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The crime of the century begins without a hitch On July 5th, 2070, asit’s about to be launched, the
garship Alabamais hijacked-by her captain and crew.

In defiance of the repressive government of the United Republic of Earth, they replace her handpicked
passengers with political dissidents and their families. These become Earth’ sfirst pioneersin the
exploration of space...

Captain R. Lee, their leader. Colond Gill Reese, the soldier sent to stop Lee. Les Gillis, the senior
communications officer, avictim of amistake that will threaten the entire misson. Crewman Eric Gunther,
who has his own agendafor being M aboard. His daughter, Wendy, ateenager who will grow up too
quickly. Jorge and Rita Montero, ordinary people caught up in extraordinary circumstances. And their
son Carlos, who wijh hero in spite of himsaif.

After amost two-and-a-haf centuriesin cold deep, they will awaken above their destination: a habitable
world named Coyote, A planet that will test their strength, their beliefs, and their very humanity ...

In Coyote, Allen Stedle ddiversagrand novd of gdactic adventure-atale of life on the newest of
frontiers.
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Thisisthe story of the new world. It begins not there, however, but on Earth, in the closing years of the
twentieth century.

The Milky Way gdaxy is nearly one hundred thousand light-yearsin diameter; withinits spird structure
are gpproximately fifty thousand star's, ranging from tiny protostars cod escing within grest clouds of
interstellar gas to white dwarfs nearing the end of their life spans. Between these extremes are .tens of
thousands of suns. sometightly clustered together near the gdactic core, the vast mgority isolated from
one another by distancesincomprehensible save by mathematica reckoning. Planets are commonplace
among the main-sequence stars. Comprised of the leftover massfrom astar’ sinfancy, gradualy formed
over the course of millennia by tidal forces within their accretion belts, they’ re the afterthoughts of
Crestion.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, only ahandful of scientists and the smallest fraction of the public
thought intelligent life existed beyond Earth; by the time the twenty-first century arrived, it was difficult to
find awell-educated person who believed otherwise. It stood to reason that, if planetary systems existed
throughout the galaxy, then life, too, must be widespread. Y et even aswriters, artists, and filmmakers
envisoned agaaxy-indeed, an entire universe-teeming with extraterrestrial s of every concelvable shape
and size, many astronomers and astrophysicists began to suspect the opposite.

Although it was true that most main-sequence stars were capable of generating planets, it appeared far
lesslikely than assumed earlier that most of these planets were able to harbor life, save perhapsinits
primitive condition. The planets might orbit too closeto their suns, or too far away, for their surface



conditionsto alow the emergence of complex multicdlular life-forms. Although colonies of bacteriamay
evolve around the hot vents of volcanic fracture zones, it seemed unlikely that many of them would
eventually develop into something greater. Not impossible, by any stretch of the imagination, just. . .
improbable. Faith and wishful thinking were not enough; athough the Drake Equation maintained thet the
universe wasfilled with life, the Fermi Paradox posed a question that no one had yet been ableto
answe.

During the last months of 1995, two astronomers from San Francisco State University, Geoffery Marcy
and Paul Butler, were engaged in the search for extrasolar planets by carefully observing stars through
infrared inferometry to seeif they displayed regular shiftsin their apparent magnitude, which in turn would
indicate the gravitationa influence of alarge body nearby. Thistechnique had recently alowed
astronomers a the Geneva Observatory in Switzerland to detect agas giant closely orbiting 51 Pegad, a
G-type gar fifty light-years from Earth; now Dr. Marcy and Dr. Butler, working with the 120-inch
telescope at Lick Observatory outside San Jose, were hoping to find more.

Their efforts paid off in January 1996, when the planet hunters publicly announced the confirmed
discovery of agiant planet revolving around 47 Ursae Mg oris, atype-GO sar 46 |.y.sfrom Earth.
Direct observation of the new world was till impossible, yet judging from its effects upon its primary,
Marcy and Butler were able to determine that 47 Ursae Mg oris B was agas giant three times the mass
of Jupiter, and that it occupied anearly circular orbit 2. astronomica unitsfrom its sun. Compared to 51
Pegas B, aplanet 0.6 jovesin mass yet located only .05 A.U.sfromits primary, 47 UmaB was an
amogt textbook example of what agas giant should look like. A normal planet, if such an astounding
discovery could be classified asnormal.

The announcement made the front pages of newspapers across the world before it gradually faded from
the public consciousness. During the following year Marcy and Butler would duplicate their success by
locating more planetsin orbit around Tau Bootis A, Upsilon Andromedae, and Rho Coronae Boredlis.
By May 2000, over forty extrasolar planets had been discovered, some of them so exotic asto make 47
Ursae Mgoris B mundane by comparison. Y et 47 UmaB remained of interest to exobiologists because
itsorbit lay just beyond what many astronomers considered to be the “ habitable zone,” the approximate
distance a planet would revolve around its sun in order for it to support life. According to that theory, 47
UmaB wasjust alittletoo far away from its primary for it to be habitable, yet astrophysicists at
Pennsylvania State University postulated that if the superjovian had its own satellite system, infrared
radiation reflected from the gas giant might possibly render one or two of those moons capable of

supporting life.

Fiveyearslater, in August 2001, Marcy and Butler announced the discovery of asecond gas giant
orbiting 47 Ursae Mg oris, this one less massive and farther away from its primary. With the discovery of
47 Ursae Mgoris C, humankind had evidence of asolar system that closely resembled Earth's.

Concurrent with the discovery of extrasolar planets, new interest was emerging among physiciss and
agtronautical engineersin theideaof interstellar travel. During 1997 and 1998, NASA sponsored two
academic conferences on the subject; one concentrated on breakthrough propulsion systems, the other
on robotic probes. Although conference participants often held wildly different opinions on when and
how spacecraft could be sent beyond Earth’s solar system, the consensus that emerged was that
interstelar travel, while perhaps unlikdly in the near term, was not impossible.

Early in the twenty-first century NASA launched the Sagan Terrestria Planet Finder, an array of four
eight-meter optical telescopes positioned in low-Earth orbit by two successive shuttle missions. Oncethe
TPF was bought on-line, researchers at Ca Tech’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory began pointing the
instrument toward those stars believed to have extrasolar planets. To no one sgreat surprise, it turned



out that a couple of the superjoviansin the catalog were really brown dwarfs, feeble remnants of what
might have been binary companionsto their primaries. Interesting in their own way, but not what the JPL
planet hunterswished to find. Over the course of the next few years, though, they managed to confirm
through direct imaging the existence of severa Earth-size planetsin systems where superjovians had
previousy been detected. However, none of these planetslay within habitable zones; they either orbited
too close or too far away from their sunsfor life to have been able to evolve upon them.

Y et when the JPL team focused the TPF-on 47 Ursae Mgjoris B, they discovered six magor satellites,
ranging in gpproximate size from that of lo dl the way to one whose mass was dmost identicd to that of
Mars. Sx moonsin stately circular orbits around agas giant beyond the edge of what had previousy
been established as a habitable zone. .. but what did that mean, exactly? At one time, the depths of
Earth’ s oceans beyond the continenta shelveswere believed to be lifdess and near-gerile, until volcanic
black smokers were discovered and, teeming around them, dozens of different kinds of plants and
animas, al well adapted to crushing pressure and complete lack of sunlight. Conditions on some of 47
UmaB’ s satellites couldn’t be anywhere near as extreme as that; something might have found away to
evolve on one of them, despite previous estimates of habitability.

By thelate twenties, NASA’s palitical clout was nearly exhausted. Private enterprise had taken thelion’s
share of manned space operations, and the success of commercid lunar mining operations had prompted
widespread discussion within Congress that NASA should be dismantled, its operationsfolded into a
new Federd Space Agency. Y et public interest in 47 UmaB and its satellites was sufficiently high to
alow NASA’sadminigtrators to go to the Hill with two new-gtart programs: the Infrared Spectrum
Telescope, which would be able to andlyze absorption bands from 47 UmaB’ s moons and determine if
any of them held telltale signatures of atmospheric carbon dioxide, 0zone, or water vapor, and Project
Starflight, along-term program to investigate the congtruction of an interstellar probe. Thefirst religble
nuclear-fusion tokamak had been put into operation in France six months earlier, and the United States
was actively engaged inits own fusion program; astarship utilizing afusion engine now seemed feasible.

NASA'’srequest might have been dismissed had it not been for timely intervention from an unlikely aly:
Hamilton Conroy, afirgt-term congressman from Alabamawho was one of theideologica |eaders of the
new Liberty Party. Although only in hisearly thirties, Conroy was dready making anamefor himsdf on
the Hill; at thetop of hisagendawas the formation of aNationa Reform Program, which among other
things called for a Third Congtitutiona Congress that would substantialy revise the U.S. Congtitution,
including the Bill of Rights. Y et Conroy’ s vision extended beyond reactionary politics, captivated by the
hazy images of 47 Uma B’ s moons captured by the TPF and arguing that America had amanifest destiny
in space, he managed to persuade his colleagues in the House to fund both projects. For their part,
NASA adminigtrators quietly decided to hold their noses and accept Representative Conroy’ s political
assstance. If it took the support of aright-wing ideologue to keep their hopes adive, they rationalized,
then so beit; they only prayed that it wouldn't be a Faustian bargain.

Meanwhile, on the other side of the country, afriendly competition was quietly being held by JPL
scientists. The six mgjor satdllites orbiting the superjovian had been officidly cataloged as47 UmaBl, 47
UmaB2, and so forth, but someone suggested that these moons and their primary should be given
proper names.

So aninformal contest was held, open only to CaTech researchers, to be judged by senior
administrators. Suggestions were emailed back and forth, posted on bulletin boards, chatted about over
lunch tables; they included everything from the names of the origina seven Mercury astronautsto
adrologica signsto favorite Disney characters, but in the end the judges ruled in favor of anima-demigod
names drawn from Native American mythology. Thus 47 Ursae Mgoris B was caled Bear, and in
ascending order its satdllites were designated Dog, Hawk, Eagle, Snake, and Goat.



The fourth moon, the largest and most likely to sustain life, was named Coyote.

Space is huge enough, so that somewherein its vastness there will dways be aplace for rebelsand
outlaws. Near to the sun, space will belong to big governments and computerized industries. Outside, the
open frontier will beckon asit has beckoned before, to persecuted minorities escaping from oppression,
to religious fanatics escaping from their neighbors, to reca citrant teen-agers escaping from their parents,
to lovers of solitude escaping from crowds. Perhaps most important of al for man’ sfuture, there will be
groups of people setting out to find a place where they can be free from prying eyes...
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The Liberty Bdll ismuch larger than he expected. Nearly fifteen feet tall, weighing over two thousand
pounds, it’s suspended by its oak arm between two cement supports, the ceiling lights casting adull
sheen from its bronze surface. Captain Lee standsin front of the bell, meditating upon the long crack that
runs down its Side, the biblical inscription carved around itstop: Proclaim Liberty Throughout All the
Land unto All the Inhabitants Thereof. Lev. XXV :X.

Reflected in the window behind the bell he can see the URS lieutenant who escorted him to the pavilion.
The park ranger who met them there is young and nervous; his hand was sweaty when Lee clasped i,
and he stuttered as he commenced along-winded recita of the bell’ s history until Lee politely asked to
be |eft done. Now they wait patiently behind him, respectfully giving him afew momentsaone.

Through the pavilion window, on the opposite Sde of the grassy mall, lies Independence Hall. The
reception was dready under way, yet Lee sin no hurry to join it, even though the party isbeing hed in
honor of him and hiscrew. It sadigtinct privilege to be alowed to view the Liberty Bell; one of thefirst
acts the government took after the Revolution wasto close the site to the public. Citing therisk of a
terrorist atack, the Interna Security Agency claimed that the bell was too vauable to be left unguarded
during anationa emergency, yet it's been nearly twelve years since the Revolution, and still the Liberty
Bdl isoff-limitsto everyone save the Party dlite. Lee can't help but wonder if the government fearswhat
the average citizen might think if he saw for himsdlf the artifact from which the Liberty Party had taken its
name and read the words inscribed upon it.

There still timeto cal it off. A few words whispered to the right people, a couple of discreet phone
cals using innocuous code phrases, flllen M. Steele and the conspiracy would not so much unravel asit
would smply ceaseto exist. Everyone involved would stop what they were doing and assume fallback
positions, and with any luck the Prefects would never know that a conspiracy had existed.

