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For Emilly MLeay who with her trusty scanner hel ped renew t he words
The nel odramatic imagi nation is, then, perhaps a way of perceiving and
i magining the spiritual in a world where there is no | onger any clear idea of
the sacred, no generally accepted societal noral inperatives, where the body
of the ethical has becone a sort of _deus absconditus_ which nust be sought
for, posited, brought into man's exi stence through exercise of the
spiritualist imagination.... The nelodramatic node of utterance is a victory
over the repression and censorship of the social reality principle, a release
of psychic energy by the articulation of the unsayable. One m ght say that the
got hic quest for renewed contact with the num nous, the supernatural, the
occult forces in the universe, leads into the noral self.
-- Peter Brooks

*One: The Cycl one's Edge*

*1. Central Australia*

He hated the desert sun, and he kept coming back to it.

In the tangl ed DNA-spaghetti of his cells sat a bundle of genes
selected by fifty thousand years of hostile |ight, maybe a hundred thousand,
light hard enough to peel you to the bone. From chil dhood, these genes had
| ayered the surface of his flesh with a skin potentially the col our of charred
firewood.

Al f Dean Djanyagirnji snorted, the steering wheel jouncing his pal ns.
Under the inherited mask, his fallible city flesh was eager to pop and blister
nocki ngly between the raised welts that the old tribal men had scored on his
body. Six nonths of indoor research and the senior |ecturer's podiumwere
sufficient to bl each him back to the nodest dusty tan of an imm grant Sicilian
peasant, or a dedi cated weekend surfer

"Bunyips to the right of them' Af declained, for sonething to say.

' Rai nbow Serpents to the left." No comment fromthe Kkid.

One of the forms taken by the Rai nbow Serpent, the bunyip was said to
relish human neat. It was not choosy about skin colour. Wite or black
strai ght down the hatch. Fair enough of course. (And _that_was an irritating
turn of phrase to run through your head. _Fair enough_, indeed!) The beast's
own appearance varied rather freely, depending on your informant. Stout as a
wal | owi ng hi ppo, or |ean and crabby, enu-necked. A fat bel ching seal, or
el ongated and sinewy as a python. Wth its feet on backwards. A f had al ways
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liked that optional touch. The bunyip would watch him as he pursued it,
wi thout the need to turn its horrid head.

Arms and shoul ders prickled already with sunburn, though his makeshift
repairs to the Land Rover's hol ed radi ator had kept himoutside the cabin for
less than fifteen mnutes. Surely bunyips were safe from sunburn. Yet at the
end of your val orous quest, Af thought ironically, aren't you supposed to
find that the object of your ghastly tribulations was, nysteriously, fromthe
outset ... yourself?

You betcha, boss. | amthe bunyip. Hurray for insight. Half man, half
daenon, half plain bloody nonster. Mdire than half sheer inposter. Reflex anger
clenched AIf's pale-nailed fingers on the wheel. Over a century ago the white
i nvaders had caustically dubbed their junped-up social elite 'bunyip
aristocrats'. So even in heartfelt gibes at their own kind, the Europeans had
contrived to disparage the black man's truths.

For to the aboriginal tribespeople the beast had been as real as the
pouched kangaroo, as tangible as the seasonal waterhol es where the mythic
bunyip was said to sport, certainly no less inportant and alarmng in its own
way than today's post-nillennial surveillance satellite stations inside their
secured perineters in the vacant places of a country where a coupl e of
centuries previously the nost awful nenace was a boom ng, feather-naped
superstition.

Yet Alf's self-inposed treacherous role was to cap the white man's job,
to blow the Serpent in all its incarnations finally out of the salt |akes, the
evapor at ed swanps. No nore feathered snakes, yow es, dongus, tuntabah
bunyi ps, sacred custodians: only ancient dried bones. No nore dragons.

Woul d anyone care? Hardly. He was guilty only before the blind eyes of
a defunct history, or the tattered remmants of a patchwork reclainmed bl ack
culture. Still, like the bunyip itself, he was an inpostor. Fake white nman in
a sunburnt skin, apostate to a creed he'd | earned at no one's knee but cobbl ed
toget her from scholarly footnotes and the scabby nenories of drunken sots. How
splendid to specialise in dynamting the idols of extinct faiths. Wat
cour age.

Alf uttered a | oud booni ng noi se as he drove. 'Keep a strict watch-out
for fraudul ent dragons, Muse,' the anthropol ogi st said.

The strange child sat notionless at his side, gazing raptly through the
Land Rover's griny window into the appalling Australian desert. A kind of
sublimnal vibration, a tranquil excitement, radiated fromthe boy. He fits
into this place, Af realised with surprise.

The nidday sun took barrenness into its fists and shook it. The horizon
danced. Directly ahead, a forbidding junble of stone and boul ders reached
forty netres into the bright sky. If you | ooked too intently at it, it seened
to shudder.

Alf shifted his itching arm opened and cl osed one hand on the bouncing
vehicle's steering wheel, tugged at his singlet where it stuck to chest and
back in a danmp relief-map of the Burrkan initiation scars festooning his upper
body. 'Christ, it's _bloody_hot,' he grumbled. Even the conditioned air was
tepid. The tenperature gauge flickered over again into the red. Inside the
wounded radiator, with its poached egg seal ant, the water was boiling.

He gl anced again at the i mobile boy. Wth sudden peevi shness he
t hought: Why don't | save my breath? The child was like some eldritch radio
tel escope, attuned only to messages fromthe enpyrean, broadcasting nothing
but an enpty carrier signal

At once he experienced a rush of renorse. It was hardly the child's
fault. Besides, his anal ogy was faulty. Something noved in the boy's curious
brai n. Perhaps Muse ganbolled there in an interior |andscape of vivid
flowers, drifting on his toes like the fey autistic children of his special
school .

There were no flowers in the Tanam desert. Wth the mniml exception
of a few hardy, stunted saltbushes, some patches of lichen clinging to the
rock, no living thing was visible. It was plain why white nen had not bothered



conbi ng the place. The Land Rover's sturdy wheel s thrumed and thunped on
broken stone. Af let The Beast roll back a few netres to a | evel stretch of
rock and cut the ignition

For a monent he cl osed his eyes, pressing forward on the steering
wheel. His irritation with the boy, he knew, was a bid to deny his own centra
enotion. Up there, in that grotesque pile of ancient rubbish, was a dinosaur

fossil. If his luck held. AIf Dean felt a trenmor in his nuscles ... dread,
intoxication. You're waiting for me, Kungmanggur, he thought. He was close to
a state of superstitious invocation, like a particle physicist calling up the

spirit of a favourite hypothesis in the gigavolt cracking of a nuclear proton
Be there, you son of a bitch. The Road-maker, one of his filthy old teachers
had named it. They had crouched in the dust, and the nman had doodl ed synbol s
ol d before Sumer. The Rai nbow Serpent, the BabyMaker. Al f raised his dark head
and stared into the explosive light. You bastard, he thought, quivering. |'ll
nail you to the wall

He clinmbed out of the vehicle and stretched his cranped |inbs. From
every side heat thrashed him bright fromnyriad fragments of rock crystal
Even through his heavy boots the scorched earth burned at his flesh. Hastily,
he reached back inside for his bushman's hat, for the protection of a shirt.

Abr aded desolation. In the early Cretaceous, a hundred mllion years
before, all this pitiless waste was sunk beneath vast seas. How astoundi ng.
And | ong before that, during the Lower Ordovician. Half a billion years. Yet
the Iand endured, Al f thought. It persisted to be bleached and scarified, not
once, but many times. The tine before the Dreaning

"Poor bl ack bastards,' he nuttered. His nouth quirked at the
unconsci ous posture of ironic objectivity. H's own broad nostrils, thick
chiselled Iips, wavy hair were pure Australian Aborigine. Sonetinmes he thought
he detected a trace of the Buranmpingu dialect in the crisp phonenes of his
bour geoi s accent. Unhealthy fantasy. He sw ped usel essly at the bush-flies
blustering at his eyes. Even here. God damm it, he thought. You'd inagine
sci ence could do sonething definitive about the great Australian pest, and
bugger the ecological ranmfications, if there were any.

"It really is the arsehole of the universe,' he said aloud. After a
nmonent the boy turned in his seat and smiled his shy, winning smle. He hears
us, Alf thought. Dr Fish is right, Muse responds. In ways we cannot
conprehend, true, but he feels the love, the giving we offer him Even without
Fi sh' s pompous apol ogetic jargon of 'socialising facilitation' 1'd talk to
him he thought. He opened the boy's door and squeezed his shoul der

Mouse scranbl ed out beside himand peered in dazzlenment at the cliff
face, the shadowed caverns. 'Caves,' he said with excitenment. 'Bunyip.'

"You bet.' Af grinned. 'But we probably won't find anything nuch
today. Like to help nme get out the rucksacks?' Today, tonorrow. How utterly
nmeani ngl ess such terms nust be for the child. One of the deficits of his
condition, as Fish had been at pains to stress, was a failure to '"bind tinme',
to perceive sequences of cause and effect. Still, the boy seemed genuinely to
be anticipating the prospect of the caves. Carefully, Af rechecked the
contents of his rucksack, exam ned the First Aid kit, tried the flashlight
batteries. He | ocked The Beast and hoisted the rucksack on his back

They stood for a noment gazing up at the ancient cliff. Vaguest hiss of
dry wind fromthe desert. Slight novenments at the edge of audibility, as stone
expanded and shifted under the sun's baking onslaught. Yet that nearly total
silence was itself a kind of sound: a vast distant humwhich filled the head
wi t hout touching the ear. It was a presence of solitude nmore profound than Alf
Dean had ever known, even in the open country to the north. Strangeness
touched his spirit; he understood why even the nonads who had dwelt in this
desert had found the place sacred and terrible -- as sacred, perhaps, as
U uru, the prodigious stone nonolith which Alf's adopted white culture had
call ed Ayers Rock, 600 kilometres to the south. There, the rains of the
Cretaceous had returned. U uru was drowning in a freak of storm weather which
cynics attributed to the supposed presence of an experinental military base.



Once again, the blacks had been hounded away heedl essly fromtheir cathedrals.
Al f grunted wi th synpathy.

And yet ... that was exactly what he proposed to do hinself. Tear at
t he abandoned buttresses of a faith that had been stable for tens of nmillennia
and now was all but dead in any case. He would not nerely denounce the nystery
of the Rai nbow Serpent, but would prove it no nore than a m sconception of
savages, a sacred delusion built on the ossified bones of an extinct reptile,
a dinosaur fromthe age of floods. Not that anything was ever that
transparent. Neither the wellsprings of the num nous, nor the inpulse of a
man's noti ves.

Al f Dean felt his obsession coil and tighten in his belly. The
Ngul arrnga tribe, fromwhich his natural nother had been abducted to the
raci st conmpounds of the Darwin M ssion, called the BabyMaker Wedarragama. Yet
neither the Ngul arrnga, nor the Miurinbata of the Daly River reserve where Alf
had done his graduate work, nor any other of the hundreds of |inguistically
and culturally discrete tribes possessed rites exclusively honouring the
Rai nbow Serpent. The Earth Mt her had the grandeur of Kunapipi, a corroboree
cycle steeped in cosm ¢ and nundane significance, a liturgy patterning six
nmont hs of each year in its ornate enbrace. But not Wedarragama. Merely his
face and his name, inscribed on stone and bark and human menories..

Here, though, in this small section of the Tanam desert, there had
been Serpent rites. The tribe was | ong gone, smashed by di sease, drunkenness
and the theft of dignity, and their singular rite had vani shed into extinction
with them

He nmoved suddenly, clapping the boy on the back. 'Come on, kid, let's
go. Before we spook each other.’

Mouse uttered a little cry of delight and bounded ahead to clanmber up
the dusty slope. Seeing his agile grace, AIf renenbered the group of danaged
children at the Monash centre, bouncing |ike spider nmonkeys on tranpolines,
whol Iy in the dinensions of tactual and haptic space.

The first four shall ow openings they found | ed nowhere. Wnd had
scoured indentations, and shifting pressures had split stone -- even in this
nost stable region of a stable continent -- but there were no prom sing caves.
The hints AIf had conpiled in field work and archival research suggested a
series of deep caverns, cutting far into the cliff. He halted briefly to catch
his breath, sipping sparingly fromthe water container

The boy | ooked back piercingly. '"Tired old man,' he said wi thout scorn
or inpudence. He skidded down the incline, dust and pebbl es tunbling ahead of
him Alf allowed hima nodest drink. Muse sighed with pleasure and sat on a
rock, leaning his head agai nst his uncle's knee.

How normal he | ooks, Alf thought. Healthy, even strong for his age. The
ruin was hidden inside the boy's curly head: neural nets inconplete,
transmitter proteins deranged and mal formed. If Fish was right.

Alf spied a series of alnopst invisible gouges in the sandstone. 'See
t hese marks, Muse?' The boy's fingers drifted across the inpressions. 'I'm
al nrost certain they're the remmants of a religious design. Mist be inmmensely
old. Maybe we're on the right track.' He had seen just such marks in the Ngama
and Lukiri caves. By custom cerenonial insignia were |ocated out of view of
the uninitiated. He peered at them searchingly. Nothing remotely like the
Rai nbow Serpent notif.

But he's up there sonmewhere, AIf told hinself. H s huge pal pabl e bones
are |l ocked into stone, even if his acolytes are dispersed and | ost.

They resuned their clinb. Dust caked in nessy paste on sweating skin.
Mouse began to forge ahead again. Once, the boy junped back in alarmfroma
flash of blue-grey scales. It was only a lizard, startled fromits nest into
the sun.

Because he was above and ahead, it was Muse who found the entrance.

The cavern's jaws were partially hidden by two great slabs of rock,
positioned with enornmous effort hundreds or even thousands of years earlier to
forbid entry. Time had all owed one of the slabs to slip grindingly aside. Alf



saw t he boy wriggle through the narrow gap

'CGod damm it, get back here!’

Convul sively, he propelled hinself to the entrance and stared into a
void, janmm ng his sunglasses into a pocket of his shirt. Muse stood
noti onl ess just inside the opening, head cocked to one side as though
listening; the flashlight was clutched against his chest. AIf seized it,

t hunbed on the beam ' Christ knows what's in there, Muse.'

The bl ack place was a horizontal cone, extending wi de and deeper the
farther back it went. \Were the pale electric beam splashed the far wall, it
made the anci ent draw ngs dance: red, white, snoky yell ow

"Paintings,' Muse stated confidently, and started toward themw th the
stride of a statesman. In furious alarm Al f caught him spun hi maround.

"Bl oody stay _put! ' The boy flinched. 'Look, you know | don't I|ike
shouting at you. We'll both view the nice pictures _after_ |'ve checked.'

It was inpossible to know if the boy understood, but he stayed where he
was, with that indefinable quivering in his tense body, while AIf noved away.
Testing his footing with each step, the anthropol ogi st sent the circle of
light darting fromwall to floor to roof, probing for fractures which mght be
triggered by some minor unwary noverment. He returned to the note-dancing bl ur
of the entrance.

' Ckay, kid.'

The paintings were a sour anticlinmax. Af studied themclosely for
several mnutes, checking absently to ensure that Muse did not damage them
with his floating fingers. He unsnapped his Leica, took a series of flashlit
exposur es.

"Bad luck,' he said. 'Couple of centuries old at nost, very simlar to
other recent work.' They were undeni ably of sacred cerenonial significance,
but he failed to detect any reference to the Rai nbow Serpent. 'l don't see why
they went to the trouble of blocking up the cave.' Raspingly, he rubbed at his
j aw.

Mouse gazed at his uncle's face in the wan light of the flashlight. H's
armwafted up in the direction of the entrance. 'Ad,' he said. 'Ad." Hs
hi gh voi ce reverberat ed.

"Yeah. A d's right. Maybe a later bunch did all this. Let's see if
there's any nore to this place.’

Slow y they paced the cavern's chipped perineter, beam cavorting ahead.
The curved wall was marred by splits and vertical crevices. Muse pressed at
the raddl ed surfaces with spread hands, as though his dream ng nind expected a
secret floor to open, admit themto sone world nore clarified and radi ant than
he'd ever known. Sorry, kid, Af thought. W never got around to inventing the
hi nged door.

Mouse gave a little shriek.

' Moved,' he said.

Al f was instantly beside him One of the great splits in the rock wall
trenbl ed ever so slightly at the boy's touch. Af brought his flashlight close
to the vertical fault line. Carefully, he pressed against the edge. For a
brief monment it felt as if a great portal had begun to open. He chided hinself
for his fantasy, but steadily increased his pressure. This is ridiculous, he

told hinmself. I'"mresponding to the suggestion of an inbecile.
And the solid stone swung into deeper blackness, pivoted at top and
base, swung with nmassive noiseless force until it stood at right angles to the

rock wall proper.

"Jesus!' The ant hropol ogi st | eapt back, dragging the child with him He
stared incredul ously at the new opening. A door, he thought, astounded. The
slab was perfectly balanced. Hewn with flint tools. The human effort contai ned
in the conceal ed entrance staggered him

He shone his flashlight along the rock tunnel. Muse crouched next to
himfor a better view Unlike the pivoted door, the tunnel was plainly a
natural formation. Like the cavern, it was evidently of the variety created by
abrasi on rather than evolution; it possessed none of the outlandish |ine



carbonat e deposits, the icy crystal stalactites of the notable tourist
attractions on the distant Australian east coast. It sloped gently upward,
continuing back into the stony hill until the flashlight's beam was | ost.
Apparently there had been no subsidence, no crash of rock from above to bl ock
the tunnel. The air was dry and choki ng.

"By God,' AlIf said softly, 'l do believe we've found it."'

Several nmetres in fromthe entrance the rock was vivid with inlaid,
engraved patterns. A f knew them at once, though they differed in detail from
the Murinbata di agrans he was nost famliar with. Here were 'X-ray' portraits
of bl ack hunters, bones and principal organs sketched with conventiona
abstraction within the outlines of their flesh. Here were kangaroos, perentie
goannas, lily roots -- the Lesser Dreamings, the totems. And here, inits
bol d, blatant glory, was the Rai nbow Serpent hinmself, the old BabyMaker, the
FireStealer, the Wiirlwind Man, his great eyes huge as an ow's, his skul
radi ant with spokes of l|ight flanboyant as any Native American chieftain's
f eat hered headdress, the sinuous double outline of his body with its tiny

vestigial linbs, its bifurcate tail..
"It's a warning," AlIf said at last. '"Initiates Only. Do Not Pass Co.
Here' -- he laughed foolishly, the tension of discovery gusting fromhim--

' Be Dragons! The dinosaur fossil nust be enbedded further up the tunnel.’

Mouse smiled angelically, and tugged at his sleeve. 'See the bunyip.'

Al f sobered. 'Not just yet, old son. | don't trust that --

But Mouse had darted past, dashed several netres up the tunnel. The boy
st opped dead, waiting placidly.

"Fuck it, Muse!' Fists clenched in a spasmof dread, A f stepped in
after him 'You haven't got the _sense_ of a npbuse. Get back here.’

Sonehow t he boy had been slipping into the absol ute bl ackness as Al f
advanced with the skittering light. As the anthropol ogi st | unged, he junped
away and began to run on his toes.

Al f hurled himself in pursuit, shouting with usel ess anger. The
flashlight beam swerved |ike sonme mad white noth. Their footsteps clattered
and crashed. Stale, nusty air stung AIf's throat.

The boy kept running, knocking agai nst rough stone outcroppings. The
tunnel turned abruptly, diverted by a seam of harder stone. Af snashed
brui singly, careened off; the flashlight spun to the ground. Raging, he
retrieved it, blundered on. Muse |ooned. Hi s hand came down with harsh force
on the boy's shoul der.

"Can't | trust you for a moment?' The child's blue eyes, struck by
light, filled his gaze like the sparks of glimrering stars. 'Haven't you
| earned anyt hing at that place? How -- '

And he stared over the boy's muscul ar shoul der, releasing his shirt.
Phosphor gl ow had entered the darkness. Head ringing with confusion, Af was
captivated and aghast. A |large rectangular netal franme stood at the tunnel's
seal ed end. Soft violet light pulsed like a living menbrane within the
bur ni shed metal bars.

Vaguel y he heard Muse say, w thout resentment, 'Nice. Pretty, Af.’

Violet intensified, fled through dazzling blue, green, brilliant
yellow. It could not be there. They were hundreds of nmetres into a
sun-scorched hill in northern Australia, scores of kilonmetres fromthe nearest

human bei ngs, many hundreds fromindustrial civilisation. It's a novie set, he
t hought, absurdly. The base of the thing was enbedded in thick dust. It's
~old_, he told hinself.

He started back to Muse and the shock became too nuch sustain. He
began to |l augh, great yells and hows of mirth; the boy joined himw th high
beautiful peals; they |eaned agai nst one another, pounding ineffectually with
| oose fists, and Al f's |aughter becane shrill. Muse stopped | aughi ng,
wi t hdrew hinself delicately and tugged at AIf's armuntil they both sat, |egs
sprawmed in front of them on the cold nmisty ground. Alf |eaned agai nst rock
wi ped his stream ng eyes, gasped for breath.

"Sorry,' Mouse said



"Yeah.' Alf blew his nose noisily; he was trenbling. "I'Il bet you are
you wilful little bastard. But tell me, great explorer -- what the fuck _is_
it?

They stared in silence at the pulsing golden light. After a noment
Mouse said, 'Bunyip?

"Bunyip's right. Jesus.' He clinbed to his feet but maintained a decent
di stance fromthe inpossible, extraordinarily lovely object. One thing was
patent: if any Australian aboriginal tribe had built the thing, Af mght as
wel | tear up his doctorate and start fromscratch, along with the whole
Ant hr opol ogy Depart nent.

_This_ is the Rai nbow Serpent, he told hinmself incredulously. Oigin of
a nmyth so old that it has no living relevance, if you judge rel evance by
continuing ritual. Back to the archaic Dream ng. The source and ground of
reality. H s thoughts skidded sideways. The tribes enploy the English word
"dream ng' for _ngakumal _ and _ngoiguninggi _, their totens and totemsites,
but that's an adaptation to the | anguage of their conquerors. They never use
_nin_, the word for true dream ng sleep. Yet the borrowed elision was superbly
deft. The dream experience, after all, is recognised by themas part of the
conti nuum of authentic reality. Agentive and prophetic, he thought, recalling
Prof essor Stanner's nonograph. An ontol ogi cal enbodi ment of the entire totenic
uni verse. The Dream ng. The wily ol d phenonenol ogi sts, he thought admringly.

Fear started to break in again through his barriers of abstraction
This brilliantly illum nated frame before himwas a nachi ne, he knew.
Presumably a device planted by visitors fromthe stars, Christ knew how many
t housands of years earlier. It's homeostatic, he thought. We triggered it by
comng in here. But what does it _do?_ H s vani shed cousins had pl aced signs
of prohibition at the entrance to the doubly seal ed tunnel. Skull and bones on
a bottle of lethal poison

Silently, yellow radiance rippled in hypnotic noire. Abruptly the field
of col our turned pure, dazzling white. The |ight vani shed. And they were
| ooking _through_ the grid at a flight of steps that started at a slightly
| ower el evation than the cavern fl oor and extended up out of sight.

Al f wal ked forward a nmetre, stopped, shook his head. He noved right,
left. He lit a cigarette.

"This is fantastic,' he munbl ed. ' Three-di nensional display. A
hol ogram You can actually see into the picture. Wiy would it show us _steps_,
for Christ's sake?

Wth great assurance Muse said, 'For clinmbing." Af grinned at him A
breeze ruffled the boy's light, fine hair. 'Wnd."'

Skin craw ed on the anthropol ogist's scarred back. '"It's just blow ng
in fromoutside. Up the tunnel.'

Bl ue eyes gazed at him Muse tw nkled his fingers. 'Snoke.'

Oh ny God, Alf thought. He's right. The streanmer of snmoke from his
cigarette was blowing away fromthe grid. No, he told hinmself. It's an optica
ef fect. Just what you'd expect with hologranms. But he trod slowy to within a
metre of the grid, watched his exhal ed snoke drift gently back at him
Dry-mout hed, he took a match fromthe box and threw it toward the grid.

The match sailed through the bars, fell on the third step, bounced, |ay
there.

Wping his sweating face, A f backed carefully away fromthe device and
squatted before it. "We're in this up to our necks, kiddo,' he said. '"It's an
interstellar artefact. Or maybe it's the remmant of some prinmeval human
civilisation, so old there's no other trace left of it. No, that's nonsense.

M Von Dani ken will be pleased. No wonder the locals were scared shitless of
t he pl ace.’

Tel eportation, he thought. This is Captain Cook, or was it Kook? Kirk?
Beam nme up to the Transporter Room Aye, Captain.

Maybe the stairs were not even on Earth. In for a penny, he told
hinself, in for a pound. But the logic fell apart on that. Presumably the air
was identical on both sides, though the pressure over there must be slightly



hi gher. Even so, there'd be some diffusion. And we'd be choking on nethane, he
concl uded, or whatever vile gas they breathed. No, if it were nethane,
lighting his cigarette would have set off an explosion. Still, the odds

agai nst the atnosphere of another world matching ours were overwhel m ng. So
it's probably somewhere el se on this planet. \Were? Wiy hasn't it been found?

Al f knew suddenly that he was going to clinb through it. Al caution
was | ost in the unarguabl e necessity of seeing at once where the steps led. He
turned to his charge.

'Mouse, | want you to listen very carefully. You're going to do exactly
what | say. Right?" The boy gazed back gravely.

Oh Jesus, this is shameful, AIf thought. 'Now | want you to sit right
here wi thout a squeak. I'Il go as far as the top of the stairs. Then I'm
com ng straight down and we'll head for hone. The experts can do all the dirty
work on your little discovery. We'll watch the explorations on TV, fromthe
confort of our living room GOkay? Not one step, or you'll never cone with ne
on another trip.'

The boy nodded conpliantly. Af slipped the straps of his rucksack from
hi s shoul ders, handed Mouse the flashlight for its enmblematic confort, and
strode back to the grid. | nust be insane, he thought. Sweat covered his body.
Very cautiously, he stepped across the bar buried in the rock floor, noved
into the other place, and | ooked to either side. He gl anced back, grinned at
Mouse, and began to nount the steps.

Li ke a broken bottle in the guts, then, ripping up into his sternum
the pain opened his nouth in a terrified bell ow.

*2. Central Australia*

The defective child sees his uncle step across the grid' s bar, glance
fromside to side, and nmount the stair. Something strange occurs. The sound of
his footsteps is gone. He watches as AlIf turns with a | ook of startled horror
and throws his arms wide with a terrible silent scream The sunglasses fly
fromA f's shirt pocket, clatter noiselessly on the | owest step

Clutching his chest, his face, the man falls hard on to his knees,

t huds si deways down the steps. He lies notionless at the bottom breathing
with great silent gasps.

The boy blinks, drops the flashlight in fright, hesitates, and runs
forward, skidding on the dusty rock floor, bursts between the bars of the grid
and drops to his knees beside his uncle. In the instant he passes the gate's
invisible barrier Alf's harsh, ragged gasps becone audible. The air is fine,
it has a crisp tang.

"Ch. Oh. Ch,' says the boy. He heaves at the man's bulk, tries to |ever
one of Alf's linp arns across his shoul der, drags himtoward the gate. Behind
a grid of nmetal bars enbedded, on this side, in a huge blank wall of nottled
mar bl e, he sees the cavern. Staggering, he hoists AIf up and virtually hurls
them both at the gap

Hi s nose and forehead inmpact, ringingly, on nothingness. A savage jolt
brui ses the armtrapped between Alf's sliding body and the steel-hard
transparent barrier.

Mouse lets his uncle drop again on the | owest step, turns and smashes
at the resilient air with his fists. A netre away, the rucksack leans in the
dust, a length of rope spilling fromit. Something prevents himfromreaching
it. He abandons the attenpt.

Al f, when he turns back to him is unconscious and choki ng, wheezing
horribly. Muse sobs, and shakes him 'Wke up. Bad boy.' But Af l|ies bent,
hi s bl ack skin bl oodl ess.

Mouse stands. He cannot return to the cavern; there is another
direction. He sprints to the top of the steps.

A vast, dimy lit space extends before himat the top. It is like the
interior of a gigantic box. The chanber seens quite enpty except for the white
sphere positioned in the centre of the enornous fl oor

Not hi ng noves. The place is absolutely quiet. He gl ances back down at



his uncle. Alf's breathing has eased, but he lies notionless at the foot of
the steps, face contorted.

A faint, distant scraping echoes fromthe shadowed depths of the
chanber. Poised on his toes, Muse searches the gloom Still there is nothing
but the white sphere, an enornous billiard ball, perfect and unmarked. Its
bul k hides nuch of the farther wall

Mouse takes one slow step, and then another, into the i Mmense space. He
begins to walk nore briskly toward the sphere. His |ips part, and he sings a
song that Dr Fish has taught him

"I had a little froggy --

The sound of his voice is lost in the huge silence.

A wave of dizziness sweeps through him He stops, clutching his head.
The nonent he is still the vertigo is gone. He takes another step, and the
chamber spi ns.

Behi nd the sphere's hypnotic bul k, voices sound faintly. Mouse
retreats, cupping his hands around his mouth and yelling at the top of his
voi ce into the enptiness:

"Help. AIf sick.'

Echoes boomin the huge stillness. Crouching slightly, the boy waits.
He hears a babble of male voices, a distant clatter of running feet.

A deep, harsh voi ce demands: 'Who's there? Come out from behind there
wi th your hands up. W have the zone covered with a machi ne gun.'

"Sick,' he yells back, staring at the great white egg. He stays where

he is.

"Shit, it's a kid,' someone says in astoni shnent. There is a gabble of
argunent farther off, and the first voice yells, "I knowit's inpossible,
Sarge, but | tell youit's a kid and he's right in there in the mddle of the
fucking lethal zone. Hey son,' the man shouts, 'stick close to the wall and
make your way round to us. \Whatever you do, keep away fromthat white globe in
the middle of the floor."'

Mouse runs back to the snmooth, nottled-marble wall of the chanber,
cutting across at an angle, and begins to circle toward the voices. H's
di zziness is gone; there is in its place a kind of hum a deep vibration
singing in his bones, a sense of awesone power which could tear himto ribbons
i f he makes the wong nove.

Past the point where the bul ge of the sphere has obscured his view of
the nmen, he sees them standing framed in a jagged openi ng which has been
bl asted fromthe other side through the wall of the chanmber. They stay well
back fromthe edge; nobody cones forward to help him He reaches one corner of
t he chamber, runs the hundred-netre width of the huge box, starts along the
wall to the pile of rubble lying at the base of the hole. The air begins to
stink now of grease, sweaty human bodi es, strange chemi cal s.

Mouse reaches the heap of broken stone, breathing hard, and | ooks up at
the three men in grey uniforns who | oom above him One hol ds a submachi ne gun
it is pointed at his chest. The boy cringes, and his hands nove jerkily in the
air.

"For Christ's sake, Corporal,' says a tall crewcut man with three
stripes on his arm 'put the gun down. You're terrifying the boy.' He sw ngs
back to Mouse. 'Relax, son, we're not going to hurt you. It's just that we
weren't expecting you.' The third man sniggers nervously. The first ignores
himand adds nmildly, 'W're rather interested in finding out how you got
here.’

He is unfolding a rope | adder as he speaks, and drops one end over the
edge. 'Cone on up; we'll fix you a cup of coffee. There'll be a few questions,
but you don't have anything to fear.'

The boy cl anbers up over |unps of chipped marble, dust puffing at his
feet, making himcough. He seizes the | adder and clinbs ninbly the remaining
nmetres to the edge of the hole. The crewcut man helps himinto a broad tunne
t hat extends back from the opening.

"Alf," Muse says urgently. His eyes dart in distress. 'Sick."'



Abruptly, he bursts into tears and tugs at the man's arm attenpting to draw
hi m back over the edge.

"Jesus,' one of themsays, 'it's a fucking dummy.’

The sergeant rounds on himfuriously. 'Shut up. He's scared shitless.
Anot her word fromyou, private, and you' |l be spending your next rest break
down here.' He turns back to Muse. 'Wo's A f?" he asks, acutely. 'Are you
saying there's soneone else in there, someone who's hurt?

Tears runni ng unheeded down his cheeks, the boy nods. 'Help,' he says
i mploringly.

The sergeant regards himunconfortably. 'I'msorry, son, there's no way
we can help him Fact is, you' re the only person who's ever been in the Sphere
zone wi thout collapsing inside thirty seconds. There's somnething about the
pl ace -- a defensive shield, the scientists call it. The only way to help Alf
is toconme with us and tell us how you got in there.'

"You're wasting your tine, Sarge,' says the one with the machine gun
"It's like Steinmetz says -- the kid's a noron. Let's get himback to base.
This place gives nme the creeps.’

Blindly, Muse spins and runs to the edge of the man-nade openi ng. The
sergeant darts forward to stop himbut the boy is too agile. He slides over
the edge, clings for a nmonent, drops into the nound of dust and rock. A sharp
fragment of stone slices into his leg as he rolls and gravel skins his hands
and knees. On his feet again, he skids down the pile of rubble to the surface,
gazes briefly back up at the cursing soldier

He starts his run across the chanber. The voice of the crewcut nman
rings after him ' Conme back, you crazy kid. The second time in _kills_ you!'

Again a wave of vertigo strikes him He staggers. He begins runni ng
parallel to the wall, retracing the path he'd followed to the opening.

Alf still lies sprawled at the foot of the steps. Muse hurls hinself
at the grid, beating at the invisible barrier with his bleeding fists. It
remai ns as unyielding as netal. He goes back to his uncle, grasps hi munder
the arns and starts tugging himup the steps.

The boy is physically healthy and strong for his age, but he has to
proceed in stages, each step a new burst of energy and effort that |eaves him
gasping. Di zziness conmes and goes in waves; streaners of fire are lancing in
his head. AIf groans, but remains torpid. The man's back thuds agai nst the
steps bruisingly with each heave upwards.

They reach the top. Muse sits down for a nmonent, the nuscles in his
arnms trenmbling, his breath comng in great gul ps. Beyond, the Sphere sucks at
his eyes. It is huge, solitary, vibrant with some i nmense | eashed power. Wth
an effort he turns away, |ooks at Alf, places his grazed palns on the man's
face. Sick and choking, lips tinged with blue, Af screams horrendously at the
touch wi t hout awakeni ng, wi thout opening his eyes. The boy jerks away, keening
and rocki ng.

After a time he stands, hoists the nman agai nst himand starts the | ong
aching trek to the tunnel. Streamers of light cascade in his head. He is no
| onger noving. His body is gone, nmuffled in darkness, patterns of touch
thuttering against his being. Hi s nane, he realises, is Helen Keller
vi brations go outward fromhim into a sparking void, rebound, return altered.
Wth wondrous, kindly warnth she enfolds him they fuse. He tunbles in these
new pl aces, and she takes his hand as Annie had taken hers, gently, firmy
sweetly. He recalls, dimy, the glorious beam of sunlight shining through the
wi ndow on her mother's face, he runs on Helen's podgy baby's legs to it, arns
outstretched, and it is whipped away in the shrieking pain of her fever, her
loss, the closing in of her reality to heartbeat and hunger, the textures that
flutter at the skin, rich fragrances and the heavy thuds under her feet, w nd
ripe and afterwards chill against her face; he falls with her into an oblivion
of meaningless fogs. He is the Phantomin a No-Wrld.

And here is the patterning in her cupped hand, repeated, insistently,
changing and recurring, the furry small shape and the slithery tiny ones, the
i nexorable return on her palms flesh of those dancing touches; he rages wth



her as the tang of food is withheld, as the hateful cold instrunments are
pressed into her hand; he softens and weeps for the love he knows in his utter
i sol ati on, caressing him

Then the crash of thunderous understanding, as the spark | eaps from
palmto brain with the gush of cold water on the wist, the patterned dance
which nanes it: '"water'. Al through her body rings the shock. The repeated
nmoti ons on her skin, stored w thout neaning, clash into place, fierce,
har d- edged, separate, yet linking in chains of wonderful connection: the
nanmes, the nanes.

Mouse crouches with her by the scent of sonmething small and struggling,
reaches for the new tiny shapes, a wiggling slithery formfor each of her
fingers. The connections coruscate with incredul ous joy: nother, the old dog,
t he baby, five babies -- and the new word junps upon her cupped hand: ' puppy'.
They squirmto the nother, and she feels them sucking at the gorged teats;
they are smaller than small. Eagerly, frowning, she seeks the refinenent she
needs. It cones: 'very small'. The squeal in her throat thrills her as she
| aughs with pleasure. The puppies are very small!

Mouse stands with Helen in the No-Wrld which has expl oded into
richness, into expression. Annie is there with them poor Annie with her sore,
weak eyes, dutiful and loving, stern and accepting. The nenories that are not
his rush like a cascade of cold water in his strange brain, seeding there,

t aki ng root where they can. He renenbers the discovery of witing, the
enbossed letters that made up the words, the Braille dots, the exuberant

di scovery of script. It is too nuch, his brain cannot cope with this partial
interface, this inundation of brilliance, this other life entire. There is
nore, hammering into echoes, soul upon soul standing behind Hel en, connections
buzzing into dreadful confusion. The vista expl odes outward. Hel en has not
departed, but he sees the great concourse of general notions shared by this
mul titude, the inexhaustible well at which they drink. There is a gate through
whi ch he has never been able to pass, though he has hanmered at it with his
fists. It opens and he slips through

_What is nmy soul ?_

_No one knows what the soul is like_, Annie tells them her eyes
brimming with tears, _but we know it is not the body, and it is that part of
us which thinks and | oves and hopes, and which Christian people believe wll

live on after the body is dead. No one can see the soul. It is invisible_.
_But if I wite what ny soul thinks, then it will be visible, and ny
words will be its body!

The sergeant's voice, anplified by a |oudhailer, rings out.

'Leave the sick man where he is for the noment, son, and conme back to
the tunnel. We have a doctor standing by, and we've brought down a trolley so
you can wheel himhere. The doctor says it's very inportant to get himon the
trolley. Dragging himalong the ground makes it nore difficult for himto
breathe, and that's very bad for himin the condition he's in. Do you
under st and?

Mouse straightens up. 'Yes,' he yells back

He sprints along the base of the wall. The soldiers have | owered a | ong
stretcher on a trolley wheel base. A worried-looking nman in a white coat stands
with themy he rem nds Mouse of Dr Fish. The boy reaches the nmound at the foot
of the opening, drags the trolley down the |last few centinmetres, unties the
ropes they' ve lowered it wth.

He waits, then, and searches for the gate. Like the egg AIf cracked
into the damaged radiator, floating down in the turbulent, hissing water,
coagul ating, drifting to the splintered hole, streamers of album n and
whirling yol k hardeni ng, crisping, burning, blocking the danage, sonething
noves into his ruined brain.

"It is Alfred Dean who is injured,' he says clearly. "He is nother's
brother to this one, H eronymus Dean, or Muse. His condition resenbles
enphysenma, coupled with an acute psychotic break. He shall be fetched
i medi ately.'



The doctor stares at him 'You' re a brave boy. Your nother's -- your
uncle is going to be just fine if we hurry.' He glances away and swallows with
difficulty. "I thought you said he was retarded,' he tells the crewcut
sergeant indignantly. He bites his lip and | ooks fearfully over the edge. 'l
want you to listen carefully, son, while | describe the best way to lift him
onto the stretcher.'

Everything is blurred, double-imges receding to infinity. Shaking wth
fati gue, Mouse pushes the light trolley back to Alf, squirts medication froma
spray-pack into the anthropologist's nostrils, clanps an oxygen mask across
his face, wheels himback to the opening. There he ties the man firmy to the
stretcher, positioning the broad elastic straps in such a way that they do not
further constrict the | abouring chest and di aphragm Carefully, he attaches
the ropes to the corners of the trolley. Hs fingers are clunsy with
exhaustion, with fine mani pul ation of a degree they have never before
attai ned. Several tines he funbles the knots.

"Take it slowy,' the doctor says soothingly. 'He's going to be al
right, you' ve done a wonderful job. You'll both be safe and in the best
possible care in a few nmoments. Just take it nice and easy.'

The words glide over the surface of his junmbled mnd. Then the soldiers
are hauling AIf up over the rubble. The vast chanber clangs with holl ow
nmetallic echoes as the trolley scrapes and bunps up the wall. Muse foll ows
it, grasping the sw nging wooden rungs of the rope | adder with nunb fingers,
forcing his body over the edge.

The sergeant catches himas he slunps, hoists himon brawny shoul ders
and carries himalong the tunnel in the wake of the trolley. A wave of
tiredness sweeps over him the blur of activity, within and w thout, becones a
whi stling greyness. He passes alnost instantly into unconsci ousness.

*3. The Vault*

At one level there was pain, and the chatter of voices.

For a tine it had been excruciating, truly intolerable. AIf knew that
he was going to die. Agony so piercing could not be borne. The torment in his
| acerated viscera, his conpressed skull, his racked, torn linbs smashed
everything fromhis awareness but the single shrieking desire for an end to
it. And finally he realised he had not literally been mainmed, that his pain
was a kind of nmetaphor for psychic trauma. It eased, dimnished, blurred into
a generalised bruise spiked with knives: suffocation pressing his face, and
the equally terrible and alternating angui sh of breathing.

A voi ce said: 'Cheyne-Stokes respiration. He's termnal, |I'mafraid."'

Anot her voice said angrily: 'You have to pull himout of coma. W
_must _ learn how he got into the Vault. The child can't tell us -- he's a
hopel ess retard.’

"W need electronic equiprment -- EEG EKG a Birds respirator.'

"You know we can't do that.'

"So for God's sake get themboth up to the surface.'

