Backdrop. Theinvoice ligtsfor the latter made for interesting reading: esoteric
electronic and mechanica equipment, exotic metas, specialized machine tools for both macro and micro
work, odd power supplies& mdash;it ran the entire gamui.

And for Davidson, the invoices combined with the damage reports were al the proof he needed.
Garwood had figured out how to build histime machine. And was building it.

Damn him. Hissing between histeeth, Davidson leaned wearily back into his chair and blanked the last
of theinvoicesfrom histermina screen. So Garwood had been lying through histeeth dl dong. Lying
about hisfears concerning timetravel; lying about his disagreements with Dr. Saunders; lying about how
noble and self-sacrificing he was willing to be to keep the world safe from the wildfire Garwood Effect a
time machinewould cregte.

And Davidson, that supposedly expert reader of people, had falen for the whole act like anovice
investigator.

Firmly, he shook the thought away. Bruised pride was far and away the least of his consderations at the
moment. If Garwood was building atime machine...

But could heinfact build it?

Davidson gnawed at the inside of his cheek, listening to thelogic spinin circlesin his head. Garwood had
suggested more than once that the Garwood Effect would destroy atime machine piecemeal beforeit
could even be assembled. Had he been lying about that, too? It had seemed reasonable enough at the
time... but then why would he and Saunders even bother trying? No, there had to be something else
happening, something Garwood had managed to leave out of hisargument and which Davidson hadn't
caught on hisown.



But whatever it was held missed, circumstances still |eft him no choice. Garwood had to be stopped.

Taking adeep breath, Davidson leaned forward to the termina again and called up Backdrop's cafeteria
records. If Garwood was working around the clock, as Davidson certainly would be doing in his place...
and after afew tries he found what he was|ooking for: the records of the meals ddlivered to the main
assembly areaat the end of Backdrop's security tunnel. Scanning them, he found there had been between
three and twelve medls going into the tunnel each mealtime since two days before the dramatic upsurgein
Garwood Effect damage.

And Garwood's ordering number was on each one of the order lists.

Davidson swore again, under his breath. Of course Garwood would be spending dl histime down the
tunnel & mdash; after their last conversation a couple of weeks ago the man would be crazy to stay
anywhere that Davidson's security clearance would let him get to. And held chosen his sanctuary well.
Down the security tunndl, buried beneath the assembly areds artificid hill, it would take either a company
of Marines or amedium-sized tactical nuke to get to him now.

Or maybe& mdash;just maybe& mdash;all it would take would be a sngle man with acomputer termind.
A man with some knowledge of security systems, some patience, and sometime.

Davidson gritted histeeth. Thetermind he had; and the knowledge, and the patience. But asfor the
time... hewould know in afew days.

If theworld gtill existed by then.

VII

The five techs were gill going strong as the clocks reached midnight, but Garwood caled ahat anyway.
"WEéIIl be doing the find wiring assembly and checkout tomorrow," he reminded them. "I don't want
peoplefdling adeep over their voltmeterswhile they're doing that.”

"You redly expect any of usto sleep?" one of the techs grumbled half-serioudy.

"Wil, | surewill," Garwood told him lightly, hooking athumb toward the door. "Come on, everybody
out. Seeyou at eight tomorrow morning. Plessant dreams.”

The tech had been right, Garwood redlized as he watched them empty their tool pouches onto an already
cluttered work table: with the project so close to completion they were going to be too wired up for easy
deep. But fortunately they were as obedient as they were competent, and they filed out without any redl
protest.

And Garwood was adone.

Exhding tiredly, he locked the double doors and made hisway back to the center of the huge shored-up
fabrication dome and the lopsided monstrosity looming there. Beyond it across the dome was his cot,
beckoning him temptingly... Stepping instead to the cluttered work table, he picked up a screwdriver set
and climbed up through the tangle of equipment into the seet &t its center. Fifteen minutes|later, the fina
connections were complete.

It wasfinished.

For along minute he just sat there, eyes gazing unseeingly at the smple control/indicator pand before



him. It wasfinished. After dl the blood, swest, and tears& mdash;after al the arguments with
Saunders& mdash;after the totd disruption of hislife... it was done.

He had created atime machine.

Sighing, he climbed giffly down from the seat and returned the screwdriversto their place on the work
table. The next table over was covered with various papers, snaring awastebasket, he began pushing the
papersinto it, tamping them down as necessary until thetablewas clear. A length of eectrica cable
secured the wastebasket to a protruding metal plate at the back of the time machine's seet, leaving
enough room for the suitcase and survival pack he retrieved from benegth his cot. Two more lengths of
cable to secure them... and there was just one more chore to do. A set of three video cameras stood
spaced around the room, slent on their tripods; stepping to each in turn, heturned al of them on.

Hewasjust starting back to the time machine when there was afaint sound from the double doors.

He turned, somach tightening into aknot. It could only be Saunders, herefor alate-night briefing on the
day'sprogress. If he noticed that the cameras were running& mdash;redlized what that meant& mdash,

The doors swung open, and Mg or Davidson stepped in.

Garwood felt an ingtantaneous burst of reief... followed by an equdly instantaneous burst of fear. Hed
specifically requested that Davidson not be cleared for this part of Backdrop... "Mgjor,” he managed to
say between suddenly dry lips. "Up& mdash;ah, rather late, aren't you?'

Davidson closed the doors, his eyes never leaving Garwood's face. "1 only hope I'm not heretoo late,"
hesaid inaquiet voice. "Y ouve doneit, haven't you?'

Garwood licked hislips, nodding his head fractionally toward the machine beside him. "Hereitis.

For along moment neither man spoke. "1 migudged you," Davidson said at last, and to Garwood's ears
there was more sorrow than anger in thewords. Y ou talked alot about responsibility to the world; but
in the end you backed down and did what they told you to do."

"And you?' Garwood asked softly, the tightnessin his somach beginning to unknot. If Davidson was
willing to talk firdt... to tak, and to ligen... "Have you thought through the consegquences of your actions?
Youwent to alot of illega troubleto get in here. If you kill me on top of that, your own lifes effectively
over."

A musclein Davidson's cheek twitched. "Unlike you, Doctor, | don't just talk about responsibility. And
there are thingsworth dying for."

Unbidden, asmiletwitched at Garwood'slips. Y ou know, Mgor, I'm glad you came. It givesmea
certain measure of hope to know that even in the midst of the 'not-me generation there are till people
willing to look beyond their own sdfish interests.”

Davidson snorted. "Doctor, I'll remind you that 1've seen this nobility act of yours before. I'm not buying it
thistime."

"Good. Thenjust ligten.”
Davidson frowned. "To what?"

"Tothedlence"



"The& mdash;?" Davidson stopped abruptly; and al at once he seemed to get it. "It's quiet,” hedmost
whispered, eyes darting around the room, coming to rest eventually on the machine beside Garwood.
"But& mdash;the Garwood Effect& mdash;you've found away to stop it?"

Garwood shook hishead. "No, not redly. Though | think | may understand it abit better now." He
waved a hand around the room. "In asense, the trouble is merely that | was born at thewrong time. If I'd
lived ahundred years earlier the culture wouldn't have had the technological base to do anything with my
equations; if I'd been born ahundred years later, perhaps I'd have had the time and necessary
mathematicsto work out asafe method of timetravel, leaving my current equations as nothing more than
useless curiogtiesto be forgotten.”

"I'd hardly call them usdess," Davidson interjected.

"Oh, but they are. Or didn't you notice how much troubl e the various fabrication shopshad in
congtructing the modulesfor this machine?!

"Of coursel did," Davidson nodded, afrown still hovering across hiseyes. "But if the modules
themselveswerefdling apart...?"

"How was | able to assemble aworking machine?' Garwood reached up to touch one of the machine's
supports. "To be blunt, | cheated. And asit happens, you were the one who showed me how to do it."

Davidson's eyeslocked with him. "Me?"

"You," Garwood nodded. "With asmple, rather sarcastic remark you made to me back in my
Champaign apartment. Tell me, what's the underlying force that drives the Garwood Effect?”

Davidson hegitated, asif looking for averbd trap. ™Y ou told me it was the possibility that someone
would usetimetrave to change the past& mdash;" He broke off, head jerking with sudden inaght. "Are

you saying...?"

"Exactly,” Garwood nodded. "There's no possibility of changing the past if my machine can only take
me into the future.”

Davidson looked up at the machine. "How did you manage that?"

"Asl sad, it was your idea. Remember when | balked at flying back here and you suggested putting a
bomb under my seat to make sure a crash would be fatal?* Garwood pointed upwards. "If you'll look
under the seat there you'll see three full tanks of acetylene, rigged to incinerate both the rider and the
machineif the reverse’ setting is connected and used.”

Davidson looked at the machine for along moment, eyesflicking across the tanks and the mechanism for
igniting them. "And that wasredly al it took?' he asked.

"That'sal. Before | ingtaled the system we couldn't even load the modulesinto their racks without them
coming apart in our hands. Afterwards, they were gtill touchy to make, but once they were in place they
were completely stable. Though if | disconnected the suicide system they'd probably fal apart en masse.”

Sowly, Davidson nodded. "All right. So that coversthe machine. It till doesn't explain what's happened
to your own personal Garwood Effect.”

"Do you redly need an explanation for that?' Garwood asked.

Davidson's eyes searched his. "But you don't even know how well it'll work," he reminded Garwood.



"Or if there are any dangerous Sde effects.”

That thought had occurred to Garwood, too. "Ultimately, it doesn't matter. Oneway or another, thisis
my fina ticket out of Backdrop. My equations go with me, of course& mdash;" he pointed at the secured
wastebasket& mdash;"and al the evidence to date indicates Saunders and his team could work till
Doomsday without being able to reproduce them.”

"They know how to make the modules for this machine," Davidson pointed out.

"Only some of them. None of the redlly vital ones& mdash;l made those mysdlf, and I'm taking dl the
documentation with me. And even if they somehow reconstructed them, I'm till convinced that
assembling afully operationa machine based on my equationswill beimpossible.” He paused, focused
his attention on the cameras silently recording the scene. 'Y ou hear that, Saunders? Dropit. Dropit,
unlessand until you can find equations that |ead to asafer means of timetravel. Y oull just be wasting
your own time and the taxpayers money if you dont.”

Turning his back on the cameras, he climbed once again up into the seet. "Well, Mgor," he said, looking
down, "I guessthisisgood-bye. I've... enjoyed knowing you."

"That's crap, Doctor," Davidson said softly. "But good luck anyway."

"Thanks." There were ahandful of switchesto be thrown& mdash;a dozen strokes on each of three
keypads& mdash;and amid the quiet hum and vibration of the machine he reached for the trigger
lever& mdash;

"Doctor?"

He paused. "Yes, Mgor?'

"Thanks," Davidson said, afaint smile on hislips, "for heping me quit smoking."
Garwood smiled back. "Y ou're welcome.”

Grasping thetrigger lever, he pulledit.

The President's Doll

It started& mdash;or at least my involvement in the case started& mdash;as a brief but nasty
behind-the-scenes battle between the Washington Police and the Secret Service over jurisdiction. The
brief part | waswitnessto: | wasat my desk, attention split between lunch and ajewelry recovery report,
when Agent William Maxwell went into Captain Forsythe's office; and | was till on the same report
when they came out. The nasty part | didn't actudly see, but the dl-too-familiar glint in Forsythe's eyes
was only just beginning to fade as he and Maxwel| |eft the office and started across the crowded squad
room. | noted the glint, and Maxwell's set jaw, and said abrief prayer for whoever the poor sucker was
who would haveto follow Forsythe's act.

So of course they came straight over to me.

"Detective Harland; Secret Service Agent Maxwell," Forsythe introduced us with his customary
eloquence. "Y oure assigned as of right now to aburglary case; Maxwdl will give you the details." And
with that, he turned on his hedl and strode back to his office.



For asecond Maxwell and | eyed each other in somewhat awkward silence. "Burglary?' | prompted at
last, expecting him to pick up on the part of the question | wasn't asking.

Hedid, and histight lips compressed afraction more. "A very specid burglary. Something belonging to
President Thompson. All | redlly need from you is accessto the police files on& mdash;”

"Stolen from the White House?' | asked, feding my eyebrowsrise.

"No, the doll was& mdash;" He broke off, glancing around at the desks crowding around us. None of the
officers there were paying the least bit of attention to us, but | guess Maxwel didn't know that. Or else
mild paranoiajust naturally came with hisjob. "Isthere some place alittle more private where we can go
and talk?" he asked.

"Sure," | said, getting to my feet and snaring my coat from the chair back as| took alast bite from my
sandwich. "My car. We can talk on the way to the scene of the crime.”

| was very restrained. | got us downgtairs, into the car, and out into Washington traffic before| finally
broke down. "Did you refer to thisburglared item asa'doll'?" | asked.

Maxwell Sghed. "Yes, | did," he admitted. "But it's not what you're thinking. The President's doll

is& mdash;" He broke off, swearing under his breath. "Y ou weren't supposed to know about this,
Harland& mdash;none of you were. There's no reason for you to bein onthisat dl; it'sa Secret Service
meatter, pure and smple. Left a the next light.”

"Apparently Captain Forsythe thought differently. He getslike that sometimes& mdash;very indstent on
having ahand in everything that happensin thistown.” | reached the intersection and made the turn.

"Y eah, well, thisoneis none of hisbusiness, and I'd have taken him right down on the mat if time wasn't
so damn criticd.” Maxwell hissed through histeeth.

"So what filesdo you need?' | asked after aminute. "Professond burglars or safecrackers?'

He glanced over at me. "Nice guess," he conceded. "Probably both. We've checked over security at
the& mdash;office& mdash;and it took ared expert to get in theway hedid.”

"Whose office?’
"Pak and Christophe. Doctors Sam and Pierre, respectively.”
"Medicd doctors?"

"They say yes. | say& mdash;" Maxwell shook his head. "L ook, do me afavor; hold off on any more
questions until we get there, okay? They're the only oneswho can explain their setup. Or at least the only
oneswho can explainit o that you might actudly believeit.”

| blinked. "Uh..."

"Right at the next light.”

Gritting my teeth, | sat on my curiosity and concentrated on my driving.
& mdash;

Dr. Sam Pak was ashort, intense second generation Chinese-American. Dr. Pierre Christophewas a
tal, equdly intensefirst generation Haitian. Pak's specidty was obvious; the lettering on their office door



proclaimed it to be the Pak-Christophe Acupuncture Clinic. It wasn't until the two doctorsled usto the
back room and opened the walk-in vault there that | found out just what it was Christophe supplied to
the partnership.

Bdlieving it was another matter entirely.

"I don't believeit," | said, staring at the dozen or so row planterslining the shelves of the vault. Stuck
knee deep into the planters dirt were rows of the ugliest wax figures 'd ever seen. Figurines with bits of
hair and fingernail stuck on and into them... "l don't believeit," | repeated, "Voodoo acupuncture?”

"Itisnot that difficult to understand,” Christophe said in the careful tones and faint accent of onewho'd
learned English as a second language. "I might even say it isanatura outgrowth of the science of
acupuncture. If& mdash;”

"Pierre" Pak interrupted him. "I don't think Detective Harland came here to hear about medica
philosophy.”

"Forgive me," Christophe said, ducking hishead. "I am very serious about my work here& mdash;”
"Pierre," Pak said. Christophe ducked his head again and shut up.
| Sghed. "Okay, I'll bite. Just how isthis supposed to work?"

"Y ou're probably familiar with at least the basics of acupuncture,” Pek said, reaching into the vault to
pluck out one of the wax dolls from its dirt footbath. " Thin needles placed into various nerve centers can
hed avast number of diseases and aleviate the pain from others." Hisface cracked in atight amile.
"From your reaction, I'd guess you also know alittle about voodoo."

"Just whet I've seen in bad movies” | told him. "The dead chickens were dways my favorite part.”
Christophe made some sort of disgusted noisein the back of histhroat; | ignored him. "L et me guess:
instead of gticking the acupuncture needlesinto the patient himsdf, you just poke them into hisor her
dall?'

"Exactly." Pak indicated the hair and fingernail clippings on the doll he was holding. "Despite the
impression Hollywood probably gave you, there does seem to be a science behind voodoo. It's just that
most of the practitioners never bother to learn it.”

| looked over a Maxwell, who was |ooking smultaneoudly worried, tense, and embarrassed. "And
you'retelling me the Presdent of the United Statesisinvolved in something this nutzoid?"

He pursed hislips. "He has some pains on occasion, especialy when he's under abnormal stress. Norma
acupuncture was effective in controlling that pain, but it was proving something of ahasseto keep
sneaking Dr. Pak into the White House."

" 'Snesking'?'

He reddened. " Come on, Harland& mdash;you watch the news. Half of Danzing'sjibes are amed at the
date of the President's hedlth.”

And whether or not he wasredlly up to a second term. Senator Danzing had played that tune amost
congtantly since the campaign started, and would amost certainly be playing it again at their firgt officid
debate tonight in Baltimore. And with the eection itself only two months away... " So when the possibility
opened up of getting histreatments by remote control, he jumped at it with both feet, huh?' | commented.
"I can just see what Danzing would do with something like this™



"He couldn't do athing,” Maxwell growled. "What's he going to do, go on TV and accuse the President
of dedling in voodoo? Face it& mdash;he'd be laughed right off the stage, probably lose every scrap of
credibility he has right then and there. Even if he got the mediainterested enough to dig out the facts, held
amog certainly still wind up hurting himself more than he would the President.”

"He could till make Thompson look pretty gullible, though,” | said bluntly. "Not to mention reckless.”

"Thiswasn't exactly done on awhim,” Maxwell said iffly. "Drs. Pak and Christophe have been working
on thistechnique for severd years& mdash;these dolls right here represent their sixth testing phase over a
period of at |least eighteen months.”

| looked at the dallsin their planters. "1 can hardly wait to see the ads when they have their grand
opening.”