Tonight’ s hislast chance to back out. After this, there’ s no turning back, no acceptabl e alternative except



success, failure means treason, and treason means death. Which iswhy he' s come here, to this particular
place; not asasymbolic display of patriotism, as everyone assumes, but smply to give himsdf afew
minutesto think.

So ishe going through with this or not?

Lee dill hasn't answered his own question as he turns away from the bell. The lieutenant snapsto
attention; the ranger sdf-conscioudy does the same even though it isn't necessary.

“All right, Lieutenant,” he says quietly, “I’m done here. Let’ sgo to the party.”

As appropriate for the Fourth of July, the President’ s Reception is being held in the cobblestone square
behind Independence Hall. Once the guests make their way through the security checkpoints, they find
that an enormous screen has been unfurled across the rear of the redbrick colonia courthouse, upon
which real-timeimages of the Alabama are being projected. L ee ignores the screen as he saunters
through the crowd, untasted glass of champagnein hisgloved left hand, hisright hand held formally
behind hisback. In the humid warmth of the July evening, hiswhite dress uniform clingsto hisskin. He
deliberately arrived after his senior officers; attending thisfeteisthe last thing he wantsto do, yet his
appearance is mandatory. Besides, there’ s one last bit of important business that needs to be settled.

So Captain Lee mingles with the gentlemen in their batswing ties and frock coats and the ladiesin their
bodices and gowns, smiling and bowing, pausing now and then to shake some stranger’ shand or be
photographed with another, yet taking care to remain in motion so as not to be cornered for very long.

Along the edge of the crowd, he can see the uniforms of URS soldiers: black berets, jodhpurs tucked
into leather knee boots, polished riflesheld at parade rest. The red softball-size spheres of surveillance
floaters hover above the partygoers, watching, listening, scanning. Security istight; the President is
supposed to be flying up from Atlantafor the occasion, athough Lee haslittle doubt that he will be
unavoidably detained. Philadelphiaisalittle too close to the New En gland border for the President of
the United Republic of Americato consder himself entirely safe. Indeed, very few people ever seehim
outsde the capital, dthough the news mediaregularly show footage of him attending eventsin placesas
far distant as southern Cdlifornia

Spotting another pair of white Service uniforms benesth the boughs of awalnut tree, Lee makes hisway
through the crowd and finds Tom Shapiro, the Alabama sfirgt officer, huddled with his executive officer,
Jud Tindey. He can't make out what they’ re saying until he' s nearly besde them. Tindey seeshim
coming and briefly touches Shapiro’ s ebow as he straightens his shoulders.

“Evening, Captain,” Shapiro says.
“Gentlemen...”

“Enjoying the party, Sr?’ Tindey raises his bare hand to stifle aburp. “ Pretty nice send-off they’re giving
LBI"

“It'Il do.” Lee knowsthe XO isdrunk even before he notices the empty champagne glass on the low wall
beneath the tree. “ Just make sure you don't enjoy yourselves too much. Jud, button your tunic and put on
your gloves. We' rein public.”

“Sorry, ar.” Tindey' sface reddens; he digsinto histrouser pocketsfor hisgloves. “1t' skindawarm
tonight.”

“Enjoy it. You'll be cold soon enough.” Lee steps forward to fasten the top brass button of the younger



man’ s uniform. Shapiro, at least, is properly dressed and reasonably sober. “Y ou’ re not talking about
anything you shouldn’t, are you?’ he murmurs when he’ s close enough that only the two of them can hear
him.

Tindey startsto mutter a halfhearted denid. “ Just a couple of details,” Shapiro says quietly. He glances
up at the low tree limbs above them. “We figured the floaters couldn’t sneak up on us over here.”

Good thinking, but not good enough. “Not thetime or place,” Lee says. “ Saveit for...”

He catches himself. The next meeting, he was about to say, yet there aren’t going to be any more
meetings, are there? After the reception they’ Il driven Straight to the airport, where they’ re scheduled to
board ajet to Gingrich Space Center. By 0600 tomorrow morning they’ |l be in quarantine along with the
rest of the crew, and there will be no opportunity for any of them to have a conversation without risk of
being monitored. If they wait until they reach the Alabama, by then it may be too late to make any
changes. Perhaps Tom hasthe right idea after dl.

“Has something come up?’ Lee casudly gazes up at the walnut tree, just to make certain afloater isn't
hiding among the leaves. “ Anything | should know about?’

Neither of hissenior officers says anything, athough they give each other aslent look. “Nothing we
haven't dready gone over, Sir,” Shapiro saysat last. “It'sjudt. .. | mean, theignition lock-out...”

“Don'tworry,” Leesays. “We retaking careof...” Tindey coughsinto hisfigt, hisright foot innocuoudy
prodding Lee' s shoe. The captain glances hisway, seesthe XO gazing past hisshoulder. A swish of a
crinoline skirt from close behind, then a soft hand touches hisarm.

“If | didn’t know better, Robert,” Elise says, “I’d swear you were avoiding me.”

She' s half-right; if Lee had known she would be here, he would have avoided her. Y et as soon ashe
hears her voice, heredizesthis particular encounter isinevitable: it'sonly naturd that she would attend
this reception, and not only because they were once married.

Y et, asthe captain turnstoward Elise Rochelle Lee, hefeds no regret over having left her. Their marriage
lasted for more than seventeen years, and yet she remains asicily beautiful aswhen they first met at an
Academy mixer; it'sonly in the last eighteen monthsthat he' s cometo redize that he barely knows her.
Thefact that she’ skept hisname long after their legal separation is yet another indication that she married
him for reasons that had more to do with socia stature than love; for al intents and purposes, she' still
the wife of Captain R.E. Lee, commanding officer of the URSS Alabama.

“I wasn't. | amply didn’t see you among al these people.” Leetakes her silk-gloved hand, gives her a
quick buss on the cheek. “Y ou look splendid... isthat anew dress?’

“Flatterer.” Elisefolds her hand around his elbow as her gaze shiftsto Shapiro and Tindey. “Pardon me,
gentlemen, but may | borrow your captain? There' s someone who wantsto meet him.”

“By dl means.” Shapiro assaysaforma bow as he steps back. Tindey doesthe same, and Lee can't
help but notice that his eyes never leave Elise' s cleavage.

Those breasts once attracted him, too; it took him along time to discover that the heart beneath them is
cold. “Captain, ma- dame...”

“Your father?’ Lee murmurs, as Elise escorts him away. “| figured he would send you to find me.”

“Perhaps.” Her amile becomes enigmatic asthey stroll through the crowd. “Why, isit such aburden for



you to see him one last time? After al, he had quite a bit to do with your sdection.”

A soft purr from somewhere just above his head. A floater has picked them up; now it' s following them
as they move through the reception. Even if he wasinclined to give a candid answer-thank you, but I've
accomplished thison my own-now isn't thetime. “For which I'm grateful,” Lee says. “And no, itisn'ta
burden.”

“Good. | rather hoped not.” Her hand dides down to take his own. “Besides, he has atreat for you.”

They find Josegph R. Rochdlle, the senator from Virginia, standing in front of the screen, surrounded as
always by aides, Liberty Party apparatchik, locd political cronies, and sycophants of one sort or another.
A short, avuncular man for whom somatotropin therapy has erased nearly twenty years from hisred age,
he now looks only dightly older than hisformer son-in-law. His back isturned asthey approach; he must
have just finished another one of his anecdotes, for everyone laughs out loud. Senator Rochelle rarely
lacks for an audience, in or out of Atlanta.

“Oh, very good! Y ou'vefound him!” Senator Rochelle beams as his daughter leads Captain Leeinto the
midst of the circle, then he half turns to make an expangve gesture at the screen looming above them. “I
was just saying that someone... | won't say who, of course... in Atlanta had inssted upon christening
your ship the Virginia” A broad wink that everyone understands. “But of course, that particular someone
didn’t have quite as much clout as the gentleman from another state.”

More laughter from the senator’ s entourage, and L ee forces himself to smile gppreciatively. Whilethe
Alabamawas dtill under congtruction, there had been considerable infighting within Congress over which
dtate the vessal would be named &fter. In the end, the President settled the dispute by christeningitin
honor of the state whose NASA center had been most responsible for its research and development. An
ironic choice snce NASA itsdf no longer exids, it' snow yet another civilian agency dismantled under the
Nationa Reform Program, its primary functionsfolded into the Federa Space Agency, an arm of the
United Republic Service.

But Lee doesn't say anything, nor does he need to; it’ sonly necessary for him to smile and bow asthe
senator introduces him to adozen or so men and women whose names he forgets as soon as he shakes
their hands, while Elise stands between them, playing the role of the loya daughter and loving wife.
When dl was said and done, thisis about appearances; once again, Lee redizesthat he hadn’t chosen his
wife so much as she had chosen him, and then only with her father’ s pragmatic approva. The senator
needed a son-in-law from the Academy of the Republic, an up-and-coming URS officer whose career he
could advance from adiscreet distance in order to further his own political ambitions. Tonight’ sthe big
payoff for everyone.

Asthe senator beginstelling another one of his stories, Lee’ s attention drifts to the screen towering above
them. The Alabamahangs suspended in low orbit above Earth, the spotlights of its skeletd dry dock
reflecting dully off the ship’slight grey fusdage. A tug gently maneuversacylindrica bargeinto position
bel ow the ship’ s spherical main fuel tank, in preparation for onloading another ten thousand tons of
deuterium and helium-3 strip-mined from the mountains of the Moon. Fuding operationswill continue
nonstop right up until ten hours before the beginning of Alabama s scheduled launch at 2400 tomorrow
night.

Onceagain, Leefinds himself wondering if he should call it off. Everything depends upon the timetable
being kept. Nothing can be alowed to go wrong between now and then... and yet there are ahundred
different waysit could al fal apart.

“Why the long face, Captain?’ One of the nameess men to whom he had just been introduced nudges his



|eft shoulder. “ Concerned about the misson?’

“No, not at al.” Out of the corner of hiseye, Lee catches Elise studying him. “ Just observing the fuel-up,
thet'sal.”

“Robert doesn't worry. He s the coolest officer the Academy has ever produced.” Senator Rochelle
favors hisformer son-in-law with something that might resemble fondness unless one happened to look
closdy at hiseyes. “He just wantsto get out of here and seeto his ship. Isn’t that right, Bob?’

“Anything you say, Duke.” Lee addresses the senator by his nickname, and this éicits more laughter from
the cronies. No one ever says no to the senator from Virginia; by much the same token, Duke knows that
Leedoesn't liketo be called Bob. Tit for tat.

Rochdlle chuckles as he pats L ee on the shoulder, then he takes him by thearm. “If you'll excuse us,” he
saysto the others, “I'd like to have afew words with the captain.” They nod and murmur as Rochelle
leads Lee away, Elisefadling in behind them. “Thiswill take just amoment,” Rochelle says softly once
they’re out of earshot. “ There' s someone here who wants to meet you.”

Believing the senator wantsto introduce him to yet another politician, Lee suppressesasigh ashelets
Rochellewalk him past the edge of the crowd. Y et Duke surprises him; instead, he takes him behind the
screen, toward the back entrance of Independence Hall. A pair of soldiers stand guard near the door,
their rifles at ready; behind them is a Prefect, wearing the calf-length dark grey overcoat and braided cap
that isthe uniform of I SA officers. The soldiers step aside when they see the senator, but the Prefect
doesn't budge. He sillently waits as Rochelle produces his 1.D. folder; Elise reluctantly doesthe same,
giving theintelligence officer ahaughty glare as she holds her card out for him to inspect. Only Leeis
spared; apparently the Prefect recognizes him, for he shakes his head as L ee reaches into his pocket.
Satisfied, the officer turns and opens the narrow wooden door leading into the building.

The hdlway isslent, vacant save for another soldier inside the entrance. Their footsteps echo faintly off
the old plaster walls as Rochelle beckons L ee and his daughter toward double doorsto the right; he gives
them aquick look-over asif to check their gppearance, then he quietly taps on the door. A moment
passes, the door clicks asit’s unlocked from within, then it’s opened by yet another soldier stlanding just
ingde

Leeimmediately recognizesthe place from history texts he' s studied since childhood: the Assembly
Room, where the Declaration of Independence was signed and the First Constitution debated and
framed. Small wooden desks, each with itsinkpot and quill pen, arranged in semicircular rows around a
low platform on which along table had been placed in front of three high-backed chairs. And here, inthe
middle of the oak- paneled room with his back turned toward them, stands Hamilton Con- roy, the
President of the United Republic of America

Senator Rochelle stops at the wooden railing at the back of the room. “Mr. President,” he saysformally,
“may | present to you Captain Robert E. Lee, commander of the United Republic Service Spaceship
Alabama”

Hearing the senator, President Conroy turns away from the gaunt middle-aged man with whom he had
been conversing. Rotund and short of stature, with narrow brown eyes set in abroad face, the President
issmaller than he seems on government netv; now he seems diminished by theroomiitself. A pretender to
history, Leereflects. A charlatan aspiring to greatness.