At the first level, the level of pain, Alf Dean also heard his own
whi npering gasps for life. Through the anxi ous and chol eric voices, he
listened to his own damaged flesh. Faint sighs of breath, and the dul
pressure between them The sighs increasing in volume, shuddering inspirations
of air, and the knives, the knives. Silence, and paralysis. Choking, unable to
speak, move, force the rusted | ock on the cage of his chest. And then, again,
the first faint hush of a new cycle..

"I"ve given him 250 ng am nophylline, intravenously. That'll firmup
the periodic respiration, General Sawyer, but he doesn't stand a chance.'

"Major, | don't like to hear that kind of defeatist talk around here.'

"Don't worry, sir, he's in deep cona. He can't hear us.'

"Irrelevant, soldier. _I_don't want negative thinking. Get the bastard
consci ous. "'

On a second level, Af Dean spun like a charged particle along the weft
and warp of a stupefying matrix of facts he had never |earned and



rel ati onshi ps between them which he never could have conceived. The mlitary
physi ci an who hovered over his |abouring, supine body had injected him Alf
knew, with a soluble derivative of theophylline, a bronchodilator of the
xant hi ne diuretic group. The pharnacol ogy of the caffeine-like drug traced
itself in his awareness like an illumnated map of the serial nmoves in a chess
gane. Despite this vast, dazed access of know edge, he realised that he had
never heard of ami nophylline before in his Iife. That paradox should have
filled himwith alarm driven him scranbling up through nightmare to

consci ousness and light, but the cycle of his harrowed breath beat through its
i mprisoned rhythm and his terror was isolated by rapture.

For at a third level, Af Dean Djanyagirnji was ravished by linitless
spl endour. Hands and feet gestured, stamped: in ritual he partook of the totem
corroboree of Dreaning. Kangaroo bounded, great tail slapping the red dust.
Emu ran, a nassive matted flightless nmop on cruel feet, eyes darting in
mal i ci ous gl ee. Goanna scurried, frightened, into shade, energed again to bask
in delightful warnth. Firehawk |ofted on streanms of cool fast sky, glow ng
fragnents of campfire enbers in his beak. Barranundi in the col der stream of
bubbling river flashed brilliance fromscales, fins, flicking Iike a dream
The cycle of Alf's trapped breath was here a greater rhythm |ife, passage,
corruption, hunger, satiety. The stinging chill of rain, and the hum d gusts
of its rising fromthe renewed soil

A dragon naned Sri Ramakrishna said to him | have shared your
condition often during ny life. The limtless, shining ocean of consciousness,
of spirit. Billows rushing fromall sides so that | panted for breath and fel
sensel ess, caught up in the folds and banners of sheer light ... The dead
Serpent regarded himkindly, holding out its hands. Each hand had two thunbs.
Al f recoiled, spun back into the matrix of facts and facts, the drunmm ng of
bl ack feet in the earth, the whirl of gorgeous light..

On that pat hway, weaving and shuttling am d the bright sparks of
reality endlessly arrayed, Alf slipped into hallucination. O was it nenory?
Drean? By the white man's reckoning, it was 1942. At piccani nny dawn, the sky
paling and the grass cool under his hard soles, in the Turtle Egg Season, he
crept with hunter's stealth toward the Strange Thing which the nen of that
cal endar had dropped out of the night. Al his wary silence was in vain.
Swollen by their child, his wi fe Wanntukgara crashed behind himw th the grace
of a mmi med wal | aby. She had no right to be here. Tracking was man's worKk.
Wth a brutal gesture, without turning his head, he instructed her to remin
where she was. He watched the birds, scanned the ground for the spoor of
frightened, fleeing animals. The Strange Thing | ay ahead, very close now A
giggle at his shoulder. He turned, scow ing. Wanntukgara, her faded green
cotton snmock torn, printed yellow daisies, dirty, grinned at him on hands and
knees. These wonen had no respect. Yet he |lowered his hand wi thout striking
her. Her brown affectionate gaze held no nockery, nothing to dimnish him
Still, the racket she made! He smiled back at her. Who was here to observe
their presence? The aircraft which had hurled the Strange Thing on to the
M ssion station had been alone, possibly lost. Al the white men's hard, thin
beanms of light were miles away, to the west, concentrated around Darw n. Each
night for a week, he had heard, the beans had sl ashed the sky like the threads
of gigantic spiders caught in nmoonlight. Sonetines they crossed the path of an
intruding aircraft, and hamreri ng broke the night: yellow spears, fading to
red, split the stars. The battles of whites were horrible, gross, bereft of
dignity or courage. Wen he had been under the Buka taboo, after circuntision
his grandfather had said to him 'Puyungarla, the white nen are ignorant of
bal ance and honour. They seize our wonen and the sacred land itself. Do not be
like them They will seduce you with tobacco and al cohol, and threaten you
wi th guns and whi ps. But you are a nman now, Puyungarla. One day you will be
the father of nen, if that poor little cut thing of yours ever heals and
stands up straight. Do not betray your manhood by abandoni ng your heritage out
of greed or fear.'

I n hal | uci nated pseudo-menory, Alf smled. It had stood up, too right.



Hs fine browm girl, his wonman, his w fe, Wanntukgara, had crept upon his
thighs in the night, as the old women crouched at the edge of the fire to |l end
her confort in their nearness and call their shrill advice, and she had slid
down wonderfully to envel op his sturdy spear, and the fire of it had rushed
into her, into that secret pouch of her body which had been made ready by the
Rai nbow Serpent, and their seeds had joined, had quickened with the infusing
spirit of the new child s Totem ..

...and she felt the child beat at her belly even now, as she stepped
lightly behind her fine husband. On the horizon the sun trenbled, fat and
crimson. She foll owed Puyungarla closely, knowing that it would irritate his
pride but wanting to be with himwhen he found the Strange Thing and nade it
his own: a sorcerer's thing, egg froma netal bird, magic thing. It would
surely give them power and force anpbng the white nen.

Al f mpaned, an added tinmbre to the hoarse grunt of his terrible
breathing. The transition in dreamfrommale role to femal e had not bothered
hi m Sonet hi ng dreadful, though, was about to occur, something he renmenbered
in every cell and organ, sonething --

"Sorry, did you say sonething, Mjor?

"Un? No.'

"It must have been -- Jesus, look at his face!l’

She stepped forward and stared at the squat, heavy object half-buried
in the soil. Her heart pounded. The child sensed her enmpotion and ki cked

agai nst her distended belly. Go back, her husband told her. She lingered, on
her haunches in the grass. Puyungarla noved toward the Strange Thing with
brief, bird-like steps. The Firehawk was his Totem How appropriate that he
should claima marvel fallen fromthe skies, dropped fromthe beak of a netal
bird. Delicately, he touched its surface. She watched himstudy it, his young
face hard and deliberate. He was beautiful and strong, and their child would
be a son, surely, for the wonmen had prophesied it, a son who would be a hunter

and roam naked and free when the white nen had done with killing one anot her
killing as beasts and true nmen never killed, killing unrestrained by the Law,
killing until all their nunbers were reduced in nutual slaughter to nothing.

Puyungarl a put his wiry black arns around the stout waist of the object and
heaved. It teetered fractionally inits pit. A faint sound cane fromit, a
click and an echo, like a tin can dropped on dry grass, and nonstrous flane
smashed gushed rolled thunder cried whirlw nd plucked her husband into the air
with his body shattered and pink bl ood hazing the icy shy nmetal shrieking and
biting her like huge flies her arnms wapped in terror about her tearing belly
and the child --

"Christ, did you see that? H s whole body _spasned_. He's torn the
goddamm gl ucose drip out of his arm | thought you said this guy was term na
comat ose?

"Shit. He's ripped the vein. | think the endotracheal enplacenent is

still okay. Get me a -- No, we can't use any sedation, his heart wouldn't take
it. Hold his legs. If this doesn't finish him we m ght have a live one.'

Af fled fromnightnmare to nightmare. I'msorry, the dragon told him
W shoul d have kept that mmenonic pat hway cl osed and guarded. Fortunately you
won't renenmber it. Relax, son, you're very ill. W need you healthy and sane

for what is to cone.

That was ny father, Af cried. Horror and grief filled his soul. The
connection between mnd and body had been tenporarily severed, or he would
have wept .

Yes, said the dragon naned Puyungarla. And your nother. And you, Alf
Dy anyagirnji. And you

It was too nuch to cope with. Af cringed away fromthe phantom and
drew knees to chin, clutching forearns tight against chest. In the sane
instant, with trepidation, he knew that his paral ysed body had failed to nove
a single voluntary rnuscle. Convul sively, he drove his | egs down again,

t hrusting agai nst bonds he could not see, and something truly terrible
occurred. Like a straining linb withdrawn from a sucki ng, adhesive mass of



contracting plaster, Af pulled away fromhis own | abouring flesh. He rose
above his body, rolling slightly, and floated toward the low ceiling. Al his
senses were blurred. Vision held no focus, edges shinmered with the spectrum
of light swirling on oil slick. Several men -- two, three? -- bent over his
comat ose torso, fiddling with tubes that branched, multiplied, coal esced.

The register of his enotions was curiously muted. A faint, azure sphere
of light, he hung over his body and struggled for clarity. Voices echoed and

clattered. He was no longer cold. And still, at sone |evel of identity beyond
both matter and nind, he danced tinelessly the Dreaning, the totens, swept by
streamers of auroral light and the warm wel conmi ng song of the dragons al

around hi m

"Fuck it, he's arrested,' one of the voices said.

' What ?'

"Hi s heart has stopped, General. Get nme a -- Oh, Christ! Oderly!’

Anot her shadowy figure burst into the room

'Ten cc epinephrine, 1:1000, in a cardiac syringe. Stat, man. Christ,
this is barbaric. General, if | save this man |I'm novi ng hi m strai ght upstairs
if I have to haul himthere on ny back. God damm your security cl earances.’

Wth extraordi nary detachnment, Al f hovered above his dying body and
wat ched the needl e push into his dark breast. Blood rose into the barrel of
the syringe. Renmotely, he found the sight distasteful. He turned away, noved
t hrough the wall and di scovered that he was staring down at Muse.

Shame made himcringe: the first strong enotion he had experienced
since | eaving his body. Ch, Muse, he thought. What are you doing here? | told
you to stay put.

The boy raised his head and seened to | ook directly at Af, at the
softly radi ant sphere which Alf had beconme. A hard blue shell of |ight shone
around the child's skull. Muse smiled, his perfect teeth dazzling |ike an
advertisenent for nunicipal fluoride. Hello, Af, he said. | think you'd
better go back now. Don't worry, we'll be okay. Hey, one thing: get themto
bring del Ford here.

Al f said: Wo?

They' Il know, Muse told him

Absol ved, dizzy with astonishment, AIf allowed hinself to drift back
through the wall. H's body was breathing by itself, and greasy perspiration
covered its face. There was a stubble of beard on its dark cheeks and neck. A
tube protruded fromits crusted nmouth, held in place by a sem -rigid plug.

That lump is not ne, AIf thought with revulsion. It drew him though, sumobned
him denied himthe pleasure of weightless drifting. He fell like a |eaf
toward the draped body on the bed. His nmind-to-nind conversation with Muse
receded i nto deep unconsci ousness.

I n darkness, he was jostled. Now the voices seened too distant for
i nterpretation. The inmense mass of the earth pressed him A whine, a clatter
jolting, endless journey fromhell to --

-- a nmonent of consciousness: pounding rain, a sky roiling with heavy
charcoal cloud, feet running, a cold sheet of streaked plastic lifted past his
face and held above himto ward off the rain by two swearing orderlies while a
third tugged his trolley, the chill suddenly elevating the hairs on his skin,
pain in his throat, chest, piercing shocking hurt in the depths of his brain

He cane hal f-awake with a spotlight glaring on his face. Several voices
were engaged in | aconic, droning dial ogue. A high-pitched el ectronic beeping
punctuated their words; it yelped to the beat of his heart. As his eyes opened
a fraction, another voice called out excitedly. AIf let his lids close. Red
haze, a cavorting strip of after-inmage. He could not understand what the nen
were saying. Straining for neaning, he realised that they spoke in a | anguage
unfamiliar to him It sounded like ... what? Stage Russian? No, by Cod, it
sounded like the authentic article. Wich was absolutely ridiculous, in the
m ddl e of an Australian desert, just himand Mouse and the scrubby spinifex

Al f giggled vaguely, and his teeth grated on sonmething jamred into his



mouth. It was too nuch effort. He relapsed into unconsci ousness.
When he woke agai n he panicked. A clinical odour filled his nostrils.
Mal e voi ces were tal king, talking. Keeping his eyes closed, Af told hinself:

There's been an accident. I'min hospital. Prickling at fingers and toes. He
could not recall the accident. Wth increasing alarm he found that he could
not remenber anything at all since ... yes, there had been an incident, a

stone had been thrown up by The Beast's front wheel and gone straight through
the radiator. He'd had to stand out in the roasting sun for fifteen mnutes
trying to heal the dammed thing and finally broke an egg into the boiling

wat er. Good ol d bush expedient, floats to the hole and cooks, sealing it |ike
regrown skin. Yet a mishap like that could scarcely put you into hospital

There seened to be spiders perched all over his scalp. Wres. Hell, he was in
an intensive care ward, wired for EEG
One of the voices said: 'Theta's dropping out. |I'mgetting stronger

beta. He's coming round.’

'Right. Page Security.'

Sonebody had kicked himin the throat. He swallowed and it hurt. In a
dry, croaking voice, Af said: '_Coonma el ngruwar, ngruwar el cooma, illa
booka mer ley urrie_.'

'"He's awake.' A man in white was craning past a pole topped by a bottle
of pale liquid. 'What did you say?" Wth a practised novenent, the man pull ed
up Alf's right eyelid and speared a penlight beaminto the centre of his
brain. AIf blinked and jerked back his head. 'Good, full pupillary
contraction. Let's just try the other one.'

"Throat.' The anthropologist tried to lift his arm to nmassage the
afflicted region. An IV tube snagged on its support.

"Yeah, it'll rasp for a while. W' ve been breathing for you. \Wat
| anguage were you speaking just now?

Anot her voice | aughed raucously. 'Physician, heal thy self-inage.
never knew you hankered to be an intelligence agent, |rw n.

"Aboriginal rite,' Af told the first man. 'Traditional saying.' After
they'd kicked himin the throat, they had obviously pulled a bike chain

through his gullet. He forced hinmself to finish his answer. 'It nmeans, "One is
all, all is one, the soul will not die."'
"Ww,' said the second voice, still scornful. 'Reincarnation of the

Three Musketeers.' A door banged, and a nunber of additional men cane into the
room crowdi ng around the bed.

" Shut your nouth, Casey,' one of themsaid. 'You were given strict
instructions not to talk to the patient. Has he said anything, Joinville?

"Very little, sir.' The first medical man repeated Al f's translation
word for word. 'He won't be able to handle too nmuch stress right now, he's
just woken up. And his larynx will still be sore fromthe endotrach.'

"Il bear that in mnd, Doctor,' the sharp baritone said. 'Ckay buddy,
let's hear your tale. We'll start at the start. How did you and the kid get
into the Vault zone w thout being observed?

Appal l ed, A f pushed hinself up fromthe sweaty sheets. 'Muse?' he
cried. 'Onh Jesus, | saw Mouse in there. Is he -- ?' Confused, then, he sagged
back. 'No. No. Nightmare. Muse stayed in the cavern.' Again his nuscles
spasned. ' God Al mighty, how | ong have | been here? You' ve got to get Muse out
of that place.' He began to cry. 'The poor little bastard...’

'Easy, M Dean.' A note of concern softened the baritone. 'That is your
name? Al fred Dean? And the child's nane is...?

'Mouse,' AIf said, choking on the taste of warmsalt. H s enotions were
out of control. Nothing nmade any sense. 'Hieronynus, actually. H's nother had
no brains. It nmust be hereditary.' He shook his head. 'You found hin? He's not
hurt ?'

"W have himright here with us, just down the hall,' the nan said
soothingly. He wore a military uniform punctiliously pressed, with a sky-bl ue
UN Peacekeepers' cap. Hs eyes were a surprisingly soft green, and his cheeks
were pitted very faintly with the acne scars of adol escence. Far from being a



sinister touch, the dusting of scars was rather disarmng. 'Muse is fine. Al
we want to know, M Dean, is how you both got down there.'

Wth labile irritation, Af said: 'Doctor.

"I"'mnot a doctor, I'ma United States Arny intelligence officer
Surely you grasp by now that --

Di sregarding the |I.V. channel, Af heaved hinself to a sitting
position. 'l don't give a pig's fart in hell about your credentials, sport.
_I'm a doctor.' He tried to get out of bed. 'Wuere' s Muse? | want to see
him'

Instantly, one of the nedics was restraining him pressing himback
onto the bed. It was hardly an equal match. 'Dr Dean, control yourself. You' ve
only been out of coma for two days. Your PVCs --

' Spare ne the nmunbo-junmbo, |'mnot that brand of doctor.' Alf subsided.
Mumbl i ng, he said: 'Wtchdoctor. 1'ma PhD witchdoctor.' Hi s overtaxed body
started to close down the blood supply to his cortex, and he fell away into
grey wool swarming with vitreous humours. They would not |let himsee his
nephew. Were they his custodians or his jailers? He could not even estimate

their provenance. Was he still in Australia? An insane question, but
unavoi dable. Al the accents were foreign, and there was no consistency in
them Against all reason, sone were American, and sone were ... Russian?

Eastern European, at any rate. Hs recovery roomwas makeshi ft nodul ar, neat
but meant to be stripped down and put up again in a hurry, after an overseas
jaunt in a cargo plane. No windows. It had the | ook of a sick-bay designed to
serve a nodest conmunity, undoubtedly of mlitary service personnel. Three

ot her beds were currently vacant but ready for use, made up with linen and

bl anket s.

Under the artificial lights, AIf Dean put hinself back together. Wen
the lights went off he slept, and often enough he slept when they were on. In
sl eep he was bonbarded by di sturbing i mages that evaporated on touch. Sonmehow
he was aware that his interval of coma had contained | ong stretches of just
such bizarre and fearful dreans, but he could not recall their shape. One
detail alone renmained to plague him an inmage of hinmself spread on a table,
dyi ng, tubes plugged into every orifice, while simultaneously he hung above
t hat near-corpse, hung watching it, watching and talking to ... Won? Wat? It
was, of course, ludicrous even to wonder. Fantasies left over fromdrastic
illness could hardly aid himin his present crisis.

"How did you get in there, Dr Dean?' they were asking himagain, again,
agai n.

"In _where?_' he yelled with frustration. 'l don't know where | am you
won't tell ne who you are, what you represent. |'ve told you everything | can
and none of it pleases you. For CGod's sake, what nore can | say?'" He shook
with ire. 'And where the fuck is Muse? | demand to see hin'

It did no good. The interrogations were restrained by a prudent
alertness to his physical debility, but the nen who questioned himtold him
nothing at all. The procedure was utterly ruthless. Only one fact was obvi ous:
t hey believed nothing he said. Except perhaps his nane. Assuning indeed that
they had checked his identity with the Australian authorities, with his
university, with his ex-wife for that matter, the corroboration of his
statements had not persuaded them of his trustworthiness.

"Let's go over it again, Dr Dean. You were driving across the Tanami
desert in a Land Rover, acconpanied only by your nephew. '

Wth panic that soon shifted to bile, he sketched them shaky diagrans
of his route. When they brought himlarge scal e ordnance maps, he pin-pointed
the place where he had | eft The Beast. Their faces conveyed no trace of belief
or scepticismand so he was obliged to read their professional inpassivity as
hostile rejection of his truth. H's anger nounted. All his life, despite his
privileged circunstances, white sons of bitches had nmet his gaze with a chilly
filter to mask out the spontaneous warnth they freely offered each anot her

This version of it was worse, but still he knew its kind of old.

Trai ned neural receptors in his black skin were sensitive to the tenperature.



" Al 't hough you are a full-blood Australian Aborigi ne, your nephew
happens to be a white retard.’

"That's right. It's a long story, and none of your business.'
Constricted rage throttled his |arynx.

"I believe the evaluation of pertinency is our domain, Dr Dean.'

"By what right, you nosy bastard? | demand to speak to a solicitor. And
what the hell is your _nane?_ '

"Nanmes are uninportant. |I'msorry, but you cannot be pernmitted to
contact an attorney at this point in tine. The entire station is under the
gquarantine of mlitary security.'

' By whose orders?

The man sighed. 'By the orders of the Australian Governnent, under the
auspi ces of the United Nations.'

"Bul I shit."'

"Use your brain, man. You' ve seen Anerican and Russi an personnel here
wor ki ng side by side. Doesn't that pronpt some estinmate of the gravity of this
operation? He caught hinmself, and smled. 'But of course you know all this
anyway. How el se could you have gotten into the Vault?

Was he | ocked into some farcical lunatic asylun? 'l don't know what you
mean by the Vault. Look, it's obvious that Muuse and | stunbl ed over sone
fucki ng stupendous secret research project in the desert. Holograns in the
m ddl e of ancient caves, whatever. Is it an extraterrestrial artefact? It nust
be. The Rai nbow Serpent data goes back too far.'

Dryly, the man said: 'And it was the Rai nbow Serpent you were | ooking
for, of course. Not the Vault. By pure accident you crept into the mddl e of
the npbst extensively guarded installation in this hem sphere. In the world,
maybe. '

"I don't know what you are tal king about,' Alf shouted. M graine

cl anped his brow, hanmrered down into his nasal septum 'Yes, | was |ooking for
t he Rai nbow Serpent, if you wish to be sinple-mnded about it. Yes, | was
doing so in this locality. For the love of God, |'ve drawn you a map. 250
kil ometres west of Tennant Creek, 280 south-east of Wave Hill. R ght here, you

buf f oon! Unl ess you' ve noved Mouse and me to one of your spy satellite ground
stations while we were unconscious.'

The security man considered Alf inpassively. 'In fact, we haven't noved
you very far at all. Several klicks vertically, in essence.’

Al f slapped his sheeted knee in disgust. 'Do you take ne for a fool?
W're on the ground. | _have_travelled in a plane, you know. Don't let ny
skin fool you. I'mnot an ignorant savage.'

"Dr Dean,' the man assured him 'if | thought you were an ignorant

savage we woul d be conducting this interview according to rather different
rules.'

The door opened. The man who entered spoke with marked Russian accent.

' Search team Four has located the vehicle, Colonel. Its position was as
i ndi cated.' He handed the intelligence man a fol der, saluted and cl osed the
door.

"Hhm ' Flicking pages swiftly, the Anerican glanced once at Alf.
"Extraordinary.' He rose. 'Thank you for your co-operation, Dr Dean.' And he
was gone, leaving AIf with an open nouth. M graine closed on him Brutally, he
t hunped the button beside his bed. An orderly appeared al nost instantly.
Wthin mnutes, the anthropol ogi st was asl eep, his headache scrubbed away by
t he sane drugs which bani shed anger, bafflement and thought itself.

The pain in his throat had eased when he woke, and he was hungry. Qddly
enough he felt no craving for a cigarette. H s watch was still m ssing, but
light canme in a parallelogramslanting fromhis open door. A renote drumi ng
sounded, as al ways, above the hush of the air conditioners. It rem nded hi m of
somet hi ng commonpl ace, but his rational interpretative cortex blocked the
associ ati on.

Vertically, the man had said. That could nean several kilonetres
downward, of course. And AIf's original wild specul ati on had been that the



alien device was a teleportation portal, linking the Tanam desert tunnel with
some other location on earth. So it could have shifted himto, say, the

H mal ayas. Had the | egend of the Yeti arisen because, over the centuries, a
series of fool hardy naked bl ack men had appeared magically, to freeze in the
how i ng snows? But the man had al so said that authorisation had cone fromthe
Australian government. There were no nmountains three kilonetres high in
Australi a.

Al f clinbed unsteadily fromthe bed, shaking his head at his own bad
snell. He called fromthe door for breakfast. The light in the corridor seened
to flicker oddly with a marginal oscillating haze.

Bef ore he had finished digesting the food, the brass arrived. Hs
previous interrogator was not one of their nunber. Indeed AIf recogni sed none
of them

' The changing of the guard,' he said sourly.

One of themwore stars, and | ooked exhausted. He extended his hand.
"I"'m Dwayne Sutton, Dr Dean. Scientific liaison. | apologise for the
perenptory treatnment you've had fromus in the |ast few days. How are you
feeling?

"Wary, GCeneral.' There were synpathetic chuckles. 'l want to see ny
nephew. '

"OfF course you do. We'll arrange a visit very shortly. You needn't
worry, he's in good hands.'

"Wth a tube down his throat and a drip in his arn®

Sutton's tanned expression was horrified. 'My God, no. Haven't they
told you? He's fine. You' re the one who's been worrying us, AIf. Can | cal
you Al f?'

"Call me Jackie if you feel like it. Just let me out of this bl oody
prison.'

"Ch.' The general was nonplussed. '| understood your nane was --

"My nane is Alf, for Christ's sake. Whay am | being detai ned?

"Basically, Af, because you' ve managed the equival ent of stunbling
into the mddle of the Manhattan Project with no security clearance and no
warni ng given.' Sutton gave a genuine grin. 'For which we have to thank you.

Al t hough Victor here mght not,' he added, with an attenpt at joviality. 'Your
arrival in the Vault caused his three best physicists to abandon reductionism
in favour of mracles.'

"Not even ny three worst physicists,' objected the white-haired man at
the foot of the bed, 'l ose sleep worrying about materialism As for niracles,
you are getting ne confused with General Sawyer.'

Sutton stiffened very slightly. 'General Sawyer's religious convictions
are really none of our concern, Victor.'

The Russian shrugged. To AIf he said, 'Good norning, Doctor. | am
Fedorenko. It is true that you have set the fox anbng the hens in ny
departrment.' He fetched forward the burly fellow at his side. "And this is
Captai n Hubert Lapp, of the NASA Shuttle team Hugh and | have sone questions
we would like to pose, if you feel recovered enough to help us.'

Al f regarded each in turn, w thout warnth. 'Your nanel ess coll eague
filled a tape-recorder with answers. To date | haven't nmanaged to prize the
sinmplest itemof information out of anyone. Let's see if we can start by
bal anci ng the scoreboard."

Sutton hel ped hinmself to a glass of fresh orange juice fromthe bedside
tray. 'Sure. A good beginning m ght be the Gate -- the device you found in the
Tanam desert. You nust have realised by nowthat it wasn't built by human
bei ngs."

Literally, Af experienced a jolt through his body. Intellectually he
had been driven to that conclusion, enotionally he had walled off the insight,
denied it, ridiculed his own imaginati on. Hearing the proposition endorsed by
an establishnent figure like Sutton was nore than startling. It was physically
horrendous. He sagged against his pillows, face chilled.

"Ch ny God. And | just stepped straight intoit. | left Muse there



al one and wal ked through it.'

"l assure you, Dr Dean,' Fedorenko said with concern, 'the boy is
perfectly safe. It was with his assistance that we got you out of the Vault.
You have cause to be proud of him And grateful.' He paused, and then added:
'Had he not been there to get you to nedical aid, you would have died, you
see. '

It came back: scraps of nightmare, shards of madness. Scream ng pain
and the breath snatched fromhis blazing lungs, the steps upward into a
strange light, falling, falling endl essly, whips of flanme running back and
forth into a matrix of cold clarity, infinite connection, a billion voices
speaki ng together in a thousand tongues, the dragons -- Cosing his eyes, Af
denied the nmenories. It had not happened that way. He had _not_left his
body. ..

Shivering, he hugged hinself. 'Wat did it do to me?" he asked in a
thin voi ce.

"It noved you through space,' said Fedorenko. 'It shifted you 600
kilometres in no tinme at all. It put you into a place we termthe Vault.'

Abruptly, a lot of the pieces slotted together. In the centre of the
pattern a void renained, but its periphery was whol e and beyond argunent. Alf
Dean knew where he was. The political rumours had been correct. There was a
covert mlitary base in Central Australia.

He exhaled. 'l see. You' ve known about the alien installation for
years.'

"Only the Vault,' Sutton told him 'Not the Teleport Gate. Not unti
you and the child fell through it.'

"You' ve been out to the cavern?

"W followed your directions,' Lapp said. Wth a grin, the astronaut
said: 'You mght be pleased to know that we've brought your Land Rover in to
the station. Slung her froma chopper and lifted her in here.'

That piece of news was absurdly gratifying. Af |aughed out [ oud.
"Wonderful . | always swore The Beast could fly if you handled her right.' He
honked into his handkerchief, tucked it back under his pillow, considered them
with greater cordiality. 'You might ask your maintenance man to go over the
radi ator for ne. There's a hole in it, full of boiled egg.'

"W found it,' Lapp said. 'Delicious. Wich rem nds me. Anyone hungry?

"Captain, do you think of anything but your belly? Sutton shook his
head in di smay.

Al f was gal vanised with questions. 'Wiy did it try to kill ne?

"An automatic protective system' Fedorenko said gravely. 'It does not
like visitors.'

"But it didn't hurt Mouse?

"Exactly. We don't know why. Perhaps it recognised that he represented
no active threat.'’

Acutely, Af said: 'So you want to get into this ... Vault -- but it
won't let you near it?
"Just so.'

"And the Tanam desert entrance has given you a way to short-circuit
its defences.'’

"Probably not,' the general said regretfully. 'Your accidental
i nsertion shows that the protective zone extends down to the Gate. Besi des,
the question is academic. The Gate is now defunct.'

" Huh? Then how do you know that Mouse and | really did -- ?'

"One of our tests seens to have killed it,' Hugh Lapp told him He
bowed sardonically toward Fedorenko. 'The Professor shot it with his ray gun.'

The Russi an shrugged, but he was nournful. 'An unhappy by-product of
our safety precautions. W could hardly risk another gauge glitch.'

As forcefully as he could, AIf said: 'Hang on. You've run away from ne
agai n. Ray gun?

"Hubert's undergraduate hunour,' Fedorenko observed without resentnent.
"You must understand, firstly, that the Vault will not tolerate



el ectromagnetic fields in its presence. Atrocious phenonena ensue. A f, you
can be thankful that you failed to take your flashlight into the Vault zone
with you.'

" There was enough light fromthe zone. | left the flashlight with
Mouse. '

"Evidently he dropped it when he pursued you into the Gate. W are
grossly handi capped in our investigations, you see, for we are obliged to use
only rudi mentary instrunents and met hods.'

"I see.' AIf slipped into sarcasm to avoid facing this |atest burst of
guilty retrospective terror. 'Such as ol d-fashioned pre-electronic ray guns.

Fedorenko inclined his head. 'The nerit of a |aser beam Dr Dean, is
that it can be transnmitted quite a long way, if it is of the appropriate
frequency. The punp does not need to be situated near the glitch zone. Wen we
found the Gate you activated, it was still responsive to human proxinity.

An image seared AIf's nmind: a huge box-like interior of white light, a
vast sphere in its centre. The pseudo-nenory flashed off, a neon sign
ext i ngui shed. ' Serpent's egg,' he nunbl ed.

"I"'msorry?

But the image was gone, tangled with scraps of nightmare.

"Nothing,' Af said. '"I've been hallucinating pretty badly. It was just
Lapp stared at himwith interest. 'l wanted to ask you about that, Alf.

Any detail s?

Beneath his bl ack skin, blood coursed. The flush made his face gl ow.

' Some. Meani ngl ess. The garbage you get in any nightmare.' Deliberately, he
directed his gaze to the Russian physicist. 'You were tal king about |asers.'

Lapp nodded al nost inperceptibly. The scientist went on at once. 'W
wi shed to establish if the Gate was still tuned to the Vault. Ceonetric
constraints prevented us view ng the steps w thout sendi ng soneone into the
def ensi ve zone, and that would not work. Alf, you are the first adult to comne
out of the zone with your sanity intact. And it woul d have been equally
pointless to send a scout through the Gate, since we had established that it
is aone-way trip. So | decided to enplace nmirrors along the cavern course, to
direct an optical laser pulse on to the roof of the Vault. There, it would be
vi sible fromour own access point.'

' You bounced the beam al ong the tunnel ? Then into the Gate, angled
parallel to the steps?

"Precisely."’

"And the | aser beam put the Gate out of business?

'"The Gate turned itself off. That is ny estimate. Fortunately, the beam
was indeed visible for several microseconds. It flashed on the roof of the
Vault simultaneously with its passage through the Gate. That distance, in
four-di mensi onal spacetinme, is of the order of 600 kil onetres. Had the beam
shone directly through space, such a journey woul d have taken one
five-hundredth of a second.’

Mrthlessly, AIf said, 'At the speed of light.'

"Quite. In reality, our calibrated instruments showed that it covered
the interval instantaneously.'

'You can bet your ass Victor was pleased,' the astronaut said. 'He's
t he rei gning chanp in non-1ocal physics. The quantum connectivity Czar.'

Anot her piece junped into place. O course. He'd heard Fedorenko's nane
| ast year, as a hot Nobel Prize candi date.

"Unfortunately,' Sutton said, with a disgruntled glance at the Russian
"that itemof data cost us. The Gate went off and stayed off. We're back to
square one.'

No wonder the bl acks had been terrified and awe-struck by the Gate, Alf
told hinmself. One-way, it was lethal. Vividly he remenbered the warning signs
on the tunnel wall, the ancient aboriginal interdictions. A dozen questions
clarmoured for his attention. Wiy had the extraterrestrial engineers placed
their exit at the end of a natural tube worm ng through an escarpnent in the



m ddl e of one of the world' s nost inhospitable deserts? Was that | ocation

i nposed on them perhaps, by sone geonetric |aw of hyperspace? Were there,
after all, authentic 'places of power' which an advanced science mght |ink
t oget her ?

O was his scale wong? Even nountains creep and buckl e and erode given
sufficient time. Wth prenonitory trepidati on he asked, 'Have you established
the age of the Vault?

"Not the Vault.' Fedorenko pursed his lips. 'The Gate roughly, vyes.

W' ve taken extensive mneral sanples. Radiological estimtes put the worked
surface of the Tanam tunnel at some 60 million years BP. Yes, Af, | felt
that way when | saw the report. It is sinply beyond the inmagination. But the
figure is, if anything, conservative.'

Al the certitudes of Alf's professional life seened to skid, to slide
away. OCh Jesus, he thought. | inagined that ny hypothesis of an enbedded
Rhaet osaurus fossil was radical, at the boundaries of credibility. And in
reality the Rai nbow Serpent was a machine, for the |ove of God! A machine
erected when this bl eached heartland steaned with hot swanp, when the
di nosaurs | sought were browsing |like voracious tanks in the brackish seas of
Central Australia.

Hi s heart had accelerated. It smacked in the bruised cage of his chest,
drove blood in painful jolts through throat, wists, groin. He closed his
eyes. For a dreadful nmonent he thought that once again he was on the verge of
snapping free of his body, evaporating out of his damaged flesh to hover above
themall in a blue sphere of |ight.

Desperately he said: 'The Tanam cavern m ght not be the only Gate exit
connected with your Vault. Have you considered that?

Lapp | aughed. I n a cadaverous voice he intoned: 'Beware the Bernuda
Triangle.' Mre soberly he said: 'Hey, are you okay? Maybe you' ve had enough
for one day.'

"There's a place ny nob call the Ruined City,' Af said, clinging to
the restraints of reason, to the limtations of his body. His heart gradually
slowed with his slow, dogged words. 'Burruinju. The Ml anugga-nugga used to
l[ive in the vicinity. They've been absorbed into other tribes now, what
remai ns of them Blood-thirsty bastards they were, fanous for raiding the
worren of their neighbours. W weren't all stalwart Noble Savages.' His |ips

peel ed back. 'It's terrible country, | drove through it once. Wrse than the
Tananm , worse than Sinpson's Desert. Al sharp cliffs, granite, stone
escarprments, wind screaning like animals. | think you mght find another Gate
there.’

He swal |l owed hard. 'There are docunented reports. Lights. Incredibly
bright, flickering on and off all across the bloody cliff face. Everything
el se dead bl ack at night except the stars. Naturally, as a trained
ant hropol ogist with a white man's degree, | wote it all off. Superstition.
Jesus.'

CGeneral Sutton said without hesitation: '"Electric lights. A mneral
survey team'

Wearily, Alf said, 'lnmpossible. The reports go back too far. And 1've
spoken to a man who saw them Phillip Wi pul danya. He was an anbul ance
attendant, a skilled nmechanic. Also a hunter, trained in the traditiona
techni ques. You couldn't ask for a better observer. And it scared the shit out
of him'

"M ght have been worse.' Looking intently into AIf's eyes, gripping his
gaze, Lapp said: 'It could have scared himout of his body.'

Alf felt his heart cranp, falter for seconds, lurch again into action

"What?' Fingernails drove into his palnms. 'Wat?

The astronaut sat down on the bed's edge, touched his armlightly. "I
know,' Lapp told him 'It happened to ne too.'

Wthout any need to speak explicitly, they had bridged the gulf. It was
unt enabl e that Lapp might be lying, or intend sone other neaning. Af said:
"You' ve been in there.'



"Not inside the Vault. Something sinmilar, on a mniature scale. W have
teans in Russia and the States working to duplicate the Vault's defensive
fields. That's where |I've been. | don't | ook forward to going back into it
again."'

"It didn't happen.' AIf stared ferociously into the man's clear eyes.
"Hal | uci nation.'

"It happened,' Lapp told him 'Mybe it's hallucination. Harris
Lowenthal insists that it is. He's our principal civilian psych consultant.
think I have news for him It was real.’

"W left our bodies.'

"Sure felt like it.'

"del Ford," AIf said faintly.

' What ?'

Wth aninus, the anthropol ogi st snarled: 'God dam it, you heard ne. W
left our bodies. | don't believe it.'

"Yes,' Lapp said. 'Wiat did you say after that?

Alf stared. 'l didn't say anything.'

"You said "del Ford". WIIliamdel Ford? Do you nean you've already
studied the OOBE literature? That's a rather strange coincidence.’

"What the fuck are you tal king about? | don't know any del Ford. And
what in hell is "ooby"?

From the corner of the room GCeneral Sutton snapped:

' Qut - of - body- experience. OO B-E Lunatic fringe. Cccult pseudo-science
Captain Lapp, you're out of line. Dr Lowenthal has accounted adequately for
t hose hal | uci nations."'

Lapp stood his ground. 'He doesn't satisfy nme, Dwayne. And |'ve been
inside the gluon field. | know what it felt like. | believe AIf Dean's
experience corroborates mine. And if del Ford is still working on OOBE, we
could usefully bring himin on this. Christ, yes, he's the perfect choice.
|'"ve read his Huxley reports. He's the only one in the OOBE regi ment who's
maki ng any sense.'

"Are you seriously recomrendi ng that we contract Bill del Ford? Hugh
you shock nme. The man's a, an anarchist!’

'O whom do we speak?' asked Fedorenko.

"A West Coast nut who mi ght have been a powerful research innovator,'
Sutton said, |like a man personally affronted. 'W worked together briefly.
He's a transpl anted Englishman, came over here, uh, to the States | nean, in
the early seventies. He did sone very good psychophysical work in conjunction
with specialists fromthe Departnent of Defense.'

Wth a touch of nockery the Russian said, 'Really? An anarchist?

"That was later. The hippies got to him Before that he'd married an
American girl, got tenure at UCLA -- and then wal ked away fromit with his
brain bent by New Age bullshit. He directs a place in California, Big Sur
somepl ace, full of hairy freaks running away fromthe cruel hard world. It
sickens me to ny belly.’

In some puzzl enent, Fedorenko asked Al f, 'How do you know of this
del Ford?' Ponderously, he proposed: 'The anthropol ogy of "hippies"?

"Why is everyone asking _me? ' cried AIf in exasperation. 'I've never
heard of the bugger in ny lifel'

"But you nentioned his name.'’

"You're crazy. It _is_ a lunatic asylum'

Wth abrupt decision, Hugh Lapp told Sutton: 'I'mgoing to do just
that, Dwayne, | think del Ford could provide just the degree of off-centre
i npetus this Project needs. A touch of English to keep the ball spinning.' He
uttered his own preenptive groan, but went on seriously: '"Don't you find it
significant that Dr Dean rai sed del Ford's nanme -- and instantly bl ocked his
short-term menmory of doing it?

"Not in the least. You nentioned hallucinations of |eaving the physica
body. Unconsciously, he then recalled the nane of a self-styled "authority" on
the topic.'



Al f objected strenuously. 'But |'ve never read or heard of --

"Right now, | believe we've taxed Dr Dean sufficiently. In fact I'm
ast oni shed that the nedics haven't been in here yet to chase us out.'

"It's your ferocious reputation, CGeneral. They're quaking in their
boot s.

"Me?' Sutton raised his eyebrows. 'It's only psychic charlatans | eat
before breakfast.' He turned to Alf. 'Accept ny best wi shes for your recovery,
Dr Dean. I'mreturning to the States tonight, so | mghtn't have a chance to
see you again. No doubt, however, you'll continue to suffer the attentions of
these two.' He opened the door

When they had all gone, AIf ground his large teeth together in furious
baf fl ement. At |east his headache had let up. He felt disabled, shockingly
weak. The door opened agai n.

"Just one thing, Af," Hugh Lapp's voice said apologetically. 'I meant
to nention it earlier. W' re making arrangenments for you to see Muse |ater
t oday.'

Thanks. | don't see why there's been any need for delay.'

The captain stepped into his field of vision. 'The boy has been
behavi ng oddly. Nothing to worry about, though. He's a nice kid, |'ve been
spending some time with him Tragic.'

"Yeah.' Wth a deliberate show of insensitivity, Af added,
"Fortunately he's tractable. | can take himwith nme on field trips wthout
losing him Until recently.’

'Ease up on yourself, buddy. You could hardly be expected to take
precautions against a teleportation system'

"l never should have left himalone.' Af caressed the sweat on his
face. After a silence he said, 'He's a good kid. W have himplaced with a new
stimulus enrichment programthey' re devel opi ng at Monash University, but they
insist that it does himgood to get out here occasionally with ne.'