Maxwell ignored the comment. "The point is that they've been successful in ninety-five-plus percent of the
cases where plain acupuncture was dready working& mdash;those figures courtesy of the FBI and FDA
people we had quietly check this out. Whatever else you might think of the whole thing, the President
didn't go into it without our okay."

| glanced a the tight musclesin his cheek. "Y our okay, but not your enthusiasm?” | ventured.

He gritted histeeth. "The President wanted to do it,” he growled. "We obey his orders, not the other
way around. Besides, the generd consensus wasthat, crazy or nat, if the treetment didn't hep him it dso
probably wouldn't hurt him."

| looked at Pak and Christophe, standing quietly by trying not to look offended. "Did it hep?

"Of courseit did," Christophe said, sounding alittle hurt. "The technique itsdlf is perfectly
draghtforward& mdash;"

"Yeah. Right." | turned back to Maxwell. " So what's the problem? Either Dr. Pak movesinto the White
House until after the dust of the election has settled, or else Dr. Christophe goes ahead and makes
Thompson anew dall. Surely he can spare another set of fingernail clippings& mdash;he can probably
even afford to give up the extrahair.”

"You missthe point,” Maxwell grated. "It's not the President’s pain treatments were worried about.”
"Then what& mdash;?'
"Y ou mean you have forgotten,” Christophe put in, "how voodoo dolls were originaly used?’

| looked at the doll till in Pak'shand. "Oh, hell,” | said quietly.
& mdash;

"Our theory isthat it isthe protein sgnature in the hair and nail clippingsthat, o to speek, formsthe
connection between the doll and the subject,” Christophe said, gesturing broadly at the dollsin the vaullt.
"Once that connection is made, what happensto the doll is duplicated in what happensto the subject.”

| gnawed at my lip. "Well... these dolIs were made specifically for medica purposes, right?Isthere
anything about their design that would make it impossible to use them for attack purposes? Or evento
limit the amount of damage they could do?’

Christophe's brow furrowed. "It is an interesting question. There was certainly no maiceinvolved in their



creation, which may be afactor. But whether some other person could so bend them to that
purpose& mdash;”

"If you don't know," | interrupted brusgquely, "just say so0."
"l do not know," he said, looking alittle hurt.
"What'sdl thisdirt for?" Maxwell asked, poking afinger experimentaly into one of the row planters.

"Ah!" Christophe said, perking up. "That is our true crowning achievement, Mr. Maxwel|& mdash;the
discovery that it isthe soil of Haiti that is the true source of voodoo power."

"Yourekidding," | said.

"No, it'strue,”" Pak put in. "A doll that's taken away from Haiti soon losesits potency. Having themin
Haitian soil seemsto keegp them working indefinitdly.”

"Or in other words, the doll they stole will eventualy run out of steam,” | nodded. "How soon before that
happens? A few hours? Days?'

"I expect it'd be measured in terms of afew weeks, maybe longer. | don't think we've ever gotten around
to properly experimenting with& mdash;"

"If you don't know," | growled, "just say s0."
"l don't know."

| looked at Maxwell. "Well, that's something, anyway. If it takes our thief long enough to figure out what
he'sgot, it won't do him any good.”

"Oh, heknowswhat he'sgat, dl right,” Maxwell said grimly. "Unlessyou redly think he just grabbed that
one by accident?"

"l suppose not,” | sghed, glancing back at the rows of figurines. None of the others showed evidence of
even having been touched, let lone considered for theft. "Dr. Christophe... isthere anything like
a&mdash;wdl, arange for this... effect of yours? In other words, does the President have to be within
fivemiles, say, of the doll before anything will happen?'

Christophe and Pak exchanged looks. "Weve treated patients who were asfar as ahundred miles
away," Pak said. "In fact& mdash;yes. | believe Presdent Thompson himself was on acampaign tripin
Omahatwo months ago when we treated a somach cramp.”

Omaha. Grest. If thisnonsensica, unred effect could reach athousand miles across country, the thief
could be anywhere.

Maxwell apparently followed my train of thought. "Looks like | was right& mdash;our best bet isto try
and narrow down the possibilities.”

| nodded, eyeing the vault door. Thiswasn't some cheap chain lock substitute Pak and Christophe had
here& mdash;only a genuine professiond would have the know-how to get into it. "Alarm systems?’ |
asked.

"I've got the parameters,” Maxwell said before either of the others could speak. "Y ou think I've proved
aufficient urgency now for usto head back and dig into your files?'



The President'slife, threatened by the melding of two pseudosciencesthat no onein hisright mind could
possibly believein... except maybe that the combination happened to work. "Y eah, | think you've got a
case" | admitted. "How's the President taking it?"

Maxwell hesitated afraction too long. "He'sdoing fine," he said.
| cocked my eyebrow at him. "Really?" | asked pointedly.

Hisjaw clenched momentarily. "Actualy... I'm not sure he's been told yet. There's nothing he can do, and
we don't want to... you know."

Sir up psychosomatic trouble, | finished slently for him. Made as much senseasany of therest of it, |
supposed& mdash;

"Wait asecond,” | interrupted my own thought. "I remember reading once that for acupuncture to work
the subject hasto believeinit, at least alittle. Doesn't the same apply to voodoo?

Christophe drew himsdlf up to hisfull height. "Mr. Harland," he said siffly, "we are not dedling with
fantasies and legends here. Our method isafully medicd, fully scientific treatment of the patient, and
whatever he believes or does not believe matters but little.”

Maxwell looked at Pak. "Y ou agree with that, Doctor?"

Pak pursed hislips. "There's some dement of bdief init, sure" he conceded. "But what area of medicine
doesn't have that? The whole double-blind/placebo approach to drug testing shows& mdash;”

"Fine, fine" Maxwell cut him off. "I supposeit doesn't matter, anyway. If the President has enough belief
to get benefit out of it, he probably has enough to get hurt, too."

Pak swallowed vishly. "Mr. Maxwdll... look, wereredly sorry about dl this. Isthere anything at dl we
can do to help?’

Maxwell glanced at me. "Y ou think of anything?"

| looked past him at the rows of dolls. Therewas till aheavy aura of unredity hanging over thiswhole
thing.... With an effort | forced mysalf back to business. "I presume your people aready checked for

fingerprints?"

"In the entryway, on the windows, on the vault itsalf, and aso on the file cabinet where the records are
kept. We're assuming that's how the thief knew which doll wasthe Presdent's.”

"Inthat case& mdash;" | shrugged. "'l guessit'stimeto get back to the station and warm up the computer.
So unless you two know of a antidote to& mdash;”

| broke off as, for some reason, atrain of thought 1'd been sidetracked from earlier suddenly reappeared.
"Something?' Maxwd | prompted.

"Dr. Christophe," | said dowly, "what would happen if agiven patient had two dollslinked to him? And
different things were done to each one?’

Christophe nodded eagerly. "Y es& mdash;| had the exact same thought mysdlf. If Sam's acupuncture can
counteract any damage done through the stolen doll& mdash;" He looked at Pak. "Certainly you can do
it?'

Pak'sforehead creased in afrown. "It'sanice thought, Pierre, but I'm not at al surel candoit. If the



dollsare both running the same strength& mdash;”

"But they won't be," Maxwell interrupted him. "The Haitian dirt, remember?Y ou can keep yours stuck
up to itskneesin the stuff, while theirs will gradually be losing power." He shook his head abruptly. "1
can't believe I'm actudly talking likethis," he muttered. "Anyway, it's our best shot until we get thefirst
doll back. I'm going to phone for acar& mdash;have dl the stuff you'll need ready in fifteen minutes,
okay?'

"Wait asecond,”" Pak objected. "Where are we going?'

"The White House, of course," Maxwell told him. "Well, Batimore, actually& mdash;the Presdent'sthere
right now getting ready for the debate tonight. | want you to be right there with him in case an attack is
mede."

"But the doll will work& mdash;"

"I'm not talking about the damn doll& mdash;I'm talking about the problem of communicationslag. If the
President hasto tell someone whereit hurts and then they haveto cal you from Batimore or the White
House and then you haveto get the doll out and treet it and ask over the phone whether it's doing any
good& mdash;" He broke off. "What am | explaining dl of thisfor?Y ou're going to be with the President
for the next few days and that's that. As materia witnesses, if nothing else.”

He hadn't ahope of getting that oneto stick, and he and | both knew it. But Pak and Christophe
gpparently didn't. Or ese they were fegling respons ble enough that they weren't in any mood to be
awkward. Whichever, by the time Maxwell got his connection through to the White House they'd both
headed off to collect their materids and equipment, and by the time the car arrived ten minutes|ater they
were ready to go. Maxwell gave the driver directions, and asthey drove off heand | got back in my car
and returned to the station.

& mdash;

"Waéll, thereyou haveit," | Sghed, leaning back in my chair and waving at the printout. "Y our likeliest
suspects. Take your pick.”

Maxwell said a particularly obscene word and hefted the stack of paper. "I don't supposetheresa
chance we missed any helpful criteria, isthere?'

| shrugged. "Y ou sat there and watched me feed it dl in. Expert safecracker, equally proficient with fancy
vaults and fancy eectronic darm systems, not dead, not in jail, et cetera, et cetera.”

He shook his head. "It'll take days to sort through these."
"Longer than that to track al of them down,” | agreed. "Any ideas you've gat, I'll take them.”

He gnawed at the end of a pencil. "What about cross-referencing with our hate mail file? Surely no
ordinary thief would have any interest in killing President Thompson.”

"Fine& mdash;but most of your hate-mail people aren't going to know about the President's doll in the
first place. We'd do better to try and find alesk from either the White House or Pak and Christophe's
place”

"Weredready doing that,” he said grimly. "Also checking with the CIA regarding foreign intelligence
sarvices and terrorist organizations. These guys& mdash;” he tapped the printout& mdash;"were more of a
long shot, but we couldn't afford to passit up.”



"Niceto occasondly beincluded in what'sgoing on,” | murmured. "How's the President?”

"Asof ten minutes ago he wasfine." Maxwell had been cdling a roughly fifteen minute intervals, despite
the fact that the Baltimore Secret Service contingent had my phone number and had promised to let us

know immediatdy if anything happened.

"Well, that's something, anyway." | glanced a my waich. It was nearly four o'clock; two and ahaf hours
since weld left the voodoo acupuncture clinic and maybe as many as sixteen since the doll had been
golen.

And something here was not quite right. "Maxwell, don't take thisthe wrong way... but what the hdll ishe
waiting for?"

"Who, thethief?'

"Yeah." | chewed at my lip. "Think about it aminute. We assume he knows what he has and that he went
in deliberately looking for it. So why wait to useit?'

"Egablishing an dibi?' Maxwell suggested dowly.
"For murder with a voodoo doll?"

"Yeah, | supposethat doesn't make any sense," he admitted. "Waell... maybe he's not planning to use it
himself. Maybe he's going to send out fed ers and sdll the doll to the highest bidder.”

"Maybe," | nodded. "On the other hand, who would believe him?"
"Holding it for ransom, then?"

"He's had sixteen hoursto cut out newspaper |etters and paste up aransom note. Anything like that
shown up?'

He shook hishead. "I'm sure I'd have been told if it had. Okay, I'll bite: what istaking him so long?”

"l don't know, but whatever he's planning he's up againgt at least two time limits. One: the longer he holds
it, the better the chance that well catch up with him. And two: the longer he waits, the less power the
doll'sgoing to have."

"Unless he knows about the Haitian soil connection... no. If held known he should have helped himsdlf to
some when he took the doll.”

"Though he could have a private source of the stuff,” | agreed. "It'sill afair assumption, though. Could
he have expected usto have Pak standing by waiting to counteract whatever he does? He might be
holding off then until Pak relaxes his guard some."

"The theft went undiscovered for at least acouple of hours,” Maxwell pointed out. "He could have killed
the President in his deep. For that matter, he could have done it right there in the vault and never needed
to take the doll at all."

"Point," | conceded. "So smple murder isn't what he's|ooking for& mdash;complicated murder, maybe,
but not smple murder.”

"Oh, my God," Maxwell whispered suddenly, hisface going pae. "The debate. HEs going to do it &t the
debate."



For along second we stared at each other. Then, smultaneously, we grabbed our jackets and bolted for
the door.

& mdash;

It was something like forty milesto Baltimore; an hour'strip under norma conditions. Maxwell ingsted on
driving and made it in a shade over forty-five minutes. In rush hour traffic, yet.

We arrived at the Hyatt and found the President's suite... and discovered that al our haste had been for
nothing.

"What do you mean, they won't cancel?' Maxwell growled to VanderSuis, the Secret Service man who
met usjust insde the door.

"Whao'sthis'they' you're talking about?" the other growled back. "It's the President who won't cancd.”
"Didn't you tell him& mdash;?"

"We gave him everything you radioed in," VanderSuis sighed. "Didn't do a bit of good. He says
cancding at thelast minute like thiswithout agood reason would be playing right into Danzing'srhetoric.”

"Has he beentold...?!

"About the doll? Y eah, but it didn't help. Probably hurt, actually& mdash;he rightly pointed out thet if
someone's going to attack him using the doll, hiding won't do him adamn bit of good.”

Maxwell glanced at me, frustration etched across hisface. "What about Pak and Christophe?" he asked
VanderSuis. "They here?

" Sure& mdash;down the hdl in seventeen.”
"Downthe hall? | thought | told them to tick by the Presdent.”

"They're as close now asthey'relikely to get,” VanderSuis said grimly. "The Presdent said he didn't
want them underfoot while he was getting ready for the debate.”

Or roughly trandated, he didn't want any of the media bloodhounds nosing about to get a sniff of them
and start asking awkward questions. "At least they're not back in Washington," | murmured as Maxwell
opened his mouth.

Maxwe |l closed his mouth again, clenched histeeth momentarily. "1 suppose 0, he said reluctantly.
"WEell... come on, Harland, let's go talk to them. Maybe they'll have some idess.”

We found them in the room, lounging on the two double beds watching televison. On the floor between
the beds, the room's coffee table had been set up like aminiature surgica tray, with Pak's acupuncture
needleslaid out around aflower pot containing Christophe's replacement doll. It looked as hideous asthe
ones back in their Washington vault. "Anything?' Maxwell asked as the doctors |ooked up at us.

"Ah& mdash;Mr. Maxwell," Christophe said, tapping the remote to turn off the TV. ™Y ou will be pleased
to hear that President Thompson isin perfect heath& mdash;”

"He had some stomach trouble an hour ago.” Pak put in, "but | don't think it had anything to do with the
doll. Just pre-debate tension, probably. Anyway, | got rid of it with the new doll."

Maxwell nodded impatiently. ™Y egh, well, the lull's about to end. We think that the main attack's going to



come sometime during the debate.”

Both men's eyes widened momentarily, and Christophe muttered something French under his breath. Pak
recovered first. "Of course. Obvious, in away. What can we do?"

"The same thing you were brought herefor in the first place: counteract the effects of the old doll with the
new one. Unfortunatdly, we're now back to our original problem.”

"Communications?' | asked.
He nodded. "How are we going to know& mdash;fast& mdash;what's happening out there on the stage?*

| found myself gazing at the now-dark TV. "Dr. Pak... how are you at reading aman's physica condition
from his expression and body language?’

"Y ou mean can | St here and tell how President Thompson isfeding by watching the debateon TV?"
Pak shook hishead. "No chance. Even if the camerawas on him the whole time, which of courseit won't
be.

"Maybeasgna board,” Maxwell suggested, atone of excitement cregping into hisvoice. "With
individua buttonsfor each likely target& mdash;joints, somach, back, and dl.”

"And he does, what, pushes a button whenever he hurts somewhere?' | scoffed.

"It doesn't have to be that obvious," Maxwell said, reaching past Christophe to snare the bedside phone.
"We can makeit out of tiny piezo crystas& mdash;it doesn't take more than atouch to trigger those
things. And they're smal enough that awhole boardful of them could fit on the lectern behind his

notes& mdash;Larry?' he interrupted himsdlf into the phone. "Bill Maxwell. Listen, do we have any of
those single-crystal piezo pressure gadgets we use for signaing and spot security?... Y eah, short range
would be fine& mdash;wed just need a booster somewhere backstage... Oh, grest... Well, as many as
you've got... Great& mdash;I'll beright down."

He tossed the phone back into it cradle and headed for the door. "We'rein," he announced over his
shoulder. "They've got over ahundred of thethings. I'll be right back.” Scooping up aroom key froma
low table beside the door, he left.

| looked at my watch. Five-fifteen, with the debate set to begin at nine. Not much time for the kind of
wiring Maxwell wastaking about. ™Y ou think it'll work?" | asked Pak.

He shrugged uncomfortably. "I suppose so. The bad part isthat it meansI'll be relying on diagnostics
from someone who is essentialy an amateur.”

"It's his body, isn't it?'

Pak shrugged again, and for afew minutesthe three of us sat together in silence. Which madeit even
more of a heart-stopping jolt then the phone suddenly rang.

Reflexively, | scooped it up. "Yes?'
"Who isthis?" asuspicious voice asked.
"Cd Harland& mdash;Washington Police.”

"Oh, yeah& mdash;you came with Maxwell. Has he gotten back with those piezos yet?



| began to bresthe again. Whatever was up, at least it wasn't amedical emergency. "No, not yet. Can |
take amessage?’

"Yeah," the other sghed, "but hesnot going to likeit. ThisisVanderSuis. Tdl him | cdled and that | just
took his suggestion in to the President. And that he scotched the whole idea.™

My mouth went dry al at once. "He what?"

"Shot it down. Said in no uncertain termsthat he can't handle a debate and a damn push-button
switchboard at the sametime. Unquote.”

"Did you remind him that it could be his life at stake here?’ | snapped. "Or even fight dirty and suggest it
could cost him the election”?”

"Just give Maxwell the message, will you?' the other said coldly. "L eave the snide commentsto Senator
Danzing."

"Sorry," | muttered. But | wastalking to adead phone. Sowly, | replaced the handset and looked up to
meet Pak's and Christophe's gazes. "What is the matter?' Christophe asked.

"Thompson's not going for it," | Sighed. "Saysthe signa board would be too much trouble.”