“Indeed.” The President smiles briefly as he walkstoward therailing, his hands clasped together behind
hisfrock coat. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you, Captain. Y our father-in-law hastold me great
things about you.”



“Thank you, Mr. President.” Lee doesn't relax from therigid stance he automatically assumed the
moment he saw the commander in chief. “1 hopel live up to your expectations.”

The President laughs dryly, without much humor. “At ease, Captain. Y ou' re among friendshere” He
glances at Senator Rochelle. “ Duke, you should have let him know | would be here. Thisreceptionisin
his honor, after al. No need for surprises.”

“ThelSA requested | keep your presence secret,” Rochelle says. “ Security considerations.”

“Yes, of course” The President dismisses the senator with scarcely anod, his attention solely focused
upon Lee. “ Sorry to take you away from the party, Captain. | only wished to meet you in person. |
haven't had a chance to do so before, and after tonight I’ 1l never have an opportunity to do so again.”

“Yes, gr, Mr. President.” Lee clagps his hands behind him. From the corner of hiseye he seesElise
doing adow burn. She's probably been awaiting this moment for severa weeks; now she' sbeing
ignored, with no one bothering to introduce her to the President. 1 apologizeif I" ve taken you away from
urgent business”

The smile fades from the President’ sface. “ Only matters of state.” He turnstoward the man with whom
he had been speaking. “1 don’t know if you' ve ever met our Director of Interna Security before... Mr.
Shaw, Captain Lee.”

“Never before now, Mr. Presdent.” Roland Shaw glides down the aide to extend his hand. “However, |
believe we have amesting at the Cape tomorrow morning.”

“Yes, gr, wedo.” Leeclagps Shaw’ shand. “ A last-minute detail before the shuttle launch. Security
procedures...”

“Of course” Theleft corner of Shaw’'s mouth tics upward. “We were just discussng asmilar sort of
thing.”

“Redly?’ Senator Rochelletriesto reinsert himsdlf in the conversation. “ Anything you careto share with
LS?!

Shaw frowns. “Not much to talk about,” he says, and for amoment his eyes meet Lee's. “ A roundup of
dissidents who may be opposed to thismisson. Smply a precaution.”

“A wiseidea” Rochelle quickly voices hisapproval. “I’m glad we were able to renew the Alien and
Sedition Act inthe last session. It only seemed prudent, given our current Situation.”

The current situation. As adways, the Republic is under constant Siege by its enemies, both abroad and
within. The Commonwesalth of New England, which still maintains armed troops at the borders of
Connecticut, Massachusetts, and Vermont. Pecifica, whose guerrillaarmy wages daily skirmisheswith
URSforces over disputed territory in the northern Sierra Nevada range. The European Commonwedlth,
which continues to enforce trade embargoes until the Republic agrees to remove its nukesfrom
geodtationary orbit. Meanwhile, dleged spieswere being arrested every day, in citiesand towns al over
the country. Last night ahigh- school teacher was publicly hanged in Houston. One of her former
students claimed that she was using a satphone to transmit information to France; although the accused
repeatedly protested her innocence during her trid, and the satphone was never found, the student was
the son of aprominent Liberty Party officid, and therefore hisword was beyond question. The teacher’s
execution was carried out afew hours after thetria’ s completion and shown live on Govnet.

The President acknowledges the senator with only avague nod; for the moment, he’ sdisinterested in



politics. He stepsalittle closer to therailing, his solemn eyes casudly examining thegold brad onLee's
epaulets. “We have something in common, Captain,” he quietly observes. “WEe re both named after
famous ancestors.”

“Yes, gr, Mr. President.” Lee continuesto stare straight ahead. “Robert E. Lee was my
great-grandfather, severa generationsremoved.” Or at least, so he' sbeentold; in Virginia, nearly
everyone whose last nameis L ee presumes to be descended from the general who led the Confederate
Army during the Civil War. Le€ sclaim to family ancestry isno more nor lessvaid than anyonedse's.

“Just as I’ m descended from Alexander Hamilton, yes.” The President reaches up to smooth aminute
wrinkle on the left shoulder of Leg suniform. “I’m curious... isthere anything that Generd Leeever said
that strikes a chord with you? Something. that has carried you to this place?

Warmth curls around Le€ s neck. Although the President doesn’t look directly at him, hefeelsthe eyes
of everyone dsein the room. Behind the President, Shaw watches him silently, his gaze never leaving his
face.

“Yes, dr, hedid.” Leg smouthisdry. “ ‘Duty isthe sublimest word in our language. Do your duty in al
things. Y ou cannot do more. Y ou should never wishto doless.” ”

President Conroy raises his eyesto meet Lee's. For afew seconds that seem much longer he regards
him with cool gppraisd. A smdl vein pulsesin hisneck below hisright ear; Leefinds himsdf watching it
with an abstract sort of fascination.

Does he suspect? Has he learned of the conspiracy? Two days ago, Lee wrote a letter, addressed to
both Elise and her father, which he stored in his desk’ s memory. The desk was instructed not to release
its contents until after 2400 hours tomorrow night, but someone-Elise, the senator, the |ISA-might have
decrypted it. If they did...

“‘Let Americans disdain to be the instruments of European greatness,’ ” the President saysat last. “ ‘Let
the thirteen States, bound together in agtrict and indissoluble Union, concur in erecting one greet
American system, superior to the control of al transatlantic force or influence, and able to dictate the
terms of the connection between the old and the new world.” ” He pauses. “ Do you understand,

Captain?’
“Yes, gr, Mr. President.”

“My great-grandfather. .. aso severa generations removed... wrote those words amost three hundred
years ago, not long after this great country was founded in this very same room.” The President speaks
asif Lee hasn't said anything. “ The conflicts were different then, but yet they remain much the same
today. Americais destined for greatness, and it’s our responsibility to achieve its detiny in the stars
themsalves. Out there, the Republic shal become ageless. Immortal.”

“Yes, Sr, Mr. President.”

The President dowly nods. “Y ou’ re doing a great service to this country, Captain. For this, the Republic
owesitsgratitude.” Hisleft hand moves from behind his back, extends acrosstherailing. “ God bless you,
son. Good luck.”

Lee has asudden impulse to spit in hisface. No one could have stopped him, not even the soldier
standing behind him. Instead, he clasps the President’ s hand. His pam feds small and limp within hislinen
glove; Leecan't resst theimpulse to exert alittle more pressure than usual.



“Thank you, gr,” hesays. “I’ll do my best.”

The President winces, but smilesback at him, and it’sin that instant Le€’ slast remaining doubts vanish.
No more heditation, no more second thoughts....

Tomorrow, he' sgoing to stedl the Alabama
Huntsville 7.M.70/ T-26.30.

Thefirg fiery red chrysanthemum hasjust exploded above the Tennessee River when Jorge Montero’s
desk buzzes. Jorge doesn't heer it a firdt; he's out on the bacony with hisfamily, enjoying the cool
breeze that has come with the passing of the day, watching the skyrockets as they soar upward from the
riverside several milesaway. The delayed boom of the fireworks almost drowns out the phone from
indde the house; it’ s his son who naoticesit fird.

“Call, Papa.” Carlosbarely looks away as an orange blossom opensin the sky, itsiridescent petals
coruscating down around the holo of the sngle-star Republic flag looming above the modest Huntsville

syline

Jorge grunts, pushes himsdlf out of his chair. Ritagives him alittle smile as he tromps past her to the
glass-paneled door leading into the spare bedroom he' s converted into an office; Marieiscurled up in
her lap, head nestled againgt her mother’ s shoulder. “Hurry back,” Ritamurmurs. “Y ou're going to miss
it”

“It'll take just asecond.” Jorge had switched off the insde lights so that their eyes would become
night-adapted; he dmost tells the room to turn them back on again, but thinks better of it as he gropes his
way through the dark office. A blue flash through the window illuminates his desk, making it alittle eesier
to find, and he picks up the phone just asit buzzes afourth time. “Hello?’

An anonymous voice. “ Excuse me, isthis the Jackson residence?’
|cetickles the nape of hisneck. “I’m sorry, no. Y ou’ ve got the wrong number.” flllen M. Stede
“My migtake. Sorry.” There saclick, then the dia tone.

Jorge s hand trembles as he puts down the phone. He stands dlone in the office for afew moments,
garing at nothing in particular, feeling his heart beet againg his chest. Then he turns away from the desk,
walksto the office door, and opensit. Light from the upstairs hallway causes him to squint; he
deiberately shuts his eyes as he quickly moves across the hal to Carlos s room. Fortunately, the kid has
switched off the lights; Jorge goes to the window next to the bed and touches the stud that deopaques the
glass.

Severd coupes are parked on the street in front of their gpartment house, yet none looks unfamiliar or
out of place. As hewatches, though, adark blue midi cruisesdown St. Clair. It dowsto acrawl asit
comeswithin sght of hisbuilding; asit passes beneath a streetlamp he catches abrief glimpse of two men
through the windshield. They’re peering up a his apartment.

Themidi pullsover to the curb. Itsrear lightsflash, and itsfan skirts billow asit settles to the ground, but
the doors don't open. The car remains till, asif itsdriver iswaiting for something.

Jorge opagues the window, takes a deep breath. Then he hurries back acrossthe hall to his office.
Another pyrotechnic flash from across the city, followed severa secondslater by distant thunder. “Hello,
desk,” he says, careful to keep the office lights off. “1.D. Jorge, password totem pole.”



“Good evening, Jorge.” Thewall behind the desk briefly displays the start-up screen before replacing it
with a picture he had taken of Marie and Carlosin Big Spring Park one autumn afternoon last year.
“Would you liketo read your mail?’

“No.” Jorge opensthe closet, pulls out the canvas duffel bag he packed nearly a month ago. “Locate all
files prefixed zero-two and erase. Password one-nine-gamma.”

“Fileslocated and erased.” A pause. “Y ou have a phone subroutine attached to this command. Do you
wish for meto activate it now?’

“Y es, please. Password two-nine-epsilon.” The desk will now place acall to the next personin the chain
and repest the same sequence of code words he had heard only a couple of minutes ago, alerting that
individua in the same way he had been warned. Jorge hopes that the person who caled him had been
ableto make aclean getaway, and that the next guy in linewill receivethesignd intime.

No time to worry about that now. “Make another call. Phonebook number twelve, password
six-zero-six. Send voxcard in memory, attach encrypted file prefixed zero-three-zero. Then erase dl data
from memory. That’sdl, desk.” Without waiting for an acknowledgment, Jorge drops the bag on top of
the books and disks stacked on his desk and crosses the room to the ba cony. Hiswife and children are
gtill watching the fireworks. Ritalooks around as he opens the door.

“It' stime” hesaysquietly.

Her mouth fals open, and fear briefly crosses her face, then she quickly puts a clamp on her emotions
before Marie notices. “All right, kids,” she says, swinging their daughter off her 1ap as she stands up,
“that’ s enough fireworks. Papa s got abig surprise for you.”

“But | want to watch!” Mariewails. In the far distance, skyrockets sail upward two and three at atime,
their crackling detonations overlapping one another: poom! poppa-poppa-poom! poom! “I don’'t wanna

m!”

“It' samost over. Now we' re going out for ice cream.” Ritapicks Marie up again, turnsto £arlos.
“C'mon, you too. We'redl going.”

Carloslooks away from the city, stares across the balcony at hisfather. Their eyes meet, and in that
instant Jorge knows that the boy has guessed the truth. His son may only be fourteen, but he' sfar more
mature than his years, afew weeks ago, Jorge had told him everything- at least, everything that he
needed to know-and warned him that this moment might come. Now Carlos smply nods. “ Sure,” he
says softly. “ Soundslike fun.”

Jorge gives him areassuring nod as he steps aside to let Rita carry Marie through the door. Thelittle
girl’ sl fussng over missing therest of the fireworks, but there’ sno time to comfort her. Hewalksto
the edge of the bacony, glances over the sde. No onein the courtyard behind the apartment house, and
his coupeis <till parked in front of its recharger. “ Seen anyone down there?’ he murmurs as Carlos joins
him e therailing.