' Lowent hal di agnosed Non- Specific Cerebral Dysfunction,' Lapp said
dryly.

"Dr Fish used the sane term W nderful, isn't it? Pinpoints Muse's
problem precisely.' Af exhaled. 'H s nmother El eanor was the | ast of the Goth
punks. Al'l black make-up and New Age cl aptrap and tel epathic whal es and
prom scuous raves. Industrial quantities of Ecstasy for a while, then LSD. She
was knocki ng down thousands of micrograns a day when she got inpregnated by
some namel ess tongue-pi erced wonder. O course, she considered the
contraceptive pill an unnatural chemical, the stupid bitch. She kept dropping
LSD doses of that magnitude during the five nmonths it took her to realise she
wasn't just getting back her puppyfat.'’

"Christ. Let's hear it for good ole dead Doc Leary.

'The acid got into Muse through her blood stream He's been on a
constant trip fromthe day he was born. Zonked, smashed, flying out of his
m nd. What there is of it. She thought he was going to be the new Messiah. My
white sister.’

The sheet had winkled and slipped fromA f's torso. The bl ack nman
stared down at his own glistening chest. Incision welts made his flesh a
barbaric shield.

They take the children and slit their bodies with rusty old razor
bl ades, Alf thought distantly, alienated equally fromthe world of his genes
and that of his adopted culture. O course, no doubt razor blades are a
techni cal advance over the ancient fire-hardened stick. Then they pack the
open wound with dry soil and ashes, to contain infection and produce handsone,
bubbling scarring. This is my people's notion of decoration, of manhood, he
told hinself.

He did not notice the astronaut |eave, or hear the sick bay door close
quietly on his confusion and m sery.

*Two: The Belly of the \Wal e*
*4. California*



Down in the Pacific's flecked jaws, corroded by spune, a rusty
aut onobi l e shell hung on the rocks, a gutted turtle. Bill del Ford | eaned out
fromthe Institute's cantil evered deck, solid tinmber against his bul ging
belly, and imagined he felt gusts of spray rising a third of a kilonetre to
blowin his face. Rain had ceased, but the dull, drenched ocean puni shed Big
Sur under a winter sky.

I"mogetting crotchety in ny old age, del Ford told hinself. Like a
t al kback announcer's | agged tape, the reflection cycled in his brain. Its
pseudo- obj ectivity shocked him catching hi munawares.

Jesus, I'mnot that old, he thought. But it was forty years and nore
since he'd teased the panties off his first girl in the back seat of a |unpy,
ancient Morris Oxford. He grinned at the menory. It had nearly shot his
H stology finals to rubble. Wat could conpete with that noist wel cone?
Certainly not the nephritic truth that the parietal |ayer of Bowran's capsul e,
into which the glonerulus is invaginated, is continuous with the gl omerul ar
epi thelium

He stepped onto the shaggy | awn and bent vigorously back and forth,
touching his sandalled toes, giving vent to hearty, full-bodied snorts. The
bri sk exercise cheered hi mimensely, as always. He alnmpst found it in himto
regard CGeneral Sutton's visitation with sonme avidity.

"Fuck the Pentagon,' he muttered, with a ritual sign, 'and all who sai
in her.'

From del Ford' s breast pocket his personal phone farted, juicy and
anti phonal . He sniggered nerrily, and started back through the danp grass to
the large A-frame perched on the bluff. A sly gift fromBenedict, his fifteen
year old, the phone's slimcase was an auditory jack-in-the-box, a nmaze of
solid-state vulgarity and _joie de vivre_ programmed to appall ponpous
dignitaries. It had exposed itself for the first time in the niddle of an
exqui site chamber recital in Durham although he had it switched to nute: a
Daught er of the American Republic dowager had bridled nost satisfactorily at
the brief squeal of a cow el ephant in heat and drawn away aghast when Bill
stiffening in his seat, had collapsed again with coarse guffaws. He'd chi ded
t he i mpudent youth, of course, but kept and cherished the software hack

The day brightened, and rays of splintered |ight gleamed beautifully
fromdroplets trapped in a fern-spanning spider web. A large official
aut onobil e was parked in front of the glass and copper entrance, with a small
of ficial driver dozing peacefully behind the wheel. Bill del Ford knew t he
species: the merest glinpse of mlitary man would bring the driver's shoul ders
up, firmhis features to instant al ertness. How wonderful, thought Bill, to be
so contained within the matrix of known and predictable necessities. How
pitiful.

A spot of golden Iight caught his eye. Mrning sun sneared the bronze
pl ague above the main doors. Comonpl ace after so nany years, the etched words
failed to hold his attention; again, the chiding inward critic noted the
dulling of his attention, its mere utilitarian focus. He stopped hinsel f, took
several paces backwards and | ooked up at the plaque. We're somanbulists, he
t hought .

The quotation was from Laura Archera Huxl ey, the visionary eclectic's
widow. It is easy for soneone w thout scientific know edge to accept an
unor t hodox approach. But for the people learned in any field it is very
difficult to accept a conclusion totally different fromthat which they have
formul ated through years of work and study_.

| ndeed. And thus had Al dous earned his peers' contenpt, and the
adul ation of buffoons. And yet, del Ford realised, he felt refreshed by the
i nplied adnonition. He wondered if General Sutton had paused here, ninutes
ago, to read the plaque; he imagined the slight tightening of nose and nout h.
They need us, he thought, but they don't have to enjoy it.

VWi stling, he stepped into the foyer. Erica indicated the reception
annex with her chin, and grimaced. Bill grinned back w thout a word.

A pair of philosophical opposites framed the annexe door. To the right



hung his lovely Rothko, linpid and transparent, films of light blurred at
their boundaries. Instinctively, the eye penetrated its planes to infinity,
invited to a levitation of spirit. On the left was a statenent by Mark Boyl e:
pl anar, gritty, a surface of old pitted brickwrk fromthe putrid Liverpoo
docks where Bill had spent his childhood. Like the fabul ously-expensive
Rot hko, a rich New Age dotcom donor's gift. The painting was in two planes
si mul taneously, the vertical wall of dark, purplish bricks, the horizontal of
some pre-asphalt alleyway; in either orientation, a definitive, workaday
squal or. The paintings, comparable in size, strained against each other, unti
the heart led the brain into their conplenentarity.

Janine met himw th an earthenware nmug of steam ng dark-roast. It burnt
his fingers; he extended his right hand to the general. 'Good norning,
gentl emen. You're | ooking exceptionally fit, Dwmayne. How s Barbara and the
girls?

"Fine, fine, Bill. Another grandson |ast nmonth. And Sel ma?'

' Dwayne, you should give up all this nilitary nonsense and get down
here to the Coast. Selma's health has inproved out of sight since we nade the

nove.' He sipped at his nug. '| gather you have sone startling whi zbang
t hi ngee you want us to road-test for you.'
The general's eyes flickered to Janine. '"Bill, | don't believe you've

met these two fellows before.' One was a dour, sandyhaired man in dark suit
and tie. 'Lennox Carrington, from Caltech. Lenny's been working | ong-distance
with Ed Wtten at the Institute for Advanced Studies in Princeton on

M theory's technol ogi cal inplications.' The other was young, an Air Force
captain, a burly, eager type who surely possessed nore brains than i nedi ate

i mpressions would credit. 'Dr del Ford, Captain Hugh Lapp. Hugh has done
astronaut training for the Shuttle program and spent five months with Lilly's
team studyi ng cognitive distortion in the isolation tank.'

Del Ford ushered themto | eather seats. 'O course,’ he said. 'l recal
your name on a couple of the final reports. You nust be ol der than you | ook
Hugh. Maybe the military |ife does have sone virtues after all. And call ne
Bill, we work on first name basis here. Janine, nip out and make sure the kids

are ready. Buzz ne.'

She departed, closing the door quietly behind her. Harrington visibly
rel axed, though the nmuscles in his shoul ders remai ned hunched and tight. Wat
he needs to make hima human being, Bill thought, is about fifty hours of
Rol fing. The inplication was nervous-maki ng. How coul d broken gauge theory
make a man so uptight? The man's nuscular rigidity certainly had a nore
speci fic cause than general cerebrotonic bl ocking.

"As you've gathered,' Sutton told him 'we have a direct interest in
your work on out-of-body-experience. |'mafraid | can't give you all the
background, but Lennox and a | arge nunber of colleagues have spent the | ast
few nonths exam ning a curious effect with a bearing on your own experinents.'

He | eaned forward and knotted his hands. 'I'm having some equi pment set up for
you right now. Hugh will be seconded to your staff. Run this thing down for
us, Bill. It is a matter of inperative national security.

Del Ford regarded himw th amusenment. ' assume you're not out of your

m nd, Dwayne, but let me rem nd you of the security status of my merry little
team Alister Jerison -- '

' -- is a nenber in good standing of the Trotskyite alliance, Science
for People's Liberation. Dr Alice Langer is a spokesworman for Sappho. And the
rest of you are a bunch of left-liberal freak-fringe intellectual bandits.
know.' Sutton was angry, but contained the enotion well behind his bland
sun-l anped face; he _didn't_ enjoy it. 'Just take nmy word, Bill. The normal
criteria have been waived. J. Edgar is reeling in his plutoniumcoffin.’

"Shit,' said del Ford. 'So they've finally found sonething bigger than
the "national interest”. | take it the Russians are involved?

"What we're dealing with here,' the physicist said, 'nakes the
I nternational Space Station ook like a picnic.'

Briefly, Bill's stomach spasmed. You don't worry about OOBEs, he told



hinself, if the world's coming to an end after all. A muted buzzer sounded.
Del Ford stood up, and placed his enpty mug neatly next to the bubbling
per col at or.

' Ckay, guys,' he told them 'Let's nmeet the gang. But let ne caution

you -- your security reports m ght have us |l abelled as bandits, but you'd
better _believe_ it. W' ve devised our own nethods, and they're not what
you'll be accustonmed to fromthe Pentagon.' He held the door open as

Harrington foll owed the general out. 'Or the Caltech common room either.'

For a monent the astronaut trailed behind, studying a free-standing
basalt, an Aztec rendering of Ehacatl, Quetzalcoatl under his guise as wi nd
deity.

"You have a startling decor, Bill.' He gestured at the nuted nural of
entwi ned Islamc geonetric forms, the skinny bank of secretarial
m croprocessors and the fleshy indoor plants.

"Yeah.' Bill del Ford wal ked besi de Lapp as they went down the corridor
to the Grope Pit. 'The whole spread cane to us by default, and we've tinkered
with it. You can blame the OPEC upheaval. There was this sheikling, Hosein
el -Bagir Shah, who came to the States in the sixties to learn the finer
detail s of petrol eum engi neering, mxed with sone advanced chicanery at the
Harvard Busi ness School. He was a devout Mislimand the hippie thing took his

interest. |I think his father had known Al dous back in the bad ol d days; anyway
the kid sank some spare mllions into this set-up, in nenoriam wth sone
nmuddl ed notion of blending Sufismand high technol ogy. Shortly after it was
established, the price of oil rocketed and Hosein cane to his senses. | think
he's doing very nicely.'

" And you?'

"I was in the right place at the right time. He had it all | ocked in as
a non-profit Foundation, and there's still a trickle of nmoney available to pay
for upkeep and incidentals. Mdst of our funding -- such as it is -- cones from

research contracts from NASA and several of the bigger foundations.'

They stepped into a nediumsized roomfilled with spraw i ng bodies
under lights with a warm gol den tinge; heavy curtains covered one wall,
bl ocki ng the natural illumnation fromthe enornmous sky. Del Ford fl opped on a
| arge bean-bag waving his hands at the floor as the visitors stood perpl exed.
Sutton |l et hinmself down quickly, favouring the creases in his trousers. The
other two, after sonme hesitation, sat on a single large fluffy mattress, Lapp
with his broad back against the wall, the physicist hunched forward with his
hai ry shins exposed.

"Morning folks. As you know, these gentl emen have expressed an interest
in our work on ooby. | don't know any nmore about it than you, right now, but
I"'mcertain we can depend on the general to have sonething piquant up his
sl eeve -- like maybe a new device for detecting insipient terrorismby the
radi cal absorption lines in the auric spectrum' A titter fromone corner
Briskly, del Ford introduced the visitors. 'Coviously | needn't waste tine
returning the introductions; |I'msure our friends here have spent many happy
m nutes studying our files.'

Tony Freestone shifted his great bulk, propping his elbows. 'It's that
bi g?'

"It is.' Sutton refused to be nettled. 'Ladies and gentlenen, let ne
say personally, and on behal f of ny colleagues, that we're pleased to neet
you. What Bill states so bluntly is true, but | hope you won't find anything
unduly sinister in what is after all a routine pre-briefing procedure.’

"Hell no,' said Alice Langer. 'The price of liberty is eterna
voyeurism'

Audi bl y, Lennox Harrington's knuckles cracked. He stared at Alice and
said precisely, through tight lips, "At this nonment a pair of Arny technicians
is setting up a snmall piece of equipnment in your main psychophysica
| aboratory. CQutside, a truckload of soldiers is stationed with maser
surveill ance, two nausea-induci ng subsonic generators and a nachi ne gun. The
device the technicians are installing is capable of w thstanding a ground-zero



gi gaton nucl ear expl osion. Perhaps this will enable you to grasp the need for
caution.'

In the ensuing silence, Bill del Ford waited for Sutton to hit the roof.
Instantly he told hinmself: Don't be foolish. They've brought the thing here
for us to study. Wiy should it matter who tells us about it? But he knew that
Harrington's outburst had been a bad | apse. The strain, he thought, nust have
been i mMmense. He let out his breath, and realised he was trenbling. The
i mplications began to race in his mnmind

Del wn Schaubl e, the bio-feedback specialist, began to giggle. 'And
you're telling _us? ' she asked with a squeak

"We're not the first on the block.' Bill said to her. 'The Israelis and
the Russians have it too.'

The babbl e began, kids let |oose in the playground.

' There goes deterrence.'

"The N-country proliferation theorem --

"Opportunities for reactor terrorism--

"Poor old Teller, all those years --

"And what the hell,' broke through Alister Jerison's booning voice,
'does an anti-nuclear shield have to do with astral projection?

"Let's have a little restraint in here,' Sutton barked. He was nmet with
unfriendly | ooks, but the room qui etened. 'The work your Institute has
prosecuted on OOBEs may have a critical bearing on certain by-products of this
process. Before we discuss the details, however, it's necessary for Dr
Harrington to give you an outline of howthe field functions. Lennox?

Wth distaste, the physicist stated: 'I cannot pretend that this forum
nmeets with my approval. There is no doubt in ny mnd that the so-called
"paranormal " phenonena wi th which you waste your time are a congeries of
delusive -- ' He halted and licked his lips. 'However, your work on sensory
deprivation and overload may well contribute to a solution of our pressing
difficulties. The device, as you have understood, is intended as a defense
agai nst nucl ear attack. Do you have an overhead projector? He was directed to
the display termnal, and rapidly jotted down a series of equations; they were
di spl ayed on a large wall screen. After thirty seconds of inconprehensible
Herm tian scalar analysis, Bill interrupted him

"Lennox, |'msorry but you've lost nme. Could we have sone approxi mation
of the central data in clear? My math goes about as far as sophonore cal cul us
I["'mafraid."'

Lewis Carroll country, Bill thought. _He only does it to annoy, because
he knows it teases_. But that was probably unfair. Lennox Harrington doubtl ess
pitched his delivery nore generously when giving advice to the ignoranuses of
Mlitary Intelligence, but the man was accustoned to the swift cut and thrust
of his peers. Even this unruly shanbl es nmust project enough of the tone of an
academ c synposiumto cue himin to high-powered exposition

"I take it you are all famliar with the elements at |east of quark
confinenent theory?' the physicist said inpatiently. He pronounced it to rhyne
with _cork_rather than _mark_. 'Modst subatomic particles are of the class
known as hadrons. These in turn are conmposed of six kinds of quarks, paired
into three generations, and distinguished by nass and ot her quantum val ues.
Despite strenuous efforts, no one has been able to liberate the quark
constituents from baryons and mesons, though they can readily be observed as
approxi mat e point-sources inside protons, for exanple. In fact, Mtheory shows
that they aren't points at all. My own approach, using N branes, sees hadrons
as strings or nenbranes, whose vibrational states define each particle's
nonment um and energy. '

"My God,' Freestone said, 'it's a brane baggie!’

Annoyed, Harrington nodded sharply. 'You could put it that way. Years
ago, Kenneth Johnson at M T proposed that quarks were literally held captive
wi thin gluon bags. He was nearly right. They're confined by gluon brane
sheets.'

"You've built a bottom ess bag,' del Ford said, tracing Freestone's



intuition. 'No matter how nuch radi ant energy you pour in, it turns into a
tougher fabric. What's the, uh, the elastic limt?

"There is none.' Harrington turned off the display and sat down
gingerly. "You're only half right. Quarks are generated as well, and confi ned
wi t hi n hadron-sized bags. On the interface of the field heliumis created,
whi ch di sperses as fast as it is formed. Under sustained nucl ear or |aser
bonbardnent, of course, a fusion plasna envel ope is produced, which decays
when inputs are extingui shed.'

"Jesus Christ,' said Berys Marshall. Her gentle, grandnotherly face was
pal e. ' You boys have been busy.'

Del Ford regarded the ceiling. H's thoughts [ eapt |ike chains of sparks.

"Cities and agricultural belts get a perinmeter of bag generators,' he
said. 'The standard infrared detection satellites nmonitor a possible | CBM
barrage launch. Up go the shields. If the intelligence was incorrect, no harm
done. Unless the bag field injures the people inside it. So it does, of
course.' He sat up and stared at Sutton. 'Sonething happens to peopl e under
the brane barrier, sonmething intolerable. And you want us to find out what it
is." He laughed incredulously. 'An altered state of consciousness. Little
wonder you cane to us, Dwayne. We're expendable, and we're experts in
del i berat e derangenent. A conveni ent conbi nation.'

"That's not true,' the astronaut said sharply. 'You're free to
volunteer, as | did. The United States government doesn't --

"Ch, we'll volunteer all right, Hugh,' Delwn Schauble told himsoftly.
' They know we can't pass up a chance like this. Total exclusion of anbient
el ectromagnetic noise. That's what it is, isn't it, Dr Harrington?

"Absolute interdiction,' he said. 'Nothing gets in, nothing gets out.

I ncluding gravity waves.'

" A space drive?

"No.' He drew back his |lips unconsciously. 'Einstein's Equival ence
postul ate has been di sproved. Qur protected cities won't be flying off into
space; the inertial frane --

"What does it do to people? Bill asked the general. The room was
utterly still.

"There is no observable effect whatsoever, detrinental or beneficial
upon ani mal test preparations,' Sutton said. 'Experinments with marine
organi sns |ike grunions, aquatic worns and oysters, which respond to the |unar
periodicity, show a tenmporary confusion of life-cycle. Extensive reports wll
be made available to --

"What does it do to people? del Ford asked agai n.

"Anxiety. Hysteria. Delusions of |eaving their bodies. Mstical trance.
In sone cases,' he said with retributive brutality, '"it drives theminsane.'

‘"I see.' Bill closed his eyes, bent his chin to his fol ded hands.

' Qut - of - body- experi ence.’

"Yes.' The general stood up, stretching his legs. 'Think of yourselves
as guinea pigs if it pleases you, if it caters to your damed paranoi a, but
the truth is that you crazy |oonies cone closer to being experts on this son
of a bitch than anyone el se we' ve been able to | ocate who wasn't under | ock
and key. | read your last report, Bill, read it twice, carefully, and | tel
you it distressed nme. All of you people in this room God Al nighty, | know
your track records. You could have been doi ng useful work, naking significant
contributions. Be that as it may. My superiors want you to take a shot at it.
Soneone has to nake sense of it.' He seemed genuinely in the grip of powerful,
confused enotions.

'Sure, Dwayne,' del Ford said, aware of sudden compassion for the man.
He sat up straighter and | ooked around the group. '"Here's an idea |l'd like to
try out on you, gang. Romantic versus O assical science.'

"Nice," Tony said at once.

Anne Hawt horne, their British psychol ogist, |ooked at Bill sharply. She
roll ed over, plucked her sari across brown knees. 'I thought we'd got past
bi nary, polar paradigns, Bill. Even Freud used a three-way system and he had



to keep replacing the parameters. And Lennox here wants six quarks for his
_elenments_.'

Tony Freestone shook his great, jow ed head. ' The nind has an
i nescapabl e tendency to reduce to pairs. Maybe it's the cerebral bilatera
asymmetry. Pursue that -- there's no reason why the dimensions need be seen as
ends of a continuum maybe they're orthogonal .’

Crisply, Alice Langer stated: 'For what it's worth, the distinction
isn'"t new.' Her know edge was encycl opedic; she tended, as a result, to the
pedantic, even in the Grope Pit. 'There was a respected tradition of
"romantic" chemistry as late as the nineteenth century. Charles C. Gllespie
discussed it in relation to the Jacobin -- '

"It's a starter, Alice, I'mnot |ooking for prizes for originality.
Here's the sort of thing | had in mnd. dassicismtypically connotes a regi ne
of well-ordered rules, unities, causality viewed as segnented chai ns, decorous
generalities. Wiile Romanticism of course, is the affirmation -- '

Sutton, staring around himw th growi ng choler, said sharply, 'Wat the
hel | are you nmani acs babbling about?" He | ooked at his watch. 'The technicians
wi || have the device set up by now. | suggest that we break up this merry
antiquari an kaffeekl atsch and get to work.'

For the first tine, del Ford felt truly angry at the man. 'Dwayne, shut
your mouth or get out. Wien you're in the Grope Pit and we're engaged in
heuristic reciprocity, you contribute or you | eave.'

In honest bafflenent, Sutton said, 'We don't have time for philosophy."'

"Ceneral, at Bethesda we used sinilar techniques,' Lapp said.

' Conceptual bl ock-busting, |lateral search -- '

' Those nethods are tactical,' Anne told him She eyed the astronaut
with some interest. 'Qurs is strategic.'

The tension and hostility in the Pit eased. As if there had been no
interruption, Alister Jerison said, 'The Romantic/d assic dichotomy energed in
a specific dialectical context. Romanticismwas a last-ditch attenpt by a
mal content intellectual elite to regain the inagined freedons of feudalism

"Nonsense,' the Caltech physicist said, to everyone's surprise. 'CGo
back to the late Tom Kuhn's view, you m ght regard the normal conduct of
scientific investigation as subject to the O assical constraints. Romanticism
then energes justifiably during the collapse of exhausted paradigns.'

"Courtly love!" Anne cried. 'The dooned, heroic quest for an object
whi ch by definition is out of reach. But isn't that the background to _all _
sci ence now, not just during paradi gm upheaval s?' She gl anced around the
group. 'l nean, we don't just have experimental linmitations any nore. There's
guantal uncertainty, chaotic doubling, Goedel's Proof. Energent conplexity.
Qur courtly quest is intrinsically unsatisfiable.'

"Ckay,' Alister adnmitted heavily. 'But in any case ordered data only
becomes know edge, in the authentic sense, when it stands in neani ngful
relation to the active struggle for human |iberation.' Sutton groaned.
"Romantic ideol ogy inposed isolation on intellectuals. Cassic culture was
repressive, sure, but it remained social. The Romantic rebellion was decadent
rather than liberatory precisely because it _rejected_ the social context.'

Bill delFord lifted his head. 'Dwayne, were your experinmental subjects
put under the shield singly or in groups?

The general blinked. 'Wy, each man went in alone, of course. It's
standard procedure; ninimses risks to personnel, reduces the variabl es under
consi deration --

"I thought so. Good old positivist lab technique.' Rising, Bill opened
t he soundproofed door. 'Okay, gang, that's it for the nmorning. Thanks for your
hel p.' The teamimediately got to their feet and straggled out. None of them
continued the fierce debate. Del Ford stopped Anne Hawt horne, hol di ng her
suntanned arm 'I'd like to try Hugh, you, and ne under the field
si mul t aneously. Are you gane, Anne?

"Fine.' The woman | ooked slightly nervous, but she smiled as she
gl anced across at the waiting astronaut.



"I presume the dinmensions of the field are adequate for three people,"’
Bill said to Harrington

"Certainly,' the physicist said, taken aback by the abrupt change of
pace. 'It's an oblate spheroid four nmetres high, with the generator at one of
the foci. We didn't intend the subject to be claustrophobic.'

Testily, the general said: '_|I'm_ claustrophobic, goddamm it and you're
screwing the lid tighter every mnute. Would | offend you too grossly if | ask
for an expl anation?

' Three heads are better than one,' del Ford told him

"Bill, that's not a working hypothesis, it's a blind shot in the dark
You don't lock three amesiacs together to speed their recovery.

' How do you know?'

"I've seen nmen blundering around in battle shock.'

"And do your psychiatrists treat themw th solitary confinenment?

"Hmm Yes, if they beconme violent -- as they often do.'

"That's not therapy, it's staff insurance. Nor did you nention violence
as a side-effect. My best guess right nowis that Alister hit the nail on the
head. Your methods of investigation destroyed the social context your
experimental subjects needed to sustain their sanity. The gluon field inposes
nore savage quarantine on its victins than hunan bei ngs have ever experienced.

W're all linked together, Dwayne. Profoundly. Oganically. This field severs
that |ink, and your subjects bleed to death.'’
Sutton grunted in disgust. 'Jung. Lilly. I've read ny share, Bill, and

there's not a single operational definition in the whole nystical box of
tricks. Nothing testable, not one itemyou can put on a bench and neasure.'

"W' || provide your test, Dmayne. And if I'mwong,' he said with a
grin that failed to convince any of them 'you can tie us up in satin ribbons
and pack us off to the closest funny farmas a matched set.'

On the way to the main entrance, del Ford stuck his head round his
of fice door and spoke briefly with Janine. Then they went out into the cooler
m dday air. WAaves crashed behind them at the foot of the vast bluff. They
crossed the parking apron and |left the paving, followi ng a gentle grassy
incline to the mandatory geodesi c domes hal f-hidden in trees and shrubbery. A
bird sang out; it, or its fellow, left a leafy branch and veered off into the
grey sky. A large arnoured vehicle stood outside one of the black dones, ugly
in outline against the sonbre sol ar-energy hexagons. On its roof, a maser
mrror whirled. Sutton gestured to a patient, alert serviceman; they conferred
in |lowtones. The general brusquely waved the others on to the entrance.

Agai nst God's and Murphy's express ordinance, the Arny technicians had
evidently experienced no difficulties in getting the device installed and
phase-tested within the echoing barn. In anong the litter of hastily cleared
equi prent, the gluon field was a prodigi ous bauble. Like a great curved
mrror, an inpossible egg of nercury, it rested w thout conpressive distortion
fromgravity under the bolder arc of the Fuller dome. Bill gazed at it,
dazzl ed, expecting it to roll fromits unstable position and break into a
nmyriad smaller balls of spinning |ight.

Abruptly it was gone, replaced by a drab skel etal construction of
bolted structural steel, an ovoid of wire nesh, a neat matt-finish box on a
stanchi on at one focus.

"It's activated and deactivated by a quartz crystal clock,' Lennox
Harrington told him 'Naturally, there's no way we can control it externally
while the gluon field is energised. Qur standard run is five mnutes. You can

alter that to suit yourselves -- and override the programming frominside if
the strain becones intolerable.’
Sutton was obliged to drag Bill away fromthe cage for the concentrated

briefing session he'd prepared with Hugh Lapp and the physicist. The woman and
the four nen sat around a rickety table on stools, intently going over the
docunents and reports from previous experinents. Periodically shadows shifted
subtly as the mrror flashed into existence, hovered for five mnutes and
extinguished itself. After ninety m nutes Anne | eaned back fromthe table,



stretched, and said,
sandw ches?'

' Not recommended,' said Hugh

"You're telling me.' She pulled a face. '"But that's the best we can do
over here in greasy-hand territory."'

"The only tine | was in there | threw up,' the astronaut told her

Anne nodded. 'You nust have the sanme catering service.' Sighing, she
asked del Ford: 'Enemas too, | suppose?

"I think so. And ten minutes of yoga before we pull the blanket over
our heads.' He glanced at the captain, and his nouth drew down ironically.
"Al'l our affective runs are done nude, Hugh. | hope you won't mind.'

"I"lIl try to sustain nmy grief.' H's nuscul ar shoul ders noved. He gazed
reflectively at Anne. She grinned back at him

M nutes later, after she'd vanished into the bathroomw th the enena
bag, the nmen heard her vonmiting in a business-like fashion. Hugh halted at the
door of the nen's room and raised his eyebrows. 'She's that nervous?

I'"mravenous. | don't suppose we can have sone

"No. I'll be doing the same nyself. It's a conbination of comon sense
and Reichian relaxation therapy. Enptying the gut is a precaution suggested by
your own experience. But | wouldn't recomrend it unless you know how -- it's a

bit wearing.'

Del Ford cane out naked, and kicked his sandals off at the edge of the
cage. The technicians had positioned three alum niumand foam plastic
harnesses during the briefing; Anne, eyes closed and breathing deeply, was
al ready resting senmisupine in the central billet. Bill clinbed up beside her
and squeezed her hand. She really is a npst attractive woman, he thought. How
the hell does she keep that rich suntan? Her light brown hair, |ong and fine,
was swept up carefully in a knot. He recalled the feel of that hair, and was
briefly sad. Their affair had been short and intense. Then he thought, with
anusenment, She's lusting after our honest captain today. The nyth of
astronauts. | wonder how long it'll take her to have himin bed. Not |ong, he
deci ded. Hughi e's no slouch, unless | mss nmy mark.

Lapp crossed the floor, stolid in his nudity. He held sonething
metallic in his fist; after he had clanbered up and slid into place, he | eaned
across Anne and handed it to del Ford. 'I took it out of your shirt pocket,' he
said. 'It was barking at ne. Like a pekinese."'

"Ch shit, Janine must have been trying to reach me. No time now.
Dwayne,' he yelled, "will you phone the main building and tell my secretary
we're in the mddle of a run? If it's Selma tell her I'"'min bed with Bob and
Alice.' He placed the phone on the black box at his head and said, 'Everyone
ready?

"Sure.’

"Let's go,' grunted the astronaut; he was pale, and his voice was
tight.

'You heard what the man said,' Bill told Harrington. He saw the
physicist's fingers jab a sequence of buttons on the central generator, then
cl ose a clear cover across them

"The field activates in 20 seconds. Don't hesitate to cut |oose if the
experience i s unbearable.’

Bi Il del Ford ceased to exist.

The uni verse stopped at a concave sweep a couple of netres overhead.
Flickeringly, internal lights cane on, dimMy, with a faint buzzing. Vestibul ar
canal s signalled vertigo, free fall, acceleration. A sharp scent of sweat and

urine moved in the air. Nobody hone.

Abruptly, tinnily, a massed choir of nmale and feral e voices cried
j oyousl y:

_Hal I el ui ah, Hall el ui ah, hal -1 e-ee-I|o00-00-ya! _

An el ephant trunpeted, and a bl oodhound bell ed. The inperative hoot of
a fire-siren, a ponpous British voice clearing its throat and sayi ng,
"Unaccustoned as | amto public speaking', the scrape of many chairs as a
mul titude nade good its escape, a synphony of cash-registers, a speeded-up



Japanese voi ce saying, 'My feet are getting closer', a lavatory flushing, and
a noist, protracted, lubricious fart.

In the incredulous silence, there was a strangled, hysterical gasp.

"Qur Farter, Wich art in Heaven --

Peal s of silly giggles.

"Fart for art's sake.'

' Sewer eal i sn®’

Booni ng guffaws, |ike drunken oafs.

"Don't tal k such shit.'

"You taking the piss out of ne?

"What a bunmer, it's just pouring out.'

Bill del Ford did not exist, but sone wiring diagramthought in
desperation, This is no proper pastime for a phil osopher. W need --

' -- Sir Karl Pooper.'

'"The Open Society and Its Enemas"?'

A shriek of drawn-out |aughter. 'No. That's Jean-Paul Farter.' A pause.
' The existenchilist.’

'She was only a stabl e-hand but all the horse manure.'

"That's a handicrap.'

"Colf? Prefer the shit-put.'

"Never nade the elimination-finals.'

' Team was pruned down.'

Pain in the chest, in the diaphragm

"Clear your head with Diarretics.'

"Diuretics?

" Shitol ogy. Turdomancy. Movenent of the future.'

"Atissue of lies.'

'Wpe the Opposition.'

" Support the Turd World.'

' Sounds |ike fecism

"Troops in jake-boots? Flushing out the Privy Council? Establishing the
Dung Dynasty? You're potty!'

The foolish giggles came in convul sive, uncontrollable waves. Finally
they ceased, and bodies rolled in their harnesses, hands knocki ng agai nst
sweat -slicked flesh and, finding it, touching, palping. Legs kicked and
opened.

'Lapp ne.'

More silly giggles, in the swaying, terrible nowhere, and a shockingly
bl at ant sound of sl urping.

The universe returned, in a deluge to crack the head. Bill del Ford
screanmed, piteously, and clanped pal ns over ears, el bows striking together. He
was el evated; the light of souls beyond souls, crystalline glory, intolerable
hubbub of infinite conversation; white radi ance enclosed him lifting himin a
nmonent from his body which hung below in the silvery bubble (but that was gone
al ready), showed himwith his nmouth slack and inane tears of nmirth under his
eyelids, his arns noving out to batter the wonman besi de hi m who turned, her
t hi ghs spreading in invitation and the other man shifting in weightl essness to
bring down his head; all of this in an instant, inploding; and he fell back
into his body, aghast, bereft, clinging to the spheres of endless light..

The astronaut lifted his face in stupefaction and hum liation, banging
his head against the wire frane. Anne npaned, and her face filled with a
deeper flush. Goaning, Bill reached up and took the phone in his hand. He
hurled it with great force across the floor of the done. H's stonmach ached
abom nabl y.

"If you're still hungry,' he said, 'let's go eat lunch.'
Lapp ignored the jibe. dancing fromthe shattered phone to del Ford and
back to Anne, his face tightened with del ayed understanding. 'I'msorry.

"Don't be silly," Anne told him Lightly, with affection, she jabbed
his arm sw nging down out of the cradle. 'Par for the course. Here at Huxl ey,
we're fanous for letting it all hang out.'



ol iquely, Bill added: 'Ancient history.

"What he nmeans is, we had a little fling and that was that. N ce while
it lasted, though.' She gave Bill a friendly hug. 'Hugh, how did the
subj ective effects compare to your previous test?

Instantly Lapp was all business. 'The out-of-body phenomena, virtually
identical. Al that cretinous punning? Totally new. Frankly, |'m astonished.
My jokes mght be pretty bad, but kindergarten hunour hasn't broken me up |like
that since | was four years old. Wat in hell happened?

They paid no attention to Harrington, who hopped anxiously fromfoot to
foot, trying without success to insert his suddenly irrelevant technica
guestions. CGeneral Sutton remained al oof on the far side of the test area,

i sol ated by his manifest disapproval of the proceedings. Bill shivered, and
slipped his feet into his battered Indian sandals. The done was sol ar - war ned,
but even in California the chill of winter |eaked into a | arge enough

convecting space. 'Not kindergarten, Hugh,' he said thoughtfully. 'Small
children don't know the nanes of too many phil osophers of science. Good grief.
Sir Karl Pooper indeed!'’

"I agree,' Anne said. 'That wasn't clinical regression. | think it was
somet hing nmore frightening than that -- as though our brains were swtched
off. No, that's not right. As if conscious awareness was cl osed down, | felt

as if my mnd were functioning at the level of a, an indexing program Pulling
pi eces of data out of menory and juxtaposing themon the instruction of sone
puerile subroutine triggered by your goddamm crude farting phone.'

"A network node,' Lapp nused. 'Operating mechanically, w thout any true
intelligence. Certainly without a trace of mature judgnment.' He scratched at
his head, a curiously childlike gesture. 'But why shoul d external shielding
screw up the brain's interior software? O hardware. Wi chever.'

"By golly, | think maybe nmy hunch was correct all along,' Bill said
wi th wondernent. 'We' ve proved Carl Jung right. The gluon field literally cut
us off fromthe collective unconscious. It left us isolated. Absolutely
severed fromthe rest of humanity. Just the three of us to anchor one anot her,
linked in a hernmetically seal ed bubble...'

The technicians, he noticed, were jockeying for advantage, staring with
bl at ant ent husi asm at Anne's naked body. He gl anced down at his own
uni nspiring belly.

"I think we'd better get our pants on,' he said in a | ow voi ce. 'Dwayne
woul d really be pissed if the Vice Squad put the armon us at this point.'

*5. California*

At three in the norning, the hour the beasts in tight |eather boots
prefer when they come to take you away, Bill del Ford roused blurrily to the
sharp knock on his door. Selma's regul ar breathing had not altered. He lay on
his back, the form ess dread of nightnmare slowy ebbing. In dream he reninded
hi nsel f hazily, the voluntary muscles relax entirely. Qccasionally the sense
of paralysis | eaks through, perneating dreamwith the terrors of captivity,
threat, claustrophobia. Yet that inchoate sensation can also trigger tranqui
illusions of levitation, he thought, of floating, of |eaving the mundane body

Hi s heart junped, hammering, as the brisk knocki ng was repeated.

Jesus, he thought. Selma stirred, grunbling, as he reached for the
smal |l digital clock beside the bed. 3:07. 1'Il kill the bastards, he thought
inrage. Hs wife's bare leg was hot against his; the disparity in their
nocturnal tenperatures was a cause of wonder to him and of annoyance when he
woke in the night -- it made the re-entry to sleep doubly difficult. He was
hal f out of bed when the door opened quietly and his son Ben | ooked in.

'For you, Dad,' the boy said laconically. 'He insisted.’

' Thanks, son,' Bill nuttered. He pulled his old threadbare Chi nese gown
about his shoul ders and padded fromthe room closing the door behind him The
boy stood uneasily in the hall. 'Go back to bed, Ben. 1'll tell you all about

it in the norning.'
The uni form was not one Bill recognised. He poked at the grit in the



corners of his eyes and glared angrily. 'Do you have any idea what hour --

"My apol ogies, Dr delFord,' the man said in a | ow cl ear voice. 'Genera
Sutton sends his conplinents. Could you dress as quickly as possible? W have
a chopper standing by in Monterey to take you to the Air Force base in San
Jose, where you'll meet a UN courier jet.'

Del Ford's tenper lost its last strand. 'You can tell Sutton to take a
flying fuck at the -- ' A heavy boot bl ocked the closing door

"I"'msorry, sir, but my instructions are clear. We don't have time for
argunents.'

There was a sound of footsteps and another figure cane out of the
darkness. 'At ease, soldier. There's no need to harass the doctor.' The man
stepped into the dimillunm nation provided by the night-light. Bill recognised
him Bryant Cellner, an ex-colleague from UCLA. He wore the dark suit and deft
protocol of a UNdiplomat. 'I'msorry to wake you, Bill.' He extended his
hand. 'You're looking well for a man pulled out of bed at this godl ess hour.
was caught on the cell phone or I'd have done the honours nyself. Very well,
driver, you can wait for us in the car. We shouldn't be long."'

"Bryant, you presune on our acquaintance,' Bill said w thout grace.
'"I"d gladly invite you in for a drink if the sun wasn't over the yard arm
somewhere in the Indian Ccean. What the hell's Sutton playing at this tinme?

'The general's in New York at this nmonent and he's not getting any

sleep either. In fact,' Cellner smled, 'I imagine you' re four or five hours
ahead of himin that respect. If we can bid the doorstep farewell 1'Il explain
everything in the confort and privacy of your own hone.'

"Aw shit.' A distant shimrering danced at the limts of Bill's
sensations, an invisible flickering, an inaudible buzz. It increased as he
passed the silent telephone. In an illogical flash of insight he conjectured

that he was perceiving the 50-cycle humof the electrical devices and conduits
in the house. Sonething had rasped his nervous systemto an irritated,
preternaturally acute sensitivity. That dream he thought suddenly. It was the
gluon field. The blank eternity of inhuman nothing, the explosion of |ight,

t he experience of floating out and away frommy body. 'Sit down,' he told the

di pl omat, pulling out a kitchen chair. "I'll fix coffee.’

' Thank you.' Bryant Cellner was inpatient, but he had clearly decided
that compliance was the swiftest road to persuasion. 'l trust we didn't wake
your wfe.'

As he took milk fromthe refrigerator, Bill saw for an instant a fuzzy

wash of violet light |like ocean phosphorescence at its back. 'She's literally
sl ept through earthquakes,' he said. '"Way can't it wait?

"I don't know,' the UN nman said frankly. 'But whatever it is, | have a
hunch there are lights going on all over the War Room Bi g Board."
The nuclear shield, Bill told hinself. Pouring coffee, he was mldly

surprised to find hinmself so calm |'ve lived on the San Andreas fault for
years at a tinme without breaking into a sweat. Maybe this is the sane.

"A pre-enptive strike? I thought they were our friends now. Not the
Chi nese, surely?

"I don't _want_ to know,' GCellner said, his hungry eyes denying it.
"There's a very curious UN flap on, very contained, very tight. None of the

hoopla of a ritual scare. | doubt that it's the big one, but soneone's
renenbered | eaving the kerosene near the fire. That's a Mach 3 bird they have
waiting for you at San Jose. | hope your circadian rhythns are in good shape.'

Del Ford stood up. 'Do | need an overcoat?

"Alight suit would be fine.' The diplomat smled sweetly. '"It's sumer
down there.’

' CGood Christ.'

He woke Sel ma as he was leaving. 'Big silver bird kidnaps your Wlly. |
don't know how long I'lIl be gone. The mad bastards seemto think it's urgent,
so I'Il doubtless find nyself perched on ny ass in the middle of Chile

twiddling my thunbs for a week. Then they'll decide they neant the other Bil
del Ford and pack nme off hone with a set of scenic views and no expl anation



['"lIl call you soonest.' He kissed her, tweaked her fleshy buttocks fondly as
he | eaned across to turn off the lanmp, and departed regretfully. At Ben's door
he paused for a nonent, and was dunbfounded by the |ight snores he heard.