"But& mdash;" Pak broke off as the door opened and Maxwell strode into the room, his arms laden with
boxes of equipment.

"Hédll," he growled when I'd ddlivered VanderSluiss message. "Hell and hell. What's alittle trouble
matter when it could save hislife?"

"| doubt that's hisonly consideration,” Pak shook his head. "Palitics, again, Mr. Maxwell& mdash;palitics
and gppearances. If any of the press should notice the board, there are any number of conclusions they
could cometo.”

"None of them good." | took a deep breath. "But damn it dl, what does he want you to
do?& mdash;defend him without his cooperation?"

"Probably," Maxwell said heavily. "Thereésalong tradition of that in the Secret Service." Hetook adeep
breath. "Well, gentlemen, we've il got three and ahalf hours to come up with something. Suggestions?”

"Can you find the robber and get the doll back?" Christophe asked.

"Probably not," Maxwell shook hishead. "Too many potentia suspects, not enough time to sort through
al of them."

"A shamethethief didn't leave any hair at the scene of the crime,” | commented, only half humoroudy. "If
he had, we could make adoll and take him out whether we knew who he was or not."

Maxwell cocked an eye at Christophe. "Anything you can do without something from his body?"

Christophe shook his head. "Only alittle bit isrequired, Mr. Maxwell, but that little bit is absolutely
essentid "

Maxwell swore and said something else to Christophe... but | wasn't redlly listening. A crazy sort of idea
had just popped into my head... "Dr. Christophe,” | said dowly, "what about the doll itself? Y ou made
the thing& mdash; presumably you know everything about its makeup and design. Would there be any
way to make a& mdash;l don't know, a counteracting doll that you could use to destroy the original ?"



Christophe blinked. "To tell the honest truth, | do not know. | have never heard of such athing being
done. Still... from what | have learned of the science of voodoo, | believe | would still need to have
something of the stolen doll hereto create the necessary link."

"Wait aminute, though,” Pak spoke up. "It'sall the same wax that you use, isn't it? That Strange
trand ucent goop that's o pressure-sengitive that it bruisesif you even look at it wrong."

"Itishardly that delicate," Christophe said with an air of wounded pride. "And it isthat very
responsiveness that makesit so useful& mdash;"”

"I know, | know," Pak interrupted him. "What | meant was, would it be possible to link up with the stolen
doll since you know what it's made of 7'

"I do not think so," Christophe shook his head. "V oodoo is not a shotgun, but avery preciserifle. When
alink is created between doll and subject it isa very specific one

"And doesthat link work both ways?* Maxwell asked suddenly.

There was something odd in his voice, something that made meturn to look a him. The expression on his
face was even odder. " Something?' | asked.

"Maybe. Dr. Christophe?’

"Uh..." Christophe floundered a second as he backtracked to the question Maxwell had asked. "Wdll,
certainly the link works both ways. How could it be otherwise?"

For amoment Maxwdl| didn't say anything, but continued gazing off into space. Then, dowly, agrim
smileworked itsef onto hisface. "Then it might work. It might just work. And the President should even
go for it& mdash;yeah, I'm sure hewill." Abruptly, helooked down at hiswatch. "Three and a quarter
hoursto go," he said, al business again. "Wed better get busy.”

"Doing what?" Pak asked, clearly bewildered.

Maxwdll told us.

& mdash;

The Hyait ballroom was stuffed to the gills with people long before President Thompson and Senator
Danzing came around the curtains, shook hands, and took their places at the twin lecterns. Sitting on the
end of the bed, | sudied Thompson's television image closdly, wishing we'd been alowed to set up
somewhere alittle closer to the action. TV screens being what they were, it was going to be pretty hard
for me to gauge how the President wasfedling.

The moderator went through a short welcoming routine and then nodded to Thompson. "Mr. President,
the first opening statement will beyours,”" he said. The camera shifted to amid-closeup and Thompson

began to speak& mdash;”
"Stomach,” Maxwell said tersely from behind me.

"l seeit," Pak answered in amuch camer voice. ... Thisshould do it."

| kept my own eyes on the President'sface. A brief flicker of dmost-pain came and went. "He'slooking
okay now," | announced.



"Unfortunately, we can't tell if the treetment isworking,” Pak commented. "Only where the attack is
directed& mdash;"

"Right ebow," Maxwel cut him off.
"Gotit."

"Thank you, Mr. President," the moderator cut smoothly into Thompsonss speech. " Senator Danzing:
your opening atement, Sr.”

The camera shifted to Danzing and | took a deep breath and relaxed a bit. Only for a second, though, as
an angled Sde camera was brought into play and Thompson gppeared in the foreground. "Watch it," |
warned the other. "He's on cameraagain.”

"Uh-huh," Maxwell grunted. "& mdash;omach again.”
"Got it," Pak assured him. "Whoever our thief is, heian't very imaginative."

"Not terribly dangerous, either, at least sofar,” | put in. "Though | suppose we should be grateful for
and| favors”

"Or for smal minds," Maxwel said dryly. "It's starting to look more and more like murder wasn't the
origind object at al."

"I do not understand,” Christophe spoke up.
Maxwell snorted. "Haven't you ever heard of politica dirty tricks?

The camerawas full on Danzing again, and | risked a glance around at the others hunched over the table
set up between the two hotel beds. ™Y ou mean... al of thisjust to make Thompson look wracked by
aches and pains on camera?”'

"Why not?' Maxwell said, glancing briefly up a me. " Stupider things have been done. Effectively, | might
add."

"| suppose.” But probably, | added to myself, none siranger than this one. My eyesflicked to the table
and to two wax figures standing up in flower pots of Haitian soil there: one with ahalf dozen acupuncture
needles dready sticking out of it, the other much larger one looking more like a pincushion than adoll.

But those weren't pins sticking into it. Rether, they were ahundred thin wiresleading out of it. Out, and
into aboard with an equal number of neatly spaced and labeled lights set into it... and even as | watched,
one of thetiny piezo crystals Christophe had so carefully embedded into his creation reacted to the subtle
changein pressure of thewax and the corresponding light blinked on& mdash;

"Right wrig," Maxwell snapped.

"Got it," Pak said. Belatedly, | turned back to my station at the TV, just in time to seethe President'sarm
wavein one of histrademark wide-open gestures. The arm swung forward, hand cupped dightly toward
the camera... and asit paused there my eyes focused on that hand, and despite the limitations of the
screen | could dmogt imagine | saw the dight discolorations under his neatly manicured fingernails.
Would any of the reportersin the ballroom be close enough to see that? Probably not. And even if they
did, they dmost certainly wouldn't recognize Christophe's oddly trand ucent wax for what it redly was.

Or believeit if they did. Doll-to-person voodoo was ridicul ous enough; running the processin reverse,



person-to-doll, was even harder to swallow.
The picture shifted to Danzing. "He's off-cameraagain,” | announced, getting my mind back on my job.

The battles raged for just over an hour& mdash;the President's and Senator's verbal battle, and our
quieter, behind-the-scenes one. And when it was over, the two men on the stage shook hands and
headed backstage... and because | knew to look for it, | noticed the dight limp to the President'swalk.
Hardly surprising, redly& mdash;though I've never tried it, I'm sureit'svery difficult to walk properly
when your socks arefull of Haitian dirt.

& mdash;

The Secret Service dropped me out of the investigation after that, so | don't know whether or not they
ever actualy recovered the doll. But &t this point it hardly matters. The Presdent's clearly till dive, and
by now the stolen doll isalmost certainly inert. | haven't seen Pak or Christophe since the debate, either,
but from the excited way they were talking afterwards I'd guess that by now they've probably worked
most of the bugs out of the new voodoo diagnostic technique that Maxwell came up with that night. And
| suppose | have to accept that all medical advances, whether they make me uncomfortable or not, are

ultimately agood thing.

And actudly, the whole experience has wound up saving me afair amount of money, too. Instead of
shelling out fifteen dollarsfor ahaircut once amonth, I've learned to do the job mysdlf, at home.

| collect and destroy my fingernail clippings, too. Not paranoid, you understand; just cautious.

Banshee

The bar was asmall, roadside spot nestled amost invisibly among the mountains of south-central
Wyoming. It had probably once been atourist trap of sorts. | guessed, before newer roads had drained
traffic away and left it struggling to survive on the flyspeck towns loosaly grouped around it. How it was
managing to do so | couldn't guess; even at four o'clock on a Tuesday afternoon a decent bar ought to
have had more than three cars huddled together inits parking lot. In my mind'seyel envisoned an
interior to the place as dreary asits exterior, aching with a sense of failure, and the thought of facing that
nearly made me passit up. But | hadn't esten since breakfast and my stomach had been rumbling for the
past two hours... and besides, perhaps my patronage would help alittle. Pulling my old rust bucket into
thelot, I climbed out into the hot sun and went insde.

I'd been right about the bar being largely deserted; but on the plus side, the decor was not nearly as
depressing as I'd feared it would be. Old and somewhat faded, it had nevertheless been well cared for.
Which, coincidentaly, was how | viewed the waitress who reached my side as| settled down at my
chosen table. "Afternoon,” she said with a smile as she set down awater glassin front of me. "Our
specid today is home-barbequed chicken with..."

"Sounds good,” | agreed, when she'd finished her description, "but | think I'll just have amedium-rare
burger and aglass of beer.”

"You got it," she said, smiling again as she marked it down on her pad and moved back toward the
kitchen. The chicken actudly had sounded better, but the burger was cheaper, and taking that instead
would enable meto shift alittle more of my limited resourcesinto her tip. Silly, perhaps, but I'd dways
fdt that alittle sacrificid scrimping waswell worthwhile when it would help brighten someoné's day.



Taking along swallow of water, | moved the glass across the table and pulled out my map. I'd need to
find amotel eventualy, but | wanted to get at least alittle closer to where I'd be hiking before | quit for
theday. If | picked up Eleven and got at least to Woods Landing... "Hey! You!"

| looked up to see the barman waving the phone in my direction, an odd expression on hisface. "Phone's
for you," he announced.

My tongue froze againgt my teeth. "It... what?" | managed.
His expresson grew alittle odder. "Y our name Sinn?'

My stomach tightened against its emptiness. No one knew where | was... which meant no one could
possibly have called me. But someone had. "Yes... yesitis,” | told him. "Adam Sinn."

"Yeah, wdl, guy wantsto talk to you. C'mon& mdash;| don't want my phonetied up dl afternoon.”

| got my legs under me and walked over... and hafway there the only conceivable possibility clicked into
place. After nearly ayear... For asecond | considered turning around, getting back into my car, and
heading for parts unknown. | would have a perfect right to do so; neither Griff nor Banshee had the
dightest legd hold over me any more.

| reached the bar and accepted the phone from the barman. Licking my lips, | took a deep breath and
held theinstrument to my ear. "Hello?'

"Adam? God& mdash;| was afraid we weren't going to find you."

My jaw clenched painfully, and | knew with absolute certainty that my year away from Banshee had
abruptly cometo an end. Griffith Mandfidd was the archetypica iron-calm man, with amanner and
matching voice that were as even and steady as set concrete even at the worst of times. In my two years
with Banshee I'd never once heard that voice as shot through with tension asit was now, and it sent an
ice-cold spike digging into my stomach. "What's the matter?' | forced mysdlf to ask.

"Full-fledged hell hasjust broken loose, that's what's the matter,” he growled, "and wereright squarein
themiddle of it. Where are you?"

"What do you mean, wheream 1? You cdled me, remember?"

"Y eah, yeah, let me check the readout.” The line went blank for amoment, and the spike digging into my
somach took an extraturn as| redlized Griff redly didn't know where | was. Checking the readout
meant he'd been on something like the FBI's Search-Spot system... and last | knew the FBI was not in
the habit of lending their magic phone equipment out to hole-in-the-wall agencieslike Banshee. Which
meant he hadn't been exaggerating: dl hell redlly had broken out. "Adam? Okay, | got you. Look, there's
asmall private airstrip about four miles south of you, at the west end of Lake Hattie. Go there and wait;
they'll be sending a T-61 from Warren AFB for you."

| licked my lips again without noticeable effect as my intention of pointing out to him that | was no longer
under hisjurisdiction died aquiet death. First the FBI's phone search machine, now an Air Force
generd's commuter jet casudly laid on to carry acivilian cross country. Whatever was happening, it was
becoming lessand lesslikely that anyone was going to let my persond preferences get in the way.
"Griff... can you at least give me ahint of what's happening? Has something happened to the rest of the
Jumpers?'

"No, no, everyone'sfine. Asto therest of it, you'll get everything we know on the plane& mdash;if you
don't find out sooner. | understand they're going to release it to the mediain afew minutes.”



"Griff&mdash;”

"Look, Adam, trust me; | wouldn't be asking you to come back if it wasn't vitaly important. I'll seeyou
soon.” Therewas aclick and he was gone.

"Damn," | said softly to the dead line. Laying the phone back on the counter, | looked up to find both the
barman and the waitress staring a me with what seemed to be a combination of awe and suspicion... and
inthewaitressseyes, at leadt, | could see the dawning redlization that she was about to |ose possibly her
only customer of the afternoon.

That, at least, | could do something about. Digging out my wallet, | found atwenty and handed it to her.
"Keep the change,” | told her. At least now | could give without having to take quite so much thought for
the morrow: whatever Banshed's other financid difficulties, Griff had dwaysinssted on good sdariesfor
his Jumpers... and it looked very much like | was about to become a Jumper again.

| reached the airdtrip in ten minutes, and was Sitting in my car listening to the radio when the news broke.

Somewhere over western Colorado, Air Force One had just crashed. With the President of the United
States aboard.

& mdash;

The T-61's pilot didn't have much more for me than I'd aready heard on the radio, mainly because there
wasn't much more that anyone knew at this stage. Air Force One had been on its way to Washington
from President Jefferss Sierraretreat when the pilot suddenly announced hed lost the right inboard

engine.

Seconds later the radio went sllent atogether, and the jets that were scrambled for an overflight reported
wreckage strewn across alarge swath of smoking cliffside forest. There had been no confirmation of
casuaties or survivors as yet, but from the sound of things there wasn't much call for optimism. Littleto
do now but clean up the wreckage, both physical and psychological... and to find out, for the record,
what had gone wrong.

The latter would be Banshee'sjob.
& mdash;

We arrived about an hour and a half after leaving Wyoming. A police car was waiting at the end of the
runway for me, alukewarm box of take-out chicken in the back seat reminding methat 1'd never gotten
the early dinner I'd planned. Indirect evidence of two things: that Griff was getting his baance back, and
that sometime this evening | wasindeed going to have to Jump. Two of Banshee's Jumpers did best on
empty stomachs, but | wasn't one of them. The thought of what was coming tightened the knot in my
stomach; but the hunger down there far outclassed the nervousness, and by the time we pulled up at the
familiar nondescript building fifteen minutes later 1'd worked my way through al three pieces of chicken
and was polishing off the last of the biscuit.

Griff waswaiting for me at the front door. "Adam," he nodded, gripping my hand briefly as he pushed the
door open. "Thanksfor coming. | redlly appreciateit.”

"Notrouble,” | told him, not entirdly truthfully. We stepped out of the entryway airlock... and | found
myself face to face with adress-uniformed Marine,

"He'sone of our people,” Griff told the Marine before | could get my tongue unstuck. The guard nodded



incurioudy; but even aswe passed him | could fed hiseyes giving me an unobtrusive but thorough
once-over. |'d seen that kind of apparent unconcern once or twice before, aways from truly professiona
guards who used it asaway to throw people off-guard.

Professond guards at Banshee. "The place has changed,” | murmured.

"The Marines are just on loan," he shook his head. " Courtesy of a Washington VIP named Shaeffer. He's
in the lounge updating thingsfor Hale and Kritin."

"What about Morgan? Or has he quit?’
"No, he'still with us. HE's downstairs getting prepped.”
| blinked. "Y ou've got a Jump going aready?'

"Wewill as soon asthe modd of Air Force Oneisready. Shaeffer inssted on particularly fine detailing,
and the modelersjudt finished it afew minutes ago.”

"Actually, | was surprised more by the speed than the delay,” | told him.

Griff snorted. "Yes, well, for achange, the budget overseers aren't going to be a problem. It'samazing,”
he added with atrace of bitterness, "the kind of money people are willing to throw around when
someone important getskilled.”

| nodded silently.

We reached the lounge and went in. The Washington VIP wasthere, dl right, easily distinguishable by his
expensve business suit and taut look. He was standing over the lounge table talking acrossamap to Hale
Fortner and Kristin Cosgrove and& mdash;

| stopped just through the doorway, so abruptly that Griff stepped on my hedl. "Rennie?" | hissed.
Griff squeezed past meinto the room. "We needed everyone we could get, Adam& mdash;”

"How on Earth did you get him to come back?' | whispered. The painful scene that had taken place
when Rennie Baylor was fired from Banshee flooded back from my memory.

"L ook, thisis no time to dredge up past disagreements,” Griff hissed back. "Not for me, not for any of
us& mdash;and if | can stand him for three days, so can you. Okay?"

| took adeep bresth and got my feet moving again. True, it was Griff, not me, with whom Rennie had
had most of hisfriction... but that didn't mean the rest of us hadn't suffered with him from the sddlines.
Stll, for three days& mdash;and under such circumstances& mdash;l would do my best to make do.

" & mdash;came down about here, among ared mess of hidden ravines and tricky cliff faces" the VIP
was saying as we came up to the table. He looked up, eyesflicking past Griff to lock briefly onto me.
"Mr. Sinn," he nodded in greeting. " Shaeffer& mdash;specid aide to President Jef& mdash;” He broke off,
his mouth compressing in brief pain before he could recover himsdlf. "Have you been briefed?”

"Judt thebasics” | told him, histight expression inducing another flicker of pain within me. Shaeffer,
clearly, had been very closeto the President. "Air Force Onelogt itsright
wing& mdash;somehow& mdash;and went down out in Colorado.”

He nodded. "That's about all we've got at the moment. The search-and-rescue team hasn't been working
for very long; so far they haven't got anything.”