“I haven't redly been looking. No, | don't think s0.” The teenager is shaking. “Papa, that call...”

“It' sbegun.” It figuresthe ISA would pick thisday for their next crackdown; the mass arrest of
D.l.s"dissdent intdlectuas,” to use afavorite Party expresson-on the Fourth of July is sure to make
every patriotic heart swell with pride. “We ve got to hurry. Help Mamawith Marie, will you?’ flllen M.
Stede



“Okay.” Carlos hegtates. “ Can we take anything?’

“Only the clothes on your back. Sorry.” Carlos nods gravely, then heads for the balcony door. Jorgeis
about to follow him when an ova shadow passes across the ba cony.

Helooks up just in time to spot afloater moving past afloodlight on the cornice of the gpartment house
next door.

They're dready too late. The Prefectsare closing in.

Rita has taken amoment to open the hal closet and wrap alight nylon jacket around Mari€’ s shoulders.
His daughter is on her own two feet now, but as petulant as only afive-year-old can be, samping angrily
and ingsting that she doesn’t want ice cream. Hiswife stares at Jorge as he comes out of the office, the
canvas bag dangling from hisleft shoulder. Carlos emerges from his bedroom; he' s grabbed avest from
his room, and Jorge catches a glimpse of something as he hidesit in his pocket. Probably his pad; Carlos
never goes anywhere without it. Jorge hopesit doesn't contain any incriminating informeation.

Not that it matters; the court tendsto reach averdict first, then examine the evidence later, and then only
if it caresto obey the letter of the Revised Condtitution.

“All right.” Jorgetries hard to sound carefree, if only for Marie'ssake. “Let’ sgo get someice cream.”
Then he leads the way down the stairs to the entrance foyer.

Themidi isgtill parked in front of the building, but now two men stand on the sidewalk in front of the
vehicle. Nether wearsthe long grey coats of Prefects, yet they silently observe the Montero family as
they walk down the front steps and turn toward the dley leading to the rear courtyard. Just asthey’re
about to walk around the side of the building, apolice HV glides down the street.

“C’mon now. Wedon't want to belate.” Jorge sweeps Marie off her feet, and the child giggles with
delight as her daddy places her on his shoulders. “Ice cream... we re gonnahave ice cream...”

It sat that moment the floodlights hit them, both in front and from behind.

“Stop!” The loudspesker voice seemsto come from dl directions at once. “Don’'t move!”
Jorge raises a hand againgt the white-hot glare. From her perch, Marie screams. “Papa. .. I”
“Raiseyour handsl Don't try to run!”

Ritahuddies againg hissde. “Jorge... I”

Beyond the harsh light, the silhouettes of men running toward them, their footsteps loud against the
pavement. From behind, asiren whoops asthe HV rushesinto the dley.

“Pgpal What arethey doing... 7’

Above him, the windows of the gpartment house deopague. Figures appear at the windows: their
neighbors, whom Jorge knows by face but not by name, stare down at them. Then the windows go dark
once more.

“Let me have her!” Ritaclawsat Mari€ sjacket. “Let me have her!”

Marie howlsin terror as Jorge lifts her off his shoulders. Her left foot lightly kickshimin the face, and he
barely hastimeto deposit his daughter in hiswife's arms before someone grabs hiswrist and twistsiit
behind him.



“Wait aminute!” Heinginctively yanks hisarm free. “Hold on! My kids...1”

A baton daps his ssomach just above hiskidney. A moment of exquisite pain as an eectrica current
passes through him, then al his musclesrelax, and he collapses. The back of his head strikes the cracked
asphdt, and now heliesin the driveway, pardyzed and dazed, watching with adistant sort of fascination
asone of the men from the midi movesin on Carlos. Thekid triesto punch him, but he misses; the scuffle
moves beyond hisrange of vison, and dl he sees are dark forms looming above him.

“Jorge... I"

One of thefigures crouches closer, and the baton movestoward him again, thered light onitshandle
strobing againg the night. Rita's screaming, Mari€' s screaming, and he can't see or hear Carlos anymore.

The baton touches the side of hisneck, and he plummetsinto black silence.
URSS plrbrmr 7.M.70/ T-2M.01.0Q

She can't see the stars. The spotlights arrayed along the open trusswork of the dry dock are too bright,
and the only thing beyond them isthe matte black expanse of space. Even Earthitsef isinvigble it's
somewhere below thelong cylindrical boom of the ship’s primary structure, which stretches away until it
meets the enormous drum of the main engine. A shame; there won't be many more opportunitiesfor her
to be done before launch, and shewould like to see Earth onelast time.

Dana Monroe hoversin front of the broad window of Deck H5, watching service pods and
dockworkersin hardsuits as they move adong the Alabama, making their ingpections of the starship’s
five-hundred-foot hull. The window is situated on lowest deck of the hub module, just below the primary
airlocks and docking ports, and it’ s the only porthol e that faces backward. All the other windowsin the
payload section, including those in the seven ring modules encircling the hub, offer only sdeviews, and
none look forward: the view would have been blocked by the main fuel tank and the vast cone of the
Bussard ramscoop.

Y et even as she surveys the prelaunch operations, Danaknows she' sonly killing time. As chief engineer,
her list has a couple of hundred different duties-239, to be exact-she needs to perform in the next
twenty-four hours, haf of which have to be completed within the next twelve. Through her headset, she
hears the mingled voices of her team murmuring to one another over the primary com channdl. For the
time being, though, she holdsin place, awaiting one single message that will lead her to one dl-important
job...

Dana switches her grip on the window rung from her left hand to her right. No sun-shadows on the dry
dock scaffolds; that means Highgate' s equatorid orbit has taken it within Earth’s night once more. If she
were doing EV A right now and on atether outside the dock, she might be able to make out the Ursa
Major constdlation. If she couldn’t see the place she was about to leave, then at least she could see
whereshewasgoing. . . .

“Charlie Eagle, Charlie Eagle, thisis Lima Oklahoma Ten. Do you copy?’
Dana gives her headset agentle tap. “ Charlie Eagle here. What' sup?’

Lima Oklahomais Launch Operations, the pillbox-shaped superstructure outside the main bay; Lima
Cherokee Ten isthe cal sign for the duty officer for this shift. “ Dana, wejust received asquib from
Houston. A voxcard forwarded to you from someone in Pensacola, name of Arthur Monroe.”

Dand s|eft eyebrow involuntarily tics. An old boyfriend once told her that it did that when she was



nervous. “That'smy uncle. Sure, put it through . . . vox only, please.

A moment passes, then she hears areedy old man’ svoice: “Dang, it'syour Uncle Art. | know you
haven't heard from mein along while, but | just wanted to let you know how proud | am of you, and that
your family iswishing you dl the best of luck. Y ou're probably very busy just now, so you don’'t need to
cal back if you don’t havetime, but just remember that we love you very much... and that’sall | wanted
to say. Oh, and I’m sending you a picture to take with you. Goodbye, and may God be with you.”

A brief pause, then the duty officer comes back online. “That’ sit. Do you want me to open the card?’

Dand s breath shudders as shelets it out. “No thanks. Just download it to my pad. I'll look at it the next
chancel get.”

“Will do. Lima Cherokee Ten over.”

“Thanks. Charlie Eagle out.” She clicks off, borrows another moment to gaze through the window. Uncle
Art’ sthefamily patriarch; her late mother’ s youngest brother, old enough to remember when black
people in the South were sometimes called bad names. He s till dive, yet only asmall handful of family
members and close friends know that he now livesin ahospice in Pensacola. He sbardly ableto
remember hisown name, let alone send alucid voxcard to hisfavorite niece.

Danaglancesat awall chronometer: 2400 EST, exactly as she anticipated. All the proper code phrases
had been used. Best of luck. Don't call back. File attached. Goodbye.

Goodbye, indeed. One way or another, she's committed now.

She pushes away from the window, glides across the compartment to a ceiling hatch. She enters the hub
access shaft, barely touching the ladder rungs as she floats upward through the ship’s core. She passes
Deck H4, where the command deck is located, and H3, the life-support center, and H2, the engineering
section, where her own team are going about their business, until she reachesthe hatch leadingto I'll, a
the top of the shaft.

The outer pressure door is aready open; Dana presses a stud on the bulkhead, and the inner hatch
dividesin haf, revealing a short corridor leading to another hatch. She pauses to touch her headset again.
“I'minthering, going off-linefor afew minutes,” she announces on the common frequency. “Beright
back.” She switches off the headset. No further explanation is necessary; everyone will assumethat she's
visiting the heed.

The corridor takes her to acircular passageway |eading to the ring modules. Danafloats to a hatch
marked 02. Opening it, she glides through a manhole in the module.

C2 isone of the Alabama stwo hibernation modules: four decks stacked one atop the other, each deck
containing fourteen biostasis cells. Folded down from their wall niches, their lids open, thefiberglass cells
faintly resemble coffins, asmilarity Danafinds unnerving. Through awindow on the opposite sSde of the
deck, Dana can seesthe dry dock bay.

No timeto waste; if she remains off-line for too long, someonein Launch Control might get suspicious.
She moves to a console beneath the window, pulls out the recessed keypad, quickly tapsingtructionsinto
the modul€' s secondary computer system. A flatscreen lights, displaying the main menu; shetouchesthe
button marked program ingtall, and the screen shows alist of options beneath a password prompt. Dana
enters her clearance number, then reachesinto her pocket and pulls out her pad.

As she hoped, the duty officer has already downloaded the voxcard she received from “Uncle Art.” She



clipsthe pad againgt the consol€ s seria port, then opens the photo that came attached to the voice mail
message. The picture that appears on the pad’ s screen isof Uncle Art’ sfamily, taken during areunion
picnic severd years ago in Pensacola; what the casual viewer wouldn't know isthat the digital image
contains an encrypted file.

A few deft strokes, and the information isfed into the computer’ s backup memory. Onceit’sin, Dana
takes afew momentsto decrypt the file and double-check its contents. Long, dense lines of information
appear on the screen. Satisfied that the info is secure, she savesit in the system under a password, then
unclips the pad from the console, stows away the keypad, and shuts down the board. With luck, no one
will ever know she'sbeen here.

Dana climbs headfirst down aladder to the deck bel ow, then enters ahorizonta tunnel Ieading to the next
module. C3 isone of the two modules devoted to crew quarters: racks of narrow bunks, tightly packed
together between storage lockers. She' s not looking forward to sharing close confines with other crew
members, with luck they won't remain aboard the Alabamafor very long after they come out of biostas's.
She locates the head, takes amoment to flush its zero-gee commode. The minute changein air pressure
will indicate to the duty officer that someone has just used the toilet on Deck C3B; that will help
substantiate her dibi.

Shelets out her breath. One more task completed. There will be more over the course of the next
twenty-four hours, some even more difficult than this, but for now...

A sharp double beep in her headset; someone strying to page her. She switches the comlink back on.
“Charlie Eagle, we copy.”

“Charlie Eagle, Lima Cherokee Ten. Where are you right now?’
“Charlie Three Baker. Isthere a problem?’

Anuncertain pause. “Ahh... yeah, thereis. We ve detected aglitch in Charlie Two's backup compuiter.
Y ou know anything about it?’

merritt idhnd 7.5.70 / T-20.31.
“Name, please?’

At firgt, Wendy doesn't hear the man who's come up beside her. She' s staring at the row of flatscreens
along thewall of the ready room. Most display long bars of coded text-the mgjor events of the prelaunch
countdown, dowly scrolling upward one by one-yet the screen in the center, the largest one, depicts
something different: an overhead shot of the Alabama, hovering withinits orbital dry dock. Every now
and then, the screen changes, showing adifferent view of the giant vessal from another angle, yet never
once hasit looked like anything except a plastic model cobbled together by a somewhat talented child.
Hard to bdieve that she' s about to board the thing. ..

“Miss? Excuse me? Y our name, please?’

She looks around, finds the white-suited technician standing next to her. She can barely see hisface
through the plastic visor of hishood, but he doesn’t seem very much older than she. There sasmdll
mustache on his upper lip, which makes her didike him dmost immediatdy; she'sdways distrusted men
who have mustaches. Probably because the first counselor at Camp Schaefly who tried to rape her wore
amustache. And thisguy isamost the same age.

“Gunther, Wendy.” She picksup her 1.D. badge from the bench where she put it, holdsit up. “ See?It's



right here.”