Adol escents, he thought, shaking his head. Gellner had preceded hi mout of the
house; Bill went into the chilly night air and found the grey |inousine, al
its lights out, parked several houses away.

The di pl onat opened a back door for him A glass partition sealed the
passengers off fromthe driver, presumably a security device. As his hand
touched the vehicle's frane, Bill sensed a mild, soapy texture against his
fingers. He stepped back, rapped on the driver's w ndow.

"You' ve got a short fromthe battery,' he informed the soldier
'There's current leaking into the bodywork.'

The driver |ooked at himsteadily and said nothing. Shrugging, Bill
clinbed in next to Cellner.

"It's a conpl ex heterodyning signal, sir,' the soldier's voice said
froma grille in the partition. 'Pink noise. It neutralises bugs, and
scranbl es maser detection spy-beans bounced off the vehicle.'

Del Ford turned and stared at CGellner. "CGolly,' he said. '"Isn't it
exciting?

The helicopter Iift to the Air Force base did nothing to inprove his
nmood. He hated the rowdy, clanouring things. After the effortless, nearly
silent linopusine, the chopper's vulgarity was an affront to the sl eeping
night. Falling toward earth, they slipped over rows of similar machines
waiting neatly for the next convenient opportunity to spray human flesh with
flaring petroleumijelly.

A stern, blue-garbed officer met them outside a grey concrete buil di ng.
He wore a gun at his belt. Gellner tendered docunents which were examn ned
routinely. 'Good norning, gentlenmen. M Gellner, you re requested to call New
Yor k. Just go right through.'

They strode along a brightly lit green-grey corridor that managed to
convey the dullness of blight. The place was first cousin to every mlitary
structure Bill had ever seen; it nauseated him The diplomat made his cal
under an opaque plastic privacy hood. A wi zened gnone, cap griny and askew,
told del Ford that his courier was fuelled and ready for take-off. Gellner
returned. '"All clear. 1I'll see you off.’'

In a small bay at the back an el ectric runabout awaited them English
post box red. The gnome gestured themin. Hs collar appeared danp; it drooped.
Sonehow, in spite of the snooth efficient notor, he managed to nake the
machi ne lurch. The five-hundred-netre ride to the jet's cruel wedge was no
less eventful. Bill found hinmself grinning. Al though they crossed perfectly
flat tarmac, the little man was able to create the inpression that they were
gal | opi ng over rubble or worse.

They clinbed out under a sweptback titaniumw ng and the red vehicle
veered into reverse. The gnome sped off wi thout a word, bucking as he went.
There was just the nerest hint, through the cold dark wi nd, of a derisive
bel ch.

"I's he always like that?

"So it's said.' Gellner stood at the foot of the access steps, gazing

after the little machine in admration. 'It's his way of deflating the
ponposity of bureaucrats and the vanity of the nation's favourite sons. He's a
dear old thing. | believe he shot two saboteurs dead a few years back while

they were trying to plant a bonb in Air Force One. Radical maintenance nen, if
you can credit such a thing.' He gave del Ford a bl and gl ance and offered his
firm handshake.

"I see.' Bill grinned at him "I'Il try not to defect.

The polished fusel age was i nnocent of portholes. Inside, cunning
ergonom cs engi neering had contrived a nahogany conference table flanked by
soft-backed stools bolted to the deck. Aft, six confortable |ayback chairs
faced a series of flat monitors and recessed keyboards. No doubt there was a
bar tucked away in there somewhere. Seated in one of the chairs, bleary eyed



and friendly, was the astronaut Hugh Lapp. H s chin was penunbral. Bil
checked his watch and nodded to hinself with furtive pleasure. The stigmata
was, indeed, very nearly five-o'clock shadow.

" Ah, the cunnilingual Captain.'

'"Greetings, sage.' The astronaut patted the padded chair next to him
"Strap in, we lift off in 30 seconds.’

Bill glanced around, blinked as the hatch was cl osed and seal ed from
t he outside. 'Just us chickens?' He dropped heavily beside Lapp. A red warning
[ight blinked above the bank of nonitors. The roar of engines, which had been
i ncreasing since he'd entered the jet, reached a scream ng crescendo. A sudden
pressure on his torso thrust himback into his yielding seat. The trenor of
vi bration was gone, and the pressure increased.

"You mght enjoy watching this,' Lapp said belatedly pushing a button
One of the screens brightened, revealing the geonmetry of runway lights falling
away vertically at fantastic speed. Sonmehow the di splay seemed nore real, in
t he anbi ence of this surrealistic exercise, than any direct view through the
doubl e- gl azi ng of a porthol e.

Maybe only what we take for granted seens real through a w ndow, Bil
mused. The extraordi nary seenms nore natural when it comes to us via an
instrument. Television tells us of war and catastrophe in exotic lands. It
shows us nen in clunsy suits kangarooi ng upon the moon. The only exciting
things |1've ever seen through a wi ndow, he thought, anmused, were ny big
sister's big tits when I was twelve.

Curiously, Lapp chose that monent to say: 'It's not the sane, is it,
Bill? W can up the magnification' -- he tw ddled a knob, and the distant
lights slurred and expanded giddyingly -- 'or put it through an infrared
transducer, with i mage enhancenent' -- and the image |eaped into slightly
di scol oured clarity, the suburbs knife-edged in their ranks -- "but it's not
the sane as a raw eyeball. You get the feeling it's all being patched together
in a studio.'

Fortunately Bill's neutral grunt was not taken as disagreenent, or the
younger man might have gone on to defend his opinion. As it was, Bill felt a
brief sad sentinment of loss, as though in this gap between themthe
gener ati onal abyss had deepened. Ludicrously, it summoned an echo of that
hateful , ineluctable failure of synpathy he detected in his relationship with
Ben, child of his late m ddl e age, the severing one by one of those precious
links of deep fellowfeeling which had once existed between father and son
O hers would grow to replace that earlier, sinmpler trust, he knew, but there
was enough truth in Freud's shrewd conjectures to spoil forever the conradely
nmyt hs of nore archaic dynasties. For a nmonment the strands of his reverie wound
together, in an alnost hallucinatory visual nenory of the astronaut's
enbarrassed face lifting fromAnne's | ewd enbrace

The jet levelled out at 20,000 netres. This data was provided on a
digital readout, which stated as well that their indicated air-speed was 2900
klicks, roughly Mach 3 at their altitude. Lapp unbuckled his seat-belt as a
green light flashed. 'W've got good weather all the way until we reach the
turbul ence at the Rock.'

"You seemto know a hell of a lot nore about it than | do," Bill said
tiredly. The Rock of G braltar? The Libyans have seized it and towed it out to
sea, threatening gl obal sea trade. The single weapon proof against the
anti-nucl ear screen. And they've done it with hei nous astral thought
projections. 'Does your advance know edge extend to the |ocation of the
drinkies? | could use a bourbon.'

Lapp went forward, opened a panel beside the terminal, returned with

Bill's bourbon and a sturdy measure of Southern Confort for hinself. 'That was
a freaky experience this norning. Yesterday norning.'
The instant relaxation Bill felt was clearly a psychol ogi cal effect,

since the al cohol had not had time to diffuse through his bl oodstream ' Hugh
I"d rather we tal ked about our destination.'
"Sure. Let nme tell you a story. What you're about to hear is known to



| ess than a thousand people in the entire world. The decision authorising this
briefing has been ratified by the Presidents of the United States and Russia.'
Lapp was, suddenly, no |longer the boy spacenan; a note of comrand had entered
hi s voi ce.

"I"'mall ears.'

"Way back when, the third lunar |anding mssion took off for the Fra
Mauro upl ands. Apollo 13 was commanded by Jim Lovell, with Fred Hai se as LEM
pil ot and John Swigert replacing Tom Mattingly, who was grounded wth
suspected German neasles. Mattingly lost his chance at history, though he
still doesn't knowit. Do you recall the flight?

"Well, | caught the Tom Hanks novie on cable. Space flight is a
goddammed wast ef ul boondoggl e, even if NASA does fund nmost of nmy fun.' Bil
wat ched the ground nonitor; faintly, nmorning |light was streaking the earth.
"No of fence intended."'

"I"mamazed, Bill,' the astronaut said with some sharpness. 'That's the
sort of narrow, reflex response |'ve conme to expect from cocktail party
accountants and vitam n-deficient health-food fanatics. | think you'll change

your opi ni on.

"On April 13, 1970, the No. 2 liquid oxygen tank exploded in the
service nmodul e. The I anding nission had to be abandoned. They were not on a
"free return” trajectory, and they needed a nmajor burn to avoid falling into
solar orbit. MT conputers ran out an optimum program and Lovell altered the
trajectory so the spacecraft would swing past the nmoon and switch them back to
earth. As they rounded the noon, out of radio contact with M ssion Control
their instrunents were thrown into a tizzy by signals froma crater on
Farsi de."'

Del Ford felt his tongue cringe fromthe liquor. Wth wild surm se he

said, 'Intelligent signals? Then his combn sense returned. 'A Russian base.
But | thought their space technol ogy --
"No, Bill. The signals were overlaid on half their instrunmentation

tapes. As soon as the craft emerged from | unar shadow, Lovell enployed a
contingency security nmeasure: he masered the unknown data to M ssion Contro

t hrough a consat in synchronous orbit, which mcrowaved the signal down to the
64-netre dish at Goldstone in California.'

"You really _do_ mean --

"l do. Defense Departnent conputers exam ned the |unar signals and
concl uded t hat beyond question they represented a non-human, extraterrestrial
intelligence. The signal itself resisted translation and has done so during
the intervening decades. The nost favoured current hypothesis is that it's so
garbled with noise we'll never retrieve it.'

"So we're not alone.' Hi s abrupt, soaring delight startled del Ford.

I nner space was his realm he had never felt anything but contenpt for those
who sought confort in celestial chariots. Yet this was intelligence, he told
hi nsel f. M nds capabl e and dexterous, other than human. Mved by passions as
al i en, perhaps, as those which Lilly had posited for dol phins. He snapped his
head forward intently.

"You said that was back in 1970. What's happened since then? Contact?
Suddenly, the whole thing rang false. 'Come on, there were the rest of the
Apoll o mi ssions, the Mars |anders, Cassini, the Space Station program... Oh.
| dare say they couldn't cancel that |ast program but they did a nice job
with the mssing and crashed probes.'

Hugh nodded, teacher comendi ng an apt pupil. '"Apollo itself was run
down much faster than originally planned. But of course if there' d been any
maj or i nexplicable deviations fromthe announced itineraries, interested
parties all over the world woul d have pricked up their ears at once. Al
| aunches are alarmngly public, to those with adequate equi prent. As you
surm sed, those "failed" Russian and Anmerican Mars probes were dummies, a
cost-cutting exercise just for show Keeping the facts restricted has taken
t he npbst nmassive, thorough security operation of all time. There was one
nmonent when the whol e schnear al nbst canme unstuck. Do you recall the



ei ghteen-m nute "secretarial error" blank on Richard N xon's Presidenti al
transcripts?

Throwi ng his head back, Bill roared with gl ee.

' The bastard al ways had a good nose for diversionary tactics. Wat
st opped hi n?'

"I don't know the details, this is all scuttlebutt. Presumably his
| unati c Huns possessed enough vestigial sanity to see the potenti al
consequences. On the other hand, it's quite likely they sinply thought he was
i nsane, hallucinating deliverance. Fortunately we have plunbers of our own;
the incrimnating tape was expunged within hours, and | believe certain
per suasi ons were brought to bear.'

"Inmmunity fromterm nation with extrene prejudice?

' Per haps.'

Bill helped hinmself to nmore liquor. 'You nmentioned the Soviet Union.'

"It was inevitable. Both nations had so nuch hardware in lunar orbit it
woul d' ve been inpossible to nmonopolise the phenonenon for |ong. One of the
Soviet's Luna series automatic probes picked up the signals some nonths |ater
It was diverted to a soft landing in the crater. That was the field they'd
specialised in after they chose to forego manned | anding missions. As it was,
a top-ranking Russian sel enol ogi st managed to tip off his American counterpart
at an international Congress at Baku, Azerbaijan, in the USSR Plans were
al ready afoot for the Apollo-Soyuz docking, which hel ped ease tensions. There
was no alternative but for both of us to pool our data and forma joint
security screen.'

"What happened to the Russian scientist?

Hugh gave hima thin smle. 'Poor old Anatoli Kubol ayev came within a
hair of the firing squad. In the event, though, it was a _fait acconpli_, so
the Central Conmittee gave hima severe reprinmand, a medal, and put himin
charge of the Soviet end of the Project. In the nmeantime, a covert US military
[ aunch put a nodified Viking survey craft into the alien's crater. Its
findi ngs conpl emented those of the | ess sophisticated but nore nmobile Luna
probe. They were perched on the renmains of a conplex built sonewhere on the
order of 25 mllion years ago.'

A deep, numinous chill worked through Bill's bones. His eyes drifted to
t he nonitor showi ng the vast, snow covered terrain, a sunlit relief map, they
were crossing at such speed. W' re heading across the Pole, he thought. It
woul d take them -- where? Eastern segment of Russia? Japan, with sone slight
course changes? But he was wearing a sunmer suit. Australia, he told hinself
i n astoni shment. The enornous, enpty island continent at the edge of the
Pacific, a bl eached sunburnt place, as he recalled, as far renoved fromthis
icy landscape as it was possible to conceive.

Yet he knew that his paraneters were too narrow. The | and bel ow him
and the land he was ainmed at |ike an arrow, were old -- far older than 25
mllion years. The A igocene, he thought. The Pyrenees and t he Apenni nes had
al ready been born, and the Al ps of Europe were getting uplift surgery. To the
far west, a land bridge had |inked Alaska to Asia. Or was his geol ogy out of
date, retired by plate tectonics? He felt terrible weariness. How little tinme
there was to know everything, when everything changed so fast, so much. The
l and below him and its mirror on the world's far side, was old -- did it
learn? O did it nmerely suffer change? Harsh, inhospitable to man and beast,
it was of the earth; it knew the long cycles of climate, its rocks wore down
under ice or sun to sand, and its sand turned, when it was permtted, to soil,
and as the planet wheeled the soil received sun or water and brought forth
flowers in profusion. No terrain on earth was utterly barren of life; nowhere
had the I and suffered the frigid nights and the scorching days of the noon's
mari as and mountains. Life was possible, below, in the howing winter, at the
world's extremities, even if it was not wel comed. But the alien conplex had
waited patiently through 25 mllion years of |unar desol ation..

The astronaut sat in decent silence while Bill regained hinself.
Deftly, then, he took a disk fromhis jacket and pushed it into the



audi ovi sual control panel. 'l have sonme digitised videotapes of the alien
installation. This has been edited down froma series of Viking and Luna probe
transm ssions. Considering that the data had to be transmitted fromthe
surface of the moon through a relay satellite in lunar orbit and a second
consat to earth, the quality is pretty good.'

A NASA enblem briefly lit a second screen, followed by an
identification tag. Then Bill was |ooking along a vast, black scarp, its upper
edge brilliant as nmolten netal. He drew a deep, reflex breath, felt hinself
falling into the blackness, felt the enornous gulf of ebon sky above that
sun-scarred cliff merge with the black of the inner crater wall to form an

enptiness that seened to suck at his soul ... The canera angle started to
shift, panning across the crater; the nonment of paral ysis was broken
Lapp registered his expression. 'It's awesone enough, | think you'l

grant me that. These shots are fromthe nodified Viking, which | anded just at
t he begi nning of a dawn period. The canera is now tracking toward the source
of the signals. You can't see anything nuch yet because the crater's far wall
bl ocks the sun, so they' ve edited out ... ah, there we are.'

Bill's pulse junped. The floor of the crater, far bel ow, had sprung
into visibility. Wthout atnosphere to scatter light, the inage was
preternaturally acute. For a noment, in the loss of its customary cues to
depth, his eye was baffled. This segnent of the moon was not the
grey-tan-brown of all the lunar features he'd seen portrayed in the past. If a
gi ant had taken a huge bl ack gl ass ashtray, heated it until the glass was
ready to flow, then flung a titanic cube of blue steel into it so that streaks
and ribs and filanments of glass had expl oded outward to cool and set in
grotesque patterns, his work woul d have | ooked like this.

"My God, what happened to it? A spacecraft inpact? A forgotten image
| eaped to his mind: the catastrophic detonation over the Tungus _taiga_ in
June, 1908, the colossal cosnic fireball which a journalist named Baxter had
claimed was a crashed interstellar craft. Brother to this ancient ruin?

"No, it was definitely a base of sonme kind. W' ve code-nanmed it "Sel ene
Al pha", though to date we've found no further traces of the aliens el sewhere
on the noon. That nmess, as far as we can tell, is the end-result of a nuclear
attack agai nst Sel ene Al pha.'

" Nuclear?_' Finally the pieces slotted together. He coul d have kicked
hi nsel f. The vast netal cube, tilted and battered, had not been volatilised,

t hough the crater in which it stood had been devastated by those stellar
fires. 'The gluon shield. It was protected. That's where you got it.'

The astronaut | eaned forward, pressed his hands together until the
bones cracked. 'We weren't ready to build the screen in 1970, Bill. Decades
later, our theoreticians are still tearing at their hair. Selene Al pha was
partially protected by a gluon shield system but the weapons which attacked
it were even nore advanced. Mst of the critical nechani snms overl oaded, fused
into slag. There was just enough for us to work from Qur experinental rigs
are still at the stage of Ferm's Chicago football stadiumpile. But there's
nore to it than that.'’

The picture had shifted to the vantage of another robot probe, this one
situated on the glassy crater floor. Sagging, one corner sunk in nelted rock
Sel ene Alpha loomed in view It was magnificent: a lonely, tineless, equivoca
tribute to some anci ent species who had conquered the stars before humanity's
ancestors had left the African grasslands. And perhaps, Bill brooded, it was
tombstone as well, for many of that race nust have perished in the nucl ear
blast. O had they found their escape? Had the screen done its job, as a fuse
melts by design under power overload, even as its conmponents flared to slag?

"I'f the Al pha conplex is a ruin, what sent the signals the Apollo 13
crew i ntercepted?

"Alpha isn't entirely a ruin. Al of its mechanisms were solid state --
no moving parts. Apparently the few still in operating condition recogni sed
the crewas life forms within orbital range and swi tched thenselves on. W're
assum ng the signals constituted a part of the aliens' navigational network.



Their technol ogy was fantastic, Bill.'

| ndeed, he thought. Considering that even sonme residue of the system
works 25 million years after a nuclear bonbardnent. If it had all been
abandoned in mnt condition, he knew, such longevity would still have been al
but inconceivabl e.

The picture had junped again. Now the camera was crawl ing slowy around
t he Al pha base, jiggling up and down and in and out of focus as the clunsy
servomechs tried to cope with the slippery glass surface.

"Hey!" Bill cried, and imediately felt foolish

The Sovi et machi ne nmoved stupidly on, past the great dark jagged rent.
Then earth ground controll ers had responded, stopped it, turned it gingerly
back. A searchlight sprang into life. The robot l[unbered into the airless,
lifeless, devastated structure.

Ti me ceased for del Ford as he followed the slow, careful investigation
of the crippled conplex. He forgot he sat in a UN courier jet hurtling across
the North Pole; he forgot how strange, indeed daunting, it was that he should
be privileged to viewthis incredibly secret film Fromtime to time the
astronaut beside himconmented quietly on the picture, detailing various
conj ectures concerning this nelted lunp or that peculiar shape. Bill said
nothing at all, lost in appalled wonder, until the searchlight caught the
great, glinmering, cloudless map.

"The earth. But the continents --

"As it was during the | ate Pal aeogene. As you can see, nost of Europe
is under water. The Low Countries, and Germany and Pol and, are inundated.
There's a seaway from France to Russia. The Anmericas still haven't joined, and
much of their coastal regions are drowned. Australia's only slowy breaking
away from Antarctica. The Hi mal ayas are being built as India collides with
Asia. It's a remarkable map; you can't tell at this distance but it's
hol ographi ¢ and can be magnified w thout |oss of detail to the degree that
single trees and animals can be identified. It's told us nore about the pongid
predecessors of _Ramapithecus_ and other primitive homnids than all the
fossil records of pal eoarcheol ogy. But of course the nmpost significant feature
is -- "

-- that violet flare of light in central Australia.'

"Exactly. We infer that the site so designated was a base bel ongi ng
either to the beings who constructed Sel ene Al pha, or to those who destroyed
them'

Bill felt his pulse pounding wildly as the robot canmera tracked nore
closely across the vast map to zoomin on the point of light. The ni nmbus
gl owed steadily around a huge pyranidal pile of eroded sandstone, a shaped
nountain. 'That's sonme rock,' he said.

"Uuru,' the astronaut told him 'It's a natural nonolith in the mddle
of nowhere. The sand has cut it down a |lot since then. The alien base itself
is nearly three kilometres under Uuru. It's protected by something that makes

our gluon shield look like nmosquito netting. We call it the Vault.' Lapp

| ooked down at his hands for a nmonment, spread his fingers wi de, closed them
convul sively into fists. "Bill, thirty-six nmen have died so far trying to get
into the Vault. A couple of weeks ago, an adol escent autistic boy blithely

wal ked out of the place -- into our tunnel, three fucking klicks deep in the
earth -- and told us we were going about it all wong. Wll, not "told"
exactly. He's barely capable of speech. But he's very hot with a pencil. If he

was a nmenber of the Spiritualists' Union they'd call what he's doing automatic
witing, and take up a collection
"The only problemis, Doctor, we don't have the faintest idea what it
is he's trying to convey.'
*Three: A Concl ave of the Dead*
*6. U uru*
Poor Selma, Bill del Ford thought distinctly. Caught in that cold bath
for days on end with her toe, swollen trenendously, jamed in the plug-hole.



The courier's indirect lighting brightened as he lay blinking on his tilted
couch. Reaching up, he brushed the small silver-chloride electrodes fromhis
forehead and consulted his watch. God only knows what tinme it is at whatever

| ongi tude we're raci ng down, he thought. He hadn't corrected his tinepiece.
Wth the aid of the sleep-induction electrodes, he'd rested suprenely well for
alittle over four hours. Despite the flat, conditioned air, with its taints
of plastic and alloys, Bill felt the whol esone recovery rightfully due to nine
hours in his own bed.

A rufous synphony in abstract expressioni smwas displayed on the ground
monitor: red, nottled desert, |ong rounded shadows of sunmer daybreak. Bil
was hungry. He went forward, searching for wapped sandw ches in the discreet
bar. To his delight, he found several cartons of mlk, and a
t urkey-on-cracked-wheat. The automatic tiner had roused Hugh Lapp when he
turned back with his breakfast.

"Plain milk or chocol ate?

The astronaut reached unerringly for the brown carton. 'Were's the hot
dog?'

"You're sick, Lapp, sick. Is this tonorrow or yesterday norning?

'Beats ne, Doctor. The earth's flat. | know -- |'ve seen it fromthe
out si de."’

An amber |ight began flashing above the display screens. A crisp voice
told them 'We're on the fringes of the heavy weather now, gentlenen. Better
strap up and hold tight. It'll be a rough ride in.'

' Thanks, Carl,' Lapp said. 'How |l ong before we | and?

"Five, ten minutes, sir. There's a wild old storm bl owi ng down there.
They have so many cross-winds this morning we'll go the final thousand netres
in Vertical Descent Attitude.'

Al ready the hull was thrunmng as the edges of the weather buffeted the
jet. They lost altitude and speed. On the exterior screen the parched red
earth becane obscured by vast cumnul o- ni nbus cl ouds.

"l thought this was a desert.’

"The Vault,' Lapp said. 'It doesn't |ike being goosed. Fortunately the
EM field disruption doesn't extend this far up or we'd be dead.'

The engi nes bel |l owed as they dropped toward the thundercaps. Bil
gul ped his sandwi ch and grabbed the arms of his couch. They fell into
bl ackness.

Had the jet possessed portholes, the norning sunlight would have been
whi pped away fromthemexactly as it had fromthe screen. It was necessary for

Bill to remind hinmself of that fact, for the screen sonehow had |l ost its power
to convince. Its heavy grey nmight as well have indicated a mal function in the
circuitry. | don't want to believe it, he realised

Hi s stomach |urched, and his hands went into the air. It's trying to
kill us, he thought irrationally. For seconds they dropped in the air pocket,

then they were flying normally again, battling against the purely natura
force and power unleashed in every storm He gave the astronaut an
unconvi nci ng grin.

"Sorry about this, Bill. Usually we conme through the weat her zone in
heavy trucks, but ny superiors thought no time should be |lost getting you
here. You can start worrying after we've | anded.’

Then they were through the cloud, and rain was streaking the canera
| ens. Thousands of netres below, the |and was a dark sodden obscurity. Lights
danced across the picture, were | ost again. Had he seen, for an instant, a
great bl ack kite-shaped nmound, distorted to a wedge, its edges eroded by an
eternity of scouring sand?

"W're very close to the Rock facility now,' the pilot told them 'I'm
rotating the jets through 90 degrees for setdown, so don't be alarned if we
drop a little.'

The engi nes faded to a whinper, letting the how of the stormenter the
| ayers of insulated hull. The drone becane a growl, picked up power again, and
the courier settled vertically into the nest of brilliant |ights that had



swung slowy into the screen. The sensation was little different froma fast
descent in an elevator well. There was a slight jar and the engi nes screaned,
then di ed.

"It's still pelting down, gentlemen,' the faceless pilot told them
"I"ve ordered a plastic unbilicus. If you just stay seated for a nmonment we'l|l
make base without getting our tootsies danp.'

"Fine, Carl,"' the astronaut said. 'Thanks for the snmooth ride.'

The external viewer showed two drenched ground staff, water cascading
fromtheir yell ow sou westers and macs, guiding one end of a huge concertinaed
plastic cylinder toward the jet. At its other end | ooned a coppery geodesic
done the size of a football field.

"I"d have been just as happy with a pair of stout unbrellas,' Bill

grunbl ed.

"They fall into the way of treating people on these kinds of planes as
celebrities.’

Bill blew his nose. The sound of heavy rain persuaded hi mthat nothing

had changed with the transl ocation of hem spheres, that w nter had ski dded
ahead of himwth its gl oony burden of colds and drab skies. The door swung
open. He followed the astronaut into the dead, smnell-nunbing greyness of the
unmbilical tube. At the far end, a pair of beefy nmilitary men waited for them

" CGeneral WVl adislav Logunovich Sevastyi anov, Col onel Thomas Chandl er
this is Dr Bill del Ford, our expert in weird shit.'

Chandl er grinned. He was a ruddy man, mesonorphic and sl eepy-I ooki ng.
"Your brief sojourn in California has corrupted you, Hugh. Welcone to the
madhouse, Bill.'

The Russi an shook del Ford's hand perfunctorily. 'I amdelighted to neet
you, Doctor. Perhaps you woul d enjoy sone breakfast?' He had a West Poi nt
accent, and Bill came close to | aughing outright.

The done was enornous. A wi de access corridor circled the perineter
branching off into specialised areas clearly designated by signs in Russian
and English. Evidently, security distinctions prevailed even anong the many
men rmoving in UN uniforms about the corridor. Soldiers with open holsters
stood at the entrance to certain passages, checking papers before permtting
entry.

The Russian general, as far as Bill could make out, was in charge of
surface operations. An American counterpart controlled all the on-the-spot
i nvestigations into the Vault, at the end of the prodigious tunnel that
pl unged back and forth nmore than two kilonmetres into the earth. Col one
Chandl er headed the US teamon the surface, and doubtless the Russians were
equal ly represented bel ow revived Cold War protocol, Bill thought, in Dante's
I nf erno.

Nor could that be the whole story. Every three nmonths or so, the entire
bunch swapped roles, and there were frequent surface furloughs for scientists
and mlitary working in the claustrophobic horrors of the deeps.

Bill found the whole place increasingly distasteful. He responded,
inevitably, to the faint background zing of excitenent, the authentic note of
nervous delight in risk and the determ nate response to risk which every
bar-roomwarrior tried to recapture fromthe single great episode of his drab
life. But Bill had always hated regi nmentation, and the sight of this
well-oiled mlitary machine stifled him transfornmed himinto no nore than an
obj ect of inpersonal scrutiny. It was hard not to feel that if some
functionary deci ded he constituted a threat to the place he nmight be w ped out
of existence without the smallest trace of conmpunction. It was the opposite of
Zen egol essness. It was a vile exercise of inordinate power to a machine's
end. The fact that the Vault itself, relic of some unspeakably ancient
paranoi a, m ght effect the sane unthinking externination was not conparabl e.
The Vault was precisely alien, wthout human intention. To find the sane
qualities in people always made his skin craw .

They paused outside a door marked: DO NOT ENTER -- AUTHORI SED PERSONNEL
ONLY. A pair of recessed television caneras studied themfromthe corridor



ceiling. The col onel stopped a passing private, turned to del Ford.
"You must be unconfortable after your trip. You can take a shower in
your quarters, have a bite to eat, naybe catch up on your sleep.’

Bill glanced at Lapp. 'Well, | could use sone coffee, but if you -- '

"That's a good idea, Bill," the Captain said briskly. "I'"lIl be in
conference for an hour or so, so make yourself at hone. You'll have the room
next to mne -- 1'll give you a yell when I'mthrough. Just one thing.' He
t apped del Ford on the chest. 'If you do have a shower, go easy on the water.
W're in the nmiddle of Australia's biggest desert.'

When the private deposited Bill at his door, the man hesitated and
said: 'Unh, sir, what the captain said about the showers -- '

Bill smiled at the boy. He seemed hardly nore than a year or two ol der
than Ben. 'That's all right, son, | know'

"The rain -- '

"Really, | quite understand. My friend the captain has a distorted

sense of hunour.'

The private sniled uncertainly.

To Bill's delight, he found a tray waiting for himwhen he energed from
the shower, replete with ham flapjacks, maple syrup, a tall glass of orange
juice, and a pot of coffee. A serviceman had bundl ed up his sweaty shirt and
undercl othes, and laid out fresh garments. The new shirt was white, and in the
correct size. Someone had been doing sone forward pl anni ng.

"Sir, the general conveys his conplinments and would |ike you to nake
yourself familiar with this information before the conference begins.' The

sol di er handed him a seal ed package. 'If you need anything at all, sir,
there's a buzzer by the door.'
"Fine.' The nonment the door was closed Bill threw the package on the

bed and sat in front of his breakfast. He scoffed the orange juice (freshly
squeezed!) and single-m ndedly pushed food into his face. Bel ching, he got out
of his towel and into his clothes, opened the seals, poured another cup of
coffee, and sat back on the bed to read. His face still felt hot and tight,
but the electrical flicker had gone.

The docunent had been printed on prenier stock, bound sturdily, and
stanped SI TUATI ON REPORT in gold. Miuch of it bristled with hideous equations.
Bill stopped flicking the pages and started in at the begi nning. He skimed
the historical resune Hugh Lapp had covered, but forgot his coffee when he hit
the details on U uru.

The events follow ng the discovery and exploration of Sel ene Al pha
nmoved straight into tragedy. A year earlier, and a little nore than five
kil onetres fromwhere he now sat, the search for the alien base on earth
triggered a totally unexpected di saster

The map on the nmoon had shown that the aliens of Selene Al pha were
deeply interested in Uuru. Yet the Rock itself was nothing nore than a
nmonol i th of hardened sandstone rising alnost vertically 348 netres above a
virtually barren desert plain that extended for nmore than 150 kilonmetres. It
was little nore than an enornmous nmound but its size was startling: nearly nine
kil ometres around the perineter

The A igocene hol ogram showed it as an eroded pyranmid. Cearly, it had
been there for scores of millions of years before Al pha was built on the noon.

Had it been carved into that shape? The conjecture seened insane, but
it led to testable hypotheses. Perhaps an alien base m ght exist inside the
Rock, like the tonmbs of pharaohs found buried deep inside pyram ds. X-rays
were not powerful enough to penetrate such a massive outcrop. Instead, the
t eam enpl oyed natural radiation: cosmc rays pouring down isotropically from
space, solar neutrinos detectable in huge tanks of industrial
tetrachl oroet hyl ene. Such techni ques were fairly new and presented great
practical difficulties, but eventually one essential fact was established.

U uru was solid stone.

Yet the aliens had marked the place distinctively. Assunming a ground

installation existed, it had to be under the Rock. The research crew began



concentrated probing of the deep strata.

As the probes echoed back from 2500 nmetres the twenty one nmen at the
instrumentation post died in a single explosion. Their equiprment fused into
nelted desert sand.

The data they had been telenetering out, however, showed results at the
nmonent of the explosion. There was a nass discontinuity at 2.8 kilonetres. The
Vaul t .

Nor did tragedy close there. Cautiously, heavy machinery was brought in
to begin drilling an access tunnel. Another ten nmen died confirm ng that the
Vault would not tolerate substantial electromagnetic activity in its imrediate
vicinity.

A raft of specul ations had been advanced to account for that effect.

Bill found nost of it, as described in the Situation Report, utterly beyond
his grasp. The best bet seemed to lie in Lennox Harrington's realm Most
phenonena in the universe, perhaps all, appeared to be generated by a linited

nunber of underlying symetrical interactions. But that symretry was not
visible; it was 'broken spontaneously', and expressed itself in radically
variant fornms. The Vault suspended symetry-breaki ng between two forces,
el ectromagneti sm and t he weak nucl ear force governing radi oactivity.

"I can't stand it,' Bill said aloud. He put down the report and went
for a piss. For a nonent he regarded the buzzer, and wondered if he could
per suade someone to bring hima drink. It seened unlikely. The coffee had gone
tepid, but he refilled his cup anyway. G oaning, he picked up the report.

By pretending the equations weren't there, he managed to get sone sense
out of it. The Vault unkinked kinks. But only in the presence of
el ectromagnetic fields, charges in notion. The fields suffered a 'gauge
glitch'. Maybe it's like a |laser, he thought, and the power conmes fromthe
Vault. EM forces suddenly thought they were weak nucl ear forces, and
mul tiplied. Nuclear protons turned into neutrons, enitting positrons and
neutrinos. Neutrons did the reverse. The beta-particles, plus and m nus, got
toget her fast and annihilated, turning into gamma showers of hard radiation
The neutrinos and antineutrinos ran off at the speed of light. In a brief,
lurid flash, flesh and netal and gl ass and plastic convul sed in radi oactive
nmel t down.

It was appalling. However it managed it, the Vault was a killer. But
only if you offended it with electromagnetic fields, or by venturing into its
proxi mate defence zone. That last, it seemed, was optional. The child and his
uncl e had come through unscathed. Ot hers who'd breached the zone had left it
babbl i ng, and were now full of fluphenazine. Three had conme out only nmildly
dazed; sent in again, they'd died instantly. It didn't nake any sense, but it
| ooked as if there were rules.

There was a knock at Bill's door. The astronaut canme into the small
room He had a black wiry man with him apparently another civilian

"Sorry for the delay.' Hugh glanced at the remains on the tray. 'Just
as well you've eaten, it could be a |long session.'

"When can | see the kid?

'Later today, maybe. He's scribbling again. It's alnmost as though we

wound himup. O he heard the jet arriving. Bill, this is Af Dean, the guy
who tel eported into the Vault.'
"Hi.' Bill regarded the Australian with interest. It had not occurred

to himthat Dean had joined the team Gven the man's gruelling ordeal, he'd
assuned Dean had been flown out for nedical and psychiatric treatment. ' Tel
me, Alf, have you noticed any peculiar sensory effects since you were brought
out of the Vault?

"l spent several days hallucinating pretty wildly, if that's what you
mean. They tell me | was rather sick.' Slunped in the doorway Al f Dean stil
| ooked ill.

"Sure. Mre specifically -- when you were back on your feet, did you
noti ce anythi ng when you were in the vicinity of electrical equipnent?

The ant hropol ogi st considered himwarily. 'Yeah, for a while. Flickers



of light, a sort of, uh, visual hum | was worried about epilepsy for a few
days. How did you know?'
' The sane thing happened to nme after | came out of the gluon field.

Hugh?
The astronaut shook his head. 'Believe ne, | would have hollered."'
Bill tucked the Situation Report under his arm 'Let's not keep the
general waiting, or they'll cancel our |eave.'
The conference roomwas |long and dull, furnished in pale Scandi navi an

dreck. Half a dozen nen |ounged at a table bearing briefing fol ders, pads and
felt-tipped pens, jugs of orange juice, classy notepads. A huge flat-screen
nmoni tor stood in one corner next to a shredder and col or copier

Sevastyi anov rose from a foam and- bl onde-wood arnthair as they entered.
"CGentlenen, | would like you to welcome Dr Bill del Ford, whose field of
conpetence is altered states of consciousness.' A restrained nutter of
wel cone. The Russian gestured around the table as the three men found their
pl aces, nam ng nanmes. A couple were recogni sable; one was electrifying. A
grey-bearded civilian studied the newconers with focused, intent intelligence,
pushing his glasses nore firmy to the bridge of his nose. Victor Fedorenko,
Bill thought, inpressed. The man everyone was tipping for the Nobel in
physics, follow ng his astoundi ng experinental success in proving the reality
of faster than light non-local connectivity. Not to mention his
much- publicised criticismof the continuing racismand thuggery in Russia, and
corruption at the highest [evels. They nust have needed himbadly, Bill
t hought .

"Let us begin this norning's session with a review of the group trial
under the gluon shield. Dr del Ford, you have the floor.'

Bill stuck to the facts, and was brief. He remai ned unsure of the
connection between the Vault enigma and the experience he'd shared with Anne
and Hugh. Presumably the Caltech field was seen as a dimnutive version of the
Vault's primary defences. H's report evoked animation in the men before him

"Sounds like the stuff we got fromthe guys who cane out of the Vault
with their wires crossed,' said one of them 'Except that they stayed that

way. Bill, you seemto be relating this to your previous research. Can you
anplify that point?

Del Ford gl anced at the general. 'Is this the right nonent to -- ?'

"G ahead, doctor. Until M Lapp suggested your special expertise m ght
be hel pful, I do not believe any of us had heard of out-of-body-experience.
Personally, | nust confess that | amstill highly sceptical."’

Sormreone humed the X Files_ thene. The astronaut winked at Bill. You

bastard, del Ford thought with sone affection

'Ckay, | don't blanme you. The study of OOBEs isn't new, but it's been
dogged by crackpots. It got a boost in the right direction a couple decades
back, when some of us were awarded the estate of a miner named Janes Kidd
who' d set up a bequest to investigate survival after death.’

There was a snort from further down the table.

"Don't blanme nme, brother, |I'man agnostic. The fact is, though, a hel
of a lot of people have reported the experience of, well, physically | eaving
their bodies and trucki ng around the nei ghbourhood with nothing on but their
souls. Fallout fromour tank experiments in sensory deprivation and overl oad
led us to correlate the details. W found consi derabl e consistency from
ast oni shingly di verse sources."'

' Sergeyev's bi o-plasm ¢ body hypothesis,' said a heavily accented
Russi an voice. 'The Kirlians proved that |ong ago.'

"Wong,' said Bill. 'Radiation field photography is conpletely
irrelevant. The so-called "aura" is the creation of fields applied externally,
with a lot of volts.'

' Corona di scharge,' said Lapp. 'The air nolecules are ionised, and get
m xed up with organic crap and out-gassing. | thought,' he added with a
satirical scow, 'your conm e atheists would have got on to that back in the
good ol d days when you _had_ conm e atheists.'



Bill cut themboth off before a dispute could get started. 'Let's stick
to OOBEs for the nonment. My Institute has concl uded provisionally that sone
cases of "astral projection', as it used to be called, are authentic. W' ve
had people identify distant places in great detail while they experienced
projection. And the vital signs agree. W get decrease in al pha rhythns, and a
drop in electrical activity in the occipital or visual cortex. The greater
decrease is in the right hem sphere, where nost ESP data seens to be handl ed."

"Damm, it does correlate. W found the same states from EEG printouts
on the guys fromthe Vault.'

Al f Dean said, 'The sane thing has happened with Muse. They get a
drastic reduction in his EEG when he's in trance.'

Bill sat back, and poured hinmself an orange juice. Christ, |I've got to
get ny hands on that kid, he told hinself. An engi neer began a droning report
on the status of some new protective clothing his group was testing, ained at
t he paramount task of getting a man into the Vault, and out again, wthout
poaching his brains. H's attention drifting, Bill becane conscious of the
white buzz, the flicker hazing the table. A recording system he decided. The
absence of a secretarial flunkey had surprised him but of course these days
the tapes went direct to secure word processors. He gazed along the table.
That sl eek prick Lowenthal, the psychol ogi st, | ooked away. The bastard t hinks
I'"'ma madman, Bill thought with a breath of anger. My god, the ancient
Egypti ans knew nore about OOBEs than that Skinner rat freak. | wonder what the
abori gi nes thought about it? They were here | ong enough. 'Shit,' he said,
[urching up in his seat.

Fedorenko had just begun to speak. The physicist stopped at once. 'Yes,
Dr del Ford?

"I"'msorry, ny mind was wandering.' You're not in the Gope Pit now,
fuckface. In this hard |ine conpany, his question would seem nerely | udicrous.
They were not accustoned to the non-logical starters of heuristic reciprocity.

'"Feel free to speak. W cannot afford to be governed by the rul es of
formal debate.' Unlike the general's, Fedorenko's accent was a slightly
t hi ckened version of Oxbridge British. It reminded Bill of Anne's rather than
his own "red brick' Liverpudlian. As a very young man, the Russian physici st
had worked in England on radio tel escopes, before the Cold War had started in
ear nest .