"No survivors, in other words," Kridtin interjected quietly.

Shaeffer'slip tightened. "Y eah." Hetook a deep breath. "Well. Banshee'sjob will be to find out what
happened to the plane. AsI've dready explained to Dr. Mansfidd, you've got essentidly a blank
check& mdash;go ahead and do as many Jumps as it takes to get the job done right. Understood? Dr.
Mansfield, how much longer will it be before you can get someone back there?!

Right on cue, theloungeslightsflickered. "Immediately, Mr. Shaeffer,” Griff answered. "I'm afraid it's not
much of ashow, but if you'd like we could head downstairs and you could see Bansheein action.”

"I'm not hereto play tourist,” Shaeffer bit out. "I'll be in the communications center if you need me; let me
know as soon asthe Jump isover.”

Griff reddened dightly. "Yes, of course." Heturned and quickly |€eft the lounge, heading left toward the
elevator. Shaeffer nodded to each of usin turn and followed, branching to the right toward the room
where our modest radio, wire, and computer-net equipment were kept.

And | was |eft done with the other Jumpers.

For amoment we dl just looked at each other. Then Krigtin gtirred. "Y ou haven't kept in touch very well,
Adam."

| shrugged fractiondly. "I've been pretty busy,” | told her. It was more or lesstrue.

"So havewe," Hale said, more than alittle tartly. "Work load's increased considerably since you cut out
onus"

My eyesflicked to Rennie. "Don't look at me," he said blandly. "1 wasfired; you're the one who
deserted.”

"That's putting it alittle srongly, isnt it?" | asked... but theindignation I'd intended to put into the words
died somewhere en route. | hadn't been able to tell them the reasons then, and down deep | knew |
couldn't tell them now, either.

"Y eah, Rennie, desertion's much too harsh aword,” Hale chimed in. "It's not strictly desertion when the
captain advises you to get off asinking ship.”

"What's that supposed to mean?' | asked him.

"I think you know," he ground out. "Y ou've aways been Griffs favorite Jumper& mdash;that's common
knowledge. | think he warned you that we were about to be snowed under by a huge work load and
suggested you take off and leave the rest of us more expendable Jumpersto struggle under the pile.”

"That'snot true," | said, trying hard to keep my voice steedy.
Hae snorted. "Of course not. It was just pure coincidence. Sure."

Clenching my jaw, | leaned over the tablefor alook at the map Shaeffer had left behind. It was an
impressive job, larger scale even than the standard 7.5-minute topographic ones | used for backpacking.
The crash sitewas marked by alarge red oval near one end, and my recently filled ssomach did a couple
of turns at the thought of having to go back and watch it happen. "Did Shaeffer say anything about
surveying the crash sight, or just watching for the primary cause?"’ | asked.

"That'stheway," Rennie said with mock approval. "When you can't win, change the subject.”



| focused on Kristin. "Did he say anything about surveying the crash Site?" | repeated.

"Not to us," she said. "But, then, we're just the Jumpers. We don't count for anything in that sort of
decison-making."

"If you're wondering specifically about body trackings," Haeput in, "I'm sure you'll get ashot at one.
They've become amost standard for usthese days.”

| shivered. Watching people diein mid-air explosions was bad enough... but to follow the bodies down
asthey fdl to earth, seeing up close the burned and battered shells that had once been human beings...

"Unless, of course,”" Rennie suggested, "you want to tak to Griff about exempting you from anything
particularly unplessant.”

| gritted my teeth. "I'll do my share of whatever comes up. Seeyou later." Turning my back on them, |
headed out of the lounge.

For along moment | stood leaning againgt the hdlway wall, dowly bringing my trembling knees under
control again. | hadn't really expected to be welcomed back with open arms, but the sheer intengity of the
others hodtility had hit melikeice water in the face. Clearly, Griff had kept his promise not to tell them
why 1'd left Banshee; whether or not | could survive three days under that kind of pressure wasn't nearly
asclear.

But | would, of course. For whatever reason, Banshee needed me here... and I'd dways been there
when people needed me.

Taking adeep breath, | turned left and headed for the elevator.
& mdash;

The Banshee building's basement dways reminded me of a cartoon I'd seen along time ago in which one
of the characters had bragged that "the houseitself isn't much, but you should see therec room.” A
one-time basement and subbasement had had their walls and the dividing floor knocked out to creste a
single vast space, with nothing to break it up but strategicaly placed pillars put in to support the rest of
the building above it. The result was aroom the size of asmall warehouse... aroom the Banshee
equipment ill filled to over-flowing.

A smdl sign on the cabinet nearest the evator proclaimed dl this stuff to be the property of the U.S.
Government Time Observation Group, Bansheg's officid name. Officia or not, though, I'd never heard
anyonerefer to us by that name, evenin officia correspondence. Probably, I'd always suspected,
becauise no one up thereredly took us serioudy. With astaff numbering in the low twentiesand an
operating budget under four million ayear, we were hardly adrop in the bucket asfar as Washington
was concerned. Not to mention the fact that the whole thing was generally considered either ghoulish or a
wadgte of money by most of the handful of officials who knew anything about it.

| don't know who coined the name Banshee for the group. | know only too well why it had stuck.

There was absolutely nothing thestrica about atypica Banshee Jump, afact that had disappointed more
than one officid vigtor over the years. There were no revolving lights warning of high-voltage, no large
and blinking status boards, no armies of stedly-eyed techs huddled over displays under dark-room-red
lighting. The lights were normal, our three operators had atendency to douch in their seats, and even the
Jumper, Morgan Portland, might smply have been adeep on his contour couch amid the handful of
sensor leads sprouting from his arm- and headbands. 1t would have taken acloselook at the EEG



display& mdash;and some knowledge of how to interpret the readings& mdash;to redlize that Morgan
was essentialy registering as dead.

All of us Jumpers had long since come to the conclusion that no oneredlly knew how the Banshee
apparatus worked. Oh, al the parts were understood, to one degree or another& mdash;that much was
certain. The mathematicians could show you dl the equations and formulas and tell you how they implied
time reversd; the various scientists could show you how the equations related to the red universe, bothin
physica equipment and in brain and mind structure; and the engineers could show you how al this boiled
down to severa million dollars worth of apparatus. There were even those who claimed to understand
how a person's consciousness could be decoupled from his body for up to an hour a atime without any
major ill effects. But when you put dl of it together, no one really knew how or why the whole thing
worked the way it did. No one knew why there was a seventy-two-hour limit on how far back intimea
Jumper's consciousness could go, no one knew why only certain very specific types of people could
Jump in thefirst place... and no one knew how it was our disembodied consciousnesses could sometimes
be seen by those about to die.

It hed first happened to me on my saventh Jump, and it would forever color al my thoughts about
Banshee. A little girl, maybe seven years old, had spotted me as| floated by an airport locker in hopes of
seeing the person who had planted abomb there. At least | assume she saw me; the expression on her
face could hardly have been explained by anything esein theimmediate vicinity. Her mother had pulled
her away a moment later and plopped them both down in awaiting lounge, but sheld continued to glance
nervoudy back in my direction. Two minutes later the bomb had blown out the bank of lockers and most
of theroof overhead.

The girl and her mother had been among the casualties.

| shuddered with the memory and forced her face from my mind... and cursed once more the unfedling
idiot who'd taken hisingpiration from that and smilar incidents to hang the name Banshee on us.

A motion off to the Sde by one of the RF generator cabinets caught my eye; Griff, doing awakthrough
of the equipment. He saw me as| started toward him and changed course to meet me. "So... how did it
go up there with the others?' he murmured.

"Not exactly your TV-style homecoming,” | retorted softly. There was no reason for anyone to whisper
while aJump wasin progress, but people invariably did so anyway. "I wish you'd told me Renniewas
going to be here. And maybe prepared me alittle for the sour apples from everyone else.”

Hesghed. "I'm sorry, Adam; redly | am. If it'd been up to me, you wouldn't be here a al& mdash;that
despite thefact you're ill the best Jumper we ever had. But Schaeffer insisted we bring both you and
Rennie back."

"Did you point out to him that three Jumpers are perfectly adequate to handle the haf-dozen or so Jumps
it'll taketo figure out what happened?’

"| tried, but hewouldn't budge.” Griff scratched his ear thoughtfully. "What makesit even stranger isthat
he seemed to know an awful |ot about us& mdash;must've actualy been keeping up with the reports
we'vefiled into the bureaucratic black hole back in Washington.”

"Very flattering. Doesn't explain why he's out here being underfoot instead of directing things from the
White House, though.”

"No, it doesn't,” Griff agreed. "Maybe he thinks he can help. Or else needsto at least fed like he's
heping."



"If hewantsto help, hed do better to be in Washington hel ping brief Vice Presdent McCallum on his
new office."

Griff shrugged fractiondly. "From what I've read, Shaeffer and Jeffers go back along way together, snce
Jefferssfirst stint as mayor in Phoenix. There are other people available to brief McCallum; | get the
feding Shaeffer's more out for vengeance.”

| shivered. "In other words, wed better get him the cause of the crash in double-quick time, or else?”

"We can hope he's more sensible than that. But there's a strong tendency in people to look for
Scapegoats when things go wrong.”

| thought back to the other Jumpers upstairs. "Y eah. Well... well just have to seeto it that we do our job
fast and get out from in front of the gunsights.”

My last word was punctuated by the snap of circuit breakers shunting the end-point power surge to
ground. Across the room, Morgan's body threw itself suddenly against the couch'srestraints. A moment
later his eyes opened a crack and he burped loudly.

Wewere a his Side by the time the operators had the straps off. "What'd you get?" Griff asked, helping
him up into agitting pogition.

"It was the right inboard engine, aw right,” Morgan nodded tiredly, massaging the sdes of his neck.
"Smoketrail out o' it just ‘foreit caught fire and blew to shreds.”

"Did you get indde the wing and see where the fire started?' Griff asked.

"Sorry& mdash;didn't have time. | was too busy backtrackin' the line o' smoke." Hiseyesmet mineand |
braced mysdlf for arepest of the confrontation upstairs. But he merely nodded in greeting and shifted his
attention back to Griff. "I've seen alot o' engine-fire plumes, Griff& mdash;thisun didn't look right at all.”

Griff swore under hisbreeth. " Shaeffer thought it might be something like this. Okay; come on upstairs
and welll take alook at the blueprints.”

Morgan nodded and swung his feet over the side of the couch. "Dr. Mansfield,” one of the operators
cdled, "you want usto get ready to cycle again right away?'

"Yes," Griff answered, taking Morgan'sarm. "Hale will be down immediately for prepping. Well be
Jumping again as soon as you and he are ready.”

"Why the break-neck rush?' | asked Griff as he helped Morgan navigate away from the couch.
"|t's& mdash;what, after Six dready?’

"Shaeffer'sin ahurry," Griff said tightly. "For now, that's al the reason any of us need. Give me ahand,
here, will you?'

& mdash;

Morgan's report was strong evidence; but it took two more hours and a Jump by Hale before Shaeffer
waswilling to cometo the official concluson dl of us had guessed at.

President Jeffers's plane had been sabotaged.

"Something in theengine or fue line" Shaeffer growled, tapping his clenched fist on the blueprints of the



VC-25A"sright wing. " Something that could Start afire despite the flame retardantsin the fue.”
"Impliesapretty drastic breach of security,” Rennie murmured.

Shaeffer threw him ahard look but kept histemper in check. "1 would think so, yes. Finding out just how
the bomb was introduced should show where and how big that holeis. Dr. Mansfield, | want another
Jump tonight. How soon before the equipment can be ready?”

"Haf an hour at the least,” Griff told him, glancing at hiswatch. "But I'd like to point out that it's aready
coming up on eight o'clock and the Jumperswill need both agood night's deep and some wind-down
time beforethat.”

"They'll get dl the rest they need,” Shaeffer said shortly. "Allow me to point out that you've still got three
Jumpersyou haven't even used yet."

| looked over at Kristen, saw her mouth twist sourly. Being treated like merchandise or pack animals had
away's been especialy annoying to her. She caught me watching her, looked quickly away.

"Well... | suppose we could go aheed,” Griff said dowly, looking around the table at the rest of us.
"Lae-night Jumps can be rougher than usua, though& mdash;biologica rhythmsand al, you
understand& mdash;"

"We're up againg atime crunch here, Doctor,” Shaeffer sngpped. "How many timesam | going to have
to repest that?"

"Yes, but weve got three da& mdash;”

"I'm not talking about the damn three-day limit& mdash;" Shaeffer broke off abruptly, and for asecond a
strange ook flicked across hisface. "We're dealing with the media here, Doctor,” he continued in amore
controlled tone. "The American people want some answers, and | intend to get those answers for them.
So0. Who's next?"

Griff grimaced and turned to Kristin; moving my heed, | managed to catch hiseye. "l can takeit, Griff," |
sad. "Evening Jumps never bothered me much.” It wasn't quite true, but it was close enough.

Griffslip twitched, but he nodded. "Yes... dl right, fine. If that'sdl, then, Mr. Sheeffer...?"

Shaeffer nodded, and the group began to break up. | got out fast and headed toward the elevator; but
even so, Morgan managed to catch up with me before | reached it. "L eft my jacket downstairs after my
Jump," he commented. "Mind if | tag along down with you?'

"No, of coursenot,” | said as hefdl into step beside me. "How bad isit?’

"The crash?' He shrugged, a nervous twitch of shoulders beneath his shirt. "Not too bad, leastwise not as
long asyou're up intheair. Not goin' be much fun a ground leve."

"They never ae
"NO_"

Wed reached the elevator before he spoke again. " So... how you been doin? We ain't heard much from
you snceyou |eft.”

"Judging by my reception earlier, it'sjust aswdl,” | told him, hearing an unaccustomed trace of bitterness
inmy voice.



He nodded heavily. "1 talked to Kristin after my Jump. Y ou know, she was kinda hurt the way you just
upped and left.”

"l didn't just 'up and leave& mdash;”
"Y ou know what | mean. Woulda helped, you know, if you'd told us why you were quittin'.”
| looked at him sharply. Had hefigured it out?"'| had my reasons,” | said.

"I reckon you did. But Kristin and Hale don't take alot on faith. Sposeit'salittle late to worry 'bout
now. So what do you think of this mess?"

"What'sthereto think about it?" | replied grimly. The elevator arrived and wegot in. "Likeyou say, it'sa
mess"

"What 'bout Shaeffer?"

"What about him?'

"Strikes me asamite... over-wrought, | spose.”

| snorted. "He has just lost both his employer and along time friend. How would you expect him to act?"

"I'd expect him to be mad asahornet,” Morgan nodded. "Nothin' wrong with that. But there's somethin'
under the anger that bothersme. | get afedin’ he's hidin' somethin' big up hisdeeve. Somethin' he wants
to do, but at the sametimeis scared of doin'."

| bit at my lip. Morgan had grown up in a backwoods area of Arkansas, and people tended to assume he
wasn't particularly bright. But what he lacked in book learning he more than made up in people-sense...
and if he thought there was something odd about Shaeffer, it wastime for meto start paying better
attention to the man. "Maybe he'sinvolved in the discussions of revenge againgt whoever's responsible,” |
suggested dowly. "McCallum's never struck me asthe sort to call in military strikes& mdash;maybeit's
Shaeffer'sjob to convince him otherwise.™

"Maybe." Morgan shook his head. "Well, whatever it is, | 'spect well hear 'bout it soon enough.”

The elevator door opened and we stepped out. "See you later,” Morgan said as he scooped up his
jacket from achair near the contour couch. "Good luck."

"Thanks." Squaring my shoulders, | headed over to be prepped.
& mdash;

Twenty minuteslater, wired and tubed and mildly sedated, | was lying on the contour couch and we were
ready for my Jump. "Okay," one of the operators called. "Here we go. Countdown: six... three, two,
one, mark."

And abruptly | found mysdlf in brilliant sunlight, floating beside Air Force One asit soared over the
mountains on its unknowing way to death.

To seethe past like this had been a horrible shock to me thefirst time, and though itsimpact had
diminished sincethen | didn't think it would ever fade away completely. There was an immediacy to the
experience; asense of objective, 360-degree redlity, despite the obvious limitations, that was nothing at
al likeviewing the event on a TV screen. For me, at least& mdash;and probably for most of the others,



too& mdash;that sense came with asuffocating feeling of helplessness and ssomach-churning frustration. |
was here& mdash;redly here& mdash;at the actud real-life scene of ared-life disaster about to happen...
and therewas nothing | could do to prevent it.

Griff had once brought in apsychiatrist who'd tried to tell usthat everyonefdt similarly when they saw
disagtersthat happened to have been caught on film. If that revelation was supposed to make us fedl
better, it hadn't worked.

But dl thiswas standard reflex, the thoughts and emotions that had come in one form or another with
every Jump I'd made, and even asthe frustration rosein my throat, the old professiond reflexes came up
to cut it back. Gritting my teeth& mdash;a sensation | could feel despite having no red body at the
moment& mdash;| moved forward over the wing and dipped benegth its surface.

It was dark insde the wing, but there was enough light coming in from somewhere for me to make out
the details of thefud tanksand piping and al. It was eexily quiet, of course& mdash;vison on Jumpsisas
crysta clear asif we'd brought our physical retinas back in time with us, but there's no sound or other
sensory input whatsoever. Like being wrapped in soundproof plastic, Kristin had once described it. For
me it was just one more macabre touch amid the generd unpleasantness.

| floated around insde the wing for savera minutes, kegping a close watch for anything that might
precede the explosion about to take place. From the settings the operators had made | knew 1'd have
fifteen minutes before the engine caught fire, but time sense distortion was anormal part of Jumping and |
didn't want to be caught unawares. I'd been tethered to the right inboard engine pylon, the tether length
adjusted to let me get nearly out to the outboard engine in one direction or to the fuselage in the other.
The tether was even more of awitchgadget than most of the Banshee equipment as awhole, conssting
mainly of acharged electrical lead attached to a specific spot on ascale mode of whatever your target
vehicle or building was. With atether in place a Jumper would stick with that piece of metal or wood or
plasterboard through hell and high water; without it, there was no way to hold your position evenina

dationary building.
The experts could just barely explain the mechanism. Therest of usdidn't bother trying.
| wasjust starting to drift toward the engine itsdf when the Ping-Pong ball caught my eye.