Thetech barely glances at the badge. He triesto hold therigid smile, yet when their eyes mest for a
moment, she can seetheirritation in hisface. “Thanks,” he says, then he sudiesthe pad in hisright hand.
“Sorry to bother you, but there are just afew things | need to ask...”

And again, thelist of questions. Have you ever had tuberculosis, diphtheria, rheumatism, chicken pox,
gonorrhea, herpes, AIDS, or any untreatable form of cancer? Have you been inoculated within the last
twelve monthsfor the following, et cetera. Have you eaten any food or consumed any liquids within the
last seven hours? Have you had abowe movement within the last hour? Have you urinated within the last
hour?

So forth and so on; she answers no, yes, no, yes, no, while her gaze wanders around the crowded room.
All around her, nearly two dozen men and women, along with asmall handful of children, are seated on
hard plastic benches. Like her, everyone wears one-piece isolation suits with the Alabama mission patch
and the Republic flag sewn on the shoulders. One of the kids, apparently eager to become a spacer, has
aready put on his hood, but no one €l se wears theirs yet. They’ re not due to board the Jesse Helms for
another five hours; until then, it’ sgoing to be along wait in theisolation ward of the Crew Training
Facility while the docs give them ther find inoculations.

Wendy knows amost none of these people. She'smet them all, of course, over the course of the last few
weeks, while she' s undergone crew training both here and in Texas, but she can't truly say that she
knows any of them. With the exception of Barry Dreyfus-there heis, across the room, sitting with his
mother-noneis her age. Spouses and children of Alabama sflight crew, loyal members of the Party,
ready to carry the flag across the galaxy for love of God and...

“Have you had any sexua contact within the last forty-eight hours?’
Wendy glances up a the tech. “What? What did you say?’
“Haveyou... pardon me, haveyou had any... 7’

“Y ou have my background, right?’ she asks. He glances at the pad’ s screen, nods. “Then you know I'm
fourteen years old. What do you think?’

Nearby, a couple of other crewmen turn their heads, listening in on the conversation.

“It'sjust a... sorry. Never mind.” Hisgloved finger hastily stabs at his pad; Wendy' sfaintly amused to
see awhite fog of perspiration appear within hisfaceplate. Poor guy’ sflustered, she thinks. Good.
Serveshimright. “Umm... | think we can skip therest,” he mutters, hisvoice nearly inaudible through the
hood' s grill. “ Just one morething... who areyou traveling with?’

Now it's her turn to look away. “No one,” she murmurs.
“Pardon me?’
“I’'m not with anyone. My father’ s dready aboard the ship.”

“I’'msorry, but | don't...”

“My father isEric Gunther,” she saysimpatiently. “ Gunther, Eric, ensign, FSA, life support. He saready
aboard the Alabama. I’ m flying up to meet him.



What else do you need to know?*

And please don't ask the obvious questions, she silently adds. Like why | was added to the crew roster

a the last possible minute, or why | was trained independently from my father, or even why | practicaly

haven't seen him three monthsin the last eight years, after he abandoned me after Mom died and left me
to rot in agovernment youth hostel. Because, swear to God, | don’'t know the answers either.

Long silence while the tech studies his pad. From the corner of her eye, Wendy can see Barry watching
her. Nice guy; quiet, reserved, keeps his handsto himself. Maybe they’ |l get to be friends once they get
to wherever they’ re going. But Wendy has kept everyone at arm’ slength during training, because the last
thing she wanted was to screw up somehow; that would have meant being shipped back to Camp
Schaefly, the humid dorms packed with al the other cast-off and unwanted kids, where you spent your
daysin paramilitary drills and dept with one eye open. Because whatever waitsfor her forty-six
light-years away, it can’t be anything worse than Missouri....

“Yeah, okay. It'sdl here.” Thetech snapsthe pad shut, steps back. “ Shuttle [aunch isin about five
hours, and you'll get your final briefing before then. When your nameis caled, you need to report to the
front of the room for final medica inspection and your shots. Until then, you can take anap, read abook,
anything e se. Understand?’ She nods. “Any questions?’

“Canl...” Shehegtates. “I'd liketo step out. Just to... y’know. One last ook around. Catch someair.
That sort of thing.”

“Sorry.” His head shakes within hishood. “Y ou know therules. You'rein quarantine.” He hesitates, then
offershishand. “Good luck, Wendy. | envy you.”

If you knew anything about me, she says silently, you wouldn't be saying that.

“Thanks,” she says, and takes hishand. “I’ll send you a postcard.”

Hope you're patient, she adds without saying so. Y ou won't get it for another 460 years.
southern gedrgir 7.5.70/ T-20.M2.M

Gliding acouple of inches above its devated track, the maglev passenger train races through the forested
hill country south of Macon, its spotlight piercing the thin haze above the superconductive monorail. Asit
rushes past one of the innumerable shantytowns sprawled across the countryside, a squatter warming
himself by atrash can fire notices that the train has only two cars and that they have stedl dats bolted
againg their windows. He stares at the train long after it has vanished, silently reflecting on the fact that,
as hard as hislife has become, it could be much worse,

A sudden vibration awakens Jorge from his restless dumber. Raisng his head from where he had
propped it between the edge of the seat and the window, he studies the compartment with weary eyes.
Crammed together in every available seat are men, women, and children. Most are ad eep-wives huddled
againgt husbands, kids dozing in their parents' 1gps-but some are awake. Staring through the window
dats, they watch the occasiond lightsthat swiftly pass by, their faces taut with anxiety, exhaustion,

hopel essness. Precious little baggage in the overhead racks; only ahandful managed to take anything
when the Prefects came for them. Judging from whet little conversation Jorge has overheard, some of
these people were taken off the street, arrested while leaving restaurants, shops, even their own homes.

D.l.s, each and every one. Scientists, for the most part-Jorge knows most of these people by faceif not
by reputation-athough scattered among them are dso afew writers, artists,- sudents, and various other
individualswho present “a clear and present danger to national security,” to usethe |SA’sfavored term.



There must be acouple of hundred people packed into the train; the Prefects were busy this Fourth of
July.

Marie shead lies cradled in Jorge slap, her jacket wadded around her shoulders as a makeshift
blanket. He tries not to disturb her as he raises hisarm to glance at hiswatch. Almost 3:45 am.; they've
been on the train for nearly five hours now, ever sincethey left Huntsville dong with afew dozen other
D.l.sand ther kin. No trid, no hearing; only aridein the back of agovernment midi to the maglev
station, where they were ushered aboard by armed soldiers. The train wasn't crowded until it reached
Atlanta, then it made along stop while more than a hundred additional detainees were herded aboard,
the grey-coated Prefects on the platform carefully checking off each name on their pads. Now a soldier
stands guard at each end of the compartment, riflein hand, forbidding anyone to speak aoud. Nothing to
do except deep and be afraid.

Just north of the Floridastate linein Vadogtaistheir destination: the Petrick J. Buchanan Education
Center. Jorge has seen the Govnet propaganda for Camp Buchanan: clean, well-lighted dormitories
where D.l.sare dlowed to live while they take classes intended to broaden their political awvareness.
Happy, well-nourished children playing tag while their parents Sit at benches, eagerly asking questions of
patient teachers. Peoplein blue paper pgamas standing in linein the mess hdl, waiting for hedthy food
served up by smiling cooks. Heartfelt testimonids by former D.1.s proclaiming the worthiness of the
reeducation program, repestedly stating they werewell trested during their stay. But Jorge knows three
former colleagues who were sent to Camp Buchanan, and he hasn't seen any of them since.

Acrossthe aide, Ritadtirs, opens her eyes. Carlosis curled up next to her, his head on her shoulder. His
wife looks around, sees Jorge, gives him awan smile that he knows she doesn’t fed. Hewantsto
whisper something to her-an gpology? alittle late for that now!-but the last thing they need isto have one
of the soldiers shouting a him, so dl he canisgive her what he hopesisacomforting nod. Everything will
beadl right, everything’ sgoing to work out just fine...

But it isn't. He knowsthat now. The ISA must have tumbled to the conspiracy. Why e se would they
have been arrested?

Thetrainlurches again, alittle harder thistime, and now there sagradual sense of deceleration. Arewe
aready coming into Vadosta? Jorge peers through the window dats. Nothing except darkness, yet
Vadogaisalarge enough city that he should be able to seeitslights. Nonethelessthetrainisdowing
down...

Other passengers are waking up. Jorge catches the eye of an old friend seated two rows up: Henry
Johnson, an astrophysicist who aso used to work at Marshall Space Flight Center. He' s known Henry
since they were postgrad students at MI T, long before the Second Revol ution; after that they worked
together on Project Starflight, or at least until they Sgned a petition protesting the National Reform
Program. The new government let them keep their jobs until the Alabamawas finished, then they were
publicly denounced as D.l.sand cast out of the Federa Space Agency. Shortly after that their citizenship
was suspended, their voting rights revoked. They became noncitizens, Ieft to fend for themselves as best
they could.

Now Henry’ s on the train to Camp Buchanan, aong with everyone else from Marshall who stood up to
the Liberty Party and its social agenda. Six rows back are Bernie Cayle and hiswife VVonda, and Jorge
spotted Jm Levin on the platform at Huntsville just before he and his family were marched into the next
car down. Henry slently gazes back a him, and as the train makes another lurch he dowly nods. Henry
ismore closdy involved in the conspiracy than Jorge; the whole thing has been kept compartmentalized,
so that if one person was arrested and interrogated by the Prefects, he wouldn't be able to reved dl the
details. Jorgeisn't sure, but he believes Henry may betheleader. If heis, then...



“Papa? Are we stopping?’ Marie has woken up; she raises her head from hislap, knuckles her
deep-wizened eyes.

“Shh. It'sdl right, sweetie. Just be quiet.” Jorge strokes her hair, glances over his shoulder to seeif the
guard has heard them. Not that it matters; although passengers softly murmur to one another asthey stare
through the windows, for the moment the soldiers aren’t paying atention. The onein the back of the
train, akid not very much older than Carlos, grabs a seat back to steady himself as he bends over to the
nearest window. The soldier up front spreads hisfeet alittle farther gpart; he yells a everyoneto be
quiet, but there' s a baffled expression on hisface.

Thetrain dowsto acrawl, coasts down anincline. A series of metronomic bumps againg the
undercarriage as its whedl's engage the track; now Jorge can see asparse handful of lightsfrom directly
ahead. Warehouses trundle past the windows, they’ re coming into an industrial park somewhere north of
Vadogta, arail yard meant for freight trains. Perhaps they’ re taking aboard more D.1.s. Y et when he
glances a Henry again, hisfriend sfaceis carefully neutrd.

Jorge has seen that secretive ook before. He knows something. ..

Thetrain comesto ahalt. “ Shut up!” the soldier up front yells. “ Stay where you are! Don’'t move!” He
gesturesfor the other soldier to come forward; the kid walks to the center of the compartment, rifle a the
ready, as his sergeant retreats into the accessway. A faint thump, then ablast of cool air from outside.
The passengers on the other side of the compartment watch through the windows as the sergeant steps
off thetrain.

Marie looks a Jorge, her eyeswide with fear. What' s going on? she silently mouths. Carlosis avake
now, his gaze flitting between the window and the soldier standing only afew feet away. The soldier turns
his back to him, and for an ingtant Jorge sees awild impulse dart through his son’ s eyes. He urgently
shakes his head, and the boy reluctantly settles down.

A minute passes, then another. Three, four. .. Footsteps on the stairs, and the sergeant steps back into
the compartment, followed by a Prefect. Y oung, tal, fit; calous eyesin ahandsome face. The ISA officer
studies the passengers with much the same sort of loathing a chef would feel toward cockroacheshe's
found in his kitchen, then he pulls out a pad and flipsit open.

“Thefollowing individuas and their familieswill accompany me,” he says. “Exit from the rear, and no
talking. Abbott, FrancisK... Arnold, Alice C.

... Burgein, David C..."

One by one, people rise and stagger down the center aide, their legs cramped and numb. Bernie and
Vonda Cayle leave the train; aminute later, Henry Johnson follows them. Everyone on thelist isaformer
Marshall scientist, soit’sno surprise when, just afew seconds after the Levins have been called, Jorge
hears his own name.

“Papa, where arewe going?’ Mari€' s hand istiny within hisown, terribly vulnerable.

“Shh. I'll tdl you later.” Jorge lets Marie and Carlos get in front of them, then he reaches up to pull his
heavy bag down from the overhead rack. The young soldier sneersat him as he picks Marie up and
cariesher downtheade.