Sevastyi anov was giving himthe nod. What the hell. Bill |eaned forward
toward Al f Dean. 'Do the |ocal aboriginals have anything to say about the
Rock?' It _was_ ludicrous. _Qigopithecus savagei _ m ght have been on the
scene 25 negayears ago, but any word-of-nmouth observati ons woul d have got a
mte garbled in the interim

Fedorenko apparently did not think so. Raising an eyebrow to Dean, he
nodded in grave approval. The black man, clearly far fromrecovered after his
ordeal, seenmed happy to all ow Fedorenko to pick up the ball.

"A penetrating question, Doctor. W did not consider the possibility at
the outset. The earliest date for human arrival on this continent is roughly
100, 000 years ago. Sel ene Al pha was a radioactive ruin long before that. Unti
Dr Dean's unorthodox appearance in the Vault chanber, we had not bothered to
consult any ant hropol ogist famliar with the | ocal ethnographies. O course,
we had provisional analyses fromexocultural specialists fromour respective
space prograns.'

Unconsci ously, the physicist had picked up a calculator, and his
fingers played at random over the keys. '"Uuru is the traditional donmain of
the Pitjandjara tribesnen. Fortunately, by the tine we started our probes the
team were aut horised by the Australian governnment to rel ocate the aborigi nes
outside the area -- '

"Which wasn't easy,' Chandler cut in. 'The bleeding hearts started
scream ng "concentration canp" when we shifted the blacks.' The col onel stared
bl andly at Dean; clearly there had been words between them on the subject.

It was Fedorenko, though, who scow ed angrily. 'l used the word
"fortunate" only because the | esser evil forestalled a potentially greater



one.

There was a shadow in the room Bill found nothing of synmpathy within
him No doubt some of the nen here had col | eagues anmpong t he dead, anopbng the
ruined bodies in the nelted desert. Though the mourni ng was done, sone dul
ache remained at the usel essness of their deaths. Yet these men in their
mlitary uniforms, and the civilians who served them had shared, perhaps, in
t he deaths of scores of thousands. Wth a surge of hard bitterness that
surprised him Bill thought: The gluon shield m ght be used by just such nen
to nmurder thousands of mllions. This time men had perished searching for
traces of creatures fromthe stars, surely an enterprise touched with
nobility, but there was no sinple, honest way to grieve their passing.

Chandl er had thrust his chair back gratingly. 'Yes, Dr Fedorenko, those
men are dead, and nore m ght have been if we hadn't used our nuscle. Hell, |
wat ched ny boys coming out of Libya with their bellies blown open, with their
guts flopping out in the sun.'

' Thank you, Colonel,' the huge Russian general said drily. 'I do not
believe there is any need to stand.'
Chandl er sat down. 'Wth respect, sir, | have to stress that we're

nmovi ng into unknown territory. The excavation accident didn't stop us reaching
the Vault chanber. W nust get in there. The know edge | ocked into that one
facility will advance our technology a hundred years, maybe nore.'

The general raised his form dable hand. 'I believe we all share a
common notivation. Dr del Ford, your conjecture about aboriginal |egends was an
inspired one. It also occurred to Dr Dean.'

The Australian straightened in his seat. 'I'mno expert on the
Pitjandjara tribe, but I've had all the journals flown in during the |ast
couple of days and it fits. As Victor nentioned, they've been relocated for
their own protection. That's a tragedy in its own right, since it's only in
the | ast decades that they've been ceded rights over this territory. They have
clan territories adjoining Uuru, and | believe their sacred nythmakers had a
lot to tell us about the Vault. Mdst nyths are regional -- one of theirs
isn"t, and it's found anong tribes thousands of kilonmetres away, tribes that
don't share the sane | anguage.'

' The Rai nbow Serpent,' Bill said, nodding. 'Hugh told nme you were
| ooki ng for bones when you found the teleport gate. But isn't the gate itself
t he source of the nyth?

"That was ny first thought, but it doesn't go nearly far enough. Let ne
expl ain. Like nmost Australian aborigines, the Pitjandjara believe that during
the _tjukurapa_ times -- the world's creation -- a nunber of cosmic entities
performed various stupendous and valiant tasks which ultimtely gave the
universe its present shape and | aws. Wen the Dream ng nysteriously ended,
hills, watercourses and boul ders appeared wherever these deeds had been done.
Uuru itself is a huge catal ogue of nythic beings and their deeds.'

"You figure they were aliens?

"Certainly not.' The anthropol ogi st | ooked of fended. 'In the main, this
is standard cosnmogonic material, an anim st version of Plato's theory of
Fornms. The beings commenorated in nmyth are the great totens: the Lizard nen
Kanju and Linga, the WIly-Wagtail woman Tjinderi-tjinderiba, the Ml a
Har e- Wl | abi es, Kul punya the Spirit Dingo. These all obviously derive their
liturgical inmportance fromthe daily search for food, shelter, and safety.
They're the stuff of |egend in any equival ent pre-technol ogi cal society. But
there's one creature which is quite different fromthe other _tjukurapa_

figures, the Rai nbow Serpent -- known to the Pitjandjara as Wananbi .'
"Jung woul d probably locate it in the collective unconscious,' Bill
said. '"If | may say so, I'mirresistibly rem nded of other phallic potency

symbol s -- Quetzalcoatl, the Plumed Serpent on the pyram d tenple at
Teoti huacan, the M dgard Serpent, the Egyptian Buto, and the G eat Serpent of
the Hittites who fought the weather-god. It's certainly a conmon prinary
process image energing in altered states of consci ousness.'

"You did not nmention the nost fanous one,' Victor Fedorenko said



softly. 'Satan -- the Serpent who tenpted us to our ruin with know edge.'

"Ch, fuck,' Lowenthal said with disgust. 'Wwy don't you cone right out
with it and tell us there are sone things man was not neant to know.'

The Russian physicist smled ruefully. "Harris, Pavlov would have | oved
you like a son. Did you know he used to fine his students every tinme one of
themuttered a mentalistic word? Bill, Dr Lowenthal is our chief psychol ogist.
He hol ds a | ow opi nion of our working hypothesis. If you would find it amusing
to witness an excellent mnd weaving Ptol emai c epicycles around a barren
wor | dvi ew, ask Harris for his explanation of the automatic witings produced
by young Mouse Dean.'

"CGentl enen, gentlenen, | nmust insist on decorum' the general grow ed.

' Such personal exchanges are unseemy.'
"I don't maintain that the Serpent is an archetype or a Freudian

symbol ," Bill said quickly. "I"'mnerely stressing the great geographical and
historical ubiquity of the image. AIf, are you attenpting to relate the
Wananbi to this nore general datum and also to the Vault itself? If so, I'm
tempted to side with Harris.'

'How el se does it add up? Look, I'ma structural-functionalist. | wote
a paper tearing the shit out of Castaneda before it was fashionable. I'mno
fan of the occult.' There was something wong with Dean's breathing, and he
paused. His pupils seenmed contracted. "Bill, | don't know how they did it, but

I think the Pitjandjara sorcerers were tuned into sonmething fromdown in the
Vault. They couldn't understand it, so they expressed it in ternms of their own
hunti ng-gathering view of the world. It's built into their |egends."'

Poi ntedl y, Lowenthal turned away fromthe discussion. Yeliseyev | aughed
with delight. He was the Russian Arny engi neer who had headed the design team
for the tunnel down to the Vault. 'Despite our coll eague's scepticism 1've
heard stories from Science City in Novosibirsk that make me wonder. Perhaps |
was too quick to accept the Kirlians' claims. But psychics have certainly
achi eved effects we engineers cannot match. So they offend us by calling
t hensel ves sorcerers? W nust watch and |l earn. Sneering is no substitute for
open- m nded study.'

"Two weeks ago,' AIf Dean said, 'l wouldn't even have considered such a
possibility. Since then |I've seen what this god-awful place can squeeze out of
a kid with massive cerebral damage.'

"Jesus! The entire Project is reverting to the Mddle Ages.' The
psychol ogi st swung around, nodded toward Bill without nmeeting his eye.
"Bringing in this nystic fromthe lunatic fringe went agai nst my express
recommend -- '

The general's tone was ominous. 'Dr Lowenthal, you will observe the
civilities.'

"There's a radical distinction,' the man said angrily, 'between being
open-m nded and having a hole in the head. So okay, little grey men in flying
saucers set up house on the noon 25 nillion years ago. W know that. Big deal
There's absolutely no warrant for junping fromthat slender datumto the
i nsane conclusion that they're alive and well and |urking under the Big Rock
to gobble us up.'

'"No one --

Bill said, blinking: 'Gobble us up?" The room humred with sil ence.

"Uh, the Wananbi isn't the nost cordial beast in the world," AIf Dean
admtted. 'According to the Pitjandjara, the one under Uuru is particularly
bad news. It was said to live in a cavern beneath the Uuru waterhole, at the
top of Tjukiki gorge. If anyone drank fromthe hole, or started a fire there,
t he wananbi got a bit stroppy.'

"The return of the repressed,’ Bill said feebly. The anthropol ogi st
t ook him seriously, and shook his head.

"Freud would find it rather tricky to account for the location of the
Vault. It's alnost directly under the Uuru waterhole ... three kilonetres
strai ght down.'

"If the tribal elders saw the weather outside right now,' Lowentha



said scornfully, 'they'd doubtless blane that on the Wananbi's foul tenper.’

Fedorenko pounced. 'And in a sense they'd be correct. The
nmet eor ol ogi cal disruption is due entirely to our interference with the Vault.
But | imagine they'd be nore discrimnating than that. Bill, despite what you
say about human auras, you mght find one fact peculiarly suggestive. If the
wanambi is angered, it's said to appear as a rai nbow before it kills the
of f ender .

I ncredul ously, Bill said: 'You think the wananmbi is an alien, stil
alive after all these mllions of years? And the survey probes ... woke it
up?'

'Perhaps it has been awake all al ong.'

"W can't take any chances,' Chandler told him 'There are strong
argunents indicating that the wananbi is a representation of a living
interstellar alien. If it is, we've aroused it. And it's not likely to be
friendly.'

"For Christ's sake,' Lowenthal said in fury. 'Colonel, you' ve got
Russi ans sl eeping in the next roomso now you need nonsters under the bed.' He
spl ayed out fingers. 'One. Elenents of Selene Al pha are still functioning
after 25 million years on the nmoon. Two. The Vault has been totally seal ed up
for at least that long, in far better shape. Three. Its activity to date bears
all the hallmarks of automatic defensive equi pment and not hing nore. Four. The
teleport gate is deadly, gives off pretty colours Iike a rainbow, and has
aboriginal KEEP QUT signs all over it. Five. The boy you're all pinning your
absurd hypothesis on is clinically retarded, insane, and no doubt
regurgitating chunks of information he's picked up over the years and recorded
eidetically. Six. The answer's inside the fucking Vault, and if we get off our
asses and develop a working shield to get us in there we can flush all this
crap out where it bel ongs.'

Mldly, Bill said: "Wy can't you go into the Vault? Al | know so far
is that it destroys electromagnetic fields. Surely the human EM out put can't
be powerful enough to trigger it off or you'd never have got your tunnel dug.'

"It's a bad place,' AIf Dean said. H s face was suddenly beaded with
sweat. 'If Mouse hadn't got ne out |'d be dead.'

Fedorenko told him 'The Vault does -- something -- to men who go into
it. It hurts their bodies and it wecks their minds. AIf is the only one so
far who has recovered after deep penetration of the Zone. At the fringes it's
not inpossible. Close to the Vault, it drives themirretrievably insane. They
don't all die. There's not a mark on them' He struggled for further words,
and failed to find them

' The Wananbi zapped t hen?'

'O maybe the laws of space and tine are different inside that place.
Per haps they saw the _Ding an sich_ unclad by the categories of perception we
i npose. Caneras don't work in there. The Vault does something to the chenmistry
of filmemnulsions.'

Bill stared around the room fromman to man. They net his gaze in
silence, faces cold and pal e. Apprehension began to wormin his belly. He
sought to deny it, reached nunbly for objections.

"Harris is right. Nothing could live that |ong.'

' Perhaps the Rai nbow Serpent is an intelligent conmputer,' Yesileyev
said quietly, 'perfectly preserved until now by the Vault's force shields.'

"W don't know for sure that they all died on Sel ene Al pha,' the
astronaut said. 'They could have fled to the safety of suspended ani mation
NASA is working on it. We know they're fromthe stars -- artificial
hi bernation is alnost a prerequisite. Believe me, Bill, it's feasible that one
or nore of the aliens have returned to consciousness in the Vault, and are
simply gathering strength and informati on before they choose to energe.'

Ironically Bill asked: 'To conquer the world? But his mnd presented
the | oathsone i mage of a giant snake coiled on a throne, an inmage from
chi I dhood, gorged on human neat, red eyes gleanming in the dark w th dreadful
intelligence.



'O to set us free fromignorance and want,' General Sevastyianov said
ponderously. 'As your horror story witers have never understood, it is
certain that the nore conplexly evolved a species and its material culture the
nore generous and humane its nenmbers will be. And one must expect star folk to
be highly evol ved.'

"Wth nucl ear weapons,' Lowenthal nuttered cynically, 'and Gul ag
gal axi es."'

" Perhaps the aggressors have destroyed thenselves in the interim'

A band seened to be tightening around Bill's forehead, white haze of
gauze nmoving in slow waves over his visual field. They want ne to go in there,
he told hinself. | won't do it. They nust be insane. Wth as nuch false
briskness as he could nuster, he |eaned on the table and said: 'I take it the
fourteen-year-old is the sole key you' ve found to date. Are there any testable
i ndi ces that account for his immunity to the field?

Maj or Northcote, the chief MO, said: 'There's nothing useful. The kid's
been tested fromhell to breakfast. He's a ness, but he was a ness before he
went in. We have two facts. He was functionally alnost totally aphasic. Now he
babbl es Iike a tape-recorder let |oose inside the Library of Congress. And his
presence in the Zone sonehow saved his uncle from pernmanent psychosis.'

"Qther than that,' Hugh Lapp added, 'senantic analysis of his verba
and witten reports suggests that he has becone a conduit fromthe
hypot hetical Vault intelligence to us.'

' Sophonor e sophistry,' Lowenthal said. He opened the folder in front of
him flicked out several sheets of pale green paper. 'If you wish to be
edified by our spirit guide, del Ford, | suggest you study these transcripts.
Let's go back to the first interview with Northcote:

' "However much techno-environmental factors are determ nants of
behavi our, the relationship between human bei ngs and their environment and
technology is nediated by their ideas and beliefs about thenselves, their

fellows and indeed, the universe itself. Myrna? Hello, is that -- W seemto

have a crossed -- Appears to be little profit in it because the essential task
of theory building here is not to codify abstract regularities -- Wiy, this is
hell, nor am| out of it ... not to generalise across cases but to generalise

within them

Thunderstruck, Bill said: 'And you don't find that significant, Harris?
An aphasic fourteen-year-old -- '

"Most of it,' the psychol ogi st stated dismssively, '"is straight
quotation fromdifford Geertz's _The Interpretation of Cultures_. The child's
guardi an, as you m ght have noticed, is an anthropologist. Let's go on

""View ng schi zophrenia as a phenonenon of interaction within a given
fam |y makes the circunstances intelligible. Ill-advised attenpts to transpose
this em c apprehension into a systematic set of principles, as Laing hinself
did, results only in a parody of the etic approach he initially found
i nadequate." W haven't been able to trace that, but it's alnost certainly the
resi due of some overheard conversation. Does it sound |ike a conmunication
frominterstellar aliens to you, Dr del Ford?

Bill had found his own copy of the green transcript, and his eyes sped
down the neatly typed columms in pure astonishment. He put a mint in his
mout h. 'He's tal king about enpathy,' he said distantly. 'My CGod.'

An italicised conmment glossed: _The follow ng two paragraphs are from
Ni gel Calder's 'The Life Gane', 1973, p. 130_.

Al too little is known, though, about why particul ar species or groups of
species die out. New species may be in sone respects "better"” in the
prevailing environnent, but specul ations about the genetic deterioration of

t he dying species turn out to be wide of the mark. For example, it was said
that animals living a long time in a stable environment woul d narrow down t he
choi ce of alternative genes available in their popul ations, thus forfeiting
all capacity for evol ving once circunstances changed. This sinply does not
happen.



Animal s living on the ocean floor, at depths of nore the 1000 netres,
experi ence as constant an environment as any on earth, yet they possess just
as much genetic variability as species living in shallow water on | and.

Wth high excitenent, he took a thick pink bundle fromthe folder. This
was headed: _Unedited copy of material witten with great speed in pencil
Dec. 14_.

"life of body social likened to |life of social body as organi smsprings from
heredity and environment working jointly and separately thru nech of genetic
determ nati on and ecol ogi cal adaptation so social group [two |ines
unintelligible] social noosphere |ike unto genes specifying poss of individua
within inhibitory selective influence of phys environ social innovation and
choice akin to nutation and creative adaptation permtting breach of rules of
uni verse of discourse bounded by prevailing order thus social phenotype

mut abl e under influence of individual genotype and individ phenotype scul pted
by changi ng soci al genotype while influence of rmutation governed by contro
mech insects nore phylogenetically stable than mammual s cf societies capacity
to permt polynorphic and polytypic variation itself elenment of social
genotype in turn nutable in different degrees vector of prevailing |evel of

i Mmunity vigour of world 3 nutagenic agent netasocial environ in crisis culls
ill adapted social genotype in favour of |ow evel now viable line viability of
nmut agens and social inmune rejection systenms restraining themcf clona

i nhibition of disease imunity secured by exposure of young to dead ideas’

Jesus, he thought. This is no _tour de force_ of mmenonics. Fedorenko
is right. The kid's a conduit, a |eaking valve. Fromwhat? Not sonme alien
presence in the Vault. The others, here, on the Project? The collective
unconsci ous? And the child is telling us sonething, he knew wi th enornous
certainty.

Qut - of - body- experience, Bill thought. That soaring nmonent of cosnic
awareness, the light, the terrible disjuncture fromthe body's limtations.
Sonehow the gluon shield triggered it. Sonmehow the Vault's defensive Zone
wor ks sone still nore radical breach. And drives men mad. Unless, he realised,
the intruder is already w thout barriers, |acking ego boundaries. Fearfully,
he thought: Like the autistic boy, H eronynus Dean

Sevastyi anov rapped on the table, bringing themto order. 'Gentlenen, |
think any remaining itens on the agenda can wait until after |uncheon. Thank

you.' He gestured to delFord. 'l would like you to see the boy now, Doctor,"
he said in a tone which did not carry to the others straggling fromthe
conference room 'I find your approach refreshing, del Ford. To be candid, your
col | eague Dr Lowenthal gives ne a pain in the ass.'

Bill |aughed al oud. He knew it was true, but he hadn't expected to hear

it. If he'd been wearing a uniformthings m ght have been different. O would
they? Gvilians were shit, weren't they?

"l appreciate it, Ceneral.’

Hugh was waiting for himat the door. Sonewhere in the dome, the weird
kid was doing a Joseph Snith, translating the golden discs with the prism of
his flawed nmind. Bill del Ford burned with eager happi ness.

*7. U uru*

Al though it was terned a dining room the place was undeni ably the
of ficers' mess. Carpet softened the floor's concrete, grained tinber panelling
attenpted to persuade the hungry that they were not under the arch of a
prefabricated done anchored in a waste of sand. Tables wore spotless l|inen
hi ghl i ghts gl eamed from w ne gl asses. Bill sat down with Hugh and A f, and
their orders were taken by an unobtrusive fellow who clearly knew his stuff.

A pal pabl e |ine segregated the Russians and Americans, except at one
boi sterous table where fists brandi shed cal culators as often as booze. There
was a boom of voices in dispute, friendly and passi onately obscene, and a
confusi on of sinultaneous translations.

'The engineers,' Lapp explained. 'A primtive species, bereft of the
niceties of nationality.' Pondering the nmenu, he nom nated soup, schnitzel



and a conpl ex dessert that involved a mango and an architecture of gooey

flourishes. Alf Dean shuddered, and settled for chicken salad. Bill agreed
with him 'Wne?

"For lunch?' The Australian regarded himwith horror. 'W'Ill have
Carlton Draught,' he told the waiter with enormous conviction

The beer's bitter chill harrowed Bill's root canals. Af drained his

own glass with a dexterous wist, but stared gloomly at his salad. 'This
pl ace has nurdered my appetite. A couple of nonths ago |'d have eaten a brace
of astronauts under the table.’

"Agirl I knowdid just that,' Hugh said, pushing his soup bow aside.
"Right in the middle of the banquet she got down on her knees -- '

"You're an oral deviate, Lapp,' Bill told him 'How in the nanme of al
that's decent did you nanage to raise a pass score on the psych profiles?

"I may have gone down on that score,' Hugh said instantly, 'but |
finally got ny problemlicked.'

Bill found hinself choking, and tried the beer again.
worse,' he decided. "What is it, kangaroo piss?

"That was the original fornula,' Af said, with a slowsnile
"Unfortunately, a retired gentleman from Kentucky bought up the last of the
animals for his burger chain.'

"l always wondered why they called it fast food. AIf, | take it you're
not on the best of terms with another colonel fromthe hone of the brave.'

" Chandl er has an aversion to uppity colonials.'

"The Ugly American? I'msorry, AIf. "There's one in every outfit".'

|'ve drunk

' They' ve specialised in themhere,' Hugh said. 'Wait till you neet
Sawyer.'

" The guy in charge downstairs?

'Yeah. He's a Good AOd Boy, with a bazooka and a Bible.'

The sal ad dressing was superb, and the fow virginal. AIf was stil
fooling at the margins of his. 'l suppose you get used to being the policenen
of the universe,' Bill said. "And they'd hardly send any soft-liners to run a

joint mssion of this nmagnitude.’

‘"I can appreciate the dynamcs of it,' Af said, 'but Chandler's
attitude gives ne the shits. God damm it, ny people have been here since
Chandl er's ancestors were poaching fromthe Neanderthals. | don't recall any
of us swearing an oath of allegiance to the Stars and the Stripes.'

"They're always telling us Australia's a new country,' Hugh said. ' M,
|"mauthentic first-generation Anerican. If there hadn't been a brisk w nd
behi nd the boat they'd have had to register me as an Atl antean.' He gestured
for his dessert.

It arrived snappily, and the astronaut nonstered it while Bill forked
up the last of his cucunber and yoghurt. 'Don't they have a weight linmt for
Shuttle crew?

'Keep us on Tang for the final three weeks before liftoff.'

"You remind ne powerfully of ny son, Lapp. He eats like a pig and has a
smart nouth. Do you have any kids of your own, Af?

"No.' Fromthe second bottle he'd had uncapped at the table AIf was
pouring his third hefty beer, carefully nmonitoring the foany head' s di nmensions
and density.

"Married?

"It broke up two years ago.'

Bill waited. 'Bad, huh?

"I sent her packing. She had a big nouth.' The ant hropol ogi st gl anced
grimy at Hugh, but the astronaut naintained a guileless expression. Rotten
puns under control, Bill noted with approval. 'Karen was always fronting
peopl e she hardly knew and asking for their life histories.'

In a perfectly natural novenent, Hugh Lapp was out of his seat and
| eaning rel axed on the table. 'Got to run, gang. |I'Il check on Muse and tel
themto expect you shortly. No, no, finish the bottle. You won't get |ost,
Bill, AlIf knows the way.'



The engi neers had departed, and a group of Russians were seating
t hensel ves, shouting for the menu. Not Arny nen. It's a habit they contract,
Bill remenmbered. If they don't bellow at hone it takes all day. 'I'm not
prying, Alf. Muse is nmy primary concern. | need to know everything | can get
about his background and | gather his background is nostly you.'

' Yeah.' Dean brought one hand down over his face. 'Sorry. Ask away.
Medi cal stuff?

"I can get that fromthe files. To be blunt, |I'mwondering how a bl onde
Eur opean adol escent has an Aborigi nal uncle. Muse is your sister's boy
right?

"Eleanor is ny step-sister. | was adopted by lain Dean several nonths
after | was born.'

"Ah. The genetics of it did seemrather inprobable. Are such adoptions
customary?'

"Far fromit.' Dean snarled. 'The rule in this racist shitheap has been
to segregate the tribal blacks fromthe part-aborigi nals wherever possible,
and to keep both groups out of sight in case our repul sive presence frightens
t he wonen and children. Under the Act, blacks were detained by the authorities
on reserves and conpounds "for their own good". Vested interests, of course.
W had no econom c value, so they tried to extermnate us. There were no
cotton plantations here, Doctor. At |east the African slaves in Anerica were
housed and fed at a |l evel conparable with other Iivestock. W weren't allowed
to vote, of course, though they shovelled the gentle Jesus nmeek and mld crap
down our throats. | was an adult before a referendumgot us included in the
nati onal Census.'

The beer was abreacting Dean's hostility into | oquaci ousness. 'Fully
grown rmen and wormren were wards of the State. They needed perm ssion to narry.
I know this isn't answering your question, Bill, but it's the background.

Hal f -castes -- "yellowfellers" -- sometinmes got raised in a white househol d,
out of conscience or kindness. A lot of themwere abducted fromtheir nothers
and sent south to orphanages, and sonetinmes whites adopted them After all,

t hey had hal fway human genes. There was a trace of hope for them But not for
ny kind.'

Bill watched the dark face, its passion, its force. 'You're a
full-blood, | take it.'

' Speci al case. lain Dean was a young Arny doctor with stars in his
eyes. He was posted to Darwin during the war. His wife thought I was the
cutest thing she'd ever seen. They'd had to cut me out of ny nother's belly.’

The double junp took Bill by surprise. Let the man tell it his own way,
he deci ded.
After a |l engthy pause, Alf Dean went on: '| went back l|ater, you see.

wanted to know why ny parents had given ne away. They hadn't, the poor

buggers. A Japanese bonb had bl own my father to pieces and left ny nother so
revoltingly injured that she died three days later. A fucking Jap bomb, in
someone else's war. They're all white to us, del Ford. Puyungarla, his nane
was. Ngul arrnga tribe. Mdst of themare gone now, just a fewdirty old nmen and
worren hangi ng around the periphery of town eating scraps and drinking

t hensel ves blind.' His voice faded. 'Wanntakgara. She was beautiful. A
beautiful black wife.'

Dean's hand lost its loose grip on his beaded gl ass. The di shes had
been taken fromthe table. Bill ordered coffee for them both.

"Do you regret your adoption?

"Ungrateful, aren't I? Here | am the best educated boong in the whole
country. The rest of themare lucky if they make it through high school. While
whi ngei ng stol en-generation A f Dean teaches anthropol ogy fromthe fine paper
podi um of a PhD."'

Boong. A hideous word. Bill had heard it used several tines since he'd
arrived. A black human is not a human, but a boong. Hi s heart went out to
Dean. Conpared with this man's horrific background, for all its superficial

felicity and good fortune, his own battle up fromthe docks of Liverpool had



been conducted by gentlenen's rules.

He prompted Al f. 'The Deans had a child of their own sonetine l[ater?

'Yeah. Resurgent fertility. Eleanor cane |ate, change-of-life kid. And
of course she resented ne. Backlash. It was wonderful |y baroque when she was
little, having a black brother. By the time she was adol escent | was
conpetition. She needed to go further out by her own efforts than |I'd managed
just by being born. So she finally hit the dope trail and never canme back
Mouse was an occupational hazard.'

Mouse could wait. Bill diverted himback to his own history. 'You went
| ooking for your natural parents, and stayed to be initiated? | noticed the
cicatrized marks on your chest.'

'The Deans wouldn't tell me. But the Ngul arrnga knew who | was. They
told me what skin | belonged to, ny totens, gave ne a list of nmy potenti al
brides. Pity about that, there were only two of them both over forty. One had
syphilis. | think they were relieved when | told them| was already narri ed.
But | stayed for six nmonths. Ate dog food out of tins and drank rmuscat out of
plastic flagons. They put ne through initiation. 1'd been circuntised in
maternity hospital, so they covered me instead with these pretty decorations.
You're |l ooking at a Man of Silence, Bill. AIf Dyanyagirnji. | can't hunt worth
a damm but |'ve danced the Lorrkun and Yabudurawa corroborees.' He | ooked
away. 'They hate the dead, you know. Sing them off in the Lorrkun, beg them
not to come back from' Nother Place. _Cooma el ngruwar_...'

Carefully, Bill said, 'But you didn't join them A black Anerican in
your situation m ght have becone, oh, a Panther spokesman, a civil rights
| eader. ..’

Alf acted as if he hadn't heard. 'Christ, they brew a good pot of
coffee here, 1'll give themthat. | can't hold ny grog any nore. That fucking
t hi ng down there has knocked the shit out of nmy metabolism'

"Gve nme your wist. Hm a bit sluggish. Your pupils are contracted

rather nore than they ought to be. | advise you to get some rest.'

"Hang on, I"'mall right. Anyway, | can't |eave you to wander off
through this place without a guide. It's a bl oody maze.'

His dereliction with Mouse? 'Hugh'll roust ne out. Cone on, feller
['ll see you to your room'

"I haven't finished the Dean famly saga. |1'll spare you the heat-death

of my marriage. Mostly | was off in renote places doing field work, and ny
nice white wife Karen didn't want a baby. She consi dered absentee fatherhood
an inappropriate way to raise a kid. Then ny inbecile sister Ellie got herself
pregnant and burned out the baby's brain with massive doses of acid. Since
then, she's spent nore tine in the |ooney bin than out of it. My nother | ooked
after Mouse for the first couple of years but he got too much for her, and we
started taking himat our place two or three days a week. Wien | got ny

| ectureship | heard of a special programthe Neuropsychiatric Departnment was
starting for brain-damaged kids. W brought Muse down to stay with us, and of
course Karen copped nost of the responsibility.

A trenmor went through Alf's body. 'I never understood how nmuch she
resented it. She certainly didn't take her anger out on the boy. Well, finally
she shot through, and I got stuck with Mouse. Fuck.' He jerked his eyes up and
shook his head wildly. 'That's not what | nmeant. | love that kid, | really do.
And now he's stuck in a glass cage with wires in his head. Jesus.'

"Right," Bill said briskly. '"Point me toward your room You need sl eep
nmore than | need information.' Hoisting AIf to his feet, and wavi ng away
of fers of help, he steered the ill man out under the struts of the main

corridor which circled the done's perineter. 'Wuat's your room nunber?

"North quadrant, 47. 1'm bunking with Muse. Around to your right,
there's a bilingual sign.'

A crewcut Pfc paused, appraising them Bill told him 'Private, get a
medic to nmeet us in Dr Dean's quarters. And if you can find him 1'd like
Captain Lapp to join us there.'

"Yes, sir. Do you need any hel p?'



"l can manage.'

The side corridors were nunbered with unusual rationality. Breathing
hard, Bill opened the door marked N-47 and eased Al f onto the closest bed. A
lieutenant with nedic's flashes appeared al nost imredi ately, with Hugh on his
heel s.

"Sorry, Bill, | should have alerted you. It clobbers himfromtinme to
time. I"'mtold there's no obvious organic cause for it. My hunch is, he's in
resonance with Muse. Keep us informed, Lieutenant, we'll be at the Cage.'

They wal ked qui ckly through the maze. Rain drumred dismally, grey noise
fromthe high dome. In a |low tone, over the clash of their boots on concrete
Hugh said: 'The kid's scribbling Iike Dumas _pere_ on a witing jag. It'll
knock you out.' He fished in a breast pocket. 'Better wear this or we'll hear
every klaxon in the building." A large heat-sealed identity card bore Bill's
phot ograph, thunbprints, and security rating. He pinned it on

"W run Mouse in a shielded room' Hugh told him 'Don't ask ne why,

t he physicists consider it a failsafe precaution.’

"Stuck in a glass cage with wires in his head,' Bill quoted.

"Not exactly. It's a triple-walled Faraday cage. Copper interleaved
wi th pol ystyrene acoustic foam and NASA tel emetry access. You get 150
deci bel s of attenuation on radio frequencies from 15,000 cycles up to about a
billion. Magnetic fields are cut by about 70 decibels at 15 kil ohertz, though
it drops off as you get down to 60 cycles. Hellishly expensive getting it
here, and it doesn't faze the kid for a nonent.'

"Try a gluon field."'

"Nah, too risky. He's an international resource.'

An armed guard inspected Bill's credentials with nore than passing
interest, and did the sane with Hugh's.

"Didn't you just conme out of here?

"S.OP., Bill. That kid might turn out to be the super-weapon of Wrld
War Three.'

"Ch, for crying out |oud.'

They entered a dimroomcramed with instruments, oscilloscopes
gi bbering blue and white pulses, little panel lanps flickering on and off Iike
hol i day ornaments. Two TV screens showed a teenage boy with a medusa scal p of
delicate wiring. His face could not be seen but his posture was rel axed,
al nrost torpid. The swift nechanical sweep of his right hand seened sonet hi ng
det ached, tracking back and forth w thout cease across a flat, braced
illum nated board. Beside himin a confortable chair a bored attendant sat
partially in view. A boom m ke hung above Muse's head; his regul ar breathing
was just audible.

"There's no point going in, all the gripping stuff is piped through
this room The big conputer's at the centre of the dome under a ness of
thermal insulation, but these word processing peripherals are the major output
systens. Copies of everything are slaved imediately to permanent file in the
US and Russi an sectors, but the snoops don't have any executive capability.'

"l sonmehow i magi ned he used a blunt pencil.'

"He did at first, before we got this little nunber installed. Muse
can't be persuaded to punch a keyboard, which is a drag, but | guess for a kid
with half a brain he's not doing too badly.'

A flatscreen visual display unit in the observation roomwas show ng a
line-by-line update on the boy's scribbling, transliterated on an adjacent
screen into a legible font. Wth a jolt Bill saw that the characters were
Cyrillic. Athird display cane alive as he watched, presenting |ines of
English that rolled up and off the screen. An operator suddenly grunted.

"My God," Bill said, '"the child s a Slavophile.'’

' Three days ago he gave us a piece of poetry in Udu. It threw the
conputer into some confusion. Didn't worry Lowenthal, though, the dunb prick
He still attributed it to trick menory.

"A conputer programis doing the translation?

"Right. See that board he's witing on? It's pressure sensitive --



digitises his efforts, and outputs a fair copy to the displays. Then the
translating programs do their stuff, throwing prelimnary English or Russian
versions. If it's over their heads they call for human intervention. Which
happens surprisingly rarely -- these Kurzweil prograns are _good_. The

Russi ans creamtheir jeans every tine they see our hardware, and weep at the
sof tware.'

Bill had |ocated the bionedical instrunentation, and was emitting
little bleats of pleasure. A twelve-channel EEG fizzed in harnmony with the
electrical activity in Muse's brain: right hem sphere pul ses flat and fast,
with no spindles, |left hem sphere equally desynchronized and hardly nore
active. A Fourier wave analysis was displayed in a histogram bel ow t he
i ndi vi dual channels, confirm ng an absence of OOBE al phoid waves. But the
pseudo-beta pattern Bill recognised instantly from studi es on the psychic |Ingo
Swann. Muse _wasn't_ awake, but he wasn't dream ng either, and he had none of
the slow, high-voltage theta or delta waves of cona or non-dream ng sleep

"He's out of the body, I'd swear it,' Bill said, grinning with
satisfaction. Al the vital signs from autonomnm c sensors seened conpletely
normal : pul se a steady 70; basal skin resistance, fromthe thenar eninence of
the left palmand the left forearm at the expected |level; respiration
consistent with the nodest effort involved in witing automatically, no GSR
anomalies. It certainly wasn't the profile of an autistic youth under stress.

"Captain,' said one of the shadowed conputer operators, 'l think you'd
better take a |l ook at this.' The other operator glanced up quickly. Bil
peered at his insignia. A Russian. The man flicked a switch and began punching
swiftly on his keyboard. Black conputer script continued to fl ow upward across
t he di splay screens.

"Shit. Gve ne a hard copy.' Hugh Lapp | eaned on the American soldier's
shoul der, and took up the paper as it slithered froma printer. A buzzer
sounded.

"W have a hold on the translation,' the Anerican operator nmuttered. He
ran a cursor across the screen. 'Looks like idiomatic material.’

"Here, let me in.' The nman rose and Lapp slid into his noul ded seat. He
stared intently at the screen for a nonent, keyed in an identifying header
and began hammrering the input. The man at the adjacent ternminal called a hard
copy of his own and started to get out of his chair. Wthout |ooking up, the
astronaut barked authoritatively in Russian. Undecided, the operator
hesitated, nursing his pile of printout paper protectively. Again he stood up
and began to push past Bill, who watched with a paral ysing sense of foreboding
Hugh came to his feet and bl ocked the door. He said sonething cold and
definitive, keeping his hands at his sides. The operator shrugged and went
back to his place. Hugh sat down and finished his task. The printer hushed,
and gave hi m nore paper

"Judas priest.’'

On the television nonitors, Bill saw the autistic boy |ean back from
his panel, right armdropping by his side. The soldier in the Cage | ooked up
and nurnured sonething. Al the displays had gone blank. End of transm ssion

"What is it?

"Crisis tinme.'

A fierce red tell-tale |lanp activated above the console, blinking tw ce
a second. The astronaut took a slimplastic rectangle from his pocket, neater
than a credit card. It went into a slot beside the term nal keys. One of the
di spl ays scrambl ed, cleared. A tattoo of man-nmachi ne conmmuni cati on. Hugh
lifted a phone fromits recessed rack. 'Lapp. |Is the naser patched into Hi gh
Rol l er? Mark.' Four fingers cane down together, and keys | ocked.

"You're CIA, you furtive son of a bitch,' Bill said.
Lapp's breath cane straight fromthe back of his throat. "I'll never
tell. Bill, you'd better clear out.'

"No way. The kid's the reason |'mhere. You can't clamup now.'
"Sorry, buddy. Like your friend Lowenthal didn't say, there are sone
t hi ngs man was not neant to know.'



A high, sweet voice said, 'Hubert Charles Lapp. Captain, USAF.' It cane
froma speaker in one of the nonitors fromthe shielded cage. 'Qperative
Second Rank, active, National Security Agency, Fort Mead. Consider the
docunent uncl assified. Matthew, chapter eighteen, verse three: "Except ye be
converted, and becone as little children, ye shall not enter into the kingdom
of heaven." It is advisable for Dr Bill del Ford to read the Kukushkin diary
extract.' Muse turned, in the silence, and over his shoulder smled with
extraordi nary innocence into the lens. 'For your information, computer
operator Dimitri Dimtrovich Joravsky represents the G avnoe Razvedyvatel' noe
Upravl enle.’

Everyone remai ned stock still. Al nmpst sinultaneously, three tel ephones
buzzed, and a coded format started junping across Lapp's screen. The
astronaut's grimappalling expression gal vani sed abruptly into a spectacul ar
grin. He dunped the printout into Bill's hands, and nade a little bowin the
direction of the Russian.

"What the fuck, Bill, let's go with it. Read, read, enjoy. It's
Doonsday eveni ng and the kid wants you kept up to date. But don't try peddling
it for mucho roubles to the Mlitary Intelligence Directorate, | fear our

friend fromthe Aquari um has an edge on the market.'
Suddenly Bill del Ford wanted no part of it. He | ooked down wth
uneasi ness at the conputer translation

"You'll have to forgive my poor rendering toward the end,' Hugh said.
' The original hung the conputer, but | think |I've captured the gist of it.' He
showed his teeth to Joravsky, who sat notionless and tense. 'Well, Spetznaz,

we seemto have caught you cheating. How much 17-Tg-M have your boys ferreted
away downstairs? Or is the point nore subtle?

In excellent English, the Russian told him 'Captain Lapp, | suggest we
arrange a conference between our commandi ng officers."'
Bill stopped listening. The first page was a copy of Muse's

handwitten Russian: hard, angular, adult. It was foll owed by the anended
conputer translation. His trepidation vani shed. Hungrily, he devoured the
comuni cation fromthe Vault.

*8. Ekrat koye Compl ex*

* NOVEMBER 12*

Vel |, now that Nurse Kuenzli has at |ast brought nme pen and paper, what
aml|l to wite?

It seens that ny dogged habit of jotting down the day's doings in ny
journal has becone sonething nore than sinple conpulsive ritual. (That it has
i ndeed become conpul sive is an astonishing di scovery, considering how
painfully I had to force nyself, those ten years ago, to mmintain regular
diary entries. Discovering how perenptory the habit has becone shocks ne
somewhat -- as though in this respect as well | have becone no nore than an
adjunct to one of ny light-w nking | aboratory instrunents.)

| amfor the first time today mldly anused, if only at the ninor
paradox. What | began to wite -- nullified indeed by these words thensel ves,
even if they are negated in turn by the circular triviality of ny thene -- was
that the ritual of keeping current ny pretentiously |eather-bound journal has
become so stereotyped | could not wite without it.

These sheets of Project-issue neno paper were fetched by Nurse Kuenzl
when finally ny nonotonous conplaints wore down her professional insistence
that | should rest. The small success left ne cheated and frustrated. | sat up
in bed staring at the stack of virgin paper, irritably thunbing the
retractable pen, and el aborated spurious conjectures.

Wel|. That exigency, at |east, seens to have resolved itself. Perhaps
(hallelujah!) I amafter all nore than a machine. To be candid, | suppose
first began ny journal in the hope of allaying that bourgeois fear. After
fourteen years in the neon halls of Novosibirsk the human part of ne was
shrivelling away, despite the fashionable banalities | could spout arguing the
creative identity of science and art. | needed to speak human truth to nyself



at | east.

So much for the literary custons of the scientific animal. | am
frankly, indulging in the crassest diversionary tactics.

It is nmy belief that I am dying.

Wy el se woul d they have rushed ne here? (I amunable even to give the
pl ace a nane; Nurse Kuenzli adroitly skirts any direct answer to nmy question
'The doctors will be here shortly to exam ne you, Academ cian Kukushkin.")
It's the dammedest hospital |'ve ever seen. A hospital with confortable beds?
Perhaps that is one of the side benefits of working in the nobst grandil oquent
Security operation since the Sputnik project.