I'd poked around planes like this one alot during my time with Banshee and in some ways knew more
about them than their designers did; and | was pretty sure there weren't supposed to be Ping-Pong balls
floating around insgde the fuel lines. Maneuvering around in front of it, | leaned in for acloser look... and it
wasthen that | saw that the bal wasn't done. A dozen more were coming down the line toward the right
inboard engine, and aquick check showed that two or three more were aready clustered up against the
engineintakeitsdf.

There had been alot of times|'d wished | could touch something on a Jump, and this was one of them.
But therewas gtill alot | could learn with vison aone. The bals were coated with something waxy
looking& mdash;a gasoline-soluble paraffin, most likely. They were smdler than regulation Ping-Pong
bals, too, smal enough to have been dropped into the plane'sfud intake or perhaps even hosed in
through the nozzle dong with the fud.

| settled down near the engine, watching the balls clustered there, and waited for the clock to tick
down... and suddenly the balls began spouting clouds of bubbles. | had just enough time to notice that
flickers of flame were garting to dance at the balls surfaces when the whole thing blew up in front of me.

For asecond | lost control, and an instant later had snapped back behind the wing to the full length of my
tether. Thetrail of smoke Morgan and Hale had mentioned was coming out of the engine. In ahandful of



seconds the engine would explode and everyone aboard would die... and if | ended the Jump right now, |
wouldn't have to watch it happen.

| stayed anyway. White House cartes blanches or not, someone was shelling out aquarter of amillion
dollarsfor thistrip. They might aswell get their money'sworth.

Morgan had been right; it wasn't nearly as bad as some I'd seen. Theright inboard engine caught fire and
blew up on schedule, sending pieces of itsdf through the air toward me. | ducked in unnecessary reflex
and watched asthe rest of thewing caught fire, blazing morefiercdly than it had any right to. The plane
tilted violently, but for the moment the wing and the pylon | wastethered to were still attached and |
sayed with it. Then thewing just seemed to disintegrate... and as| fdl behind the plane with the tumbling
debris| watched it arc dmost lazily down toward the tree-covered s ope ahead.

And coming to Earth far behind the crash site, there was no longer any reason for meto stay. | let go of
the past, wishing asdwaysthat | could just as easily release the traumaof what I'd just seen; and a
disoriented moment later, | was back on the couch.

The operators unstrapped me and began removing the tubes and wires.... and asmy eyesand brain
refocused | became aware of Krigtin's face hovering over me. "Krigtin," | croaked, trying to get moisture
back into my mouth. My eyeswere just the opposite: they were streaming fredly. | turned my head to the
Sde, feding an obscure embarrassment at her seeing melikethis.

If Krigtin noticed, she gave no sign of it. "Griff sent meto get you,” shesaid. "Hewantsdl of usin his
officeright avay."

| blinked away the tears, and even as| struggled to Sit up | noticed the tightness about her eyes. Still mad
at me, | decided... until | realized her eyes were focused off in space somewhere. "Is anything wrong?'

She licked her lipsbriefly. "I don't know, but something sure as blazesis happening. Griff and Sheeffer
have been closeted up there since you left for your Jump... and Griff wasn't sounding too good when he
told meto come get you."

| swallowed, hard, and concentrated on getting my blood up to speed again. With Kristin supporting me,
we were upgtairsin Griff's office five minutes later.

Shewasright: the whole gang was there... and onelook at Griffs and Shaeffer's stony faces set my
stomach churning. Something had indeed happened... | looked at Griff, but it was Shaeffer who spoke.
"Y our report, Mr. Sinn?" His voice matched his expression.

| gaveit to him without elaboration, describing asbest | could the Ping-Pong ballsin the fud line and the
way they'd behaved. Shaeffer listened like aman who aready had the answers and was merely looking
for some confirmation, and when 1'd finished he nodded. " The searchers on the scene dready cameto
pretty much the same conclusion,” he said grimly. " Catalyst bombs, sounds like& mdash;gadgets that get
thefuel and the degraded fragments of flame retardant to react together.”

"Never heard of them," Renniesaid.

"They're not exactly on-shelf technology. We've developed atype or two, and there are maybe two or
three other countries doing smilar work. That could be ablunder on the saboteur's part& mdash;exctic
equipment makes any trail easier to trace. All right, Mr. Sinn, thank you." He took a deep breath, |ooked
around at each of usin turn... and his expression seemed to get alittle stonier. "And here now iswhere
we get to the sticky part. | imagine you've been wondering why | came to Banshee in person instead of
directing your investigation from Washington. It's because | want you to do something | don't believe



you've ever tried before. Something& mdash;I'll say this up front& mdash;that could turn out to be
dangerous." He paused, and thetip of histongue swiped at his upper lip. "I've read everything President
Jeffers ever received on Banshee, and he and | both noted with agresat dedl of interest that you've been...
seen... on more than one occasion by the people you've been observing.”

Krigtin shifted in her seet... and a horrible suspicion began to drift like a storm cloud across my mind.

"Now, tell me," Shaeffer continued, sweeping his gaze across us Jumpers, "did any of you, during your
Jumps the past few hours, ever get alook inside Air Force One itself?

Hale, Morgan, and | exchanged glances, shook our heads. "That why Griff set the tethers so short?”
Morgan asked. "' So we couldn't get insgde?’

A flicker of surprise crossed the rock that was Shaeffer's expression. "1 hadn't expected you to notice,”
hesaid. "Yes, that's precisaly why | had Dr. Mansfield set them that way. Y ou see... as of yet, the
searchers at the crash site have located only afew of the bodies from the wreckage. It occurred to me
early on that due to an unusua set of circumstances back at the President's retreat no outsiders actualy
saw him get onto that plane. And now you've told methat none of you have seen him there, ether.

"Which means... perhaps he never was aboard to begin with.”

A brittle sllence settled, vise-like, around the table. "Are you suggestin',” Morgan said at last, "that you
want usto go back there and change the past?'

His sentence ended on awhispered hiss. | looked back at Shaeffer, and to meit was abundantly clear
that he knew exactly what it was he was suggesting... and that he was just as scared about it asthe rest
of uswere.

But it was equally clear he was dso determined not to let those fears tand in hisway. " There's nothing of
changing the past about it," he said firmly. "We don't know& mdash;none of us do& mdash;exactly what
happened on that flight. If we don't know what the past is, how can we be changing it?"

"'If atreefadlsaonein theforeg, isthere any sound? " Hae put inicily. "Do you have any idea what will
happen if we meddle likethis?'

"No& mdash;and neither do you," Shaeffer replied. "Face it, people, no one knowswhat changing even
aknown fact of history would mean. A known fact, notice, which is not what we're talking about doing
here"

"Oh, aren't we?' Haeretorted. "All right, fine& mdash;let's assume for the moment that somehow we
keep President Jeffers out of Air Force One. It's been over six hours now since the crash. Are you going
to try and tell usthat he and hiswhole Secret Service detachment have been sitting around listening to the
news and no one's bothered to pick up aphoneto let the world know he's ill dive? Come on, now,
let's be serious. We keep Jeffers out of the plane and we've changed history& mdash;pure and smple.”

"Maybe nat," Shaeffer said stubbornly. "It's possible he could be lying low whilethe crash isbeing
checked out. Especidly if sabotage isapossbility, he might want to give the perpetrators a fa se sense of
security. Y ou might recall that for days after the Libyan raid back in 1986 Quaddafi

disappeared& mdash;”

Hale snorted. " Jefferswouldn't duck and hide, and you know it. That shoot-from-the-hip style of hiswas
practicaly histrademark.”

"Maybelying low wasn't hisidea," Shaeffer snapped. "Maybe someone persuaded him to do so."



| felt my hands start to tremble. " Shaeffer... are you saying you've been in touch with him?"

Krigtin caught her breath and murmured something inaudible. But Shaeffer shook his head. "No, of
course not. Do you think | want to risk frogging up your chances by contacting someone out there?"

"But if you cdl and find that he's there& mdash;" Rennie began.
"Andif heisn't, thenthat'sit," Shaeffer snapped back. "Right?' He glared around at al of us.

Morgan cleared histhroat. "Mr. Shaeffer, we dl of us understand how you fedl 'bout... what's happened
to Presdent Jeffers. But denyin'’ the factsisn't gonna& mdash;”

"What 'facts, Mr. Portland?" Shaeffer cut him off. "We have no facts at this point& mdash;just
Speculations and possbilities™

| looked at Griff, who had yet to say aword. "Griff...?"

"Yes, Griff, say something, will you?' Hale cut in. "Explain thingsto thisidiot. Or hasthe wow-va ue of
the big-city bureaucrat short-circuited your ability to think straight?”

Griff cocked an eyebrow, but that was the extent of his reaction to Hale's harshness. "If you're asking
whether or not I'm going aong with Mr. Shaeffer'sides, the answer isaqualified and cautious yes. Were
talking about the chance to save aman'’s life here.”

"Oh, for God's sake," Hale snarled, his eyesflicking around the table once before returning to Griff. "Will
you for one minute look past the lure of ared budget and think about what we're being asked to do
here? We're being asked to change the past & mdash; Shaeffer's weaseling phrases be damned, that's
what'sredly at stake here. Don't you care what that might mean?”

For amoment Griff gazed steadily back at him. "Certainly, Hde, you have apoint,” he said at last.
"Certainly this could prove dangerous. But have any of you stopped to consider the other side of the
coin? If therésasinglefactor that cons stently shows up on your psych eva uations, it'sthe frustrations
Banshee createsin you& mdash;the stress of seeing disasters you can't do anything to prevent. Denids:
anyone?'

| glanced around the table even as| redlized that, for me, al further arguments were moot. The chanceto
save alife that would otherwise be lost& mdash;allife whose loss wasfilling an entire nation with grief and
pain& mdash;was al the motivation | needed.

Besdeswhich, Griff hgppened to beright. All of us hated the helplessness we felt during Jumps; hated it
with apassion. If weredly could do something about the disasters we had to witness...

"So," Griff continued after amoment. " Then consder what we've got here: a chance to see whether or
not the past can be safely changed. Doesn't that seem like something worth taking alittle risk to find
out?'

"Andif it leadsto disaster?' Hae demanded. "What then? It doesn't matter adamn how pure or noble
our motives wereif we screw things up roydly. | say we just forget the whole idea and& mdash;”

"Mr. Fortness, you'rerelieved of duty,” Shaeffer said quietly.

The words came so suddenly and with such conviction behind them that it took amoment for meto
register the fact that the man giving the order had no authority to do so. An instant later everyone dse
seemed to catch on to that fact, too, and the awkward silence suddenly went rigid. " Someone die and



leave you boss?' Hae growled scornfully.
"That's enough, Hale," Griff said quietly. "Go back to your room."

From the looks on the other's faces it appeared they were as flabbergasted as Hale was.
"Griff& mdash;you don't mean& mdash;" Kristin began.

Griff looked at her, and she fell sllent. The awkward silence resumed as Hale got up from the table, face
st in stone, and | eft the room. | half expected him to dam the door on hisway out, but he apparently
was till too stunned by it dl to be thinking in terms of theetrics. Griff et the Slence hang in the air another
couple of seconds before looking back at Krigtin. "I believe, Krigtin," he said, "that the next Jump is
yours. | know it's getting late, but I'd appreciateit if you'd try anyway. If you fed up toit, that is.”

A muscletwitched in Krigtin's cheek as she threw aglance at Shaeffer'stight face and stood up. "I'll try,
Griff. Sure. Shdl | go downgtairs and start getting prepped?”

"Please. I'll be there shortly to set the tether and dot coordinates and see you off."

She nodded and | eft the room. Shaeffer watched her go, then turned back to lock Morgan, Rennie, and
meinto asearchlight gaze. "l redize that in atight-knit organization like Banshee strangerslike me are not
especidly welcome," he said, his soft voice underlaid with stedl. "But at the moment | don't give anickel
damn about your fedings. We have less than sixty-six hoursto get President Jeffers off that plane and
into temporary hiding; and the longer it takes us, the greater the danger of exactly the sort of thing
happening that you've al voiced concerns about.” He paused, asif waiting to seeif any of uswould
follow Haeslead. But we said nothing, and after amoment Shaeffer turned to Griff. "All right, Dr.
Mandfidd. Let's get started.”

& mdash;

"Now remember,” Shaeffer said, leaning closeto Krigtin asif she were adeep or deaf or both. Y ou go
right up in front of the President's face and hover there where he can see you& mdash; don't get out of his
sght. If he doesn't seem to see'you, or el seignores you, come back and welll try again. Under no
circumstances are you to stay long enough to see him climb up the steps to the plane. Understand?”

| haf expected Krigtin to remind him that thiswas the third replay of these same ingtructions and that
sheld caught them all the first time around. But she merely nodded and closed her eyes. Griff gavethe
high sgn, and with the usud flickering of lights shewas gone.

Taking adeep breeth, | moved away from Griff and Shaeffer, lingering by the two-foot modd of Air
Force One and the tiny model limo that now sat on the table besideit. Thetether lead's dligator clip was
attached to the limo; Shaeffer was pushing this contact asfar back as he reasonably could, al the way
back to the Presdent's drive to the landing field. Passing the moddls, | kept going, heading for the rows
of equipment cabinets at the building'swest end. My father had aways gone for awalk in the woods
when he needed to think through a particularly knotty problem, and during my two years at BansheeI'd
discovered that the maze of gray cabinets back here was an adequate substitute. | hoped the magic il
worked. Upgtairs, half an hour ago, I'd made my decision... but with Shaeffer's pep talk beginning to
fade, things no longer looked nearly so clear cut. The greatest good for the greatest number, and
attention paid whenever possibleto theindividua; those were the rules I'd been taught asachild, the
standards against which 1'd ways measured my actions. But to make such judgments required
information and wisdom... and | could find nothing in past experience that ssemed to gpply to this case.

How was | supposed to weigh the pain and suffering that could be caused by changing the past?



"Hello, Adam."

| jerked out of my reverie and spun around. Rennie stood there, leaning against one of the computer
cabinets, arms crossed negligently across his chest. Blocking my way out.

| made a conscious effort to unclench my teeth. "Rennie,” | said with acurt nod. "Y ou taken to wandering
the Banshee room, too?"

"Hardly," he sniffed. "1 just noticed you head back here and thought I'd see what Bansheeg's own little
White Knight was up to."

| felt my teeth clamp together again. I'd hoped ayear might have changed Rennie at least alittle, but it
was becoming clear that it hadn't. "Just looking for alittle peace and quiet,” | told him shortly. "I youl
excuse me& mdash;"

"Must be agrest thrill for you," he continued, asif | hadn't spoken. "A chanceto save ared person from
real desth& mdash;why, I'll bet you're so happy about it you haven't even bothered to consider that you
might skewer afew billion innocent people on your lance in the process.”

"If you're talking about Hale's rantings, yes, I'm aware of the risksinvolved. Y ou can aso drop that
'White Knight' busnessany time."

He radiated innocence. "You're the one who tagged yoursdlf with that title& mdash;or had you forgotten?
The White Knight: defender of the lame, guardian of the hel pless, picker-up of those fallen flat on their
faces& mdash;"

"Do you have something to say?' | interrupted. "'If not, you'reinvited to step aside.”

"Asamatter of fact, | do." Abruptly, al the mockery vanished from hisface, and his expression became
serious. Though with Rennie, | reminded mysdlf, expressions didn't necessarily mean anything. "l wanted
to seeif you were astaken in by thiswhole pack of manure asyou'd looked upstairs.”

"If you'rereferring to Sheeffer'splan,” | said tiffly, "I think it'sworth trying, yes. At least aslong ashe
continuesto go about it in arationa manner.”

Rennie snorted. ™Y ou mean that frog spit about not letting Krigtin seeif Jeffers actudly gets on the plane
because if she doesthat'll make that a'known' fact? Word games; that'sdl it is. We know Jeffers got on
that plane, Adam& mdash;whether we actually saw it or not, we know he got onit. Anybody who tdlls
you otherwiseis either kidding himsdlf or lying through histeeth.”

"Keep that sort of thing up and you'll bejoining Halein exileupgtairs,” | warned him.

"Maybe | ought to," he shot back. "That'd be the surest way to cancel thiswhole thing. Especidly if | can
get Krigtin and Morgan to join me& mdash;I'd like to see you handle al the Jumps aone, especialy with
the breakneck schedule Shaeffer'strying to run.”

Abruptly, | wasvery sick of thisconversation. "l candoit dl if | haveto,” | bit out. "Though | expect
you'll find Kristin and Morgan have better ethicsthan you give them credit for."

"Maybe," he shrugged. "Or maybe you'll find that they can see beyond the life of asingle man. The way
White Knightslike you don't seem capable of doing."

Clamping my teeth together, | waked toward him, ready to flatten him if he gave me even the dightest
cause to do s0. But hewas smarter than that, even flattening himsalf dightly up againgt one of the cabinets



to give meroom to pass. | brushed by him without aword... but | couldn't help but notice the smal smile
playing across hislipsas| passed.

A moment later | was back in the more open areas of the Banshee room... and I'd made up my mind.
Whatever legitimate points Rennie may have had, | knew from long and painful experiencethat everything

he did always had an ulterior motive buried somewhere within it. And in this case that motive wasn't hard
tofind.

He was out to destroy Griff.

The seeds of the conflict had been there from amost the very beginning, when Renni€'s perfectionism had
run sraight into Griffs severelack of adminigrative skill. It had become asmmering feud by thetime he
and | had |eft Banshee.

| had gone voluntarily; Rennie hadn't. Which had amost certainly soured hisfedings toward Griff even
more.