The night is colder than he expected, dark save for the lights above the warehouses. An unmarked
government maxvee is parked next to the train, aloading ramp lowered from itsrear cargo door. Two
soldiers and near the vehicle, silently watching the D.l.s asthey line up to board the vehicle. Still holding



Mariein hisarms, Jorge nervoudly looks around, spots Jm and Sissy Levin standing afew yards behind
them, their children between them.

The Prefect who called their names steps down off the train. He walks over to the max, glances at the
D.l.sdready insde, then does aquick head count.

Jorge estimates that about forty-five people have been taken off the maglev, including spouses and
children. Just about everyone who had boarded in Huntsville, plusafew from Atlanta. The remaining
hundred or so passengers stare at them through the windows. They’ re destined to continue south to
Camp Buchanan; it' simpossible to tel whether they envy the ones who’ ve been pulled from the train or
pity them.

Another Prefect disembarks from the second car. He walks over to his companion; they compare their
lists, murmuring quietly to one ancther. Theline shufflesdowly forward, the peoplein front ducking their
heads as they march up the ramp into the max.

The vehicleis even more cramped than the train; everyone squeezes together on its hard plastic benches.
No outside windows. Through a grate-covered window in the front of the compartment they can seethe
back of the driver’ s head; he glances around once to watch the people coming aboard, then looks away

agan.
Ritaputs Mariein her lap to make alittle more room.

When thelast D.I. hasfinally come aboard, the Prefect who called their names from the train marches
into the vehicle. Pulling astunner from within his coat, he regards everyone with cold scrutiny, asif
challenging them to attack him. When no one says anything, he takes an empty seat at the back, then
motionsfor the soldiersto close therear hatch. They hesitate, then pick up the ramp and shoveit into its
dot. The hatch dams shut.

Long silence, then the maxvee whinesto life. Everyoneisjostled against one another asthe vehicle picks
itsdlf off the ground. Jorge can't seetherail yard asthe max coasts avay

“All right,” the Prefect says quietly. “1 think we're safe”

Everyone gares at him. What did he just say? Then Henry Johnson clears histhroat. “Did it work?” he
asksquietly.

Jorgelooksfirg a him, then at the Prefect. Incredibly, he' s putting away hisgun. Rital smouth is
wide-open; she doesn’'t know what to make of this any more than anyone dseinthemax... dl save
Henry, who briefly favors Jorge with abroad grin. flllen M. Stedle

“Well done, everyone,” he says. “Especidly you. Nice performance.” The Prefect nods, trying not to
amile, then Henry sharply claps his hands to break through the cacophony of voices dl around them.
“Okay, everyone cam down, takeit easy. Sorry we had to put you through this...”

“What the hell are you trying to do?’ Thisfrom Bernie Cayle, sitting near the front of the vehicle,
“Goddammit, Hank, you scared the shit out of ...”

“Bernig, please,” Henry says. “Watch your language. There are children present.”

Laughter, reieved and out of place, ripples through the max. Oddly enough, only the handful of kids
seem unruffled. Maybe they’ re ill half-adeep, or perhaps they figured out this was ahoax long before
the adults did.



“Like Dr. Johnson says, I'm sorry we... | had to do this.” Everyone quiets down asthe Prefect stands
up in the back of the vehicle. “If more of you had known about thisin advance, it wouldn't have worked.
We had to find away to collect everyone on short notice, and this was the best way we could manage.

Thisway, we're perfectly legit.”
“What do you mean, legit?’ someonein the rear demands. “What areyou... 7’

“Right now, y’dl are being taken to Little Rock, where you' re scheduled for 1SA interrogation. That's
our pretext for taking you off thetrain.” The Prefect raisesahand. “It's complicated, | know. Just bear
with us”

Silence now, as everyone takesin hiswords, yet Jorge is beginning to understand. There are aspects of
the plot of which he hasn't been informed, but now it’sal coming together...

“Sowherearewe going?’ Marielooksfirg at the Prefect, then Henry, then findly Jorge. “If it’ snot
Camp Buchanan or Little Rock...”

“A lot farther than you think,” Jorge says quietly.
merritt idand 7.5.70/ T-17.10.

The rising sun has painted the sky with shades of magenta and burnt orange, lent aslver tint to the
blue-grey surf rushing againgt the beaches of Merritt Idand. Closer, the Alabama’ s shuttles await takeoff
on their concrete launch pads; fue trucks are parked nearby, while the ground crew makesfina
ingpections on the twin delta-winged space- planes.

Captain Leetakesin the view from awalscreen in abriefing room within the Crew Training Fecility,
wishing he could be out there right now, if only for one last taste of sdlt air. But that' s clearly out of the
question; the sea breeze isfilthy with microorganisms, and he’ s aready undergone decontamination
procedures. Theworld is now beyond hisreach, behind the hermetically sealed doors of the quarantine
area. In afew minutes he' sto join the rest of his crew; right now, though, he has one last duty to perform
on Earth.

A soft click from behind him, then the faint whoosh of pressurized air asthe door glides open. Lee
reluctantly turnsfrom the wallscreen astwo men enter:

Ben Aldrich, closely followed by Roland Shaw. They’ re wearing white paper coveralsand caps, their
hands covered with latex gloves; both men had to be decontaminated before they were alowed to pass
through two sets of airlocksleading to this bare, unfurnished room. Hislast face-to-face contact with
anyone from Earth who doesn’t wear ahemet.

“Morning, Robert,” Aldrich says. “Ready for the big day?’

Lee givesthe Launch Supervisor atight smile. “That' s not for another 226 years. Ask me again when |
getto47UmaB.”

Aldrich grinsback a him. “Maybeit' Il be only 226 yearsfor you, but it'll fedl like 230 for me.” Heturns
to the Republic’ s Director of Internal Security.

“Not that it makes much difference, but if he’'d made that sort of mistake during training, | would' ve
found someone elsefor thejob.”

Rilen M. Steele Shaw barely acknowledgesthe jest; indeed, Lee wondersif he fully appreciatesthe



effects of time dilation. Once the Alabama achievesits maximum cruise velocity of .2c, time aboard the
gtarship will dow relative to the rest of the universe. Add three months for acceleration to 20 percent
light-speed after leaving Earth and another three months for magsail deceleration into the 47 Ursae
Mgoris system, and the ship’ sinternal chronometers will record a passage of alittle more than 226
years, while back home the voyage will have lasted nearly four yearslonger. The Lorentz factor will
matter very little to him or anyone el se aboard the Alabama, sincethey’ll bein biostasis during most of
the journey, but it’ s highly doubtful that Shaw will still be dive by then, even with the benefit of
life-extenson trestments,

“I don't think you could have found anyone better.” Once again, Shaw’s manner isas stiff asit had been
last night when Lee saw him with the President.

“I’'m sure the captain wants to be with his people right now. Perhaps we should get on with our
busness”

“Yes, of course” Aldrichisclearly nervousin the presence of the Director of Interna Security. He
reaches into a pocket of hiscoverdls, pullsout his pad, flips open the cover. “Okay, then...”

The briefing isaroutine rundown of the mgor events of the next seventeen hours. At 1000 EDT, the
URSS Jesse Helms, piloted by First Officer Shapiro and carrying the forty-five members of the

Alabama sflight team not already aboard the starship, is scheduled to lift off from Pad 10, withan ETA
of at the Alabama. Pending successful rendezvous and docking of the Helms, the George Wallace will
launch at 1300 from Pad 11, carrying the fifty-one members of the Alabama’ s colonization team, with
Captain Lee himsdlf aspilot. Its anticipated rendezvous and docking is scheduled for 1430; by then fuel
load-up will have been completed. At 1500 the main hatches will be sedled, and the crew will go through
prelaunch procedures until 2345, when the Presdent will publicly address the nation vianetv from
Atlanta. Following the President’ s speech, final countdown will commence at 2350; if al goeswell,
primary booster ignition will be at 2400.

“We had asmadl problem early thismorning.” Aldrich studies his pad. “Launch Control detected an error
in the backup computer system in Module C2 shortly after 2400 last night...” Leefedshisheart skipa
beat. “... But the chief engineer checked it out and found that it wasjust afaulty program darm.

It's been fixed, and countdown was resumed at 0014."

“Good. Glad to hear it.” Lee pretends acalmness he doesn't fed. Something must have gone wrong, but
it sounds asif Danamanaged to take care of it without tipping her hand. “ Anything else?’

“Nothing. We reright on schedule.” Aldrich closeshis pad, looks at Shaw. “Y our turn, Mr. Shaw.”

“Thank you.” The DIS has remained quiet through al this; now he unzipsthe black plastic pouch he
carried into the room, pulls out asmall object wrapped in clear cellophane. “Captain Lee, | don’t think |
haveto tell you whet thisis”

“No, sr.” Leetakes the packet, opensit, pulls out alarge chrome- plated key on aneck chain: the
launch key for the Alabama s primary ignition system.

Without it, the ship’s main engines cannot be fired. A security precaution to prevent the Alabamafrom
being launched without direct authorization from the President.

“Thank you, gr.” Lee dlipsthe chain around his neck, letsthe key dide down the front of hisjumpsuiit.
It sonly now that the |SA has seen fit to entrust it to the mission commander; during dressrehearsalsin
orbit, a Prefect has aways been in the Alabama’ s command deck to insert the key and turn it, even



though the main engines were never started. Y et thisis supposed to be a symbolic moment, so Lee snaps
to attention and sal utes Shaw.

Shaw responds with asaute of his own, then offers his hand. “ Good luck, Captain. All our prayersgo
withyou.”

Leelooksstraight at Shaw as he clasps his hand, yet there' s nothing in his expression that the captain can
read. Shaw smply nods, ever so dightly, then heturnsto Aldrich. “1 believe you have something to
add...”

“Yes, gr, thereis” AsAldrich stepsforward again, he pullsfrom benesth hisarm alarge parcel sededin
plastic. Through the transparent wrapping, Lee can see asingle white star embroidered on afield of dark
blue canvas, bordered by red and white horizonta stripes. Theflag of the United Republic of America

Aldrich handlesit reverently, dmost asif reluctant to give it up; when helooksup a Lee, hiseyesare
moist. “1 know you' ve aready got one of these aboard,” the Launch Supervisor says quietly, hisvoice
raw at the edges, “but this one comesfrom dl of us here at the Cape. If you wouldn’t mind, Captain,

we' d likefor you to raiseit on the new world once you get there. .. in our honor, please.” flllen M. Steele
Leefedsahollow sensation in the pit of his ssomach. Ben meanswell, and Lee has nothing againgt him,
yet the last thing he ever wantsto see againisthisflag: asymbol of atotditarian government that has
taken everything Americaonce stood for and twisted it beyond recognition. One star to signify one
people, or so it has been stated; what it really stands for is one party, one palitical ideology. The purpose
of thismissonisn't exploration, as originaly intended before the Second Revolution, but conquest. He's
being sent to 47 Ursae Mgoris not to expand the horizons of humankind, but to establish an interstellar
colony that will ensure theimmortdity of the Republic. Millions of people areliving in shacks made of
discarded junk and cooking squirrel stew over manure fires because so much of his country’ s resources
have been diverted to the congtruction of a starship. One of humankind’s most noble dreams, terribly
perverted...

“Robert?” Aldrich stares at him. “Isthere something wrong?’ “ Sorry.” Lee takes a deep bregth. “ Just

thinking about this moment, that' sal.” He accepts the wrapped flag from Aldrich, bows dightly, gives
him what he hopes the other man will interpret asamodest smile. “Thank you. I'll put thisin aplace of
honor.”

Aldrich bowsformdly. “Thank you, Captain. May God bewith you.” Lee givesthe Launch Supervisor a
farewd| handshake, lets him enjoy thislast moment of pride. And al the while, hefed's Roland Shaw's
eyes upon him. titusville 7.5.70 / T-1M.00.

Three seconds before the countdown reaches zero, reddish orange flames erupt from the shuttle’ s ascent
engines, followed by billowing brown plumesthat quickly envelop the spacecraft. For a second the
space-plane can barely be seen, then the Jesse Helms dowly rises from the thick hale. Microphones pick
up the sound of people cheering, then the crackling thunder ripples acrossthe VIP viewing areathree
miles from the launchpad, drowning out their voices as the camera pans upward, tracking the white glare.
A thousand feet above the ground, the shuttle' s nose tilts upward, then its NIP main engineskick in, and
the spacecraft suddenly vaultsinto the blue heavens above the Atlantic.