(Perhaps | infringe Security in witing these notes. Surely not: the
medi cal staff must have cl earance at | east as exalted as anyone on the
Project. | was acconpani ed here by Aegis guards -- | presunme there's one or

nore on duty outside ny roomright now Wuld they have all owed ne pen and
paper, for that matter, if they were concerned about Security? No.)

My fears are doubtl ess wi thout foundation. Apart from one extravagant
vom ting episode shortly after today's anti-radiation shot, | have had no
i ndi cation of illness.

My predom nant sentiment is boredom

That's nmy major conplaint, and probably the explanation for ny
difficulty in starting today's notes. There's nothing to wite about, except

t he unthinkable -- and | shan't encourage norbidity by going on about that.
The whol e cursed tasteful place, | hope with the exception of Nurse
Kuenzli, is, in short, intolerably tedious.
Witing about tediumis no | ess tedious. | shall lay down ny pen and

turn once nore to the study of ny navel

LATER

| have been provided with a wist-watch. My own, together with all ny
cl ot hes and personal effects, remains in custody. Presumably they will be
destroyed to prevent further spread of the virus. The time is 2.17 a.m Try as
I will | cannot sleep

The physici ans have been to visit ne.

Two of them Lean, Ghandi-ascetic Zinoviev, who hurried ne into the
Project infirmary after ny nausea yesterday, and then called the anbul ance
that brought me here. | vaguely recall his sonbre manner from one or two
bull -sessions in the Rec Facility. The other nan was a stranger, a short hairy
fell ow of am able men.

' Good evening, |lya Davidovich,' he said, offering his hand. 'I'm
Si pyagin; | believe you know Dr Zinoviev.'

| nodded. 'Wbuld it be appropriate to ask why |'ve been brought here?

Si pyagi n | aughed easily, stepped back as losif Zinoviev put his black
case on the teak desk beside ny bed and began | aying out diagnostic

i npedi ments. 'O course,' he said. 'l daresay your renoval here to Ekratkoye
Conpl ex was rather disconcerting.'
"That's where | am then,' | said, none the wi ser. Zinoviev gave ne a

sharp | ook, glanced at the shorter man, and started plying his stethoscope
about ny torso.

"A deep breath please,’ he ordered. 'l didn't know you were famliar
wi th non- Aegi s Conpl exes.'

"No," | said hastily between gasps. '|I neant that | didn't know the
designation of this hospital. Now |l do.' | was becoming quite rattled. '"It's

nice to know a place has a nane, even if it's just a letter of the al phabet
and doesn't convey anything to you.'

Si pyagin came to nmy aid. 'l know just how you feel.' He hitched hinself
onto the edge of the bed and drew a fol ded sheet from his snmock pocket. 'Here,
| brought you a map of the Conplex. W expect you'll be staying with us for a
few days. You have conplete liberty, so long as you don't |eave this
bui I di ng."'



Zinoviev was peering at ny facial acupuncture points with a tobiscope.
He nade another mark on the chart, took up a short syringe and drew a smnal
quantity of blood fromny thunb. Sipyagin continued to regard me with benign
interest fromthe end of the bed. My nental turnoil changed to exasperation

"Well, look here,' | said, 'what on earth's all this about? |I grant |
was bilious this nmorning, but | feel perfectly well now Wy am| being
treated as an invalid?

"No, no,' exclaimed Sipyagin, waving his hands in the air 'You' ve
recei ved altogether the wong inpression. It's nost unlikely that you're
seriously ill, but,” with a sly grin and ganbit ained perfectly at ny
self-esteem 'you are a very inportant nmenber of the Aegis team Academi cian
Kukushkin, and we can't afford to take any chances.’

| was ashanmed to admit it, but his ploy was not wi thout success. My
face grew warm a flush conmpounded in equal parts of pride and confused
annoyance. '\Well, yes, but -- '

"W've reason to suspect,' said Sipyagin, all briskness now, °'that
certain of the foodstuffs going into the Tse and Che kitchens this week
contained inpurities. A scandal. In short, doctor, you' re probably suffering
froma mnor case of food poisoning.'

' Sabot age?' It seened inpossible. Besides, the Arericans and the Jews
were al so working on the gluon shield. After all, their astronauts had nmade
the original discovery of Selene Al pha.

losif Zinoviev gave a sour chuckle. He had packed away all his nedica
devi ces and stood at the door. 'You have a suspicious mnd, Academ cian. No,
Aegi s security remains unbreached. The inpurities involve a fatigue fault in
one of the storage refrigerators. Unfortunate, but no machine is perfect. No
nore than any nan.'

"As to its seriousness,' added Sipyagin, joining himat the door, 'the
facilities we have in this hospital are nore than adequate. Set your mind at
ease, Kukushkin. You mght be in for alittle disconfort, but we'll have you
out of here in a couple of days.' He nodded cheerily and strode out into the
corridor. Zinoviev lingered for a nonent, as though aware that | was far from
sati sfied. He had, however, little enough to add.

"There will be some pills brought in with your dinner. Take them before
you go to sleep. If there's anything you want, press the button by your bed.'
Dumbly | nodded, and watched his narrow back di sappear into the corridor

| was violently sick again after dinner. Oddly, | was afflicted by
little of the enervation and w et chedness which usually attend nausea. About
m dni ght, unable to sleep, | took advantage of ny liberty and briefly explored

t he surrounds.

Despite ny earlier presentinents there was no guard at ny door. The
corridor was white and antiseptic, dully echoing. A different nurse nodded to
me fromher cubicle. I found a | ounge conplete with Max Ernst print and
television, a pale blue-tiled |avatory and bathroom At the far end of the
corridor, looking out on to a floodlit conpound, was a heavily seal ed
entrance, with three plateglass doors each separated by a space of three
netres.

If ny calligraphy is beconming shaky, it's as much due to anger as to
bel at ed exhaustion. Do they think ne a conplete fool? An ordi nary hospital has
no use for triple-doored Bio Containment airlocks. Unquestionably, this
Ekr at koye Conplex is a centre for bacteriol ogi cal weapons research.

Food poi soning ny academ ¢ ass! Can there be any doubt that | have
become the accidental victimof sone experinental recomnbinant-DNA goddamed
Doonsday virus?

NOVEMBER 13
| feel so strange this norning.

My sl eep was broken and ruined by terrible dreams. | tossed and turned
for perhaps five hours before Anna brought me a light breakfast. They were not



ni ght mares, exactly, but torn and vivid pieces of ny past -- ny frightened
chil dhood in the shadow of Stalin, ny arid years at University, my corrosive

marriage. | had thought them forgotten, in every sense well buried, but back
they came to haunt my night.
There's nore to it than that -- Not pain, |I'mno |onger sick, ny

stomach is rested and hungry indeed. But a vague dis

| cannot find the word, a restlessness is what | neant but |'ve gnawed
my pen for five mnutes in a sweat searching for the word, a dis a dis a
di squi et of course, good god the word just would not cone until | dredged for
it like sone senile fool searching for his

Christos, what's wong with me? The sweat is pouring off nme, all for
one cursed repl aceabl e elusive word. Again! | had to stop and worry and hunt
for that word elusive. Sonething is sick inside me, sonething hurts, | don't
know what it is but dear Jesus

LATER

Anna, | am appalled to record, found nme weeping. She was entirely
sensi bl e about it, gave me two large white pills and | eft an egg-nog beside
the bed. | drank it a few minutes later and felt ten times better. When | rang

she was good enough to fetch me another, which | sipped slowy while tal king
to her about herself.
| meant to note it earlier, before that |anmentable frenzy burst over
me. My little triunph! | have uncovered the charning lady's first name, and
she now calls ne Ilya Davidovich with hardly a trace of her previous
prof essi onal distance. Sister Kuenzli no nore; she is Anna, and | am her
brilliant patient Ilya Kukushkin, and never mind the 'Doctor', the
"Academician'. (I did Anna an injustice earlier, in denoting her to nurse. She
is, of course, a graduate Sister with, it appears, qualifications in
bi ochem stry and, of all things, psychiatry. My blushing tear-stained face!)
She is also beautiful, with plunp rosy cheeks and a droll snile

LATER

|'"ve been trying to get into Stanislaw Lenmi s new novel, which Zinoviev
fetched over for ne fromthe Aegis Conplex, along with a selection of my other
books. I"'mnot enjoying it much, though. |I've also tried to distract nyself by
going over the fifth equation of our unified-interaction nodel. There's
somet hing wong there I"'mcertain, but 1'mhaving trouble concentrating on it.

The doctors cane after lunch. Well, during it actually but Sipyagin
chatted away pl easantly while | finished ny sweet. Hardly the meal one would
have expected for a victimof food poisoning -- slices of pork, an excellent

sal ad, even a glass of tart white wine to refresh the palate. My dark
suspi cions of |ast night seem absurd. Nevertheless | remarked on the feast to
Si pyagi n.

"No reason to starve you, Kukushkin,' he sniled. 'Anyhow, the best way
to cleanse your systemis by offering it whol esonme protein to work on.'

| gave hima guarded gl ance. 'You're sure of this poisoning, then? It
couldn't be a bug of sone kind?

Zinoviev cleared his throat, an offensive sound. | am beginning to
detest that nman. 'You can safely | eave the diagnosis to us, Academcian.'

"Don't be too hard on the poor chap, losif,' Sipyagin said. He adopted
a specul ative pose. 'My theory has al ways been that intellectuals |abour under
t he burden of what mght be terned the Socratic phobia. Too well they remenber
t he henl ock."

Zinoviev grunted, tugging out his instrunments; | |aughed aloud. It was
a poor enough jest, but it soothed nmy anxieties. | thrust the last of the
dessert into my mouth and subnmitted to their attentions.

Since they left, fears have crept back. It really does seemquite
i ncredi bl e that an ordi nary base hospital, even one serving the nost inportant



mlitary project of all tine, should have a viral-contagion clean room
environnent as el aborate as this one. Perhaps the other beds are all full?

LATER

The tine has dragged to five o' clock. | feel worse and worse, in sone
way which has little to do with ny body's health. Whatever | mean by that.
Well, | mean at least this: | have never _|ooked_ better since ny chil dhood.
The tired ol d gentl eman has been taking quite sonme notice of hinself in the
mrror today, trinmmng his raggedy beard, conbing his hair. | even tried the

nifty sunlamp I found in the bathroom and nmy skin prickles with a slight
burn. Does the crisp crinkle of Anna Kuenzli's smart uniform the curve of her
lips, the lum nous blue of her eyes, explain all? No doubt, no doubt.

So. The fact is, Sister Anna visits ne only too rarely. Certainly she
has ot her duties, though she's taken tinme to tell ne something of her
pre-Project life in a vast Life & Death factory in Mdscow. Like all of us,
Anna nmust know tedi um and | oneliness here in our self-protective Security
bl ockade, but her obvious love of life (the French phrase which better
expresses that escapes ne, damm it) seens to carry her through. She is not, it
seens, narried.

My real point is that | feel like hell. And |I'm scared as hell. | took
a further wander this afternoon, clad in pyjamas of a wild and purple hue
supplied by the base and snelling faintly of antiseptic, ny feet in |udicrous
fluffy slippers, and found beyond the angle of the corridor a single blank
metal wall. | put ny knuckles against it, a sharp rap or two, and had in
return a flat metal clunk. It must be another door, there's no alternative way
out, but it's thick as a vault.

I"mtrapped, in short, in a luxurious prison designed to keep in not
only viruses but people as well. What woul d happen if | smashed the first
gl ass door in the airlock? Another nmetal wall smashing into place at the other
end? | would not be surprised.

The map Sipyagin left me shows nothing of this; it is the barest
outline of Ekratkoye Conplex, |labelled cryptically with nunbers. These are
usel ess without the key, which the doctor carefully tore away, although the
L- shaped section | inhabit is hand-annotated. The map's sole function so far
has been to guide ne to an artfully conceal ed |iquor cabinet in the |ounge.
|'ve brought the vodka back to my bedroom but self-restraint prevents nme from
getting thoroughly sloshed. This is the _weirdest_ hospital

It is 13 minutes after 9 in the night.

My head is funny. Anna bent over me and her tits were pushing out
behi nd her white dress and | wanted to give thema grab and a squeeze but |
didn't dare. She's real sexy. | groaned a bit so I could nove and | ook up her
dress but | didn't see nuch she was too quick. Get up now Ilya Davidovich she
said and lifted ne into bed.

| wonder if she saw my hard-on? Lets face it why should she get a
charge out of me showi ng how randy | am God pl ease believe me |'mtruly sorry.
It just stuck out and | didn't really nean it to and | got down quick as |
could and hid but anyway why shoul d she care when she can screw all them big
tough mafia thugs and cops and generals and little sniling bastards |ike Dr
Sipyagin for that matter. Let's face it.

Ony god | feel reel strange why am| witing all this stuff anyway, |
must be crazy, soneone will see it and then I'Il be in the shit up to ny ears
man oh man. Well | gotta coz |'ve always witten it down every night for ten
goddam years theres a funny ringing buzz in ny ears | can see words junping up
and down in front of me |eaking real fast out of the pen scrawly over the
page, skid the page across the desk, what the hell, grab another one, its
liking raping the page the virgin white page ny god how corny Sister Kuenzli's
no virgin for sure with tits like that rape rape sez the pen jesus jesus
forgive me oh jesus its like all ny brains were flaking off away out of ny
head an pouring down ny ears |ike dandruff



NOVEMBER 14

| don't know what to do.

| really don't.

Habit, let habit show the way.

Al right. Ei ght o' clock, maybe half a mnute past. Ante neridian
norni ng of the day, an hour after breakfast and the doctors' silent visit,
mutter nmutter, or is ny hearing inpaired? I don't think they said nuch to ne.

Go on, then, Professor Kukushkin, put it on the paper

I no longer think that | am dying.

I think I am going out of my mnd

"Tush, Ilya,' says beautiful crisp Sister Kuenzli, when | weep and
clutch her armnost sexlessly and tell ny fear, sob it at her, rant and hurl
the plates sloshing nessy on the carpet. 'It's just a fever, |lya Davidovich,'

says Sister Anna, crouching carefully and efficiently and cl eaning up the
mess, show ng di sapproval by turning her face away, showing fear (or is that a
del usi on of ny nadness? and if so, she has every reason to fear ne) in the

ti ght ness of her nuscles as she sponges up the nmilk. 'The doctors will [ook
after you, llya,' she explains, voice stern but matter-of-fact, "it's just a
touch of that poison still in your tummy.'

Vel |, why no stomach-punmp? Wiy this fantastic set-up in the first
pl ace? | mght not be the nobst popul ar of nen, but old Georgii Piatnitsky sits
with nme over chess, and Lev Kanenev enjoys a bout or two at string theory, why
haven't they arranged cl earance and come to consol e the sick? Too many
guestions that can't be answered, not consistently: oh, there're glib retorts
to every one, | can think of plenty nyself; but put themtogether and what
picture fits the total bill?

There is, if I'mto be rigorous -- what an agony it was to find that
word -- that sinple bloody word -- the thought | had before: |'ve got sone
revolting disease nutated into exi stence by the foul-mnded military geniuses
| had hoped we were putting out of business, sonme viral filth that squats in
my brain. How, how? |Is it possible for a thing like that to escape their
gentle care, flutter on the cold wind of the steppes from Ekratkoye to Tse
Conpl ex, crawl on ny skin, suck at my cortex. Christos, it's the conceit of a
madman! \What are Bio Containments for, if not to prevent every chance of such
a disaster? And why am | the only victin? The other roons here are enpty, four
beds unmade, their ticking bare, one freshly sheeted.

Those terrifying words.

They bring it back, the how ing nunbness in ny mnd, my raped soul, ny

very intelligence seeping away |ike blood drained into sand. And still it's
there, the humm ng roar in ny head, the fingers tugging at ny nenories,
cutting me to shreds, | can feel it chewing and gnawing, O Christ bring it to
a stop if You exist, stop this dreadful suction in nmy head.

I must concentrate on _facts_. |I'mlosing the words, |osing nyself, |
pi ck up books fromthe el egant desk and flick pages back and forth -- the
words are meani ngless. | | ook at nunbers and synbols, equations jotted in ny
own hand in the fly-leaves, and _| don't know what they nean! _

Facts: My nane is |lya Davidovich Kukushkin, DSc, PhD

| amone of the international teamwhich jointly devel oped the theory
of sub-quark parastatics.

Wth ny coll eagues and assistants, | have puzzled over ancient debris
fromthe moon and constructed fromit an anti-nuclear shield.

The shield is an obl ate spherical parastatic gluon bag. Wth this
screen, the two great industrial nations of the world will be absolutely safe
fromatomc attack. We have neutralised each another, and any lunatic
terrorists. This fact does not entirely di smay ne.

How far ny illness has progressed! The attack | ast night was no
fleeting aberration. Al the details, all the equations and engi neering data
concerning the shield are gone beyond recall, w ped away as if by a wet



sponge. My whol e grasp of physics and math, and yes, those delightful
subtleties in which | rejoice, the nmusical structure and form of Wbern and

Schonberg, all gone, dear Jesus. | |look at Lemand the words are not even
words any longer -- have | forgotten how to read Polish? Yes. And French is
fading in my mnd, German, English -- like a snmear of ice across a w ndscreen

my mind is blurring over and hardening into darkness.

Phooey on those silly ol d books.

[ Here Hugh had noted: _The followi ng elisions and sol ecisnms reflect the
fragnentati on of the Russian text .]

| was reel bored waiting for lunch, and Sister said Try the TV. Well |
did an guess what there was lots of bottles of cordial in the cubord. Sister
K. give ne sonme buns too but there wasnt nuch on TV except school stuff

Proly its all rite torite on this cos i did before only i kant
understan any of them big werds

Vell | don't know but i feel pritty sad and glumwhich is the werd ny
frend Ana sed

Reel sad and glumcos it wood be nise to rite howi usetoo. Mst tines
i jest sit hear and cry becoz there is a big painin ny hed wich is like a
hol e.

My hans are very big and |lunzee and there are bl ak hares on them w ch i
kant renber it is very skary i think sister Ana is reely nmy muther but wen |
toll ed her she just went away very quick an i think she was sad or sunthin.

Wll that is all i kan rite for now.

Il ya Davidovich. 1lya Davidovich. |I. D. Kukushkin.

Thatz how i rite ny nane.

Horrses and kows an berds an fethers an hats an heds an fasez an nozes
an muths an lips an eers an |ol eez

i | ya davi dovi ch

_[text turns into graphic at this point]_

NOVEMBER | 6

They gave nme the antigen this norning.
The bastards the bastards the filthy depraved bastards.

NOVEMBER 19

Boris Sipyagin allowed me an hour in the sun today. Not needless to
say, in the conpound -- | still bear a potential pandemic in my tissues. Even
so, a neditative hour beneath the glass roof of the Isolation sunroomwas a
relief.

My conpul sion to keep the journal current has vani shed these | ast
several days. Understandably, perhaps; the sight of those tormented pages
extruded while the 17-Tg-M Strain wought havoc with nmy faculties is enough to
destroy forever the urge to remenber.

There remai ns, however, a grimand bl oody necessity that transcends ny
reluctance. | nust not falter. | nust set down this abom nation

Three days ago, drooling and sucking nmy thumb, | lay curled on the
floor as Zinoviev withdrew his needle frommy arm Sipyagin crouched
wat chfully at ny shoul der, nmurnuring in a sing-song, offering a
rai nbowspiralled confection. "It doesn't hurt a bit now, does it Ilya
Davi dovi ch? Good boy, good little fellow, hush now, don't cry and we've got a
lovely lolly for you, Ilya, shoosh now, there, there.'

That is the vile inhumanity of it: the vividness, those nonstrous
menories. Try as | might, as for hours | did try, | cannot blot it out. M
degradation is scorched into nmy soul. But | no |longer wish to forget. The
obscenity they did to me nmust be recorded while the scar is livid.

| remenber the gurgles dribbling fromny Iips. My hand cl ut ched
greedily for the sweet, pushed it into ny nouth. Zinoviev notioned to the two
hefty orderlies and stood back as they hoisted me into the big cot. Do you



understand? It was as though | had w thdrawn from ny body, hung away fromit,

shackled in all the clarity of my most |ucent perceptions to the shane of ny

hum liation. | could not cry out in rage. | tossed ny |inbs about in mndless
content nent, sucking, sucking. Vaguely, my body heard nmuffled sounds. Cearly,
in my awful detachnent, | knew the sounds were Sipyagin clearing away the

| arge pol yet hyl ene Al phabet Bl ocks he'd brought in the day before.

After they had left, | craw ed around the cot, uttering an infantile
babbl e, and only began to cry when | wet myself again.

Recovery was hours later. By six in the evening | was in ful
possessi on of every faculty but ny self-respect. | doubt whether that wll
ever, _can_ ever, be returned to ne.

The two experinenters returned with the orderlies shortly after six and
hel ped ne to the bathroom Wen | had cl eaned nysel f and donned a fresh pair
of pyjamas, they dism ssed the nurses and offered their rueful version

"You cannot know how sorry we are about this, Dr Kukushkin,' said

Si pyagin, features carefully grave. | said nothing, ny face turned, |ike
stone, to the wall
losif Zinoviev grunted. 'It is only fair we give you an honest account.

You nust understand, however, that everything you are about to hear is under
t he hi ghest security classification.'

"I"msure the Academi ci an understands,' Sipyagin said gently. CGently.
"You see, old fellow, you're the victimof a rather appalling accident.
Ekr at koye Conpl ex has been doi ng sone rather advanced tricks with reverse
transcriptase. Dr Piatnitsky was involved at one point, and sonehow you
managed to pick up one of the bugs fromhim Very nasty indeed, and we'll al
be cashiered if anyone hears about it.'

| turned and | ooked at himw th | oathing, thinking of the troops nassed
al ong the Amur and the Ussuri. 'You're all set now, aren't you? You and the
i nperialists. Once the Aegis screens are nounted, you can plaster the People's
Republic of China with 1CBMs full of virus and slowy drive your divisions
t hrough the country cutting everyone's throats while they gurgle at you like
happy i nbecil es.’

Si pyagi n was sanctinmoni ously hurt. 'You' ve been under great stress, old
fellow, but what you're saying cones rather close to slander against the
Mot herland. It's very nasty stuff, this 17-Tg-M Strain, and it's a dam shane
you caught it. But you rmust understand that we have to keep abreast of what
our enem es are doing, in case the worst comes to the worst.'

They were carrying on a rapid dialogue with their eyes. Sipyagin rose

and patted me on the arm Anna fetched ne a neal after they'd left. | couldn't
touch it.
Acci dent be buggered. These ghouls don't make that kind of error. | was

injected with it during our nmonthly anti-radiation shots. They knew what they
were doing all right, the notherfuckers.

They have to use it. It's the way their paranoid m nds work. Now
they're potentially proof against nuclear retaliation, they are obliged to get
in first. | wonder if they intend to take out the Americans at the sane tine?
| don't doubt the stupid bastards really expect to walk in, take the key
positions, vector the antigen and congratul ate thensel ves on a bl oodl ess
victory. A handful of the fanatics mght lust after total obliteration of the
ol d eneny, but | suppose the bulk of themview 17-Tg-M as the ultinmate
gl orious evol ution of humanitarian warfare.

The fools. | know beyond question the inevitable reaction of their
victimns.

They will have to slaughter every single one of their conquered eneny.
They will be forced into the genocide of half the human race.

How can they fail to sense the ferocious hate, the nurderous, vengeful
loathing | feel for thenP The sel f-disgust, the degradation of everything that
makes a man human. Do they know what it feels like to have all the dignity and
sel f-respect crushed inexorably out of you, until you squirmlike an inbecile
in your own stinking shit? What you would do to those who had done such a



thing to you?

And yet surely | amnot the first of their guinea-pigs. They nust
al ready have tried 17-Tg-Mon crimnals, on soldiers, on technicians and
bureaucrats and housewi ves. They woul d | eave the geniuses until last. Is it
concei vable they'll realise the consequences of this filthy thing, before
their own inperatives -- and the shield, the screen | hel ped build, God pity
me -- force themto use it in earnest?

No. They will not be bal ked. The vision of consequences did not hold
Stalin's hand fromthe Kulaks, or Hitler's fromthe Jews, or Truman's and
Attlee's fromH roshima. It will not stop them now.

| hear approaching footsteps. | ama dead man but first | wll kill

_[here the text breaks off]_

*9. U uru*

On the tail end of his dream of death, AIf Dean heard the rap at his
door and knew he was asleep. Life, said the dragon named Kukushkin, would be
much easier if your brain was a tel ephone. The reptile wung its
doubl e-t hunbed hands in aggravation. You won't renmenber any of this, damm it.

Wth dread, Alf told the dead dragon: | will. How could | forget? He rolled in
his bunk. H s brai nwaves speeded up and di m nished in voltage. At the repeated
rap he woke, pyjanmas pressing his skin like an ill-fitted wetsuit.

"Sir, the General wi shes you to join himin the conference room

'Yeah. Ckay.' It was |l ate afternoon, according to his clock. Muse's
bed was enpty, of course. The stink of his terror filled the roony he nust
have been dream ng again. Nothing remai ned of the nightmare. '1'll have a

shower and be right there.'

"As soon as you can, sir.'

Al f stripped off his sodden pyjama top. 'I don't think the genera
woul d appreciate it if | turned up in this state.'

"I'1l tell himyou' re on your way.'

Beyond the hiss fromthe shower head he could hear the relentless
drumm ng of inpossible rain, the Vault's deluge on the Rock. Were did all the
goddamm wat er come fronP? Fedorenko thought that a tel eportation system was
i nvol ved, nore diffuse and | ess exacting than the grid designed to transfer
conpl ex organic structures of the order of |iving human beings. O living
dragons. Shit, where had that come fron? He quail ed under the hot water. The
rain was pure distilled water, so it wasn't coming straight fromthe sea or
fromburied water table. Alot of it seemed to vanish after it soaked into the
desert. But it wasn't an endless loop -- if it had been that sinple,
gravitational acceleration would have turned each droplet into a |lead brick
nmovi ng near the speed of |ight.

Anot her echo of his repressed nightmare came back to himin the
corridor. Soldiers on guard stood braced and alert; each pair or group
cont ai ned equal nunbers of Russian Federation and Anmerican soldiers, and they
seened to be warily sensitive of their differences.

A guard inspected his identity card at the door and finally allowed him
in. Sevastyianov gestured himto the remaining unfilled seat. There were at
| east twenty nen in the room Alf sought Bill del Ford' s eye; the man was
tense, his conpact body hunched forward across the conference table. Af's
apprehensi on found a focus. 'My God, has sonethi ng happened to Muse?

'"The boy is well,' Sevastyianov said curtly. 'Please be seated, Dr
Dean.

Bef ore each place at the table a single sealed folder |ay, blazoned
with security injunctions. None had yet been opened.

Sevast yi anov studi ed each of the group carefully, his gaze tracking
with an inmpassivity at odds with the stress Alf detected. Chandler sat at the
general's right hand, face hard, in his el enent.

"Centlenen,' the Russian said finally, 'l have to informyou that
certain events this afternoon came close to precipitating nuclear war between



the Russian Arned Forces and the United States. Thankfully, that danger has
now been resol ved."'

In a non-nmlitary gathering of this size, the announcenent woul d have
produced pandermonium Here not a word was spoken. AIf felt his nightmare nove
on him a crack of menory opening. 'The precipitating agent,' he heard the
general ' s deep voice saying, 'was a comunication fromthe Vault. There can be
no | onger any doubt that it is under intelligent control. And it has nmade what
can only be construed as its first overtly hostile nove.'

The Russi an paused, |ike an actor, giving themtine. 'You will notice
that | discount the deaths and injuries we have suffered to date. These were
passi ve responses, equivalent to trip wires triggering traps previously set.
Thi s afternoon, however, through the agency of the boy, the Vault attenpted to
provoke maj or conflict between our two nations.'

The room had receded. AIf clutched at the table's edge and the seal ed
folder slid under his fingers, tunbled into his lap. 'The dragon,' he heard
hinsel f blurt. 'The dragon Kukushkin.'

Bill delFord's face, a flushed noon, hung over him 'Jesus, it's
pat chi ng through him now General, could we delay the briefing for a --

'l see the inplications. Go ahead, doctor.'

Del Ford was steadying him filling a glass froma jug on the table. Alf
gul ped the iced mineral water down, feeling like a fool. '"I'"msorry. This
dammed thing --

"That's okay, sport. Do you feel up to talking?

"I"mokay.' It was incredible. They'd just m ssed a nucl ear war, and he
was falling down because of a bad dream

"Alf, you just nentioned a nanme. Where did you get it fron?

The ant hropol ogi st blinked. 'Kukushkin? | don't know. Look, this is
absurd.'

'"He was a col | eague of Dr Fedorenko. Has Victor mentioned his name to

you?'

"I don't think so. Goddamm it, if you rmust know | was having a
ni ght mare just before the general sent for me. Do you really want to hear this
gar bage?'

"You bet. What do you think Muse is doing all day long in the Cage?
He's dreaming nightmares fromthe Vault, dude.’

"Ch. Well, nost of it is gone now | think |I've been having the sane
ni ght mare ever since | -- ever since the Vault.' He felt hinself convul se.
"Al'l I renenber is a dragon called Kukushkin. | suppose it should have been a
bear .’

Fromthe other end of the table Lowenthal broke in. 'Ceneral, is this

pennyant e psychoanal ysis necessary? |1'd --
Del Ford said: 'Shut up.' To Alf, he said, 'Nothing el se? Was the dragon
trying to tell you sonething? Maybe sone nessage about Muse, or sonething for
the rest of us.'
Al f put the folder back on the table. It was danmp with pal mprints.
Every face in the roomwas directed at him several with deeply puzzled
frowns. 'That was what it conpl ai ned about. The fact that we forget.' He felt

his scalp crawl. 'One other thing. 1'll leave you to work out the synmbolism
The dragon was dead.'
Bill clapped himon the shoulder. 'Well, General, |I'd say that puts the

cap on it. It's trying to comunicate.'

' Thank you, gentlenen.' The Russian waited for the roomto quieten. '\
shal | defer discussion of Dr Dean's remarkabl e experience. | ask you now to
unseal your folders.'

Al f gazed dully at his folder. The roomrustled. He tore it open. It
contai ned a single computer-witten docunment headed NOTES MADE BEFORE HI S
DEATH BY | LYA DAVI DOVI CH KUKUSHKI N, NOVEMBER 19. The Russian name pierced him
like a thorn. He uttered an inarticulate cry.

"I ndeed, Dr Dean,' Sevastyianov said. 'This material was witten by
your nephew three hours ago, at the instigation of the Vault intelligence.



ask those of you who have not yet read the extract to do so now.'

Confused and di straught, Alf forced hinself to read the dami ng,
terrifying words. Behind Kukushkin's stuffy diction he saw the nocking cl ever
face of his nightmare's dragon. The Rai nbow Serpent, he told hinmself. He shook
hi s head, turning pages and absorbing the dead man's words at sone di stant
automatic | evel of consciousness. Dinosaurs and dreanms. Viruses. Doonsday in a
| aboratory vial. The voice of the dragon was heard in the land. Wth a
col ossal effort he restrained the silly laughter inside his head.

Sevastyianov waited stoically until the last man had cl osed his fol der
He laid his hands on the table. 'The material you have just read is absolutely
restricted, as is everything you learn here pertaining to defence matters. Al
parties to this discussion, civilians as well as military personnel, are
subject to battle discipline. Any breach of security, now or in the future,
will attract summary execution without trial.' Again he allowed that to sink
in. His eyes rested on Bill del Ford, noved to Alf. 'This station remains under
Yell ow Alert War Orders. Tactical nuclear ordnance rings the U uru region
supported by massive programtargeted strategic firepower fromlndian Ccean
submari ne weapons platforns. Wthin the station, customary need-to-know
restrictions on conmmand i nformation have been partially relaxed, to provide
the operational staff with the broadest access to multidisciplinary eval uation
in the shortest tine.'

VWi |l e he was speaking the general's aide had entered. Now he passed him
a note. Sevastyianov scanned it, muttered briefly. The aide departed. There
was an indefinable change in the room Alf concentrated, sought to bring sone
resolution to his senses. Something -- An absence. 'Gentlenen,' the Russian
said, 'it is a day for surprises. The rain has stopped.'

This time there was no conposed hush. Engi neers and physicists broke
into a frenzy of debate, the unmel odic song of scientists handed one cruci al
datum nore than their hypot heses can hold. Finally Sevastyianov rapped | oudly.

" Anot her significant coincidence, no doubt,' he said. 'Let us restrict
oursel ves, for the nonent, to the Kukushkin diary. | am authorised by the
hi ghest executives to tell you that the extract itself is genuine. It was
retrieved after Professor Kukushkin's untinely death.' He ignored the quite
audi bl e hi ssing curse from Victor Fedorenko. 'The Academ cian's hysterica
nmedi tation on policy, however, is categorically repudiated. The _E. coli_
strain coded 17-Tg-M produced by reconbi nant DNA engi neering, is not part of
the arsenal of the Russian Federation, nor was it so intended. As Col one
Si pyagi n made clear to Kukushkin, it was devel oped for experinental study
only."'

The Russian gl anced at Hugh Lapp. 'Due to satellite transm ssion of the
docunent to the intelligence communities of both our nations by covert agents
at this station, a rapid escalation to H gh Readi ness was set in train.' Hs

voi ce deepened. 'Although these illicit transm ssions constituted gross
affront to the joint conmanders of this station, | amunder instruction to
exact no retribution. The principals concerned may count thensel ves
exceedingly fortunate.' The astronaut, Alf noted, listened alertly wthout

enotion. WAs he one of the 'covert agents' Sevastyianov was speaki ng about? If
so, he showed truly remarkabl e sel f-possession

"I repeat, the imredi ate threat of war has been averted. Since the
primary source of the |leak was the Vault itself, we may conclude that its
intention was to provoke gl obal preenptive hol ocaust.'

"Ceneral,' Bill said fiercely, 'l nust protest. That is certainly one
possi bl e estimate of the crisis, but hardly --

The Russian scowl ed. 'Dr del Ford, | had not finished speaking. | have
made nore than enough all owance for your status as a civilian. Please do not
interrupt me again.'

Del Ford hesitated. 'My apologies.' Hs face was flushed with anger.

"Very well. The predominant military estimte holds the Vault
responsi ble for this afternoon's general nuclear alert. However, those
behavi oural specialists who have al ready exam ned the Kukushkin document



regard it instead as a potential key to the Vault. These interpretations could
not be nore polarised. Personally, in view of the nost recent phenonena,
incline to the latter position. | direct your attention to the scriptura

guot ati on which the boy delivered, presumably as a verbal coda. Mjor

Nort hcote.'

The nmedic rose. '|I have been in conmsat consultation this afternoon with
Drs Zinoviev and Sipyagin. It is their considered judgnent that the effects of
the 17-Tg-M strain approximate, on a tenporary basis, the cortical disruption
that afflicts H eronynmus Dean. Hence the panic. _Escherichia coli_is a
bacteriumwe all carry in our intestinal tracts. Atailored variety, bearing a
puerilizing plasnmd gene in its cytoplasm would multiply on release |like a
chain reaction. | stress, therefore, that the Russian biocheni sts insist that
17-Tg-Mis a disabled strain. It is viable only in the laboratory. Even if it
escaped by accident, it would perish

"For our purposes, though, the interesting feature of 17-Tg-Mis its
ability to generate a snmall endorphin peptide, arg-enkephalin. Endorphins are
nor phi ne-1i ke substances, produced naturally by the human body. The
probability is high that this one plays a role in sonme fornms of gross nental
retardati on and behavi our defects. Apparently it binds so tightly to cortica
neuron receptors that their function is nmassively reduced.’

Nort hcote consulted his notes. 'I won't weary you with the bi ochem ca
architecture. Fortunately, the Russians have already isolated out the plasnid
puffs from 17-Tg-M as i ndependent preparations. These have very little effect
on the pituitary until stinulated by further enzymatic co-factors, at which
ti mes arg-enkephalin production is enornmously accel erated. Stocks of the
anal ogue are being flown here at this nonment.' Abruptly he sat down.

"You have a question, Dr Fedorenko?

'Yes. WAs the Mpjor saying that you intend to use this substance on nen
going into the Vaul t?

"It is a possibility we nust explore.’

"The idea is outrageous. Has the degradation of my coll eague Kukushkin
served no purpose at all?

Komarov, the el ectronics expert, said: 'Before we get sucked into the
mre of Victor's ethics, let ne report the progress of nmy own team The
null-suit is ready. | amconfident that it will permt us to obtain entry to
the Vault w thout relying on the peculiar oracular powers of our young
Australian friend.'

"Thank Christ for the voice of sanity.' said Lowenthal. Controversy

began. Sevastyi anov gave themtheir heads. This, after all, was the reason
t hey had been gathered together and nade privy to the world' s dark secrets.
Alf stared at his hands, listening to the absence of rain. In the conference

roomits drumm ng had been close to inaudible; nowits truancy deafened him
with intimations of significance. Skin, the tan already fading. Hairs |ike any
animal 's. The dragon had been covered in a fine down of feathers. Fingernails.
He' d been chewi ng at them again. Beneath the skin, threads of bl ood vessels.
On the tides of the bl ood, hornones: protein nessengers, driven by the
nucl eoti de messengers of his DNA. Tide and tine. The bones beneath the veins,
the sacred bones. Bill was arguing with Victor Fedorenko, insisting that the
Vault neant themto use the drug fromtheir nutant bacterium How could one
lift out and away fromthis web of flesh when that was all there was? The
Ameri can had prom sed to show AlIf the data from his OOBE studi es as soon as
t he books were flown in fromthe States. As the arg-enkephalin was being flown
fromsome bastard's laboratory in saltiest Siberia. A consensus seened to be
energing in the discussion: they wouldn't use the null-suit until the drug was
on hand. Both eggs in one basket. Only way to make an onelette. Did dragons go
broody, hatching their eggs?

Bill touched his shoulder. 'Let's go, sport.'

*10. U uru*



Under the linpid, prodigious sky, the Rock Uuru was an orange-red
Levi at han stranded by i mense catastrophe in some limtless swanp, flanks
scarred, tornented by stinging flies. It took an effort of will for AIf to
translate the image to reality: flocks of finches soaring against the
norni ng' s katabatic winds, the purely natural downdraughts provoked by the
massi ve stone anonmaly. He tousled Muwuse's hair, dropped his armw th sudden
protective urgency around the boy's shoulders. The Vault's oracle took us to
t he edge of disaster, he thought, and then it guided us back with a single
symbolic intervention

The Beast, with Captain Hugh Lapp at the wheel, rocked through the red
mud and | ush grass of the new marsh. Alf had never been car-sick in his life;
he hardly recognised the faint nausea for what it was. It's damaged nme, he
told himsel f. Something has gone awy permanently in my hindbrain. |'m giddy
nost of the day, and when | lie down to sleep | wake wi th nightmares of
falling into infinity.

It was difficult not to respond to the Vault as to a force inplacably
malign. Yet it had hung out its rainbowin the sky, turned off its outer
defences at the very nonent they were readi ng Kukushkin's expl osive diary,

di spersed the stormcl ouds whi ch had brooded over the Rock for the best part
of a year. At least the farmers in the eastern States will be grateful, Af
t hought. They'll be praising God for the end of the drought. Perhaps they
shoul d be directing their thanks to the devil.

"It's big,' Lapp said.

"It's stupendous,' said Bill del Ford, sitting on the other side of
Mouse in the back of the Land Rover. 'That goddam hunk of rock is nearly as
tall as the Enpire State Building, and taller than the Chrysler Building. You
could bury a city of skyscrapers inside it.'

The fatuous conparison irked A f. How rmuch finer, he thought, were the
nmet aphors of the black people who came to Uuru's caverns for worship. From
this angle, fromthe north, nost of the great scall ops and buttresses were
hi dden, but even from here one could see the | ast canp of Linga, the
Li zard-man, the boul ders which were the food piles of the Mala wonen. On the
south face, undercut deep into the stone, the pools which had persisted even
through the nillennia when the rainfall had been little nore than a hundred
mllinetres a year were not nmerely a source of physical sustenance: they were
Miitjilda Water, the blood of dying Kunia, and the water-stains in the ancient
flaki ng stone were the blood stains, petrified at Dream ng's end, of dying
Liru. Lichen had once been the snoke rising terribly fromthe burning canmp of
t he Sl eepy-Lizard. CGutters gouged into the furrowed done of Uuru were the
tracks of escaping Malas. Nothing here was nmerely mundane; each stone and
cranny had been transval ued by the deepest enotions of nen and wonen.

Al f recognised that his peevishness stemmed as much from a sense of
dread, of contingency, as fromany abstract legitinmate grievance. He took his
arm away from Mouse and opened the journal on his knee. For all his |ove of
myt h, out - of - body-experi ence was a postulate he still regarded with profound
suspi cion. Yet what alternative concept came hal fway cl ose to accounting for
the appal ling dislocation of reality he'd known as the Gate had hurled himon
the trajectory of sonme inconprehensible equation into the halls of hell? He
had spent the sl eepless night reading an absurd concoction by a nan now dead,
one Robert A Mnroe; it startled him as he read del Ford's article now, to
find the Englishman agreeing with his own incredul ous scorn

The vehicle's jouncing made his head swim Alf sighed and put the
journal aside again. Al around, the sky's glorious cloudl ess blue was
refl ected back fromthe [ ayers of water gl ean ng between clunps of gl ossy
desert succul ents, grasses, the gnarled roots of nmulga scrub. The wheel s spun
and skidded, fighting for traction in the preternatural mud, but Af knew that
the endl ess nmirror would be gone in weeks, perhaps in days, sucked inexorably
into the thirsty soil. Then the true spectacle would bl ossom Desert would be
transval ued not in the austere imagi nati ons of animstic nomads but in the
expl osi ve biochem stry of a dormant ecol ogy.