Standing across the room by the couch, Griff haf-turned from his tete-a-tete with Shaeffer and beckoned
tome. "Adam," hesaid as| joined them, "Mr. Shaeffer and | are going to head upstairsand see if
anything new has comein from the crash ste. Would you mind waiting here with Kridtin, just in case she
finishes her Jump before we get back?!

"No problem," | assured him.... and as he and Shaeffer headed for the elevator | redlized that | had no
choice anymore asto where | stood on this experiment. Rennie was willing to scuttle the chance to save
President Jeffersslifein order to give Griff ablack eye; and if | had to join Shaeffer in order to stand by
Griff, then that wasit. End of argument.

| looked down at Kristin's closed eyes, her dead-looking face. The trauma of coming back from a Jump
had dways been hard on her, and Griff clearly was ftill maintaining hisold practice of making sure either
he or another Jumper was on hand to comfort her during thosefirst few seconds of disorientation.

Griff would never win any awards for administration or appropriations gppearances... but he took good
care of the people in Banshee. For me, that was what really mattered.

Pulling up achair, | sat down next to Kristin and waited for the Jump to end.

& mdash;

Asit turned out, Griff's precaution proved unnecessary. He and Shaeffer were back in the basement,
looking over acomputer printout, when the circuit breakers snapped and Kristin gasped for air.

They were besde meingantly. "Wdl?" Shaeffer demanded.

Griff shushed him and held Krigtin's hand until her eyes dowly came back to focus. " Griff?" she
whispered in ahusky voice.

"Right here," he assured her. "That was along Jump; how do you fed?
"Okay." Shetook adeep breath. "Okay."
"What happened?' Shaeffer asked, hope and apprehension struggling for prominencein hisvoice.

But Kristin shook her head. "He didn't seeme," she said. "I'm dmost sure he didn't. He was talking to
one of hispeopled| theway to the airfied, and it was sunny and& mdash;" she broke off, squeezing her



eyes shut as a shudder went up through her. "He didn't see me.”

| looked at Shaeffer; but if hewas discouraged it didn't show. "All right, well just try it again," he said
grimly. "Dr. Mansfidld, do you have any ideawhether or not the Banshee images accumulate? In other
words, will the President see only one of them no matter how many Jumpers have visited that particular
timeframe?'

"I havenoidea," Griff admitted. "We don't even know what these images are that people see. The
Jumpers don't see them, certainly& mdash;they never see each other, no matter how many of them are
present in aparticular dot.”

"It'sentirely possible that only those about to die can see them,”" Renni€'s voice came from behind me. |
jumped; | hadn't heard him come up. " That was the way areal banshee operated, wasn't it?"

"Depends on which legendsyou lisen to,” | told him shortly. Kristin's eyesflicked briefly to mine, then
turned away.

"Try to recal weretaking redity here, not legends,” Shaeffer said tartly. His eyes studied Renniefor a
second. "I believeit'syour turn now, Mr. Baylor."

| looked at Griff, expecting him to remind Shaeffer that it was after ten o'clock and that he'd pushed the
usud late-night limits by acouple of hours dready. But he remained slent, his attention aso on Rennie.

Rennie, however, wasn't nearly so reticent. "I was under the impression, Mr. Shaeffer, that the goa here
was to rescue the President, not turn Banshee's Jumpersinside out. It's getting late, and if you keep this
up you'regoing to kill us™"

"Mr. Baylor, if you don't understand what the hell we're doing here, please ask Dr. Mandfidd to explain it
to you," Shaeffer bit out icily. "Thelonger it takes us to make contact with President Jeffers, the greater
the risk of changing known history. Remember? Whenever one of you finaly gets seen by the President,
I'm banking on him recognizing the image as that of a Banshee Jumper and coming to the proper
concluson.”

"That hesgoing to die?

Sheeffer's brow darkened. "Of course not& mdash;that he needs to stay incommunicado until the risk of
changing the past is over. Except that from his point of view itll be the future, of course.”

"Would heredly think things out that clearly?' Krigtin asked.

"If he doesn't, there could be trouble,” Shaeffer admitted. "But | think he will. He's been following
Banshee's progress closaly ever since you werefirst set up& mdash;he's fascinated by the whole

concept.”

"So how do you expect him to know when he can come out?' | asked Shaeffer. Y ou think he can
postpone letting the world know he's still divefor afull three days?!

"That's precisely the reason I'm pushing to make contact as soon as possible," Shaeffer snapped. "Once
we know he's off the plane, | can cdll Californiaand let whoever's answering the phone know that he can
come out. Understand?’ He didn't wait for an answer, but turned back to Rennie. "Mr. Baylor? It's your
tum."

| held my breeth... but apparently Rennie wasn't yet ready for the big confrontation. "All right," he said
heavily. "I don't suppose | canfight you, Griff, and Adam on thisone, can 1?' Turning hisback on us, he



stepped over toward the prep area.
"Thisisn't supposed to be afight& mdash;" Griff began.

Shaeffer cut him off with ahand motion. "Ms. Cosgrove,” he said to Krigtin, "whenever you fed ready,
I'd like you to come upstairs for a short debriefing.”

"I'm ready now," she said, struggling to Sit up. Griff put an arm around her shoulders and hel ped her get
her feet on the floor.

We were halfway to the eevator when Rennie's voice stopped us. "I trust you redlize, Mr. Shaeffer, that
if Presdent Jeffers does see mewell change known history right then and there."

Shaeffer turned back, annoyance on hisface. "Y ou're assuming he won't think fast enough to avoid
making any phone cals& mdash;"

"Actualy, | wasreferring to the fact that Kristin has aready seen thissame dot of history and knows he
didn't react to her presence. Her presence or, presumably, anyone else's,

Wedl stood there along moment, grouped around Kristin, as the slence thickened like pastein the air.
"God," Griff sad at last, very softly. "Hesright. We can't send him back to the same dot.”

Shaeffer's eyes were defocused. "We don't know how the President would react, though. Do we? He
could have seen but not have given any indication... damn." He took adeep breath, looked at Krigtin.
"Damnit dl. Ms Cosgrove, where was he when you ended the Jump?'

"Hewasjust getting out of the car and starting toward the landing strip. It was so sunny | figured that if he
hadn't seen me ingde the car he wouldn't see me out& mdash;"

"Yes, yes" Shaeffer cut her off. "Damn, Dr. Mangfidld, can you hit that same end point with the next
Jump?'

"No problem,” Griff assured him. "The instruments record both ends of the Jump and we can get it to the
exact second. But if hewas aready at the strip& mdash;”

"Then we don't have much time left,” Shaeffer said harshly. "I know, damn it. But we don't have any
choice”
Griff nodded. "I'll set the coordinates myself. Adam...?"

| took his place at Krigtin's side, and he headed over to the control board. Shaeffer watched him go, then
turned back toward the elevator with a hissing breath. "Come on, you two. Let's get upstairs.”

& mdash;

Krigtin's debriefing was short, calm, and& mdash;at least as hear as| could tell& mdash;totaly worthless.
Jeffers had gotten into hislimo with some aides and Secret Service men, gone straight to the semi-private
landing strip where Air Force One was waiting, and headed off toward the plane on foot. If therewere a
banshee or ghost where Kristin was hovering, neither he nor any of the others ever saw it.

Afterwards, Krigtin let me escort her back to her room, but she was clearly not in atakative mood and
we reached the door with barely a dozen words having passed between us. Shewent inside, and |
trudged two doors down to where my old room had been set up for me.



It looked about the same as | remembered it, with the minor exception of anew televison replacing the
ancient mode! that had been there before. | resisted the lure of the remote control while | got undressed...
but even before | crawled into bed | knew | wastoo wired up to seep right away. Flicking the set on, |
began to scan the channdls.

Unsurprisingly, there wasn't much on except late-night summaries of President Jefferss deeth.

It was thoroughly depressing. The cold hard facts themsalves were bad enough, even though the media
didn't yet know what we did about the cause of the crash. But for me, the interspersed segments of
national and world response were even worse. Mine had been one of the landdides of votes that had
reelected Jeffersayear ago, but it wasn't until now that | really understood on agut level how truly
popular with the people he'd been. The cameras showed at least haf adozen candlelit memorial marches
from cities all across the country and even one or two from overseas. Peopl e talked about the shock and
the fear and the pain... and | lay there and soaked it in, hurting right along with them.

Hurting with people, after dl, was part of what being a\White Knight meant.

White Knight. A collegefriend had first coined that nickname for me, and for along time I'd felt proud
of it. It was astatement of my ability to care for people; to serve them and to take whatever bits of their
auffering that | could onto myself. It was afine, noble calling& mdash;and | was good at it. It was dmost
second nature now for me to take the smallest piece of mest at dinners and cookouts, or to give up my
days off helping people move or do home repairs. My ability to sacrifice for others enabled meto give
away my money, evenif | had to do without something mysdlf.

It had enabled me to quit Banshee almost ayear ago. And to not tell anyone why.

| watched the news for another half hour, until I couldn't take it any more. Lying in the dark, listening to
the unfamiliar sounds of big-city traffic around me, | findly fell adeep.

& mdash;

The newsthat it was sabotage broke sometime during the night, and by morning the news programs were
hauling in expertsto give their gpeculations as to who was responsible and why. Combined with the
eulogies till pouring in from leaders around the world, it made it that much harder, an hour |ater, to watch
aman dready dead waking casualy across the tarmac toward his plane.

And to labor in vain to warn him. The others had been right: the sunlight was far too bright for the
President to have any hope a al of seeing anything asinsubstantia asaghogt.

Mine, Shaeffer had told me before the Jump, wasto be the last effort in this particular dot, and so | kept
at it al theway up the stairway. But it was no use. | did every kind of aerid maneuver | could think of to
try and get his attention, but not once did he so much astake a second look in my direction. Eventuadly,
he passed the limit of my tether, fastened to Air Force One's door, and vanished into the communications
section at the front of the plane.

Third strike, and Banshee was out.
| came back to find Griff and Shaeffer leaning over me. "WdI?' Griff demanded.

"Uh-uh," 1 shook my head. The motion sent abrief spasm of pain plitting through my skull. "He never
saw me.”

Griff seemed to dump. "Damn," he breathed, "Mr. Shaeffer... I'm sorry& mdash;™



"It'snot over yet," Shaeffer cut him off, icy calm. "All right; if we can't sop him getting on the plane, the
next sep isto try and get him off it before the balloon goes up.” He stepped back from the couch and
gestured, and as | struggled up onto my elbows | saw Morgan standing nearby. "Mr. Portland, you're
next. You'll be Jumping as soon as the equipment is ready.”

Morgan nodded silently. His eyes met minefor an ingtant, and then he turned away from us.

| should have redlized right then that something was wrong. But with the Jump and my recovery from it
taking &l my attention, Morgan's odd reaction missed me completdly. "If you're going to try and get him
off,” | told Sheeffer, working myself to avertica position, "you'll need to have the tether alot further
forward. When | |eft he was heading into the forward section of the plane.”

Shaeffer nodded abstractly. "Hell be back in his private section before take-off, though. That'swhere
well haveto try and get to him."

"Ah," Griff sad, offering meahand as| swung my legs off the couch and more or less steadied mysdlf on
my feet. "Y ou're talking about getting him out during theflight, then?"

"Right. There are parachutes stored near both exit doors. If we can contact him, dl helll havetodois
grab one, open the door, and jump.”

"Isthat al?" an unexpected voicecut in.
Weadll turned around. "Hale, you weretold to stay upgtairs,” Griff growled.

"So that Shaeffer can dismantle the stability of the universe in peace and quiet?' Hae snorted. "Fat
chance."

| looked at Griff. He shrugged fractionaly in return, aworried frown starting to settle onto hisface. Hae
had aways been something of a borderline neurotic anyway, but this seemed to meto be a pretty drastic
dippage. "Hade&mdash;" | began.

"You just shut up," he snapped back. ™Y ou cut out on us once& mdash;coming back now just because
Griff wants ayes-man on his side doesn't win you any points.”

| opened my mouth, closing it again in confusion... and only then did | spot Rennie lounging againgt the
wall near the elevetor.

And findly understood.

That confrontation among the equipment cabinets hadn't been an effort to convincemeto join himin
opposing Griff. Instead, he'd been trying to drive me solidly onto Griffsside... so that he could use the
others animosity toward me asalever to get them on hisside.

"Hde, if you have any specificsto bring up,” Griff said soothingly, "were willing to discuss themé& mdash;”

"l have one," Rennie spoke up, strolling over. "Mr. Shaeffer, you're talking asif dl the Presdent hasto
do isopen the door and jump out and that's that. Right?"

"Hewasinthe Air Forcefor six years," Shaeffer said giffly. "He knows how to handle a parachute.”

"I'm sure he does. Has it occurred to you that if the pilot radios that they've got an open door the known
past will be changed?'

| looked at Shaeffer, the muscles of my shoulderstightening. "Would they broadcast something like



that?" | asked. "Or would it just show up on the flight recorder?’

"Depends on whether the pilot was on the radio at the time it happened, | suppose,” he said. "If he
wasnt..."

"And when someone notices the President ismissing?' Hale shot back.
Shaeffer took adeep breath. "All hell bresksloose," he admitted grudgingly.
For amoment we al looked at each other. "Wdl?* Griff said at last. "What now, Mr. Shaeffer?’

Morgan cleared histhroat. "'If President Jeffers recognizes us as being from Banshee, as you've suggested
he might, wouldn't he redlize he hasto give the pilot ingtructions not to mention his departure?”

"Oh, comeon," Rennie scoffed. "1, for one, have no intention of just hoping hell think of dl these things
on the spur of the moment& mdash;hell, Shaeffer, you've been working on this scheme for twelve hours
or more and you il missed thisangle.”

"Rennie&. mdash;"

"No, Dr. Mandfidd, he'sright,” Shaeffer cut Griff off. "If we're going to do this safely, we've got to make
sure the President winds up with only the options we want him to have.”

| glanced at Rennie, saw atouch of surprise flicker across hisface. Shaeffer's acceptance of hisargument
seemed to have pulled some of the wind out of hissails. "It getsworse," he said, abit less belligerently.
"If hejumps out of the plane anywhere near civilization, we get exactly the same problem.”

"Yes, I'd caught that corallary, thank you," Shaeffer returned tartly. "Let methink."

For amoment the only sound in the room was the steedy drone of a hundred cabinet fans. "All right,”
Shaeffer said at last. "Hewasin the air for gpproximately ninety minutes before the crash. Well start
fifteen minutes before the end.”

"And what if he spots Morgan immediately?' Rennie growled.
"What if he does?' Shaeffer countered. "What's he likely to do?"

A dight frown creased Rennie'sforehead as, for the second time in so many minutes, Shaeffer seemed to
have taken him by surprise. "'l thought the whole point of this exercise wasto get him to pull the ripcord
ontheflight."

"Sure... but put yourself in his shoesfor a second. What would you do if you were President and saw a
Banshee appear in front of you?'

Renniesfrown darkened. "Thisisn't any time for guessing games, Shaeffer,” he bit out. "If you've got
some brilliant idea& mdash;”

"Wewouldn't belookin'in on him if the plane wasjust gonnacrash,” Morgan said dowly.
"What wasthat?' Shaeffer asked, an oddly tenselook in hiseye.

Morgan was frowning off into space. "Wéll, our business here's sposed to be findin' out how these things
happen... and if he was gonna crash, we oughta be concentratin' on the wings or engines or somethin’. If
one o' usjug ststhere and watches him, maybe helll think it's somethin' e se gonna happen.”



Griff inhaled sharply. "Like maybe... assassination”?”

Shaeffer nodded, almost eagerly. "Right& mdash;exactly right. I'm expecting him to assume he'sgoing to
be the target of asmple attack, and that you're there to find out which of hisadesisthe oneinvolved."

"So helll sit there and make surethe door islocked,” Griff nodded. "M akes sense.”
"Or dsehell assumethat theresabomb in his private section,” Hale put in.

Shaeffer's expression soured alittle. "In which case hélll cal for aquick search of the plane,” he said
shortly. "Either way, the thought of jumping shouldn't even crasshismind... until you start leading him out
toward the exit."

| looked at Morgan, back to Shaeffer. "And what if the President doesn't notice him?' | asked.

"Hewill, Shaeffer said grimly. "Thisis our last chance, and we're damn well going to make sure he sees
something thistime. So. Dr. Mandfidd, you'll be sending Mr. Portland into the dot T minusfifteen minutes
to T minus Six minutes& mdash;no later, understand? Ms. Cosgrove will be next, and after that Mr.
Baylor here& mdash;dl of them Jumping into the samefifteen-to-sx minutetime dot.”

| looked at Griff, saw his eyebrows go up. "Didn't we decide,” | said carefully, "that sending more than
one person into the same dot& mdash;?"

"Aseach comes back," Shaeffer went on asif | hadn't spoken, "you will immediately administer a
sedative, before there can be any indications one way or the other asto what the Jumper has seen or
done. Understand?

For along moment Griff just stood there, looking as flabbergasted as | felt. Besde me, Morgan stirred.
"Mr. Sheeffer,” he said hesitantly, "I'd be the first to admit I'm not all that smart. But are you tryin' to say
that if we don't know what the other Jumpers saw, then alot of the problems go away?*

Shaeffer's mouth compressed into atight line. "I'm hoping the paradoxes will, yes," he said. "It ought to
work& mdash;it's aversion of the Schrodinger's cat setup& mdash;" He broke off, took a deep breeth.
"Anyway, we haveto risk it; and we haveto risk it now, Mr. Portland.”

| looked at Morgan, expecting him to nod and take his position on the couch. "No," he said quietly.

& mdash;

| stared at him. We dl did, for what seemed to be avery long time. "What did you say?' Shaeffer asked
a ladt, very softly.

"l said no," Morgan told him, equally softly. " Sorry, Mr. Shaeffer, but even the way you got it | don't
think it's safe enough. And if you'rewrong..." He shook hishead. "It al goes bad real quick.”

"And you cameto thisconclusion dl by yoursdf?' Shaeffer growled pointedly.

Morgan's forehead creased. "Just 'cause | never had much schooling doesn't mean | ain't got any
common sense," he said without rancor.