“Theg swill fill be nomina at thispoint.” Henry Johnson nods toward the dusty old flatscreen above the
bar. “There |l be some discomfort once they reach seven g's, but that lasts for only about a minute or
0.”

“Y ou don't think the kids will be hurt?” Jm Levin glances uncertainly across the closed-down restaurant.
Histwo children, David and Chris, are dtting on the floor with Carlos and Marie Montero; they’re



playing scissors-rock-paper, from the looks of it. “ My youngest gets motion- scknesswhenhesona
plane”

“I’'msaurealot of usare going to be throwing up.” Jorgeis gill watching the screen. The Helmsitsdlf is
now visible only asatiny white spot at the head of along contrail. He' stempted to step outside to seeif
he can spot it with the naked eye, but the rules are firm; no one leaves the restaurant until they’ re ready to
go. “Don’'t worry about it. I ve been up before. It'san easy ride.”

The screen switches to ayoung woman standing at the press site: a Govnet correspondent, delivering an
account of what they’ ve just seen, theliftoff of the shuttle carrying the members of the Alabama sflight
team. The volumeisturned down low, so only ahandful of the people gathered in the abandoned
restaurant on the outskirts of Titusville can hear her. “ Just aslong aswe ve got avomit bag for my boy,”
Jm murmurs. “Otherwise, we' re going to haveahdl of a...”

“Hush,” Henry says, asthe image changes once more. “Hereit comes...”

A video replay from an hour ago: the wakout from the Crew Training Facility within the Gingrich Space
Center. A door opens, then the flight team walks out. Striding singlefile past the journalists and
cameramen gathered behind arope, they wear one-pieceisolation suits, their features barely visble
through the faceplates of their fabric hdmets. Among the adults are severd children of various ages,
distinguishable as minors only because of their shorter stature. They wave to the bystanders asthey stroll
past the cameratoward the white FSA maxvee parked less than thirty feet away.

“See?’ Henry murmurs. “No questions, no interviews...”

“No|.D. checks.” Jorge glances over his shoulder a him, sees Bernie Cayle gnawing at afingernail. Of
al the people gathered in what used to be called the Lamplighter Grill, he' sthe most nervous. Asif any of

them could be described as cam. “But what if someone recognizes... | mean, if they don’t recognize...
?1

“Look how they'redressed.” Jm gestures to the screen. “ Y ou can barely seetheir faces.”

“Uh-huh. So long as everyone staysin motion, it’'Il be over and donein just afew seconds.” And just as
Henry saysthat, the last crew member boards the maxvee less than aminute after the first one emerged
from the building. A soldier shuts the door behind him, and amoment later the vehiclerisesfrom the
ground, turns away from the camera, and skims down the road |eading to the launchpad. “ See? Easy.”

“Sowhy can't we... 7" Bernie hesitates, trying to articulate his thoughts. “I mean, can’'t we just head
sraight for the pad? We ve got our own suits, so why do we have to go through... ?’

“Bernie...” Jm lets out an impatient breath. He' s dready explained everything to everyone, but for some
reason Bernie ill does't get it. “Look... for onething, if we don't do the walkout, everyone will
wonder why the colonists haven't appeared. Second, we have to ride that particular max out to the pad.
We can't take the one we have, because...”

Jorge has heard this before. He excuses himsdlf to check on hisfamily. The restaurant smells of mildew
and rotting wood; the windows have long since been boarded up, so the only light comes from the camp
lanterns scattered around the dining room where loca s used to enjoy Friday night all-you-can-eat buffet
dinners. He wonders again how the underground managed to gain access to this condemned highway inn,
but decidesit’ s one more question better |eft unasked.

Even now, no one wantsto divulge secrets. Further evidence that more people are involved in the
conspiracy than heredlized.



Hefinds Ritaseated at the folding table at the far end of the room, her face scrunched up as she receives
one of the antivird injections everyone has to take. Jorge recognizes the doctor giving the shots. asenior
gpace medicine researcher at Marshall before he, too, signed the petition that got him labeled asaD.l.
Jorge can’t remember his name, and he' s surprised to see him here, but his presence makes sense.
There sno way aclean-room facility can be set up here, but at least they can make sure no one carries
any viruses aboard the Alabama.

“Okay, you'redone,” the doctor says, and Ritasighs as she pulls down the deeve of her shirt. “Bring
your children over, and I'll do them next.” Then he looks up and sees Jorge. “Wait aminute. .. | haven't
taken care of you yet, have 17" When Jorge shakes his head, the doctor turns back to Rita. “On second
thought, let Jorge go firgt. If your kids seetheir dad doing this, maybethey’ Il tekeit alittle easier.”

“Good idea.” Carloswon't mind afew shots, but Marie has dways been aproblem at the pediatrician’s
office. Jorge Stsdown in the chair Ritahas just left and rolls up hisright deeve. “ Of course, it might help
if you've got asucker. My daughter expects one when she goes to the doctor.”

The physician shakes his head as he fits aclean needle and another cartridge into his syringe gun. “ Sorry.
No food for anyone from hereon out. | don't likeit either... | could use acup of coffeeright now.” He
checks Jorge’ snameon hislist. “ After this, you can help your wife get the kidsin their isolation suits.”

Jorge nods. The crowd in the dining room has gradudly thinned over the last hour; after they received
their shots, everyone had gone into the kitchen nearby.

When he peered through the swinging doors afew minutes ago, he saw that shower curtains had been
draped from the ceiling pipes, forming makeshift changing rooms. One by one, people took folded
garments behind the partitions and emerged afew minutes later wearing one-piece coverals. Whoever
made theisolation suits had done their job well; they’ reidentica to those he had just seen the flight crew
wearing during walkout, right down to the Republic shoulder flag and the Alabama mission paich.

“Y ou managed to send the medica data, didn’'t you?’ the doctor asks quietly as he dabs acohol on his
biceps.
“Just before we left.” The voxcard sent to Houston from his desk contained encrypted medical records

for everyone gathered in this room; they would be needed to reprogram the Alabama s biostasis cells. It
should have been received and downloaded by now.”

“Should be.” The doctor sighs, massages his eyelids. “ Just one more thing that could go wrong

“Look! Pgpa s getting his shots!” Jorge turns around, sees Rita shepherding their children to the end of
the table. Carloslooks bored, but Mari€ s eyes are wide with terror. “ See how easy it is?’

“Sure, there' snothing to...” Jorge Sartsto say, then the doctor takes MB flllen M. Stedle that moment
to jab the barrel of the syringe-gun againgt his arm and squeeze the trigger. Jorge tries not to wince as he
fedsthe sting of the needle, and he forces a smile as he looks back at the physician. “Hey, did you just
do something?1 didn’'t fed anything.”

The doctor gives him afaint smile as he changes needles and cartridges again. “ As painless as can be.”
Marie hides her face against her mother’ s side, and Jorge decides not to presstheissue. Marie will just
have to suffer through this, that’sdl...

The Prefect who had taken them off the train outside V a dosta emerges from the kitchen. He sno longer
wesaring hisgrey overcoat, and histieis askew around the collar of his shirt. He whistles sharply between



hisfingers, then claps his handsfor atention. “Listen up!” heydls, and the room goes quiet as everyone
lookstoward him. “We ve only got twenty minutes before we' ve got to be out of here, and we il
haven't taken care of haf of you. If you haven’t had your shots, form aline behind the table, then
proceed to the kitchen for suit-up. We re running out of time, so let’s get going here, okay?’

Rita givesthe Prefect acold glare. “He could be alittle more...”

“Honey,” Jorge murmurs, then clenches histeeth asthe doctor hits him with another shot. Marie seemsa
little less afraid; now she watches with morbid fascination as the doctor exchanges needles and cartridges
one moretime. The Prefect crosses the room to where Henry, Bernie, and Jm are gathered in front of
the screen. He says something to them, and Jim and Bernie leave the bar to join the line forming behind
Rita, yet Henry stays behind. As Jorge watches, hisfriend pulls out his pad and opensit. The Prefect
steps around behind him to peer over his shoulder. Something’ s going on...

Another swift jab, and he' sdone. “Boy, that was great!” he exclaims as he stands up. “ Thanks, Doc! |
fed better dready!” He bends over to Marie, daps his hands againgt histhighs. “C’ mon, you gottatry
thig”

The dubious expression on his daughter’ sface tells him that sheisn’t buying any of it, but she dlows Rita
to escort her to the chair. Jorge waits until the doctor swabs her arm, then asks her if she can spell her
mother’ s name backward. Marieis till working on the second | etter when the doctor gives her thefirst
shot. She yelps, but more out of surprise than from actua pain; Jorge decidesthat Rita can handle things
from here, and he quietly dides awvay and heads over to the bar.

“If they’ re coming, they’ d be here by now,” Henry saysto the Prefect, as Jorge draws closer. “ But
we ve dill got twenty minutes. ..”

“WE ve got twenty minutes, but you know aswell as| do that...” The Prefect looks up, sees Jorge
approaching. “Can | help you?’

“Who'scorning?’ Jorge asks, keeping hisvoice low. “Isthere someone s2?’

Henry hesitates, then showsthe pad to Jorge: along list of names, nearly every one highlighted, yet afew
remain unlit. “We ve got forty- five,” he saysquietly. “ There' s supposed to befifty. Fiveremain
unaccounted for. They were supposed to be on thetrain, but it doesn’t look like they were picked up.”

“Or they were picked up, but weren't taken to the train. And that’ s what worriesme.” The Prefect
absently rubs the beard stubble on his chin. “Not good.

Notgood at dl..."
“They wouldn't bregk...”

“Anyone can be broken. Trust me on that one.” The Prefect glances at the line of people standing in front
of thetable. From behind him, Jorge hears Mari€' s high-pitched scream as she' s given another injection.
“Never mind. Let’sjust get these people out of here.”

“Youdon'tthink... 7'

“Just hope no one does a head count during the walkout.” The Prefect shakes his head, turns away.
“C'mon. Theclock’ srunning out.”

“He shouldn’t mind,” Jorge murmurs once he' s out of earshot. “He s getting a sedt, after al.”



Henry does't look up from his pad. “He' s not coming with us,” he saysvery quietly. “Wegavehim a
chance, but he opted to stay behind... he hasto, theway dl thisis planned.” Then his eyes meet Jorge's.
“When... if hispeoplefind out what he’sdone, they’ Il put him ontrid for treason.”

Jorge sares at him. “But why would he... 7

“Asked him that once myself. Hewouldn't tell me.” Henry dapsthe pad shut, turnsto join theline at the
table. “Don’'t say anything about it, though, to him or anyone ese. It's something personal.”

Rita has aready escorted the kids into the kitchen; Jorge can hear her behind one of the curtains, coaxing
Marieinto one of the child-szeisolation suits.

Almost everyone has had their shots and donned their garments; now they’ re crowded together in the
pantry, gazing through the restaurant’ srear door. Just outside is the government maxvee that had picked
them up in southern Georgia. The driver stands next to the vehicle, and Jorge notices that he' s changed
clothes; now he' swearing thelib Hilen M. Stees uniform of a URS lieutenant. Another nameless man
facing death for what he’ sdoing today ...

Sissy Levin hands Jorge afolded suit, motions him toward the nearest changing room. Just as he' s about
to enter, Carlos comes out from behind the curtain.

He s put on hisisolation suit and carries hishemet under hisarm. “How do | look?”’
“Fine. Just great.” Jorge gives his son aquick ingpection. “How' re you holding up there, muchacho?’

“Okay, | guess.” Yet hisfaceis pae, his shoulders visibly shaking beneath the coverdls. “1 don’t know
about this...”

“I' know. I'm not crazy about it either.” Jorge bends down on one knee, looks Carlos straight in the eye.
He' snever lied to hisboy before, and heisn’t going to start now. “It sounded like a good idea when we
were putting it together, but that was kind of in the abstract. Now we're here, and... well, it sgoing to
be tougher than | thought.”

“Then...” Carlos glances at the people waiting by the delivery entrance. For amoment, they’re done; no
oneis paying attention to them. “We don’t have to do this, do we? | mean, we don't haveto get to

go...”

“Y ou know of another way out?” Carlos's mouth trembles, but he doesn’'t say anything. “ Son, we're
escaped criminas now. The government’ s undoubtedly frozen my credit account, so we ve got no
money, and we can't go home even if we could. If weturn ourselvesin...”