Al ready, despite the ferocious beating of the rains, the air was
stunning with the fragrance of gol den cassias. Emu-bushes, |lewdly swollen,
opened their |anguorous bloons |ike flane and enbers: cinnabar, crinson,
heli otrope, all the pink vagi nal shades of promised fertility. The norning
light slanted in through the tufts of spinifex, circled the needl es of desert
oaks in light. Al the trees were bent, hard, angular plants, the bonsai of
extremty. And presiding over all the living creatures, the silver-grey
acaci as, the white-cypress pines, the sudden fluid bounding of a distant nob
of graceful red kangaroos, rose the awful neasure of their transience: U uru,
red as granite, glowing sunlit like brick taken froma kiln.

Vi ctor Fedorenko, seated on the left in the front seat, shook his head
slowy. "It is magnificent. | have clinbed in the H nmal ayas, where the snows
bl ock out the skies and one fears the earth is tilting, but this is --

i nconparabl e.' The massive dip of the bedding, thrusting fromthe earth at
ei ghty degrees, caught the sun. 'And what we see is just the residue of a
pyram d nore than a kilonmetre high.'

Dreanmily, Muse said: 'Geat seal.'’

Al f laughed. 'I thought it |ooked |ike a whale.'

"Very like a whale," Bill agreed. Then he said, in a shocked voice, 'M
God. The Geat Seal.' He dug out his bill-fold, extracted a dollar note.
Shakily, he said, 'Maybe the Vault is an Illumnati plot.'

Mouse greeted the banknote with enthusiasm He seized it, brought it
close to his right eye, rubbed it against his forehead. 'Annuit Coeptis,' he
said clearly. 'Novus Ordo Secul orum

Fedorenko | eaned over the back of his seat and stared specul atively at
the boy. '"He favours our undertaking," he translated. '"A new order of the
ages." It is an invitation fromthe Vault intelligence.’

"By God, it's nore than that,' Bill said. He retrieved the note. 'After
all the nmystical claptrap that's been babbled about the Great Seal, we finally
know what the original was.'

Lapp eased the Beast up onto the glistening tarmac of the abandoned
tourist airstrip. H's new course took themparallel to the north face of the
great tor, the norning sun behind them Thirty kilometres distant, vivid
through the purified air, the tunbled nonoliths of M O ga canme into view past
the nort h-western edge of the Rock

"This is the reverse of the Geat Seal of the United States,' Bill
explained to Alf, showing himthe truncated pyramd at the left of the note,
topped by its floating, radiant triangle and the unblinking left eye within
it. 'The design is over two hundred years old, attributed to Franklin, Adans,
and particularly Thomas Jefferson. |1'd never noticed it before, but the dammed
thing's _not_ a pyramd -- it's a narrow wedge. It's a slice _through_ a
pyram d. And | ook at the angle of incline: it must be 65, 70 degrees. But the
usual sl ope of Egyptian pyram ds was 52 degrees.' He pointed at the striations
furrowi ng the Rock. 'That's closer to the line of Jefferson's design.'

"You're crazy,' Af said weakly. 'Gosse, the first white man here,
didn't reach the Rock until 1872. Do you think Jefferson was given to astra
travelling in his sleep?

"Don't blane nme,' Bill said with some asperity. "It was the kid's
i dea.'

Even at this distance, they could hear the npani ng of the w nds noving
over the deep, eroded caves. The vehicle bunped off the end of the runway,
headi ng for the road that |ooped Uuru. Good old Beast, Af thought fondly. He
had been heartily relieved when a group of Project experts airlifted her in
after her lonely vigil near the Tanam cave. Light danced fromthe red Rock
cascades of water were spilling in filigrees fromthe fresh pools on Uuru's
| ofty dorme.

Ahead, casting bl ack shadow across the delicate hues of the desert
wildlife, a stupendous slab of stone | eaned toward the Rock. A ribbon of pale
sky showed between. The slab was 70 netres tall, one tenth as thick

' The Rock's shedding its skin,' the astronaut commented.



"That is exactly what it is doing,' Fedorenko said. 'The whole tor is
conposed of arkose grit, with several bands of congl onerate bounded by
siliceous cenent. For mllions of years the surface has been flexing under a
di urnal tenperature range of 25 degrees Celsius or nore, so that thin fl akes
constantly break off and degrade under the w nd-bl own sand. Exfoliation has
been nost marked in the west and the southeast; this slab is all that remins
of a shell that once covered the entire tor. Since the rock is so honbgeneous,
so solid, such weathering is wearing it down in a fairly even fashion.'

Lapp found the tourist road and picked up speed. '"I'd like to clinb
that nother,' he said, and affected not to hear del Ford's snigger of anusenent
fromthe back seat. 'Unfortunately, the general has put it out of bounds.
Maybe he figures the wananmbi is still ticklish.' Neverthel ess, he stopped the
Land Rover at the western buttress where a curving handrail of chains rose in
catenary curves up a natural ranp a kilometre |long. Against the bright |ine of
sky at the top, several 'dead finish' acacias lifted gnarled, inploring |linbs
fromthe neagre soil of narrow clefts. Af found hinmself shivering, despite
the heat that brought waves of mist fromthe drying earth. He opened del Ford's
article again, while its author clinbed fromthe vehicle and urinated noisily
into a nuddy puddl e.

A door slammed. Hugh and the Russian made their way carefully through
t he red-splashed spinifex toward the thirty-degree slope. Af asked the boy,
'"Do you want to go with them have a | ook at the Rock?

Mouse rolled up his eyes until only the whites were visible and stayed
where he was. Bill got back in, grabbed an oily rag, and w ped mud from his
fashi onabl e riding boots. 'Feeling any better, Af?

"I'"'mokay. Do you publish nuch in the _Journal of Biblica
Account ancy?_'

" Ah, the Monroe debate.' Bill |aughed gleefully. "Are you famliar with
_The Worm Runners Digest?_ | believe it's defunct, unless they've got it going
again on the Wb.'

"I'"ve heard of it. Scientific spoofs, that sort of thing.'

"And serious articles, often a bit too novel or eccentric for the
straight press. My friend Bjorn Bangsund decided the study of altered states
of awareness was getting too stuffy, too eager to ermulate the tired old
shi bbol et hs whi ch had hamstrung academni ¢ psychol ogy. So he | aunched the canpus
of Ard-Knox in Gslo, an imaginary university with faculties in disciplines

such as Theol ogi cal Engi neering. |I'man honorary nember of the Board of
Deputies, with an advanced degree in Biblical Accountancy. Professor Bangsund
delivers the annual keynote address. As | recall, his inaugural statenent was

a closely reasoned fiscal analysis of how nmuch it profiteth a man to gain the
whol e world and | ose his own soul .’

Alf smled, with a hunch that his |l eg was being pulled. The other two
men had turned back, deterred by the slush. "Bill, why do you bother with this
bul I shit?

"Astral projection? Because it's a hypothesis that hel ps organi se the
wei rd data we keep getting fromour affect experinents.'

'But Monroe -- '

Bill passed the wet rag to the swearing astronaut. 'Wat he says sounds
nuts -- but it's awfully close to the reports |I've been reading on the ravings
of your unlucky predecessors into the Vault. Charlie Tart took himseriously.
So did Lilly.'

"Yes,' said AIf in exasperation, 'but | thought this paper of yours was
meant to discredit their gullibility.’

"What do we discuss?' Fedorenko asked.

Bill gave hima brisk rundown on the author of _Journeys Qut of the
Body_. The book had appeared in 1972; its author was then a niddl e-aged
busi nessman who had been studied by Professor Charles Tart on and off between
Sept ember 1965 and August 1966. He was president of two corporations active in
nmedi a and el ectronics, and had opened a ' M nd Research Institute' in Virginia
in 1971. Monroe claimed to have discovered the exi stence of a transparent



' Second Body' in 1958. According to his book, a ray had struck himfromthe
northern sky as he lay snoozing on a couch. It shook himsavagely, naking his
whol e body vibrate. Months later, during a recurrent session with the

vi brations, he unintentionally nmoved his "astral' armout of his flesh.

Medi cal and psychiatric exam nations gave hima clean bill of health. Wth due
caution, he learned to induce the vibrational state, control it, and | eave his
body conpl etely.

"John Lilly has endorsed Monroe's findings in print. Tart has stated
that -- '

Mouse sat forward and said in his high voice:

""1It will be very tenpting to dism ss Robert Mnroe as a madman.
suggest that you not do that. Neither would | suggest you take everything he
says as absolute truth. He is a good reporter, a nman | have i mense respect
for, but he is one man, brought up in a particular culture at a particular
time."' The boy beanmed at them

"Christ," Bill said, 'l wish he wouldn't do that. He'll get hinself
carted off on a diabolic possession rap.'

"What were Monroe's clainms?' Fedorenko asked. ' There are increasing
nunbers of reports of such phenonena in Russia and our neighbors, even in
China -- sonething called Chi CGong, | believe.'

'Ch, standard occult recipes,' Bill said. 'Relax with your body
oriented north-south. Only he tried to put it on a statistical basis. That
shot down a lot of trad ideas, if you take himseriously. It didn't depend on
physical debility. There was no di scernible relationship between OOBEs and
[ unar or planetary configurations. But he found that the auric body is subject
to EMinterference. In 1960, he zipped out while lying in a Faraday cage
carrying 50 kilovolts. He seened to get tangled up in a flexible bag, and
couldn't get through it. Another time, he was stopped by power prinaries in a
street.'

"It sounds exactly |ike what happened under the gluon screen,' Hugh
sai d.

"That was just the start,' Bill cautioned. 'Mst of Mnroe's jaunts
have taken himto a cosnos he terns "Locale II1". Heaven and hell, you'll be
interested to hear, are just suburbs. It's the enbodi nent of prinmary process.
The region of Locale Il closest to our world is popul ated by three nasty
groups -- the astrally projecting insane, those enotionally retarded dead who
can't bear to tear thensel ves away, and a host of nean sprites indigenous to
the realm Bad trips for the novice.' He seized the journal, found a

par agr aph.

"You'll love this. He saw God once. There's a blast of heraldic
trunpets, and everyone -- including transients |ike Monroe -- respond with an
instant reflex. "Every living thing lies down -- my inpression is on their

backs, bodies arched to expose the abdomen (not the genitals), with head
turned to one side so that one does not see H mas He passes by. The purpose
seens to be to forma living road over which he can travel.... As he passes,
there is a roaring nusical sound and a feeling of radiant, irresistible living
force of ultimate power that peaks overhead and fades in the distance."'

This time, Muse had remained silent, but the astronaut had not. Wth a
wheezi ng gasp, he bottled his mirth until Bill stopped reading, uttering small
choki ng sounds that exploded into a roar of |aughter. 'Not the genitals,' he
said finally. 'Not the genitals.'

"Not everything in Locale Il is so transcendent, by any neans,' Bil
said loftily. 'For Lapp's benefit, | must point out that sex of a sort is
practised there widely, rather as we shake hands, or, if we are astronauts, as
we practise sex widely.' Hugh nmade anot her convul sive inhalation, and Alf was
undone as Muse began appl audi ng ent husi astically, bringing his hands together
like pistol shots. "It involves a total interpenetration,' Bill added
heroically, 'of the astral bodies. This produces a tingly delight far
surpassing nmere genital play, you primtive sw ne.'

"OF course,' Lapp hooted. 'God forbid the genitals.'



"Thrilling as these disclosures are,' Bill said, 'they didn't exhaust
Monroe's findings. At the end of 1958, he discovered a hole into a parallel

physi cal universe, "Locale Il1". The residents of this world are human, but
they have a different history and culture to ours. They have eschewed
el ectromagneti c technol ogy, internal conbustion, and the use of oil, making do

wi th steam power and possibly nucl ear energy.'

' The Doppel ganger world,' Fedorenko said seriously. He had not entirely
approved of their unrestrained mrth.

"You bet,' said del Ford. 'To Monroe's agreeable surprise, he found that
he can take over his double's personality sinply by entering the unhappy
fellow s body. Over the years, he kept tags on the double's rather gloony
life, including a marriage to a divorcee naned Lea with two children, and
t heir subsequent breakup.'

The astronaut grinned. 'What the hell is a NASA-funded research program
i ke yours doing studying this kind of denented garbage?

"Ah, you are too quick to reject,' Fedorenko said sternly. 'Mist we not
inquire of its source? You say this man has been tested in the | aboratory?

"Right. Tart asked himto identify sone distant random nunbers. O her
OOBEs had succeeded with this task, but Mnroe bonbed. He explains that the
rapid transit systemis liable to grievous msrouting, since the slightest
di straction can divert the astral traveller to the wong address.'

"But you know the whole thing's crap,' AIf said testily. '"Half your
paper here deals with cogent details Mnroe left out of his book.'

"Indeed,' Bill said with satisfaction. He sat back with his knees up
and his hands linked over his belly. "By a stroke of luck, we can conpare this
whol esone, appl e-pi e account with another version by Andrija Puharich
published ten years earlier in _Beyond Tel epathy . The good doctor cites the
diary notes of one "Bob Rane", a successful New York nedia business --

"I's this the Puharich who studied Ui GCeller, the netal bender?

Fedor enko asked with suspicion

"That's him A nice guy, Andrija, but gullible. Wll, here's "Rane's"
story.' He consulted his article. '"In a desk cubbyhole, a piece of plywod
had to be glued into place with a cement. As | brushed on the cenent, |
noticed a feeling of |ight-headedness and for a period | renmenbered nothing."
A pl easant sensation, evidently,' Bill comrented, |ooking up, 'and one to
whi ch, when the occasion arose, "Rane" had recourse repeatedly.'

"An intoxi cant?" Fedorenko asked, shocked. He had been ready to
believe, AIf realised with aversion

'Bet your ass. Right: "One night, unable to sleep, at around two in the
nmorning | went into the roomwhere | had been working, obtained a can, and

went downstairs and sat, occasionally taking a casual snell ... Then quite
suddenly, as | |l ooked at the can, | felt as if a ray or some kind of energy
had come down froma | ow angl e and bathed the upper half of ny body...."'
Lapp turned the ignition key. "In _ethyl ether veritas_,' he said.
"None of this was in Mnroe's book? asked the Russian
"Not a word,' AIf said. 'l would have supposed it to be of nore than

passing interest in such a case.'
"And this subsequent inhalation was sufficient to trigger the OOBEs?

"By no neans,' Bill said. The vehicle drifted past the sout hwest curve
of the Rock. In the shade of several great flying buttresses, |uxuriant growh
gl owed from protected pools. '"Rame" began tuning in on various radi o stations
of the mind -- '

'"People were tal king,"' Muse quoted, just such a radio station, his

unbr oken voice carrying clearly over the grow of the engine,
the Iines of jazz, foreign | anguages, odd nusic and fast chatter
' _Shit_, that's unnerving,' Hugh said, |ooking over his shoul der
he picking it up fromus by tel epathy, or has he nmenorised the article?
"I don't know,' del Ford said frankly. "I think it's coming fromthe
Vault, but don't ask nme to justify that.' The boy was gazing raptly at a
peregrine soaring on the boisterous drafts. 'Anyway, after further nocturnal

nmostly al ong

I's



conmuni on with the cenment can, "Ranme" found hinmself floating four feet above
the bed. As you can imagine, | was rather cross with Tart for letting Mnroe
get away with deleting the sniff-tripping fromhis book, and | whi pped off the
article to Bangsund. Keeping it in the famly, as it were. Then Lilly got into
the act, defending Monroe's experiences by references to his own independent
"simul ati ons of God", and it was generally concluded that since Mnroe's book
was for general public consunption his entree to OOBE via the cenent can was
best kept as restricted information.'

Angrily, Alf said, 'Bill, you' re avoiding the issue. Do you normally
pi n your research on the hallucinations of a cenment sniffer?

"You mss the point,' delFord told himcalmy. '"Victor was right -- you
are too quick to judge. The cement fumes were a gateway, that's all, as acid

and yoga and bi of eedback and meditation are all potential paths of access to
aut hentic OOBE. My conplaint was that the details had been censored. But
Monroe and others like himalso cite case after case of veridical information
gai ned paranormally while in the astral state. | think his fantasies are
synmbol i sm as your dragon dream was synbolism and we need to unlock their
nmeani ng. Now that | know about the Vault, | suspect that they are sonething
nmore critical than that, something whose inplications are apocal yptic.'

Wthout pronpting or preanble, Muse said, '"l received the firm
i npression that | was inextricably bound by loyalty to this intelligent force,
al ways had been, and that | had a job to performhere on Earth. The job was
not necessarily to my liking, but | was assigned to it. The inpression was
that | was manning a 'punping station', that it was a dirty, ordinary job but
it was mine and | was stuck with it."'

The astronaut put his foot on the brake so hard the Beast slewed
around, pawing the road. He turned off the notor and stared at the boy. 'What
the fuck's it trying to tell us? he said, a touch of hysteria in his voice.
For the first tine AlIf saw how deep the man's tensions were, how considerable
were his fears. They're going to send himinto the Vault, he told hinself.
Wth the insight, his skin oozed sweat. He felt hinmself |osing consciousness.
Yet he heard Bill del Ford saying in a placatory tone, 'Just another quote from
Monroe, Hugh. Maybe it's a random process, like flicking through a book and
poki ng your finger at a paragraph.’

"It doesn't sound like that to ne.' Abruptly, beyond the voices, Alf
saw a tunnel of honeyconb tiles, brilliantly lighted. At an i mense di stance,
he heard Bill saying, 'The pipes were rusty and overgrown, designed to
transport sone energy supply to an extraterrestrial civilisation. It's
synmbol i smthat crops up in Hubbard's Scientology and Lilly's sinulations,
though Lilly prefers soulless computers.” A nman in a white glistening suit was
wal ki ng down the tunnel to a | arge opening. 'According to Monroe, nore than
one consortium has been plundering this valuable material fromthe earth for
eons, with rmuch conpetitive tussling between them' O her nen stood behind
him tending instrunments. The suited nan swung around heavily at the edge of
t he opening, |lowered one leg carefully over the side, and began his descent.
They prom sed us there'd be a noratorium Alf cried in fear. Just because the
outer defences are down doesn't mean -- Soneone was sayi ng, 'Hubbard's
nmystical idea of the thetan. Follow ng physical death, they are obliged to go
to "inplant stations', where goals and trauma are inposed on themw th
crippling electric shocks." The man was wal king tentatively on the | ower
| evel , toward sonething huge which Alf refused to | ook at. No, no, no, he
cried without sound. H's body as slunping into the seat. Muse was a vortex of
energy, prismatic, through which he plunged. There was a cynical laugh. "It
woul d not surprise ne in the least to learn that sone |uckless thetans are
press-ganged i nto punping stations by nefarious inplanters.' The man
st aggered, beating his gloved fists against his head. 'He's asleep, let him
rest. Cod, those colours are beautiful.' The Rock's striations, coral and
orange, folded like waterfalls of stone into the earth. 'The other tors are
stratified nearly horizontally. Uuru is directly between M A ga and M
Connor, certainly part of the same formation, yet something has taken the



crust and slamred it up at right angles. Could the Vault engineers --
Tottering forward, the man wenched at his protective garnents. He hurled them
in every direction. His hair was on fire. AIf was paral ysed. The man nust have
been scream ng, as the skin bubbled and charred on his face and hands,

crisping like baked pork. Alf's stomach voided itself horribly, explosively
drenching the seat, running across Muse's | eg. The boy touched his hair
tenderly, keening. The man fell, twitching, his |ong underwear igniting at

last fromthe heat of his burning body. 'Jesus, get the poor bastard out of
the car.' Thick oily snoke billowed up and failed to hide the bl ackened,

di sintegrating corpse, for the draught fromthe Vault caught it up in eddies
and streanmers and carried it away as the body fell into gl ow ng ash.

Al f's screans went on and on, high and shrill and driven.

Vacantly, he heard the crackle of the CB radi o, saw Hugh Lapp put the
nm cr ophone back and nove into the shadow of the Beast, squatting beside him
with a shocked, furious expression. 'The stupid fucking sons of bitches,' he
was saying. 'They couldn't wait for the drug. They sent another man in.'

'"He burned up,' Af said, crying. 'He's all burned up.'

*Four: Before Eden*
*11. Deep Tine*

Fromthe jewell ed, prismatic cavern of encroaching crystals, her
plumage in dulled tatters, Riona rhal Nesh cane scream ng |like some poor mnad
creature. Perinmeter alarnms activated, shrilling, as she broke the boundary in
her wild charge to protected territory. Pongid sentries added grunts and
terrified curses to the uproar before they recogni sed her as a person
Bel at edly, one of them sl apped the panic button OFF.

In the sudden silence, appallingly, she was still shrieking.

Abruptly, R ona seened to realise she was safe. Her headl ong dash
faltered; she stunbled. Her scream ng ebbed to wenching sobs. Torn by
crystals, she hunched on the deck and wept.

Anokersh huj Lers shot out of the Control-to-Perineter express tube,
darted a glance at the now i mmbile sentries, hurried to where the female |ay.
H s tal ons rang against the metal of the deck, the ragged rhythm of his
sl amm ng heart.

Ri ona had been gone five 'days'. Anokersh could still scarcely grasp
that she was safe. It was the first tine any of themhad returned fromthe
tunmorous Ancillary Core, ever, ever, ever

A young nedic was al ready bent over her, snearing the |acerated flesh
beneath her feathers with an enzyme salve. Behind him a slavey nervously
attended the diagnostic float. He stood up shakily.

"Well? Miscles stretched taut across the bones of his nuzzle. 'Sir,
just shock I think.'

Sedation baffled the female's fright. Her sobbing caught and choked.
Anokersh lifted her in his own arms and carried her to the sentry bubble.

Stiffly formal, mastering his own shock with evident difficulty, the
of ficer of the watch preceded theminto the bubble. He hel ped the nedic fold
out a foamstretcher float and |owered Riona on to it. Gently, he renoved the
hands that clutched his upper arns. And with abrupt distress, and aversion
saw the mutilation that had been done to her: the finger of her right hand was
absent, surgically excised. The thunbs remai ned, pressed together over the
stunp with bl oodl ess, unconscious intensity.

"Status?' Anokersh demanded without turning his head.

"W have this quarter of the perimeter fully covered, sir,' stated the
officer. 'I've ordered up reinforcements from Gamma and Delta. Nothing can get
through now." His thin dark |ips drew back over incisors in a snarl

"Any signs of pursuit, Sentry?

'None, sir. The board's clear.'

The nedi c reached across with another anpoule of sedative. As the fine
jet hissed against the pulsing artery at R ona's neck her breathing sl owed,
rel axed. Lifting the exhausted fermale, the Director |let her |ean against his



chest.

"It's all right, technician,' he murnured. 'You're fine now, it's al
over.' The sentry's shadow put bruises about her dark eyes. 'That's all for
the nmonent, officer,' Anokersh told him 'Send in T kosh huj Nesh as soon as
he arrives. Ch -- and allow Diitchar rhal Lers through if she cones up.' The
guard gestured his understandi ng and stepped out into the tense, arc-bright
crystal coruscations of the Perineter

"Kersh?' The thin, injured face | ooked up at him '"Am1| really honeg,
Anoker sh?'

He ruffled the soft, tawny down at her neck. 'You're hone,' he said.
"I"ll be surprised if the whole mssion doesn't know it, the racket you raised
getting here.'

"Tech tenmperanent.' Her wan snile was ghastly. He felt his abdonen
tighten again. Despite every precaution, the Core and the ferals it harboured
were slowy squeezing the life out of themall

Distantly, the express capsul e sighed, and a voi ce demanded
peremptorily: 'Wiere is she?" A slavey nmuttered. T kosh cane into the sentry
bubbl e, the plumage at his linbs and torso quivering erect. Hi s pupils were
dilated. 'My love!' He went down on his knees beside the float and took Riona
to him ignoring the Director. Anokersh noved aside, conscious of the revived
rage within hinmself. He left the couple to thensel ves, sealing the bubble
behi nd him Etched rainbows of light splintered fromthe crystal mass.

The Sentry officer interrupted his brooding with a curt status-report.
d are splashed the deck. Wth some hesitation the youthful medic joined them
"Director, it would be best if the female were taken i mediately to sickbay.'

"Al'l right,' Anokersh agreed. They went back to the bubble. T kosh sat
on the rocking stretcher beside his spouse, armtight around her. H's
atavi stic aggression display had subsi ded sonewhat, but his plunage continued
to ripple in barely controlled spasns.

"Kersh,' he said at once, 'we have to act. W' ve been too patient.' The
shar p- boned planes of the artist's face were rigid. 'W nust go into the Core
in force.'

As al ways, nausea burnt Anokersh's throat. Riona gave a sharp little
cry, and her lips twisted with the sane refl ex.

"Brother,' Anokersh said, 'you know that's not feasible.'

T kosh rose. 'We nust _nake_ it possible.’

"Hush, ny love,' whispered Riona faintly, through the blurring clouds
of her nedication. 'The Director is doing all he can to contain the crystal
mass. You can't expect -- '

'Expect? | _demand! _

The nedi c gl anced si deways at T' kosh, aghast.

'"The situation is intolerable. | demand safety for the m ssion, for the
children in the still-cells, for the females.' H s eyes bored into Anokersh,
pale fire.

And the cool voice at the entrance: 'Ah, R ona, dear.'

The exhausted fermale smled fromher float. Fury left T kosh's
bl ood-filled face for a nonent. The Director turned, took his spouse's hand.

In the doorway, against the stark glare of the perineter arcs, Mstress
Diitchar rhal Lers was sublime. Her eyes were shadow masked in her perfect
face; flane it them And though she had m ssed the outburst from T kosh, her
t hunbs cl osed on Anokersh in that sane struggle to express the unthinkable.

Li ke a huntress, like a nother, she went to the injured female. Wen
she stood back, trenbling, the golden feathers of her spine stood out; her
tail whi pped back and forth. '\Wat have they done to you?' she keened, hol ding
the mai med hand. The viol ence of her tone dizzied Anokersh.

He gestured the nedic forward. 'We'll talk with Riona |ater. For the
present she must rest, recover her strength. W nust |earn what she can tel
us of the feral pongids. And then,' he grow ed, holding to that resolve which
buckl ed and slid aside even as he spoke, 'we shall look to action.'

A piercing how was exclamation mark. It rang in the bones above his
audi tory openi ngs where the comunication circuits were printed. The sound



gal vani sed him

"Break-in, Break-in!' cried a voice. The carrier whine vani shed,
repl aced by the anxious tones of Control-Watch. 'Director, return inmmedi ately
to Control. There is a feral within the Civilised area of the craft!’

Anokersh huj Lers was already sprinting across the netal deck

He hit the inter-deck express tube, slid into the cushi oned capsul e,
activated the field. Fromthe corner of one eye, he saw his spouse foll ow ng.
The capsul e ki cked, draining blood fromhis face. Alnpst instantly it belled
and sprang open. He hurled hinmself across the Control Room heard the bell of
Diitchar's tube arriving, took in the patterned information of the conmputer
di spl ays.

"It's on the third deck,' Diitchar decoded. She stood beside him
snappi ng the visual display screens fromone | oc to another

"Third deck study sector,' confirmed the voice in their ears. On every
side, officers sped through an all-systens check. The intruder woul d nopst
probably aimto sabotage as much vital equipnment in the peoples' redoubt of
the craft as it could manage. Fortunately it seenmed to have no grasp of where
those vital services were |ocated.

Even so, the Director told hinself, the feral can do a boning | ot of
damage if it isn't stopped i mediately.

The screens before Diitchar flickered and hissed.

"It's using some kind of 'tronics-janmm ng nech,' explained the voice.
"That's why we didn't pick it up the monent it broke in. No doubt jerryrigged
-- it's failing already.'

"No mechani sm' dissented anot her voice. 'Chances are this feral's
enpl oyi ng sone neural formof radiation control. What we're getting now isn't
conponent degradation; the creature's under stress, and it's losing fine
focus.'

"Still on Level Three. Everything el se sealed off now, sir.'

' Good.' Anokersh spun to face the tall, golden fermale at his side. 'So
Riona was a blind to get this one in.'

Diitchar nodded. ' They must consider this feral pretty inportant.'

"It's inportant where it is now' This was the first wild siman to
break through since the Core brought themout of their still-cells. He
unclipped his formal cloak. Diitchar ran at his heels. Wth faint incredulity
he found hinself standing before the Al ways-Locked weapons room |t opened to
his priority command. He grabbed up a power-gun, thrust in the charge cell
checked it.

' Kersh, what are you _doi ng?_'

"W're not going to -- hurt it, sweetness. I'mgoing to drag it back
here before it retreats to the crystal mass.' He headed for the tube to Level
Thr ee.

Peopl e shouted as he ran; he shouted | ouder. Even on the m ssion craft,
you don't contradict the Director under conditions of energency.

Capsul e field detonating. The tube kicked himout on Deck 3. A
rough-and-ready nilitia, people backed by siman slaveys, crouched at al
poi nts behi nd anaesthetic synaptic distorters, covering corners, guarding
critical installations. A bell chimed and Mstress Diitchar was beside him
again, a power-gun in her hand. Anokersh grinned at her with a sudden savage
gl ee. They prow ed, |ooking for their inmpudent feral

Information streaned into their printed command transceivers. It told
t hem not hi ng. The sinian had vani shed again off the screens.

Then: 'Power drain, Children's Orientation Centre.' They started
runni ng. A corner came up; corpses huddled in the corridor, feathers charred
and rank. Together, they hit the deck and ski dded.

Fi ery whiteness bl ossonmed. The air was scorched. Cascades of gol den
spar ks opened |i ke murderous flowers.

' Communi cati ons,' Anokersh murrnured, flat against the deck. 'Gve ne a
private channel to Diitchar rhal Lers.' She |lay beside him breathing deeply
wi t hout a sound. He could have whispered directly to her now, but he needed to



keep in touch when they split up

"Control, cut the ventilation fans in this section and break al
magnetic | ocks on service inlets.' It was an expedi ent of desperation but
fortunately, he told hinmself, far fromobvious to the wild pongid. For
hundreds of millennia its kind had been forbi dden any access to the
el ectronically operated inlets. O her than what they had contrived for
t hemsel ves, of course....

"Fans and | ocks off, sir.'

"Dii, edge back and go through the shaft,' Anokersh rurnmured, not
| ooking at her, intently watching the white-hot fountain erupting fromthe
cl assroom

"Yes.' It was eerie, hearing her at his shoulder as well as on the
cl osed band. A slither, and she was away. Up ahead, netal fromthe ancient
corridor wall glowed red, runnelled sluggishly into a pool of nolten slag.
Once, when it was new and bright, that netal would have w thstood the assault
of a industrial laser. But millennia of slow inexorable quantal changes had
weakened its form dable netallic glass nol ecular structure. Abruptly, the
defensive wall of hot sparks died.

" Power source traced and cut, sir,' said the Control nonitor. Good,
Anoker sh thought, easing to his feet. That'll throw the pongid back onto its
own resources. Carefully, he made for the corner, grinmaced as the heat of
barely cooling nmetal singed his plumage.

"I"'mat the ventilator inlet over the classroom Kersh.' Diitchar's
voi ce held horror. '"He -- it's searching for another power cable.'

"Drop through,' Anokersh said, peering into darkness for the entrance.
He hadn't been up here for years. Light had gone when Control cut out the main
regi onal power supply. 'Distract it, I"'mnearly there.'

A thud, ahead and to his right. He saw the frane of a door, hurled
hi nsel f through with the power-gun dialed to quarter strength. There's no
qguestion, he told his clamouring inhibitions, of killing the feral

G o-strips marking the |light-sw tches gave the vaguest possible genera
light. Anokersh heard a cry, strained his eyes to peer into the gl oom
Diitchar's power-gun blazed at the far end of the room The di mred energy
beam snaked raggedly across the ceiling, went out again. In that brief noment
his adjusting pupils caught his spouse struggling with a dark shape.

The Director raised his own weapon, fired over their heads. The red
gl ow burned an image into his retinas, a nonentary picture of Diitchar
toppling across a Teachi ng Machi ne as the pongid struck her with a huge,
five-fingered fist. There was a crash as she fell, and then silence.

Anokersh used the distraction, for all that his heart faltered in
angui shed rage. He slid in away fromthe door, hunched hinmsel f against a wall.
No telling how sensitive the feral's vision was, and he had no wi sh to be
sil houetted against the dull illum nation of the nolten wall outside. He ran
his tongue over the roof of his nouth, found the switch for his printed
transceiver, pressed it off. No telling how sensitive its radiation perception
was, either.

Across the room in the nmurky bl ackness, flesh scraped netal. It's
found Diitchar's weapon, Anokersh surmised. He circled silently toward the
sound' s source, avoiding the glo-panels, wondering frantically if he could
force himself to dial full power. Cool and heavy in his hand, the gun's upper
stud pressed his central finger. The thought of death was unutterably
repugnant. He left the setting at quarter -- paralysis strength.

' TODAY, CHILDREN,' a hearty voi ce booned, 'LET'S TALK ABOUT THE CRAFT
VWE LIVE IN' The Director's heart contracted; his feathers stiffened in reflex
dread. Then he placed the recorded voice, and his pul se thudded back to
stability. In groping for Diitchar's gun, the pongid had accidentally
activated one of the Teachi ng Machines. Evidently the machi nes were serviced
by an alternate power circuit.

Useful, Anokersh decided, eyes aching with the futile effort of trying
to pierce the darkness. The noise will mask ny novenments, he told hinself. |



can nove faster with less worry. The sane held for the feral but the creature
was not familiar with this area of _The Soul . Anokersh huj Lers had been
brought up init.

"VEE LIVE IN A LARGE METAL EGG MADE BY GROMN- UPS MANY, MANY YEARS ACGO,
roared the recorded voice, 'ITISN T A REAL EGG OF COURSE, BUT I T S SHAPED
LIKE ONE. AND I N SOME WAYS OUR HOMVE IS LIKE A REAL EGG | T PROTECTS US FROM
TIME JUST AS A REPTILE S EGG PROTECTS THE TINY CHICK INSIDE IT.'

The room stank with a curious unpl easant odour, the stench of a foreign
bi ochem stry. It was an appalling rem nder of how far these ferals had

deviated fromthe slavey siman stock. Half a million years at |east, Anokersh
t hought. The figure was beyond intuitive appreciation; it meant nothing and
everything. | wonder if my sweat snells as bad, he thought, to the feral ?

"THE EGG IS CALLED _THE SQUL_,' the Teacher informed himat the top of
its voice. 'CAN ANYONE TELL ME WVHY?'

There was a nmonent of silence, while the idiot circuits listened for a
response in the vocal frequency range appropriate to its usual charges.
Anokersh listened as well, nerves trenbling, for sone clue to the pongid' s
posi tion.

' NOBODY KNOWS?' the robot tutor chided buoyantly. Another terror had
pl aced clamry hands on the Director. If the feral took time to draw of f power
fromthe Machine's source, he'd be faced by a nore terrible weapon than his
gun. On the evidence, the wild pongid itself constituted an irrevocably | etha
arms-system 'WELL, CHILDREN, OUR GREAT CRAFT |S CALLED _THE SOUL_ TO REM ND
US OF OUR SACRED M SSI ON. FOR W ARE ALL ON A TREMENDOUS JOURNEY, LITTLE ONES,
A MOST HOLY VOYAGE TO CARRY THE LI GHT AND JOY OF KNOALEDGE TO OUR REVERED
ANCESTORS. ONE DAY YOU W LL UNDERSTAND MORE FULLY - -

Anokersh hardly heard the old fam liar words, strained agai nst them
t hrough them for sounds of the feral. He noved cautiously across the |arge
room made for Diitchar's unconsci ous body. She, at |east, would not be hurt
further if he could help it.

Reachi ng out, his hand encountered sonething soft. He jabbed the snout
of the power-gun into it. No movenent. He realised that he'd found his spouse,

and sagged.

Faded enmber lightning split the darkness. It m ssed them burned a scar
across the console of the Teaching Machine. Parents of all, Anokersh screaned
within his skull. It's found the burn-setting on her gun!

'...SEVERAL DI SCRETE GENERATI ONS OF PECPLE.' The progranmed voice
junped crazily. Anokersh was cold, cold. He could not bring hinmself to alter
the setting on his own gun.

' SPACETI ME | S AWASH IN TERRI BLE ENERA ES,' the tutor was roaring. Its
tone had changed; now it was nore measured, academic, directing its deafening
banalities at an inmaginary audi ence of adol escents. ' THE GENETI C HELI X CANNOT
W THSTAND THE TUMULTUCUS SI DEREAL BOVBARDMENT TO WHI CH WE ARE SUBJECTED, ON
OUR ACCELERATI NG PARAREAL- TO- REAL TEMPORAL RATI O, W THOUT THE MOST STRI NGENT
PROTECTI ON OF PHASED UNI FI ED FI ELDS. THI S IS WHY YOU, AND YOUR TRAI NED PONG D
ASSI STANTS, HAVE BEEN QUI CKENED FROM EMBRYOS STORED | N STI LL- CELLS. DUE TO THE
DELETERI QUS EFFECTS OF SUCH FI ELDS ON FULLY DI FFERENTI ATED ORGANI SMS, SUCH
PROTECTI ON CANNOT BE AFFCRDED TO THE ENTI RE CRAFT. | REFER YOU TO THE M H. D
TAPES IN -- '

The voice baw ed on, its dry detachment nocked and made absurd by its
shocking din. How did the hideous creature hear nme, Anokersh thought, through
all that? Hi s hand noved across Diitchar's nuzzle, felt breath against his
skin. He exhaled in relief. Gently, gently.

Turni ng, he noved away from her, waited for another bolt of |etha
heat. He sensed that the feral was tearing at the side panels of another
Teachi ng Machi ne, desperately seeking external power.

At that nmonment, sound cut off. His ears roared in the silence. Sonmeone
in Control had renmenbered the alternate cable to the tutors. Anokersh thunbed
the power-gun to its w dest possible beamand pointed it in the air. A broad
red shaft swathed the roof.



Shadows danced. One of themwas the feral. A sizzling bolt snapped in
his direction, over his head as he dropped. He had its |ocation. Throw ng
hi nsel f forward, he triggered the weapon to paralysis intensity and bl asted at
t he hul ki ng figure.

Incredibly, his aimwas precisely accurate. The pongi d | ooned toward
him beamstill blazing, and crashed on to the deck in catatonic seizure. He
leapt at it, snatched Diitchar's stolen gun and cut the beam

Shuddering with reaction, he crouched on his haunches and tripped the
circuit in his palate. Behind himDiitchar noaned and he heard her struggle
awake. 'Ckay, Control,' he said. 'l have it. Put the lights back on.'

The pongid was hairy, flat-faced, stupefied fromshock. At every
synapse of its central nervous system neurotransmtter vesicles had been
nunbed into inaction. A pair of slaveys put their heads cautiously around the
cooling, jagged edge of the entrance to the passageway. The Director
recogni sed them Lazy-legs, an elderly grey-hair male, and Apple, a bright
femal e who hel ped Stezna do Nen in the nmedi cal bay. He ushered themin, and
t hey lugged the unconscious creature on to a float. The young nedi c who'd
treated Riona -- was his name Jik huj Lod? Anokersh wondered confusedly --
went straight to Diitchar and gave her an anal gesic shot. She di sdai ned a
hel pi ng hand. Anokersh regarded the scarred corridor. Danage to the craft
appeared noderately serious, but not critical. Together, they followed the
slaveys to the utility tube | eading to nedical bay.

"Do you think there's any chance we'll be able to communicate with it,
Ker sh?

He | ooked with disquiet at the dormant form on the bobbing float. Heavy
tufts of bristle, a brown deeper than bronze, sprouted fromits |eathery hide.
The rel axed, open pal nms were naked; |ike the slaveys, the creature possessed
five manual digits, only one of them opposable. Its visage, in narcoticized
repose, was horrifyingly akin to its tame cousins but the skull bul ged
t hreateni ngly above beetling brows, and the wide nostrils twi tched above a
slack nouth cramred with spittle-shiny grinders. Anokersh shuddered slightly.

The feral's cranial capacity mght well be greater than his own -- but didit,
too, resonate to sone el enent of the damaged Ancillary Core? H's mnd veered
fromthe bl asphenous possibility. The thing was an isolate, like all its

famly. And it had not been trained by scrupul ous schedul es of reinforcers, as
t he sl aveys had been, frombirth.

"Communi cate, Diitchar? They stepped aside as Apple and Lazy-I|egs
eased the float into a surgery nodule. Wthin the confines of the ned bay, the
creature's nmusky stink was nore a throat-choking affront than before. 'I can't
believe that it's nore than an animal, Mstress. It's governed by instinctua
refl ex nets.' The slaveys were strapping it down securely; Anokersh glanced up
and nodded as the nedical chief cane in, extending his depilated arns. 'Well
Stezna, it seenms all the hullaballoo was worth it. | know you've al ways been
anxious to get a close | ook at one of these fellows.'

"Director, Mstress.' Bowing in perfunctory deference, Stezna do Nen
| ooked worried. 'Permit ne to congratul ate you both. But | trust you
appreciate the difficulties this raises,' he said acutely. 'In a sense, this
is a nonent we've all been avoi ding and del aying as long as we could.' His
eyes flickered over the metabolic outputs, and his bare arns shuttled
automatically over the hardware, preparing a suitable pharmaceutical cocktail.

Anokersh said nothing. Stezna shrugged, laid the jet injector against
the creature's short, thick neck, and unsnarled its synapses.

Its eyes snapped open, startlingly blue, and flicked around the nodul e.

For an instant it caught Anokersh's gaze and bored into himw th raging
intelligence. It can't be, the Director thought, quailing. It must not be.
Wth a screamthe feral surged against its bonds.