"And common senseisimportant in abstract physics, isit?" Shaeffer bit out. He shifted hisglareto Hae
and Rennie. "All right. Which of you two put him up to this? Or would you rather the Marines upstairs
ask the questions?”



"Y ou don't need to do that,” Morgan sighed. "It was Rennie who told me that you couldn't fiddle things
so'sit wouldn't be dangerous.”

"Common sense may not be the best thing to go by here, Morgan,” Griff put in quietly. "What about your
sense of honor, your loyalty to the rest of us? What do they tel you?'

Morgan gave him along look. "It's'cause of that that I'm just quittin' Straight out,” he said. "Otherwise I'd
prob'bly do what Hale thought | should: Jump, but stay asfar as| could away from President Jeffers.”

"Son of abitch," Shaeffer ground out, turning his glare on Hale as his hand dipped briefly into hisside
coat pocket. "Y ou're under arrest& mdash;both of you."

"Onwhat charge?' Rennie asked camly. ™Y ou had no legd authority to drag me back hereto Bansheein
thefirgt place& mdash;there's been no declaration of martia law, and | wasn't served any kind of papers,
Federd or otherwise. Y ou have no power over me, Shaeffer& mdash;you or Griff. Arrest meand I'll sue
your eyesout.”

Behind him, the elevator opened to reveal two Marines. "These men are under house arrest,” Shaeffer
told them, pointing to Hale and Rennie. "Take them to their rooms and make sure they stay there." He
looked at Morgan. "L ast chance, Portland. Are you going to join them?”

Without aword, Morgan stepped over beside Rennie and Hale. Shaeffer nodded to the Marines and the
entire group disappeared back into the elevator.

And asthe doors closed on them, all of the starch suddenly seemed to go out of Shaeffer's backbone.
His hands went up to rub hisface and he actudly staggered, and | found mysdlf wondering just how
much deep held gotten the night before. Probably not much. "Dr. Mansfield, you'd better call Ms.
Cosgrove down here."

| looked at Griff. "There's no way we can do thiswith just two Jumpers,” | said.

He took a deep bresth and nodded. "Adam's right, Mr. Shaeffer. Especidly if you still plan to go with
sedation after each Jump.”

"I'd say it's obviousthat ideas not going to work asis," Shaeffer bit out. "Just get Ms. Cosgrove down
here& mdash;let me worry about procedure.”

Griff pursed hislipsand for amoment | thought he was going to argue. Then, without aword, he stepped
over to the control board phone.

Krigtin arrived about fifteen minutes later, looking even worse than Shaeffer did. Her eyes were red and
half-lidded, her hair had the disheveled look of someone who'd spent the night doing more tossing and
turning than actua deeping, and her feet seemed to drag as she walked toward usfrom the elevator. |
stepped forward to take her arm; she sent me a halfhearted glare and pulled back from my grasp.
"What's going on, Griff?" she asked.

"Mutiny," hetold her grimly. "Y ou and Adam seem to be the only Jumpers on our side at the moment.”
"We& mdash;what?"

"Ms. Coggrove," Shaeffer interrupted her, stepping over from the control station. "I understand you're il
recovering from last night's Jump, but I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask you to do another onethis
morning."



Kristin closed her eyes, and | saw amusclein her cheek twitch. "All right,” she sSighed. "What am |
supposed to do?"

"Same thing you tried to do yesterday; get Presdent Jeffersto seeyou,” Shaeffer told her. "Were going
to put you in his private office on Air Force One fifteen minutes before the engine catchesfire. When he
seesyou, you will stay in the room, hovering in front of him, until the clock in the room showsthree
minutes before the crash. That was& mdash;what, three-twenty-five, Pacific Time?"'

"Right," Griff nodded. "The enginefire probably started aminute or two before that, though.

"Point," Shaeffer agreed, forehead furrowed in thought. ™Y egh. All right, then make it three-twenty. At
three-twenty exactly, Ms. Cosgrove, you are to move to aspot in front of the door and then end the
Jump. Understood?”

Krigtin hestated. "What if he doesn't seeme...?"
"He hasto," Sheeffer said, very quietly. "Hehasto."

For amoment none of us said anything. Then Shaeffer took a deep bresth. "No point in delaying it. This
isit; let'sgo."

& mdash;

Thelightsflickered, Kristin's body sagged on the couch, and | turned to Shaeffer to wait for the other
shoeto drop.

It did soimmediately. "Mr. Sinn, | want you to wait in your quarters,” he said. "When Ms. Cosgrove
returns, shelll be put under immediate sedation, but | don't want there to be any chance at al shell say
something you'l hear.”

Griff turned back from the control board, hiseyeswide. "I thought you said& mdash;”

"| sad the plan would need modification," Shaeffer cut him off. "Thisisthat modification: adapting it to
only two players. Problems?’

"Yes" | sadwithasgh. "It isn't going to work."
"It'saperfectly reasonable& mdash;"

"No, it'snot!" | snarled. For once, | wastired of tiptoeing around other peopl€esfedings. "Think about it
asecond, Shaeffer. Whatever Kristin experiences on that plane, along nap isn't going to make her forget
it Y ou're the one who mentioned Schrodinger's cat awhile back& mdash;do you really know how that
experiment was supposed to work, or were you just spouting words?"'

Sheeffer hdd histemper with obvious effort. "A gunis set up so that if aparticular radioactiveatomina
test sample decaysin agiven time, the gun goes off and killsthe cat. If it doesn't decay, the cat lives.”

So he did know. "Right," | nodded. "Do you a so remember why there's no way to know what actualy
happened?’

Sheeffer pursed hislips. "If you open the box, the cat automaticaly dies.
"Right," | said softly. "Were you ultimately planning to kill Krigin?'

He closed his eyes and exhaled between histeeth; ahissing sound of defeat. "Then thisredly isit. Isnt



it

My stomach churned with sympathetic pain. "Hang onto the bright side,” | urged him. "He might see her;
and if hedoes, I'll be ableto talk to Kristin about it before | do my own Jump. Which means I'll know
what the Stuation isbeforel gointoit.”

He gave me an odd ook, asif being comforted by what he clearly regarded as an underling was outside
hisusua experience. Then, turning, he wandered off toward the elevators, hands clasped tightly behind
him. Griff and | exchanged glances and slently settled down to wait.

Wewaited nearly ten minutes, and when it came, the snap of circuit breakers made me jump. We were
crowded over Krigtin's couch within seconds, al three of us. She gasped, eyes fluttering& mdash;

"What happened?' Shaeffer sngpped. "Answer me! What happened?”

"Uh... uh... Griff," she managed, hand reaching up to grip at Griffs deeve. Her eyeswere wet as she
blinked tearsinto them; wet, and strangely wild. " Griff& mdash;oh, God. It worked& mdash;it redlly
worked. He saw me!"

& mdash;

President Jefferss Air Force One office was small but sumptuous, something thet rather jarred againgt his
public image as one of the common people. The room's decor registered only peripherdly, though, as|
concentrated my full attention on the man standing behind the oaken desk in shirtdeeves and |oosened
tie... the man who was likewise concentrating hisfull attention on me.

Or, more precisely, on my Bansheeimage. Or, even more precisay, on Krigtin's Banshee image.
According to the clock | could just see on the Sde wall& mdash;and the settings Griff had used& mdash;|
would be overlgpping her Jump for another thirty seconds. Enough time for meto orient mysdlf and to get
into position in front of the office door where she would be when she ended her Jump. Ready to take
over from her.

Assuming, of course, it wasn't just Kristin'simage Jeffers could see. In that case, I'd have to abort the
Jump and weld be forced to wait until Kristin could try it again.

| watched the second hand on the clock... and when the half minute was up, | began to drift back toward
the door. Holding my nonexistent bregth.

Jefferss eyes adjusted their focusto follow me.

| continued to ease back; and with my full concentration on him, it was ashock when the universe
suddenly went dark around me. For asecond | lost control and snapped to the length of my tether
toward the front of the plane before my brain caught up with meand | redized that | had Smply goneinto
the honey-combed metdl of the office door. Fortunately, Jeffers moved dower than | did, and | was back
in the corridor outside his office when he hesitantly opened the door. His eyesflicked momentarily
around, found me again. Hislips moved& mdash;soundlesdy, of course, asfar as| was concerned. But
Griff had long ago made dl of uslearn how to lip-read: Am | supposed to follow you?

| nodded and pointed toward the rear of the plane, watching Jeffer's face closdly. There was no reaction
that | could detect. Whatever it was he was seeing, it didn't seem to match the nonexistent body my
subconscious persisted in giving me during Jumps. Which meant hand motions, expressions& mdash;body
language of al sorts& mdash;were out.



Which left me exactly one method of communication. | hoped it would be enough.

Carefully& mdash;mindful of both the deadline breathing down Jefferss neck and the danger of him losing
track of meif | moved too fast& mdash;| began backing down the corridor toward the rear of the plane.
For amoment Jeffers held his ground, awholeraft of conflicting emotions playing across hisface. Then,
amogt reluctantly, hefollowed. | had another flicker of darkness as someone came up from behind and
walked through me, nodding greetings to Jeffers as they passed. For abad second | thought Jeffers was
going to point me out to the other man; but it was clear that he still wasn't entirdly sure he wasn't
hallucinating, and after afew casua words he |eft the other and continued on toward me. | got my
bresthing started again and resumed my own movement, and a minute |ater we were standing across
from the rear door.

And | ran full tilt into my inability to Speak or even pantomime. The parachutes were racked across from
the door, incongpicuous but clearly visble... but moving over and hovering by them didn't ssemto give
Jeffersthe hint. | tried moving away, then back again& mdash;tried backing directly into and through one
of the neat packs and then back out& mdash;tried moving practically to Jeffer's nose, back to the chutes,
and then to the door.

Nothing.

| gritted my teeth. With the usua fouling of my time sense | had no ideahow many seconds we had |eft
before the balloon went up, but | knew there weren't alot of them. There had to be some other way to
get the message across to Jeffers& mdash;there had to be& mdash;but for the life of me | couldn't come
up with one. Back and forth | went, parachute to door back to parachute, repeating the motionsfor lack
of anything better to do, dl the whole racking my brain trying to think of something € se& mdash; anything
elsa& mdash;that | could do. Back and forth...

Onwhat must have been the tenth repetition, hefinaly got it.

You want me to jump from the plane? hislipssaid. | sarted to nod, caught myself, and instead tried
moving my whole body up and down.

For awonder, he interpreted the gesture properly. 1s someone going to shoot us down? he asked.
Close enough. | nodded again and moved back to the parachutes. Any second now& mdash;

Jeffers didn't move. What about the others? he asked, his hand sweeping around in a gesture that
encompassed the entire plane | can't just leave themto die.

| blinked, feding my stomach tightening within me. Jefferss ability to think and care about average
American people had been one of my major reasonsfor voting for himin thefirst place; to have that
asset suddenly turninto aliability was something | would never have expected. | thought furioudy, trying
to figure out some way to answer himé& mdash;

From outsde cameadull thud... and an ingtant later the floor beneath Jefferstilted violently, throwing
him through me and into the parachute rack.

| spun around, heart thudding in my ears, haf expecting to see him sprawled on the floor, dazed or
unconscious from the impact. It was dmost ashock to find him on hisfest, fully dert& mdash;

And pulling on one of the parachutes.

| didn't stop to try and figureit out. Pulling laterally to the direction of my tether, | ducked outside for a
moment, trying to estimate how much time Jeffers had before we were too close to the ground. Thirty



seconds, perhaps, depending on whether the winds would be blowing him toward or away from the
mountain doping away directly beneeth us. | went back insgde, and to my mild surprise found Jeffers
aready in harness and fighting hisway uphill dong the doping floor toward the door. | held my bregth...
and asthe plane aimost leveled for a second, he lunged and managed to catch the lever before the floor
angled beneath him again.

| glanced back toward the parachute rack again to fix in my mind exactly which chute held taken; and as
| did s0, something skittering dong the wall caught my eye. It was aflat package, covered in bright
orange: one of the emergency packs that were supposed to be clipped to the front webbing of each of
the chutes. | looked back at Jeffers, but before | could get in position to see his chest the plane
amogt-leveled again& mdash;

And in asingle convulsive motion he shoved the door hard againgt the gale of the air outside and
squeezed hisway out.

| dropped straight down through the floor and luggage compartment, falling asfar below the crippled
plane asmy tether dlowed. Below and behind me, Jeffers tumbled end over end, shirt billowing in the
breeze. If hédd hit something on the way out& mdash;if he was unconscious& mdash;

The drogue chute snaked itsway out of the pack, followed immediately by the main chute. It filled out,
gabilized... and for thefirst timethe redlity of what I'd just done hit me.

Wed used the Banshee machinery to save aman'slife.

All the private agony I'd had to endure throughout my time at Banshee& mdash;dl the pent-up frustration
of watching disasters| couldn't stop& mdash;dl of it ssemed to flow out of mein that one glorious
moment. All the millions of dollars& mdash;al the backhanded bureaucratic comments wed had to put up
with& mdash;it was suddenly worth it. Let them scoff now! Wed saved alife& mdash;a President'slife,
no less. And on top of it, we'd even done so without any of Rennie's and Hale's fears about changing the
past coming true. The minute | was back, Shaeffer could direct the searchers at the crash site to move
their operations back a couple of milesto where | could see Jeffers coming down....

And as my attention shifted from Jeffers's parachute to the rocky, tree-covered dope below, the flood of
wonder and pride washing over me evaporated. Beyond hislanding area, perhaps amile further down
the dope, asmdl villagewas clearly vishle.

A village hed be able to walk to in an hour.
& mdash;

| don't remember much about the minutesimmediately following the Jump. Therewas, | know, alot of
shaking of my arms and somefairly insstent use of my name, but for some reason | was unableto redlly
come out of it, and after ashort time the voices and hands faded into blackness and disturbing dreams.

Eventudly, though, the dreamsfaded. When | wasfinaly ableto drag myself back to full awareness, |
found | was back upstairsin my room, lying on my bed with an intravenous tube running into my arm. |
lifted thearm dightly, frowning & the tube.

"Jugt relax and don't try to move," avoice said from my other side.

| turned my head, and with a complete lack of surprise found Griff gitting beside the bed.
"What& mdash;?" | managed to croak before my voice gave out.



"Y ou came out of the Jump in something gpproximating ahyserical sate," he said. "Babbled something
about Jeffers bailing out and changing the past and then collapsed. Shaeffer's had them pumping stuff into
your arm ever since."

| glanced again at the needle and shivered. "How... what timeisit?"
He checked hiswrig. "Almost four-thirty.”

Which meant I'd been out of commission for something close to three hours. "What's been happening
with the seerch?"

Griff shrugged fractiondly, the lines around his eyes and mouth tightening abit. "Nothing, asfar asl
know. Shaeffer's been running back and forth between here and the communi cations room, not wanting
to launch anything mgjor until he could talk to you and find out just what you were talking about back
there”

A shiver went down my back. "He got out of the plane,” | whispered. "The parachute opened okay, and
he was on hisway down.... but there was atown an hour'swalk downdope of him. Theré's no way he
could have missed it."

Griff swore under his breath as he scooped up the phone and punched at the buttons. "Get me Shaeffer...
Mr. Shaeffer? Thisis Griff. Adam's awake, and we've got ahell of aproblem.... Okay, and if you've got
more of those maps maybe you'd better bring them... Right."

He hung up and looked back a me. "Y ou think you'll be able to locate the exact spot where he went
down?'

| shivered again. "With that town gtting practicaly benesth him? Of coursel can.”
Hepursed hislipsand fell slent.

Shaeffer arrived acouple of minuteslater, astack of hisfine-detail mapsin hisarms. "Glad to see you
awake," he said shortly, hismind clearly on other thingsashe dl but pushed Griff out of hischair and sat
down, laying the maps across my chest. "Show me.”

| propped myself up on my ebows and began sorting through them. Someone had sketched out the
plan€'strgectory across the mapsin red, and it took me only a minute to find the one | needed. "Here," |
sad, tracing acircle around the spot with my finger. "He came down about here.”

Shaeffer's eyes were shining as he glanced at the number in the map's corner and then at the spot I'd
indicated. "All right," he breathed. "All right. Important point, now: did you notice whether or not he had
an orange emergency pack attached to his parachute?'

"No, hedidn'. Infact, | think | saw it on the floor just before he jumped out. It must have come off while
he was getting into the chute.”

Shaeffer grunted. "Good. | guess. Eliminates the problem right away of why there wasn't a trangponder
for the search team to tag onto. Unfortunatdly, it dso means he didn't have any food or water with him,
either. Any chance he could have had trouble with the landing itself? Would another Jump be agood
ideg?"

| Sighed. "I don't know. Shaeffer... what about that town down there?"
"Whet about it?'



"WEell, it's there& mdash;right in the most obvious path for him to have taken. But it's been twenty-five
hours now since helanded, and..." | shrugged helplesdy.

"Maybe he's been smarter than all of you gave him credit for," Shaeffer said. "Maybe he redlized that you
were from the future and knew to wait until we came looking for him. Or maybe he didn't notice the town
at dl on hisway down, in which case saying near hislanding site wasthe only rationa thing to do.”
Abruptly, he got to hisfeet. "Whichever, there's one easy way to find out."

"Y ou going to send out the searchersright now?" Griff asked.

Shaeffer arched hiseyebrows. "AsMr. Sinn just pointed out, he's spent approximately twenty-five hours
in the Colorado Rockies. It would be rather awaste of effort to have gotten him out of the plane and then
let him die of exposure, now, wouldn' it?'

| took adeep breath. "I want to make another Jump first."
They both looked at me. "Why?" Shaeffer asked.
"l just... want to see what happened after he landed.”

"Inan hour or two well be able to ask him what happened,” Shaeffer said scathingly. "Besides, you need
more rest before you can Jump again.”

"And besides, if | don't know what happened, | won't be taking any further risk of changing the past?'