“I know that!” Carlos svoicerises, and severa people standing nearby turn to look their way. Jorge
hastily shusheshim. “Pgpa... it’' sforty-six light-yearsaway...”

“I' know, | know...” Jorge shakes his head, then grasps his son by the shoulders. “But it’ s either this, or
we spend the rest of our livesinaD.l. camp.

Y ou, me, your mother, your little Sigter. .. you want to see Marie in Camp Buchanan? Carlos snuffles
back tears, looks down at the floor. ” Believe me, there' s no other way. If therewere, I'd..."

A sharp whigtle from behind them. “Hey, someone leave something behind?’

Jorge glances over his shoulder, seesthe Prefect stlanding in the doorway of the dining room. He's
holding aoft Jorge' s duffel bag. “ Someone dropped this,” he calls out. “Who doesit belong to?’



Damn. He had amost forgotten it. Jorge raises his hand. The Prefect sees him, then marches acrossthe
kitchen to where he' s crouched with Carlos. “If itsyours, you can’t bring it with you,” he says, lill
swinging the bag by its strap. “ Sorry, no persona belongings.”

“Those aren't persond belongings. It's something we need.”

Surprised at having his authority chalenged, the Prefect stares back at him. Out of the corner of hiseye,
he sees Ritaand Marie coming out from behind the curtain. Mari€ ssuit isasizetoo large for her; its
leggings rumple down around the tops of her boots, and it sseems asif she could crawl out from within the
loosecollar.

“ Something you need. Man, everyone has something they need.” The Prefect drops the bag on thefloor.
“Okay, open ‘er up, let’s see what you' ve got.”

Jorge hesitates, then unzips the bag and pullsit open, reveding its contents.

The Prefect bends down, studying what’ sinside. He frowns, looks up at Jorge. “Y ou redly thought
about this, didn’t you?’ he asks, hisvoice now so low only Jorge and Carlos can hear him. Jorge doesn'’t
say anything, and the Prefect reluctantly nods. “Okay, you can takeit,” he says quietly. “When we do the
walkout, ding it over your right shoulder, so that it's away from the people standing behind therope. If
someone notices and asks you what you' ve got, pretend you didn’t hear. Just keep walking. Got it?’

Jorge nods, and the Prefect checks hiswatch. “Hurry up and get dressed. We leavein Sx minutes.” Then
he turns away, clapping his hands once more. “C ' mon, people, hudtle... I”

Carlos stares at hisfather as he zips the bag shut again. “Papa, what did you... 7’

“Never mind. Just go help your mother and sister.” Jorge hands the bag to his son. “Keep an eyeon this,
will you? It'simportant. .. but don’t show it to anyone.”

Carlostakesthe bag by its strap, pullsit over his shoulder. He dumps alittle benegth itsweight, and his
expression changes from fear to puzzlement.

For amoment Jorge wonders whether he' s going to open it, but the boy obeys him. Jorge giveshim a
amile, then steps behind the curtain.

Alonefor the moment, he sags againgt the cinder-block wall. He shuts his eyes, takes a deep bresath, tries
to will his heart to stop pounding. Thisisthefirst time since he received the phone call a his apartment
that he/ sbeen out of sight of hisfamily; until now, he hasn’t dlowed himself to show fear, let donefed it.
Y et degp down insde, he' sjust asterrified as Carlos. How can Rita accept al this so camly, when she
didn’'t know what was happening until ... ?

No. He doesn’'t have timefor this now. Jorge opens his eyes, takes another deep breath, then sitsdown
on the plagtic chair and begins removing his shoes.

Beyond the curtain, he hears Rita begging Marieto stay still and stop fidgeting so much.
No choice. They're committed now. All of them.

URS5 rlrbpmr 7.5.70/ T-11.M1.

“Hewantsto uuhaf?” Dana stares a the corn officer in disbelief. Y ou mean now?’

“Nothing | can do about it, Chief.” Les Gillis carefully keeps ahand cupped around his headset mike.



“He saready on theway over.”
“For thelove of...” Danaturnsto another officer seated afew feet away. “ Can you confirm that?’

“Seefor yoursdf.” Sharon Ullman has aready punched up aredtimeimage on the nav table; a
holographic wire-modd of the Alabama appears above the table, surrounded by Highgate' s skeletd dry
dock. Most of the service pods have dready moved away from the ship, dthough afud barge till holds
position beneath the main tank. As Danawatches, asmal cylindrica craft movesthrough the bay,
heading toward Alabama.

“OTV hasrequested clearance for docking at SC2,” Gillissays. “I don’t think the colondl’ sgoing to take
no for answer.”

Not now, God. Please, for the love of al that’ s holy, don’'t do thisto me now. Danaand Lessharea
wary look; Sharon’s one of the handful of crew memberswho isn't in on the plot, so they can't talk
fredy. “What' sthe present ETA for the Hms?’ she asks.

“ETA at 1230, on schedule.” Sharon expands the holo to display the distant shuttle on fina gpproach for
low-orbit rendezvous with the Alabama “They’ re docking at SC2 in ten minutes.”

“Okay.” Danatakesadeep breath, triesto cam hersdlf down. “Les, inform the OTV driver | want himin
and out by 1225 max, and if he hits my ship, I'm going to... never mind. Just remind him that the Helms
needsto use SC2, and any delay isgoing to screw up the countdown.” She releasesthe celling rall,
pushes hersdlf toward the deck hatch. “1f you need me, I'll bein H5.”

Theorbita transfer vehicle has arrived by the time she makesit to the EV A ready room; through the
window next to the egress hatch she watches as the craft gently movesinto the shuttle cradle. A dight
bump asits blunt forward end mates with the docking collar; ahaf minute later the tiger-striped inner
hatch irises open. Thefive men who emerge wear URS military fatigues, their flechette rifles strapped to
their shoulders. One by one, they push themsdvesinto the EVA compartment, clamping the toes of their
boots within the foot restraints. Although Danaiis herself an Academy graduate, she never saw combat
duty before she transferred to the Federal Space Agency. These men, she knows just from looking at
their faces, are seasoned pros, hardened by toursin Colombia and the Sierra Nevadas. Bad mofos and
proud of it.

Thelast man through the hatch is Cal. Gilbert “ Gill” Reese, something of alegend withirr the Serviceand
now leader of the URS security detachment aboard Highgate. Reeseisbuilt like abull: thick arms, thick
legs, thick neck. Thick head, too, or at least that’s Dand s private opinion having dealt with him severd

timesdready.

Seeing her, Reese gives Danaa amile that borders on being asmirk. Before she can say anything, he
turnsto the soldier nearest to the hatch and cocks histhumb at it. The soldier closes the outer hatch and
dogsit tight, pounds hisfist againgt it twice, then stabs the button sedling the inner hatch.

A hollow thump, then the deck shudders dightly asthe OTV disengages from the docking collar.
Through the window, Dana catches aglimpse of the ferry moving away. Reese makes a show of
checking hiswatch.

“Tweve twenty-five on the nose,” he says, not looking at her. “ Satisfied, Chief Engineer?’

A snicker from one of the soldiers behind her. Dana pretends not to notice. “No, Colond, I'm not. In
fact, | want you to bring that OTV back here and put your men aboard.”



Reese raises an eyebrow. “Wouldn't that- throw you off schedule?”
“We ll makeupforit.” She stares straight back a him, refusing to give an inch.

Reese shrugs. “ Then you won't mind if we stay awhile. Wouldn't want you to leave us without a proper
farewdl.”

Again, the smirk. More muffled laughter from histroops. The colone givesthem asternlook, yet there's
dark amusement in his eyes. Danafeds her face growing warm. “Why are you here, Colond?’

“Glad you asked. Savesusalot of time.” The smile disappears. “We ve received word that there may be
aconspiracy agang thismisson.”

Danafedsher |eft eydid involuntarily twitch. “ A congpiracy? Where have you heard. .. 7’

“I’'m not at liberty to discussthe details, ma am. All | can say isthat my orders come from the top. My
people are to remain aboard the Alabama until its entire complement has arrived and prevent any
unauthorized personnel from entering the ship.” Reese never looks away from her. “1 hope you don’t
mind, congidering the circumstances.”

It takes al of her willpower to keep her voice even. “Yes, ar, | do mind. These people coming aboard
have been under gtrict quarantine since 0600, with no outside contact permitted with anyone. Y our men
haven’t been Sterilized, have they?’

Reesg’ sface dtiffens. The soldiers aren't chuckling now. “Chief, my orders...”

“And my orders areto get the Alabama safely under way, on time, on schedule. Thisentire ship hasjust
undergone a twenty-four-hour decontamination procedure.

No one except the flight crew has been permitted through that hatch. The moment your men came
aboard, they broke quarantine.” Despite her fear, Danais surprised to find athin current of anger risng
from deep within her. Y ou want authorization? Let’ s get authorization. Put acal through to Houston and
talk to the Flight Director. Or better yet, let’s call Atlantaand get the President on the phone.*

Danacan't believe she' sdoing this. For all she knows, Reese’ s orders could be coming straight from
Peachtree House. Y et even as she throws the chalenge at the colondl, she knows the bluff worked;
Reese gares a her in mute surprise, and his squad has become dead silent. For amoment he doesn’t say
anything; when he does, hisvoiceislow. “I don't think that'll be necessary. But my orders...”

“Fine. | understand.” All at once, anew thought occursto her. “I respect your concerns, Colondl,” she
says, softening her tonealittle. “Redly, | do... just as| hope you respect mine.”

Asif on cue, there' s another dull impact against the outer hull. She doesn’t have to look around to know
that the Helms has just hard-docked with the Alabama Good. “Y our guys can remain here until 1500,
she continues. “ That’ s when we close the hatches. But they can't leave this deck, and they can’'t make
physica contact with anyone coming aboard. Agreed?’

Dana knowswhat Reese redlly wantsto do: place his men throughout the Alabamaand not remove them
until afew minutes before the ship isready to launch.

Indeed, whatever information he' s received may justify that course of action. Y et she hasto gamble on
his unwillingnessto be officidly reprimanded by someone further up the chain of command.

“All right,” Reese says, “weé' ll play it your way.” Heturnsto hismen. “Boone, Schmidt, remain here,



Carruthers, Lucches, go over to the other hatch.

Stay at arm’ slength from anyone coming aboard and don’t leave this deck unless | give adirect order.”
The soldiers salute him asthey move into position, and Reese looks back at Dana. ” Okay?*

“Yes, dr, itis. Thanksfor your cooperation.” Reese gives her a perfunctory nod and pushes himsdlf over
to join Boone and Schmidt by the airlock.

A minute passes, then the inner hatch cycles open again; afigure wearing an isolation suit pushes himself
through. He' sdready removed his hdmet: Tom Shapiro, the Alabama sfirg officer. Tom grinswhen he
sees Dana, but his expression changes when he seesthe soldiers.

“Welcome aboard, sir,” Dana says. “Hope you had agood ride.”

“Wedid, thanks.” Tom’s gaze moves across the troopers. Behind him, Jud Tindey has aready poked his
head and shoulders through the hatch; his eyes widen as he catches sight of the soldiers. “What' sthis, an
honor guard?’

“I think we should takeit that way.” Dana stares him square in the eye. * Apparently Colonel Reese here
has just received word that there’ s someone who wants to sabotage the launch.”

“Redly?’ Thefirg officer turnsto Reese. “ Colond, would you like to explain what you' re doing aboard
my ship?’ Before he can answer, Shapiro raises hishand to Tindey. “Hold theline, Jud. We ve got a
problem.”

The executive officer nods and remainswhere heis, haf-in and haf- out of the hatch. 1t's Reese’ sturn to
look uncomfortable: now that he' s aboard the Alabama, Shapiro outranks him. “My apologies, sir,”
Reese says, giving Shapiro an untidy salute. “We ve received word from the ground that the 1SA have
arrested some D.1.swho they believe are linked to aplot to sabotage this mission.”

“Really?’ Shapiro frowns. “And how do they intend to do that?’

Reese hesitates. “We're... | mean, they’re not certain, Sir. It seemsthat they may try to smuggle
someone aboard this ship. Possbly more than one person.”

“And you' ve been sent to make sure no one gets aboard.” The colond nods, and Tom dowly shakeshis
head. 1 respect your concern, Colond, but | find that highly unlikely. When I left GSC only ninety
minutes ago, it was under gtrict lockdown... just asthis ship is supposed to be.” He glares at Dana.
“Why have you let these people aboard, Chief?’

“Sorry, gr. | wastrying to accommodate the colond.”

“Well, keep ‘em here