Shaeffer'slip twitched. "Something likethat," he said. "L ook, | don't havetimefor this. Thepastis
secure, Mr. Sinn& mdash;the fact that were still here and al our memories are il intact provesthat.
Right? The important thing now isto go out there and bring him home. Therell be plenty of timelater for
speculation and back-patting.” With anod to Griff, he pulled open the door and | eft.

| looked & Griff. " Griff...?"

He shrugged. "1 don't know, Adam," he admitted. "Everything certainly feels okay. Though if our
memories are dso malleable | suppose fedings aren't necessarily agood indication.” Helocked eyeswith
me. "l don't think it's necessary... but if you want to do another Jump, I'll okay it."

| hesitated; but Shaeffer was right. Whatever had happened, the very fact that Jefferswas till lost out
there implied that what we'd done hadn't significantly dtered the known past. "No, that'sdl right,” |
gghed. "'l guess| canwait until Jefferstellsus himsdalf what happened.”

"Okay," Griff said softly. "In that case, you'd better concentrate on getting somerest.”
"I think | can managethat,” | agreed, closng my eyes.

The lights went out, the door opened and closed, and | wasaone. So that's it, | thought. Looks like all
the worry was for nothing...

The opening of the door snapped me out of the doze I'd been drifting into, and | opened my eyesto see
Morgan framed in the doorway. "Adam?" he whispered. "Y ou awake?"

"Yeah," | told him. "Comein, but leave the overhead light off if you don't mind."

"Okay." He closed the door behind him and groped his way to the bedside, where he flicked on the small
lamp there. "So," he said, eyeing me closdy. "Y ou did it, huh?”



" Sheeffer seemsto think so. Hetell everyone aready?'

"Not redlly, but when Hale and Rennie and me were |et outta our rooms, it was a pretty good clue. So
tell me what happened.”

| gave himdl of it, and when I'd finished he sat slently for along moment. "Wel?' | prompted. "What do
you think?'

"I don't like that town bein’ there so close. Worries me pretty bad, if you want to know the truth.”

"It worriesme, too,” | admitted. "But since Jeffers never showed up there everything must be
safe& mdash;”

"It must, huh? Spose the only reason nothin's happened yet is ‘cause we can gtill changeit?!
"|... don't follow you."

Hetook adeep breath. "We gtill got somethin’ like forty six hoursto go back and try to get the President
to do somethin' we want ‘fore that dot's closed, right? Well, maybe we're sposed to do somethin’ elseto
him... and maybeif we don't, it'll suddenly happen that he did get to that town after all, and that he was
picked up twenty hours ago& mdash;"

He broke off, and as | looked into hiseyes | shivered. A temporarily shattered but still-fluid past sitting
there on hold was a possibility that hadn't even occurred to me. From the expression on Morgan'sface it
was clear he didn't carefor theideaat al; | knew it sure had me scared. "What do you think we should
do about it?' | asked.

He snorted. "It's not we, Adam: it's you. Shaeffer let usout of our rooms, dl right, but he ain't gonnalet
us downdtairs anytime soon, leastwise nowhere near the couch.”

"So what do you think | should do about it?" | growled.
Hiseyes held mine. "Go back there," he said bluntly. "Go back there and... stop him."
"Stop him how? Put out my foot and trip him?"

He didn't even notice the sarcasm. "Y ou're the guy that got him outta the plane& mdash;1 figure he'd
follow you anywhere you took him. So... lead him off to aravine somewhereand get himto fal in."

| stared up a him, not believing what | was hearing. "Areyou crazy?" | said at last.

"It'stheonly way," heingsted. ™Y ou pick the ravineright and you can make him wak miles out of his
way 'fore he can get out.”

"Andif | pick theravinewrong and thefal killshim?" | sngpped. "That would fix things up good,
wouldn't it?"

His eyes dropped away from my gaze. "He was dead once aready, Adam,” he said quietly. "All you'd be
doin'is puttin' the universe back like it was sposed to be."

"No," | bit out. "That's not al I'd be doing. I'd be committing murder.”
"Then get him lost or somethin'. Lead him away from the town, so far off he couldn't find hisway back."

"Morgan, that town's barely a mile away& mdash;and I'll only have an hour back there before | haveto



end the Jump. How can | get him that logt that fast?'

"Then droppin him into aravine's your only shot. Our only shot." Hetook adeep breath. "I know it's
risky. But you're just gonna have to take that risk."

"Oh, right. | have to take therisk. But of course you'll be with mein spirit, right?"

"Hey, friend, I'min thisawholelot tighter than that,” he grated. "Me and everyone e sein the world.
Well dl have to suffer whatever happensif the past gets changed. Maybe you oughttatry thinkin' about
that for achange.”

Sowly, | shook my head. "I'm sorry, Morgan. | can't ddliberately risk someone'slife over an unknown
and possibly even nonexistent set of consequences. | just cant.”

A look of contempt spread over hisface. "That'sit, huh? Y ou're gonna spout fancy words and dl that
and then just go ahead and take the easy way out. Like you usudly do."

"I've never in my entirelife taken the easy way& mdash;"
"Damn it all, will you shut that crap up?"
| shrank back againgt my pillow, stunned at the totally unexpected outburst. "M organ& mdash;”

"Every time," he snarled. "Every single damn time I've seen you have achoice, you awaystook the easy
way. Maybe you didn't think so, but you did."

"Yeah?' | snarled back. "Well, maybe you just haven't ever seen the whole picture.”

"And maybeit's you who hasn't. Y ou talk up agood fight with that White Knight stuff of yours, but you
know what?& mdash;you ain't aWhite Knight at dl. All you areiswhat we used to cal aprofessond
martyr. Y ou make alittle sacrifice that costs you something and figure that's proof you've done
somebody some good.”

Somehow | found my voice again. "That's unfair. Y ou have no ideawhat | do and how | doiit.”
"No?You want meto tell you why you quit Banshee? And why it hurt all of usmoren it helped?”
| swalowed theretort that cameto me. "I'm listening,” | managed to say instead.

Hetook adeep breath. " Griff told you Banshee's money was gonna be cut, and you did somefiguring
and found out that even with Rennie being bounced out there wasn't gonna be enough | eft for four
Jumpers. So instead o' workin' out a deal & mdash;lettin’ us al go part-time, maybe& mdash;you just up
and quit.”

| felt my face go red. All my effortsto keep them from finding out why I'd doneit... "Do the others
know?'

Hislip twisted. "No, 'course not. How you think Kristin would fed if | told you you'd quit your job for
her?'Specidly sinceit good as trapped her here?"

"Sheld probably& mdash;what?' | interrupted mysalf asthe last words registered. "What do you mean,
trapped her? She's earning more now than she ever hasin her life.”

Hesdghed. "That'sjust what | meant, Adam. Don't you see?& mdash;this Banshee job's pretty much a
dead-end one. There just ain't anywhere to go with it. But the money'stoo good for her to just walk



away and start somethin’ new from scratch. Same for Hale and me, for different reasons.”

"Oh, redly?" | scoffed. "So tell me, where would you suggest someone with Hale's abrasive persondity
might go?"

"Agan, that'swhat | meant," he said wearily. "Here at Banshee Griff hasn't got much choice but to put up
with him, so there's no reason for him to try and change himsdlf.” He hesitated. "For me... heck, wedl
know I'm just a hick from the backwoods. Right? | don't have much schooling, and until | do | can't
redlly find any better job than I've got right here. Now, if | was only workin' part of the year here, | could
maybe go off to college somewhere, maybe get a degree. But stuck here, on call dl thetime..." He shook
his head.

For along moment | gazed at him in slence, thoughts spinning like miniature tornadoesin my brainasa
horrible ache spread throughout my being. Had | really been the cause of dl that? It was

inconceivable& mdash;what |'d done had been to help them, not hurt them. And yet, Morgan's arguments
wereimpossibleto refute.

And impossibleto ignore.

"It pretty well boils down,” Morgan said at last, "to what my Maused to call tough love. Liketaking off
abandai d& mdash;short hurt for long help. If you can't do that... maybe you oughtta stay clear of that
White Knight business of yours"

| took a deep breath. All the shadows of the past& mdash;all the sacrifices I'd made for

others& mdash;rose up en masse to haunt me. How many of them, | wondered, had been usdless? How
many had been worse than useless? And perhaps most painful of al wasthe fact that it wastoo late to do
anything about any of them.

Almost any of them. "Pick up the phone,” | told Morgan, Sitting up in bed. Gritting my teeth, | pried up a
corner of the tape holding the intravenous needle in place against my arm and ripped it free. Like a
band-aid, hed said.... "Griffs probably in the communications room. Find him and tell him | want to do
that Jump after dl. And tell him I'll want another look at those maps of Shaeffer's.”

& mdash;

From ten thousand feet up, the sun that fatal afternoon had been shining from high in acloudless sky,
seemingly bathing theworld in light and heat. From ground level, however, things were considerably
different. The sun, still high in absolute terms, was neverthelessamogt at "sundown” asit gpproached a
long ridge towering up in the west. The view off to the south was even more sobering, as the thin haze of
white frost visible on the peaks there was mute testimony to the fact that the sun's heat was moreillusion
than redlity. In half an hour or less, when the sun disappeared behind the mountains, the temperature on
the dope would begin its dow but steedy dide.

Jeffers clearly knew it, too. I'd timed the Jump to arrive after he was down, and by thetime | got there he
was standing in the middle of the cracker-box-sized clearing where held landed, industrioudy gathering
up the parachute silk. Hovering behind him, | watched as he wadded it up and draped it around himsdlf in
asort of combination vest and sari, securing it tightly around him with belt and tie.

| fdt terrible.

Never before had | done even two Jumpsin asingle day, let done three: and now | knew why Griff was
usualy so grict on the one per day rule. Nausea, dizziness, and a steadily increasing fatigue dragged hard
at me, distracting me from the task at hand. Please, | begged slently, let him just sit down and wait for



rescue. Conserve his energy...

With afina tug on histie, Jefferstook aminute to look around him. His eyeslingered on the plume of
smokein the distance, and | saw hisfists clench in impotent anger. Then, taking a deep bregth, he
squared his shoulders and started off downsope.

Toward the town below.

| groaned inwardly. So he had seen the village during his descent... and my last chance to avoid making
the hard choice was gone. Tough love, | reminded myself; and moving out in front of Jeffers, | hovered
before his eyes and waited for him to spot me.

He did so within ahandful of steps. Are you the same one? hislipssaid. | tried the up-down motion
again and he nodded understanding. You're not still tethered to the plane, are you?

In answer | moved over behind him to the parachute pack still strapped to his back. Good. Can you
lead me to the town | saw when we were coming down?

| swallowed hard, and moved out ahead of him. Morgan had been right; there was no trace of the
hesitation he'd shown back aboard the plane as he set out to follow me.

Hetrusted me.

Clamping my teeth against both the guilt and a sudden surge of nausea, | kept going. Tough love, |
repested to mysdlf. Tough love.

It worked for over haf an hour. We tramped through groves of spindly pines and over hard angular rock,
aways heading toward the south, and for awhile | dared to hope | could smply get him lost and leaveit
at that. If | could get him turned around sufficiently he might hesitate to strike out on his own after | |eft
him. Even if he knew& mdash;and he might not& mdash;that my time limit meant that wherever | led him
he would never be more than an hour'swalk from the town.

But even while | hoped, | knew down deep not to rely on wishful thinking. So | kept us going the proper
direction... and five minutes short of my god, the bubble burst.

Without warning, too. One minute | was leading Jeffers across a particularly rough section of ground, a
patch littered by dozens of branches apparently blown off the nearby trees by arecent windstorm; the
next, he abruptly stopped and frowned up at the sky. We're heading southwest, hetold me. Wasn't
that town more due west?

| suppose | should have anticipated that he'd eventually notice the direction we were heading and come
up with somekind of planto dlay any suspicions. But between the physical discomfort | was going
through and the even more gnawing emotiona turmoail | hadn't thought to do so. | had arationae,
certainly&mdash;that | was leading him to the town via the safest path available& mdash;but with dl
communication one-way there was no way for meto relay such acomplex lieto him. Evenif my
conscience would have let me do so.

Hewas il watching me. Carefully, | did my "nod" and then continued on acouple of yardsin the
direction I'd been leading him. He watched for afew seconds and then, dmost reluctantly began to
follow. | bresthed asigh of relief. Five minutes more of histrust wasal | needed.... five minutes, and |
would be ableto betray that trust.

Tough love. Tough love.



Three minutes later, we reached theravine,

It was both wider and deegper than I'd envisioned it from Shaeffer's maps, probably fifty feet from rim to
rim at this spot and ahundred feet or more from rim to bottom. It was dso considerably starker than I'd
expected. There were stunted trees lining both rims and along the very bottom, but the sides themsalves
were nothing but rock and gravel and an occasiona clump of grassor small cacti.

And with the sun now behind the western mountains, the growing gloom was beginning to mask what lay
below.

Jeffers spotted the ravine as we approached, of course, and for amoment he stood at the edge, peering
asfar over asthe gently rolling dope permitted. What now? he asked.

In answer, | drifted over the edge and moved afew feet down the Side, scanning the areaimmediately
beneath me as| did so. | had indeed led usto the precise place I'd hoped to: barely thirty feet down, the
increasingly steep side abruptly became sheer, dropping amost straight down to the trees below.
Together with theloose grave of the Sdes... | returned my attention to Jeffers, praying that he wouldn't
look any farther, but just trust me and step out over the edge.

But whatever trust he dill had in me wasn't nearly that blind. Isn't there some other route? he asked,
not moving. This doesn't look very safe to me.

Again, there was nothing | could do to communicate with him except to repeat my motion into the ravine.
Rubbing at hisjaw, helooked both ways along the edge, asif trying to decide whether he should instead
try to go around it. But the dopesin both directions were at least asintimidating aswhat he could see of
the ravine& mdash;1'd made sure that would be the case when | chose this place. For another minute his
eyes searched the area around us, looking perhaps for a place where he could tether one of the lines
from his parachute as a safety rope. But it was clear that none of the half dead treesin the vicinity would
stand up to any force, and after aminute he clenched his teeth and nodded. Holding gingerly onto the
nearest trees for support, he stepped onto the dope and started down.

He got five steps before he logt it.

He screamed, or perhaps swore, as the ground did abruptly out from under hisfeet and he started down.
Dropping down on his butt, he rolled over and flattened historso against the rocky dope, hands
scrabbling for purchase. But there was nothing there to grasp onto; and as the dope stegpened, his hands
ceased their attempts as he seemed to redlize that he was doomed. Faster and faster he went, his
passage throwing up dust and clouds of tiny stones as he fell down and down toward the bottom and
certain death& mdash;

And aningant later hit and collgpsed onto the wide granite ledge thrusting itsway out of the side of the
ravine.

For an awful minute | thought al my careful planning had beenin vain, that thefall had in fact killed or
lethdly injured him. Then, to my vast relief, herolled over and levered himsdf giffly into agtting pogtion.
He looked at the ledge, glancing up, then eased forward to peer over the edge at the sheer drop below.
And then hiseyesfound me...

| forced mysalf to look back at him, to accept the expression of betraya on hisface. Morgan had been
right on this one, too: tough love meant short pain.... and there was till enough of the martyr in meto
want to claim some of that pain for mysdlf.

Though no doubt both Jeffers and Shaeffer would be able to find plenty of pain for me at the end of the



Jump. But that was all right. I'd saved Jeffersslife, and I'd saved the past, and that was al that counted.
Smiling to mysdif, | |€ft.

& mdash;

| found Morgan, Krigtin, and Griff gtting around the lounge TV when | findly felt well enough to leave my
room. On the screen, coincidentally, was President Jeffers, giving hisfirst public speech since hisrescue.
The two days of rest seemed to have done him alot of good, too.

"Hey& mdash;Adam,” Griff half turned as| cameinto the lounge. "How're you feding?'

"Groggy, but pretty good otherwise," | told him, pulling up achair next to hisand nodding in turn a
Krigtin and Morgan. "I'm alittle surprised | didn't wake up in Leavenworth.”

He snorted gently. "What, you think Jeffersis going to hold agrudge?’
"The thought had crossed my mind."

"He had alot of time out there to figure out why you did what you did. Shaeffer'salittle madder, I'll
admit, but | think he understands, too.” Held exhaed loudly. "So. Rumor has it Banshee's going to be
getting afairly dramatic budget increase. Would you ever consider coming back?"

| shrugged. "I don't know. It depends on alot of things."”

Such as whether my coming back would help the other Jumpers. Really help them, not just hurt me. "Oh,
you know. Things."

Griff grunted. "Well, anyway, | hope you do. Especidly now that therésawhole new areawaiting for us
towork in."

"Y ou mean changin' the past?' Morgan put in quietly.
Something about the way he said that... "Y ou okay, Morgan?' | asked, craning my neck to look at him.
His expression, too, was... srange. "Listen,” he said, nodding toward the TV.

| shifted my attention to the set. "...will seek out those responsible for this cowardly attack on

me& mdash;and through me on the American people. | am further directing the Pentagon to draw up
contingency plansfor punitive military action should we find evidence of foreign governmenta
involvement..."

| licked my lips. "He sounds serious.”
"Hesangry, and he'shitter,” Kristin said. "Helogt alot of friends on that plane.”

Morgan took a deep breeth, exnded it dowly. "Tell me," he said dowly, "any of you ever heard 0
Hezekiah?'

Griff glanced afrown toward me. "One of the kings of ancient |sragl, wasn't he?"

"Of Judah, yes," Morgan nodded. "A good one, too... except that when God told him it wastime for him
to die, hefought and kicked against the decision. And God backed down& mdash;gave him another
fifteen yearstolive"



A cold shiver worked itsway up my back. "And...?"

"And durin’ that time he had himsdlf a son who wound up bein' one of the worst kings Judah ever had.
And helped to destroy the whole country.”

| looked back at the TV ... a the image of the man whose degth I'd helped to reverse. "I hope, quietly,
"that kind of history doesn't repest itsdlf.

Morgan nodded. "Me, too."
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