Fantastically, one of the foam covered steel bands appeared to give
slightly, creaking. The pongid swelled its powerful chest again and tensed for
anot her assault. Wth mld reproof, unperturbed, the chief medic sequenced an
anaesthesia field on his panel. The pongid slunped again, filleted, and its



eyes dulled. The great nouth parted.

"You fools,' the feral said, in a barbaric accent. 'Don't you
understand yet that you have no future?

Anokersh stood utterly frozen, and watched the creature sink once nore
i nto unconsci ousness.

*12. Deep Tine*

Amid the woe of the Going-Hence, the genuine grief of the dead ones
clan-kin and the conventional wails of the rest, Anokersh huj Lers stood
somehow apart fromhis central role, deeply troubled by i mages of the
unconscious feral. In the purple gloomof the Great Concourse of the Dead, his
eyes moved automatically fromthe keening nourners to the huge slabs of pack
ice adrift in the cold black waters beyond the weather shield, the vast furled
streanmers of pastel aurora painted on the darkness by Wnter's hidden sun
I1lusion, he thought, all of it. But it was a kind deceit, even a necessary
one. To know entirely, in this noment of Translation, that the infinite sky
was an arch of ancient netal, that the slapping frozen sea was a netal deck
woul d be a recognition close to insupportable.

Yet it was not the hol ographic illusion that disturbed the Director
but some deep stirring of angui sh he could not name. The pent feral was its
occasi on, that nuch he knew. Beyond that, he was aware only of the genera
terror that the cancerous crystal mass provoked in him the Ancillary Core
that now stood, for all the people, a synbol as nmuch of dread as of peace and
hope. Anokersh shivered, drew his priestly robes about himin the season's
dusk.

A new note entered the |lanmentation. The floating catafal que appeared,
sol emn and splendid, flanked by four clan-kindred males. Under the illusory
purpl e sky, the dead nal es were hardly distinguishable fromthe |iving, except
for their awful stillness. The bier cane forward, through the sobbing crowd,
and settled in the apparent ice at Anokersh's feet. Diitchar, silent at his
side, touched his arm he turned and took from her the | ong cerenonial knife.
Li ght stropped its grooved, chased bl ade.

Agai n, sone indefinable prenonition of the feral stole over Anokersh.
He hefted the knife angrily, lifted it in the sight of the gathering. | am
Sacerdote before Director, he told hinmself. O was that a neani ngl ess
distinction? As commander of _The Soul , were not his sacred and his nundane
rol es conjoi ned? He could not dismss the feral's mad, absurd words: _Fools,
you have no future_.

"People,' he said aloud, and was surprised at the ringing steadi ness of
his voice, 'we are cone to the Place of Birth and Re-birth.'

"W are gathered,' the nmany voices chanted, though sonme continued their
sobbing, 'to rejoice in the Translation of our conrades.'

'The Nesting Place and the Resting Place are One.'

"Where the children are made,' the people nurnured, cal m ng now under
the ritual, 'the discorporate congregate in their w sdom'

"Where the senmen and ova of Consciousness are joined, the Flesh is
brought forth. Where the Fl esh passes away, the Consci ousness of the Dead is
born into Eternal Life.'

"The Flesh returns to the Flesh,' the people said, in the twlight of
the night season, 'and the Spirit goes on in the Spirit.'

"Qur sorrowis right and proper,' Anokersh told them 'for our conrades
have gone away fromus. Yet they go only to await us. Their Spirit has not
peri shed, even as their Flesh shall not perish. Let us find joy in our grief,
for as we revere the bones of their death they shall confort and guide the
bl ood of our life.'

Lesser Sacerdotes took up the antiphony as Anokersh stepped forward.
Diitchar carried the golden bow, placing it carefully as the dead ones' kin
lifted the bodies, their poor singed feathers flaking away in the dimair, and
carried themin turn, reverently, before the knife and the vessel. The bl ade
sl ashed, opening the necks. Blood, ruby-red, held fromclotting by the nedic's



postrortem i njection of heparin, gushed into the deep bowl, misting in the
chilly air. Anokersh felt his own pul se qui cken as he gazed at the spl ashing
l[ibation. Hs mouth filled with a spasm of saliva, and his belly quailed, as
al ways, in a contraction of incipient nausea. Wth abrupt insight he

recogni sed the enotion as an anal ogue of the dizzy faintness that took him
took themall, when any attenpt was nade to grapple with the problem of the
feral pongids. A spearing mgraine burst above his eyes. The insight was | ost
on cross-currents, swirling eddies that evaporated --

He forced his attention back to the corpses before him Drained of
bl ood, they lay once nore on the stainless steel of the catafal ques.

Pl ai ntive, the ancient chants closed their dying fall. How i nappropriate it
is, he thought, so far fromthe true Place of Birth and Re-birth. A pitiful
sham He felt, in that nonent, abandoned, forsaken. W are the instrunents of
a great purpose, he rebuked hinself. W have no rights of conplaint.

Soon the dead woul d speak, resolve his doubts. He nonentarily caught
t he cl ouded eye of the Intercessor, swaying in her filnmy cloak, half-deranged
al ready by the sacred drugs. Swiftly he noved forward into the crowd pressing
to the biers. It was shameful, an abrogation of tradition, that all the
craft's crew were not here, yet the exigencies of their plight precluded it.
At the perineters, watch officers nmust stand at their posts, governing the
sl ow pongid sentries. OGthers still must remain on duty in Control, lest the
feral s sonehow seize this opportunity to redouble their m schief.

"People of the Mssion,' he said, 'we cone to do homage to our
brot hers, who passed fromour mdst defending the integrity of _The Soul . For
Ghine do Lod and Thall huj Sal der, death has been nore than Translation, it
has been their glory. Now we do themthe final honour, recalling as we eat and
drink in their nenory those | ast nmoments when they faced without fear a foe
nore terrible than Nature's nute forces -- ' He choked, and in silence took
from Stezna do Nen the heavy surgical |ancet. It buzzed against his thunbs as
he activated the rapidly vibrating bl ade.

St andi ng by the body of Ghine do Lod, he had a sudden i mage of Rhiona's
brutal i sed hands, the excised fingers. WAs it a parody of this sacred rite?
Trenbling, he thrust the i mage asi de and addressed the corpse. His first
incision slit the downy skin of the belly fromgroin to neck. Stezna, and Jik
huj Lod -- the dead male's clan-kin, Anokersh noted distantly -- stood to
either side of the catafal que in cerenonial robes; they reached forward and
peel ed the opened skin fromthe body, exposing the [ayer of subcutaneous fat
whi ch gl eamed dull yell ow under the auroral sky.

Two cl ean strokes continued the incision fromthe neck, across the deep
ri bcage, to lay back the skin of each armalong the scaly ventra
undersurface. Two nore extended fromgroin to taloned feet. As his acol ytes
eased back the burnt skin, shrivelled and hard in patches where the feral's
energy bl ast had seared it, Anokersh deftly took the surgical knife through
tendons and gristle, severing nuscles fromthe powerful slashing weapons of
the feet. He placed the dismenbered feet in a silver vessel brought to him by
hi s spouse, and nonents | ater added the rel axed, bl oodl ess hands.

In the cold breeze, plasma oozed fromthe raw fl esh, sticky under his
fastidious touch. Jik and Stezna, familiar with surgery, swiftly rolled the
skin to the corpse's nmuzzle. At Stezna's nuttered rem nder, Anokersh incised
the scalp; freed, the pelt came away and was folded gently over the jointed
extremties.

The chi ef medic passed a power-saw to Anokersh. A di apason of grief
rose fromthe gathering as the Director trepanned the skull. A stench of
burni ng bone noved on the air. Anokersh slid his thunbs into the cranial
cavity, and drew forth the small doubl e-1obed brain; it cane out with a noist,
sucki ng sound and slipped into a waiting vessel

The sheet of banded nuscle tugged at the vibrating |ancet as he bent
back down over the belly, slicing into the abdom nal wall. Stripping back the
muscl e, he renoved one by one the internal organs: the massive | ooping
i ntestine, the kidneys, liver, heart, the pink sponge of the lungs. He took



particular care with the gall bladder, lest he rupture it, loosing its bitter
green fluids.

Evi scerated, the corpse was al nost unrecogni sable. Litanies soared and
fell, ambiguous voices. Anokersh conpleted the paunching, taking the bright
speci alised instruments from Stezna and | aying them aside slick with dark
juices. He butchered the carcass, then, jointing the |linmbs, carving the flesh
delicately away fromthe bones in long strips and slices. The fina
di sposition of the spinal cord, the ribs, the pelvic girdle, he left to
experts: the bones nust, where possible, remain inviolate.

At | ast he rose. The nortal remains of Ghine do Lod lay all about him
piled raw in the sacramental vessels. An acolyte fetched himscented water; he
washed hi s hands, shaking slightly fromthe tension, and turned to the corpse
of Thali huj Sal der.

The quivering pitch of the wake tightened even further when finally he
put aside the hot knife and once nore di pped his aching hands. In the
consummation to cone, the dismantled dead woul d speak, make utterance from
that pinnacle of illum nation which the quick m ght never attain unaided. The
si ghing, half exhal ati on of exhausted pain, half exaltation of expectant
nmystery, broke again and again against that tension like the indigo waves of
t he num nous, icy holorama. Anokersh lifted his arns and sang:

"In this Place of love and terror let us |ose ourselves.

As each of us speaks in the common tongue,
Each is a syllable of the Great Utterance.

"W commend to the Parents the |lives of these newy dead,

"Ushering theminto the Wnb of eternal delight.'

In the swift blurring of his perceptions, the echoing nultiple
overl ays, Anokersh heard the massed voices join his in the invocation; one
voice, not his, not Diitchar's, not mainmed Riona's, not any of the severa
voi ces of those strong figures bent toward himin the dusk:

"W ask as a People, each clinging no longer to the isolation of the
finite ego-self, for the blessing and wi sdom of that multitude-nade-One gone
before us to beatitude."’

And a single voice once nore, his, yet in the stream ng | anbency a
voi ce speaking fromno fixed place, no single throat, as he bowed to the
gol den bowl s, the silver vessels and distributed the raw gobbets of flesh, the
succul ent neat of their brothers: 'Let us eat and drink of our conrades, Ghine
and Thali, that as their cells nmngle with ours the ancient covenant of Peace
shall be affirned, to take life neither in hot anger nor cold cal cul ation, and
the wi sdom of the discorporate Spirit announce itself in our midst.'

Hungrily, in an el evati on above greed or revul sion, Anokersh tore at
the strips of tepid nmeat with his carnivore's rending teeth, gul ped at the
sweet feast, sent his snout again and again to the salty liquid. Wth enornous
tact, then, he drifted back fromthe banquet, his tongue seeking the | ast of
t he bl ood adhering at his mouth, and awaited the benediction fromthe
Intercessor's lips.

When she spoke, it was in a high strange quaver, drug-slurred, an
utterance to the One People fromthe pseudo-soul mapped in the Ancillary Core.

"Life returns on its way into a mst, its speed into its quietness
agai n: existence of this world of things and nmen renews ultimately their never
needing to exist.'

She choked, spittle at her lips. 'Again know edge will study others,
wi sdomis self-known and nmuscle masters brothers; self-mastery is bone;
content may never need to borrow, anbition will wander blind, and as vitality
cleaves to the marrow | eavi ng deat h behind. The universe is deathl ess because
having no infinite self it stays infinite. Clarity has been manifest in heaven
and purity in the spirit. Consciousness has no death to die.' The Intercessor
sagged; her feathers drooped, her tail jerked spastically. Strong hands, her
clan-kin, took her at the arnpits and held her erect.

The Director |ooked into her foggy eyes and asked gently, through her
'"Do we speak with Thali huj Salder, with Ghine do Lod? Tell us, conrades, was



your oi ng-Hence a good voyagi ng? Are you sojourners in bliss?

Her eyes reeled. Syllables stamrered. Anokersh felt cold, colder than
the chilly, contrived breeze. The dead took up his physical dread and spoke it
aloud fromthe Intercessor's clattering jaw

"Aaacoldakk k cold coming we had of of of it. Just the worst ti
time of the year for aj j journey.'

Thali's wi dow screamed. This was not the way of it. Al the dead were
at rest, anong beatitude, dandled in the tenporary peace of the Ancillary
Core, awaiting their reconciliation with the Race when the M ssion's voyage
was done, when at last in the conpletion of that nmillion-year epic the
protective gluon shield night be |l et down, opening once nore the Soul Core to
the delirious flux of universal consciousness. Yet the Ancillary Core was
di seased, Anokersh knew with horror, as he had al ways known and denied; their
tenmporary haven, their greater extension, their life was run anok. He laid his
hands on the fragility of the Intercessor and shook her. 'Tell us of
beatitude,' he demanded desperately. 'Speak to us of your Passing-Over.'

She threw back her head and how ed |ike a m ndless pongid sl avey.

"W are running to the Children's Orientation Centre,' she cried
shrilly. 'Yes, we hear it ahead of us. It loons. O Parents of All, it burns
with a fiery ninbus. A power cable, torn fromthe wall, is in its hand. Sparks
fly in a scorched cascade. Heat bloons fromits touch. W are on fire, we
burn, we burn. It turns away. The hull is nelting. W are dead. Ch Thall,
can't nmove. There is no pain, Ghine. Can we be Translated? | didn't knowit'd
be so cold. What's the hummi ng? | can't hear you, Thali. Everything is so dark
and cold. That terrible buzzing, that scream ng saw. Are they eating us
al ready? But |'mnot dead. _|'m not dead! '

Anoker sh stood aghast. The dead were lost, trapped in their term na
agoni es. Never before had he w tnessed a post-nortem conmuni cati on from anyone
who had died brutally, in pain, without the confort and the songs of their
conpani ons. Those who had vani shed into the cancerous Core zone and not
returned had been beyond reach of the Intercessor; he had assumed that they
were not yet Gone-Hence. Now he saw another, nore appalling possibility. Had
they perished in this agony, caught in a | oop of neaningless |oathing? But the
ad Ones, the Parents of all, were sketched in the Ancillary Core. Surely they
woul d reach out, guide and confort the dying --

Silence fell. Stezna do Nen gl anced up fromthe diagnostic float which
nmonitored the Intercessor. He scow ed at the Director, but said nothing. Wen
the fenal e spoke again, all the harsh shrillness was gone. Her voice came with
atranquillity near to woodenness.

"W nove in the Birth Canal. The light is deepest red. W float. There
is small resistance to our contractions. Ah! The bodies lie bel ow us, ahead of
us. Alas, the plunmage is in sorry array. Conmunications, give ne a private
channel to Diitchar rhal Lers. How strange, it's leaking. Dii, edge back and
go through the shaft. W |eave the shaft. Here the light is golden. Ah! Ah!
Are you the Parents? How sweet, how warm Such light! It flows, it gusts, it
is awnd, thereis a fine taste of blood. W have cone hone.'

The terror slowy ebbed from Anokersh. Head lolling, body rocking
slightly, the drugged female hung in the arms of her clan-kin. Aurora shook
the sky. Diitchar took his hand and squeezed it tightly. Abruptly, the
somol ent femal e jerked up her head and stared directly into his eyes.

"Confusion is here. W nust not rest. Anokersh huj Lers, there is peri
to the Mssion. ther voices jabber. Do you see? Attention nmust be paid!

Knowl edge will study others. At the interface. Corrosion is here. Qur tongues
are bound. One has said to you, you have no future. The jabber nust be
stilled. See to it.' Then the blinding potency was gone from her gaze; she
slunped utterly, and Stezna was at her side with an injection jet.

Littl e enough remai ned of joy, of harnony, of reassurance in the
cerenony. Wth a stubborn [oftiness Anokersh saw it through to the end -- the
farewells to the departed, in fornulae ill-wought to suit those restless,

m natory beings, the reminders to the living-in-flesh of their Mssion and the



gift they bore, a benefice |ocked away fromtheir collective reach, the fina
sacranmental partaking of the last shreds from Ghine's and Thali's bones, and
t he consignnent of those dull pale remants to the cryogeni ¢ mausol eum -- but
pani c gnawed at him reduced himuntinely to the isolation of his ego-self,
stole the charity fromhis words

"Mstress,' he said urgently to Diitchar as the gathering dispersed
uneasily, 'we must go down at once to the feral.’

"I knowit.'

At last he dared admt the truth to hinself. 'The wild simans have
found nore than sanctuary in the crystal mass. They have broached the
resonance. The conputers have been in error.' H's words stunbled at the
bl aspheny: ' The soul s of another species have intruded within the Ancillary
Core.'

Hi s spouse turned her golden head. '| have known this since the
creature first spoke. They possess intelligence. They have evol ved.'

"First we nust hear what Riona can tell us.’

The artist T kosh huj Nesh had taken his spouse back at once to the
Recuperation bay at the ceremony's end. Initial exhaustion and the stress of
t he Goi ng-Hence had brought her near to incoherence. She rested on a nul
sl eeper under soothing solar panels. Questioned, she could recall little. She
trenbled at the gateway to hysterical fugue. Only fragments of her ordea
remai ned, and those she resisted: blurred endl ess periods of vague horror
stark images of crooked, hunped, bl oated nonsters whose ancestors had once
been pongid sl aveys -- fanciful images that hinted nore at ni ghtmare than
truth, for the selection pressures shaping the pongid they had seen nust have
been ferocious; running, tripping, torn by the bl ade-edges of the shinmrering
crystal Core. And anong the nettles of that awful time were other people,
ot hers who had been stolen into the prismatic jungle. Sane or insane? Ri ona
could not renenber. For her, the boundary was too i mmanent....

Stezna do Nen woke the creature for them Anokersh |leaned close to its
flat face as the induction currents brought its cerebral rhythms accel erating
up fromthe nadir of coma to the rapid flutter of alert awareness. For a
second tine he felt shock as the blue eyes opened to pierce his soul with
their intelligence. The pongid turned its head aside with distaste.

' Take your rancid breath away. | snell the blood of your kin, and it
si ckens ne.’

Anoker sh brought up his armdeliberately and sl apped the creature with
tremendous anger. The sound of the bl ow was unbearably |oud, and pain cl osed
his thunbs across his palm the Director canme close to cringing fromhis
action. Blood gushed fromthe creature's nostrils, brighter in this light than
t he bl ood he had drained fromthe corpses of his brothers.

"You shall speak only to answer us, animal.' His fury returned, and a
gross, unfamliar lust worked fromhis belly to his groin in a wave of heat.

The beast snarled. Its teeth were square and flat. Along its scalp,
bristles rose. It said nothing. Foam padded steel left it barely space to
br eat he.

Diitchar, with cold sardonic contenpt, said: 'Animal, do you have a
name?

"If I were an animal,' the creature told her with equal scorn, 'I would
have a nanme like Frizzle, or Rutter, or Muncher. Do you take ne for one of
your nmute, pathetic nonkeys? My name is ny own, and of no inportance to you. |
do not think you will m stake nme for a snake.'

For all the barbarous slurring of his speech, the beast's diction was
conpr ehensi bl e. Anokersh was filled with an incredul ous | oathing, tinged with
curiosity.

"Let us be mmgnani nous,' he said. 'W shall give you a nane
commensurate with your status. Prisoner,' his tone hardened, 'why have you
come here?

The nasal bl eedi ng had ceased; congeal ed clots clung obscenely at the
Prisoner's whiskers, along its broad upper lip. 'l amonly the first,' it said



thickly. 'Soon the tribes will be ready to follow W shall crush the snakes
beneat h our heels. We shall drive you interlopers whence you canme, to the dark
pl aces beyond the world's circle.'

Cant, Anokersh thought, astounded. The rhythms of ritual, of rage
clarified to banality but retaining still sone link to the dynanpo of enotion
He was thunderstruck, as much by the inplications, the near-com ca
nm sappr ehensi ons enbedded in the pongid' s outburst as by the continuing
absurdity that an autononmous siman could utter any intelligible words at all

Sharing his astonishnent, Diitchar rhal Lers forgot her hauteur. 'We,

i nterlopers? Is your ignorance so entire? There is no world beyond the fields
and nmetals of the hull. This craft, this island is the construct of our
Ancestors, of the Living People -- yes, even the crystal mass which you
bunptious vernmin infest.' Her anger intensified. 'W have been generous too

| ong. Anokersh, the stench of the creature offends ne.'

'CGo, then,' he said shortly. A vortex had hurled itself at his head; he
felt the blinding mgraine return. Wth betrayed surprise, his spouse stared
at himfor a monent. Her tail snapped twi ce against her |egs; she turned and
stal ked fromthe room The Director scarcely noticed. Curtly he told Stezna:
"Put it to sleep, and | eave us.'

'"Wthout an orderly?

Hi s head shot up. 'Can it harm nme under anaesthesia? Do as you're
told.'

"You fear the truth,' the prisoner began. It went into coma in
m d-word, and Anokersh brooded over its inert bronze form alone, with pain.

Half a million years _The Soul _ had plunged untended in the terrible
dark, he knew. In all that renmorseless tinme the quantal flicker of the
conput ers had governed her course, under the conmand of the patient dream ng
dead mapped in the Ancillary Core. In cycles of placid generations it had
hat ched out the slavey enbryos, fed and trained the creatures, used their
margi nal notility and skills in maintaining the deserted craft. And all the
whil e _The Soul _ accel erated, hurled by the energi es of sundered quarks,
plunging like a neteor into the appalling vectors of para-reality.

-- And the supernova had flared in the cruel crucifixion of an
instant, only tens of light-years distant, the raging fire of a gal axy
ignited, its fifty-five-day halflife conpressed by the craft's nonstrously
elided ratio into a savage shrieking pul se of piercing radiation...

External gluon shields faltered. The Ancillary Core was sleeted with a
si dereal how of hardest radiation. Had any crew wal ked the decks of _The
Soul _, they would have perished in the instant of auric overload. Had they,

i mpossi bly, survived, had their groins -- against the Mssion's plan --
retained fertility, they would have brought forth nothing viable. But the seed
of the people was safe, |ocked under that central and nost precious seal which
guarded as well the Soul Core itself. It was the slavey stock that suffered
mut ati on, that groaned for a hundred generations in cancer and deformty,
retreating fromthe damaged computer's scrutiny, the m ndl ess zeal of
unscarred lines of newly qui ckened pongid servants; retreating, yes, into the
dreadful heart of the injured crystal mmss.

And there they had evol ved. Anokersh whi npered. The beast on the fl oat
before him | eashed and passive, was the child of ten thousand generations of
an inpl oded, unspeakable ecology. It bore the desolating heritage of an
intelligence -- an intelligence! -- shaped in total confinenent.

He stood over it, his nostrils shrinking fromits rmusk, the tender
flesh of his palms pressed against its brutal, rhythnmc ribcage. Its pelt was
warm Even in coma, the pulsations within that bul ging cranium the chemnica
nmessages bel ow dream on their voyage from synapse to nerve, were charting
their echo in the Resting Place of the People. Anokersh was cold, he
shuddered, he brought the talons of his thunmbs gougi ng down the aninmal's
breast. He knew at |ast, w thout reprieve, what nust be done.

*13. Deep Tine*



Into the efful gence of the arc-1it crystal mass, his plumage inperial
Anokersh huj Lers stepped like a prince. He bore no energy weapon; the people
dared not risk such potency falling into the hands of the ferals. The guns he
and Diitchar had used to subdue the intruder had been returned to the | ocked
weapons room 1In one hand, tightly, the Director held a powered knife, a
nodi fi ed butcher's inplenent fromthe protein abattoirs. Behind him their
tal ons cl ashing on bare nmetal, a dozen strong nal es passed the perineter |ine.
Al the shades of light flickered for an instant to shadow, and then
bri ght ened once nore: the alarnms had been reset. They went forward into fera
territory.

T kosh huj Nesh came up beside him warily, the knife an extension of
his artist's hand. 'Kersh, how did the conputers let it get this far out of
control ? W shoul d have been qui ckened thousands of years ago.'

They noved swiftly into the tunnel. The nmetal walls were an
intell ectual abstraction behind the sharp-edged nounds, the stalagmtes, the
frost spurs, the glancing violet stars and corona of the glacial Ancillary
Core. They stepped carefully, keeping clear of the nurderous crystal spines.
The lancing icicles grew denser as they penetrated to the Core, a spectrum of
jewels that hurled the eye into infinities of confusion. A male stunbled, his
foot pierced; as he fell, blood matted his feathers froma hundred snall
wounds. Hi s conpani on caught himas he cried out, held himtottering on one
foot. Jik huj Lod bent, sneared the torn linmb, squirted a covering. The male
i nped ahead, his knife thrust forward against a malignity for which none of
them had truly been prepared.

VWhy? Anokersh t hought. Because the conputers had been damaged? Because
the vast array of pre-planned scenarios had failed to include the possibility
of bi ol ogi cal subversion anbng the sl aveys? Because the reliquary of the

Ancillary Core, the accunul ated wi sdomof three mllion years, had coll apsed
crucially from honeostasis to random grow h? Because, qui ckened at | ast,
brought to adulthood by the crippled progranms half a mllion years too |ate,

this generation of the crew had been snug, confortable behind the perineters,
betrayed by their confidence in the science of their species and their
secondhand sense of nission? But these were hardly answers to T kosh's
guestion, Anokersh knew. His crawming skin told himthat the ferals were

wat ching, awaiting their advantage. H's mnd swam W are no suitable heirs to
the Od Ones, to the Parents of All, he told hinself bitterly. W are as
defective as the wild ferals.

He stopped short. Light split and danced at the intersection of what
once had been a bay of the Core. The mal e behi nd stunbl ed agai nst his heel
cursed. Anokersh spun about, his thoughts febrile and agitated. He lifted his
kni f e.

"Listen,' he said urgently. 'Wat are we doi ng here? W have sone
blurred notion of reprisal. It's not enough.'

T kosh said angrily, 'We can bring out the poor bastards they have
i mprisoned here.'’

"The Ancillary Core nust be repaired,' said one of the nales fromthe
Engi neering O an. 'These animals have to be stopped before they --

"W have only two options,' Anokersh cried harshly. 'Don't you
under stand? W have to cone to terns with the ferals, accept them conpletely
-- or kill every last one of them

Bl ood rushed, clashed with the frenzied babble.

The Director seized T kosh huj Nesh by the shoulders, yelled into his
face. 'You know that we can't allowthemto remain in the Core.’

A primal fear brought the artist's |lips back to the sharp bones of his
muzzle. 'Kersh, these are the sacred places of our -- '

"Can we exterminate the feral s?' he screamed renorsel essly, shaken wth
nausea.

'How can you speak of killing? T kosh asked in |oathing, pulling back
fromthe Director's grasp. 'Have you becone a wild beast, Anokersh? Have you
abandoned all decent -- '



Lurching under the cataract of light, brain afire, the Director caught
the chains of logic and instinct and brought them cl ashing together.
"Brothers, the ferals have entered the collective soul of our people. They sit
canped at the perineters of our consciousness, of our being, of our ancestra
heritage. It is no nore possible to plan the deliberate death of a fera
pongid than to consider the slaughter of one of our own brothers or sisters.'
Distantly, he saw one of the males bent double, heard the retching. H's own
body cranped into agony. He said the appalling thing that had to be said.
'Brothers, we _nust_ destroy the ferals.'

" Anokersh,' T kosh said with terrible intensity, 'be silent.' The
artist turned to the others. '"He was right. Reprisal is madness. W nust turn
back. "'

The ferals leapt at them then, howing in a travesty of speech. 'Do
you see?' the Director cried, his powered knife useless in his hand. 'They
have nothing to restrain them' He saw the crude nmetal club comng at his
head, a curve inexorable as gravity. The bl ow caught himat the back of the
head.

VWhen he tried to reach his bruised, abom nably throbbing head, tight
bonds held his arns.

In the dimlight, he saw that nobst of the crystal mass had been hacked

away fromthe hull. The pain was overwhel m ng. He opened his eyes again. Mbst
of the power had |ong since been cut fromthis sector, but the autonom cs had
been obliged to | eave sone cables alive -- those adjacent to the hull, and to

the Ancillary Core mai ntenance systens. Even so, he observed at once, there
was clearly little enough electricity available for the ferals to waste any on
illumnation and warmnth. Unbelievably, their deranged ancestors had sonehow
contrived a junbl ed, nmakeshift closed ecol ogy.

Rude, open tanks extended on every side, dull with ultraviolet |anps,
atrickle with hosed chem cals. Vegetation straggled fromthe sinple
hydr oponi cs vats, heavy with seeds. The blunt, herbivore teeth of the invading
feral flashed in his mnd. No, he thought w th sudden understandi ng, they have
no restraints. Sixty nmillion years of carnivore inhibitions stood behind the
Peopl e. But these creatures, he thought, might not hesitate to kill their own
ki nd. There woul d be no genetic prohibition against the slaying of
intelligence.

"To your feet,' a voice slurred. A wave of feral musk and sour sweat
assailed his nostrils. He struggled up, |ooked into the blotched face. The
pongi d cuffed him pain cracked through his head. G oggy, Anokersh stunbl ed
across dry vines, unruly runners fromthe crude food vats, urged on by
ungent |l e shoves. They have been isolated for ten thousand generations, he
t hought. Yet they speak our tongue. Are they so deeply in resonance with the
Core? Or have they adopted the speech of their captives?

They came into a better-lit clearing. Perhaps the outer shields
i nhibited the growmh of the crystal mass here, for the inpervious netal of the
hul | was visible under a thin skin of the nenory lattices. The Director faced
a scene beyond ni ght mare.

They have bred for intelligence, he thought, recoiling, but their flesh
i s ruined.

Grotesque shapes nmoved in the twilight. Near his feet, a hairless pup
spat at him Another cowered, scratching at the scabbed white scal es that
covered its body. Malnutrition, he realised. Carcinomas in their food supply.
Qur presence on _The Soul _ has driven themto desperation. Until the machines
qui ckened this second generation of the people, he thought, the ferals nust
have nade forays into the stores. Now, with the slavey guards under living
conmmand, the ferals are penned utterly into their redoubt. It is no wonder, he
told hinmself, that they hate us.

An ancient creature jabbed at himwith a strip of nmetal. Its teeth were
rotted. Anokersh turned his head away, his gorge rising. Wth sudden clarity
he knew what was required. He triggered the printed transceiver, subvocalized
direct contact with the control conputer. His feral guard | ooked at him



suspiciously and failed to determ ne what was aniss; it shoved himinto the
centre of the clearing.

He gave the machine the Priority over-ride code. Step by step, in
preci se programm ng | anguage, he instructed it and put its systens on hold. He
swi tched to his spouse.

"Diitchar, they're detaining us in the vicinity of Hull-sector 71. Can
you trace us?

"Praise be to the Parents,' her voice cried. Then she said, 'Kersh, the
sensors have conme up on the Board from 71.' They had been qui escent since the
conput ers seal ed off the damaged pongi ds thousands of years earlier

Several of the reprisal party were shoved into the clearing beside the
Director. T kosh lurched agai nst hinm hobbled as he was, Anokersh nearly fell.
Prai se the Ancestors, he thought, that | refused to allow Diitchar to cone
with us.

Her voice told himthat she'd traced a service route to the clearing
and linked it as an avail able subroutine. Muttering, he ordered the programto
spring the magnetic | ocks on access inlets sealed since the isolation of the
def ecti ves.

The beasts forned theminto a straggling crescent, separating them
pushing themto their knees on the matted deck. G oans, sounds of rustling;
extraordi narily, nobody spoke. Some paralysis of the will held each of them
T kosh huj Nesh bared his fangs. Blood welled fromhis nouth. Since Ri ona had
di sappeared and returned, hatred had gnawed at himlike acid. Miscles
contracted under his plumage. Hi s bonds held, cut visibly deeper into his
flesh.

"Don't, brother,' Anokersh told him The artist's eyes, half crazy,
stared in contenpt. 'T kosh, we'll -- wait for their nove.'

A dark icon, his face was ugly with fury. 'You have forfeited command,"
he said. Several ferals noved toward them fists bunching. 'You would not turn
back. Now you demand --

'Hol d your tongue!'’

T kosh brought his teeth clashing together. And his eyes w dened.

A jabber went up fromthe spectral gathering of defornmed ferals.
Anokersh twi sted about. A pongid fenale stood at the edge of the clearing,
crystal light spearing behind her dark, gravid body. At her shoul der, denuded
of plumage, |eaned the first person they had seen since their entry into the
feral sanctuary. Anokersh heard the nane wenched fromhis heart:

' Chal zin! O Bones, what have they done to you, Chal zin huj Tighe?

He had vani shed into the Ancillary Core as a child, the first of them
to di sappear. Yet his ravaged features, gaunt, starved, collapsed, were now a
mask of senility. H s plucked flesh ran with pustul es. 'Abase yoursel ves,'
cried Chal zin huj Tighe, in a ghostly, foolish, inperious tone. 'Cover your
heads, snakes!'

Col d, cold. Anokersh fixed his eyes in horror on the feral female. He
t hought of his silly, jolly pongid slaveys, lively Apple, old Lazy-legs, |ewd
Shrieker, always in heat, a score of the fat creatures he'd known since
chi | dhood, petted, sent ambling in their clumsy way to his bidding, and the
conpari son was ghastly. This female's skin was dull as the pelt of a corpse.
She noved toward them and Anokersh saw the six tiny breasts nounding her
shrunken ri bcage. WId pongi ds massed about her as she cane, cried out as she
rai sed her arns. Beneath the armpits, two nore paps jutted in the bristled
fur.

' Chal zin,' he shouted, 'have us rel eased! \Were are your conpani ons?
Are any others alive?

The mal e babbl ed unintelligibly, began to dance and caper in lunatic
frenzy. In the swelling tide of excitenent, the feral tribes noaned and
swayed.

"Kersh,' said a calm sweet voice in his ear, '"hold on a few nore
m nutes.'

He felt his knees buckle. '"Horrible,' he whispered to his spouse.



"Horrible, horrible.’

"W're having a little difficulty,' Diitchar told him 'Sone of the
service tunnels have flowwelded their interface seals. Wien we're ready to
cone through 1I'll let you know.'

Abruptly, Chalzin huj Tighe stopped his cavorting. A pair of powerfully
nmuscl ed ferals were draggi ng somet hing heavy into the clearing. They shoved it
into place before the pregnant femal e and stood back

Smelted raw from bul khead netal, it was a wai st-high steel egg,
rust - spl ashed

Anokersh felt tears leap to his eyes. It was a tortured inage, in
knotted unpolished netal, of _The Soul _.

The damaged sim ans crowded cl oser, their stink ripping at his throat,
their grunting chants echoi ng agai nst the deck. Wth an inarticul ate scream of
rage, T kosh huj Nesh surged forward. In a burst of startling speed, one of
the feral guards | eaped after him blunt teeth gleaming with spittle, and
brought its club cracking across the artist's head. T kosh fell. Chal zin
capered to his unconscious body, gesturing in manic glee, and dragged him
slowy to the altar. 'Happiness and journey's end,' he tittered. From each
hand, the finger had been anputated. The pongi ds who had brought the netal egg
grasped T kosh under the arnms and dragged hi macross the dried confusion of
dead vines; Chalzin fluttered ahead, reaching down tenderly to staunch the
bl ood oozing fromthe artist's scalp. They hoisted T kosh to the altar. H's
linbs fell backward, dangling fromthe rough curving surface. H s head hung,
mout h wi de, throat exposed. Anokersh stared, aghast.

| have to wait, he told hinself. | nust wait.

Wth splendid dignity, the grotesque femal e nmounted the unconsci ous
body, her spindly | egs wapping T kosh's shoul ders, her face sinking to his
groin. She hefted his unprotected genitals. A cry of pleasure rose fromthe
ferals. Reality was a curdled, gelid wave in Anokersh's slowed brain. W have
al ways waited, he thought. W have al ways been too late. Wiy can we never act?
The Mot her Goddess | owered her gaping jaws. He is sterile, the Director cried
silently, absurdly. His seed is barren. It cannot advance your |ust for
freedom for life.

A hissing inplosion shook the air. 'We're through!' Diitchar's voice

cried in his ear. Heavy thuds; pluned bodies dropped fromthe roof. 'I'm going
to detonate a flarel’
Time convul sed. '_Get down!_' Anokersh screaned to his group. 'Cover

your eyes! Don't |ook up!" He hurled hinself to the deck. In the instant he
buried his muzzle in dried vegetation, he saw the feral fenmale hold high her
head in fury.

Li ght bl ooned, a silent nonumental surge of blinding radiance. Even
with his eyes covered, glaring crinmson splashed pain. The pongids screamnmed in
angui sh, bl undered heavily in blinded agony.

Anokersh felt hands at his bonds, heard the sharp whirr of a power
bl ade slicing. Then he was up, his arns around his spouse. A welding mask was
t hrust high on her forehead, a dark smear on gold. Flanes hissed as the
par ched hydroponi cs vegetation burned.

He fell off the edge of the universe.

Instantly, the inplants under his tal ons magnetised. A jolt went
t hrough his body as his flailing feet clanged to the deck. He gul ped hard.

Fl ane control circuits had cut |ocal gravity. The fires, ignited by the
intense flare, snothered snokily into extinction.

Bl i nded, howing ferals spun slowy in the air, victins of a failsafe
system they coul d never have inmagined. The brutes had never known the erotic
[ uxury of null sleepers; weightlessness terrified them

"Kersh, | brought you a power-gun.' Diitchar thrust it into his hand,
choking with | oathing. The air was vile with the ferals' vomt. 'Stezna has
the pressure suit.'

He activated his link to control. 'Leave the gravity off,' he ordered
t he program



T kosh huj Nesh was still unconscious. He floated al nbst vertically
above the netal egg, knees bent about the curve of the thing, talons clanped
magnetically to its rough surface. His twi sted ankl es were sprai ned and
swol  en. Bl ood covered his groin. Stezna reached him adm nistered an
anal gesic jet, drew himcarefully out of reach of the shrilling pregnant
femal e drifting above him

They need not die, Anokersh told hinself desperately, struggling into
the pressure suit. Gaphs and equations blurred in his nmnd. Cast out, they
woul d hurtle across the interface between time and paratinme, shedding their
inertia into the external shields. He did not believe it.

"Back to the access shaft,' he yelled. 'Wen you're all through into
the Civilised sectors, _seal off!_ Mve!' A greater terror: what woul d happen
to the Ancillary Core? Like a sledgehamer blow into a naked cortex...

Diitchar closed the hel met under his nuzzle, shot pressure tabs.

"Li fe-support indicators? Her voice still cane through his printed
transcei ver.
"All active,' he bellowed. ' Mve! '
She pressed her hands against his breast. 'W've |located three of the
m ssing people,' she told himsoftly. 'Their mnds are -- danmaged.'
"There'll be a time for healing,' he said. The horror of his duty noved

in himlike ice. He turned away.

When the access seal closed, he thunbed the power setting to paralysis
strength and roved through the chaos. It was an act of nercy. The fires had
died swiftly, leaving the nakeshift hydroponics tanks sludgy with charred
| eaves, stumps of vegetation |ike burnt bones. Linp bodies hung about him
adults and pups. They are intelligent beings, he told hinmself. They are not of
the Living People, but they share our consciousness. That know edge was
intolerable. He stood in silence and surveyed the work of his hands.

' Everybody's through,' Diitchar reported, and for a |long noment he
coul d not conprehend her words. 'Kersh,' she said, a touch of panic in her

voice, 'we're all in. The sector |ocks are all seal ed behind the Perineter
lines. Do you read ne?
"Yes,' he said. "Close this line. | don't want anyone nonitoring it.'

"Yes, ny love.'

He gave the Priority code once nore, told the conputer to read back his
program Wthout hesitation it did so. His blood was |liquid | ead. He thought
of Ghine do Lod and Thali huj Salder in equivocal bliss.

Wth frozen thunbs, he found the suit's safety |ine. He bound hinsel f
to a stanchion as far fromthe emergency hull |ock as he could find.

He cl osed his eyes.

Faintly, through the thick skin of the pressure suit, there came the
cry of a feral pup waking fromparalysis to terror

He screaned the activation order.

W nds roared about him He had never known wi nds before. Soft, heavy
t hunps. Sounds of vegetation ripping, torn in nasses fromtheir matted roots.
Wth the crash and tinkle of breaking glass, segments of the crystal mass, the
Ancillary Core, the nmenories of his People, sundered fromthe corridor walls
into the high shrill keening air. Wnd howed into the ultimte enptiness of
paratime. H s pressure suit creaked, adjusting to vacuum Vileness clotted the
out side of his faceplate. The doubl e doors gaped open to the grey opal escence
of centuries flickering in elided passage. Lights within the enpty section
spl ashed stark on bl oodstained walls. |I have not killed them he told hinself.
They are scattered through ages of lost time. He vomited. Vileness clotted the
i nside of his faceplate.

Anokersh huj Lers ordered the | ocks closed and seal ed.

He crawmed in the bowels of the Mssion craft.

In the med bay, ahead, there was one last feral to dispose of.

M stress Diitchar rhal Lers waited, with her |ove and forgiveness,
beneath the ventilator shaft. He could not take her hand.



*Five: An Habitation of Dragons*
*14. The Vault*

Bill Del Ford unclipped his safety belt, clinbed shakily over the side
of the plastic pulley-drawn car that had brought them down fromthe surface.
The huge cabl e twanged an organ note; way behind them beyond the nmultiple
swi t chbacks, the notor which drove it was taking up slack half a kilonmetre
outside the original Iimts of the Vault's destructive field.

A forced draft thrust fingers into his thin hair, lifted the sweat and
heat fromhis face. Hugh Lapp | eaped athletically fromthe | udicrous car, so
rem ni scent of a carnival toy, and together they foll owed the grey-suited
corporal down the last hundred netres of the steep tunnel

'R&D have sent your protective suiting ahead, gentlenen,' the corpora
said. H's voice booned and echoed along the tunnel. 'You'll change into it at
this checkpoint.' Bill tried to snmle an acknow edgnent, know ng they m ght
all explode into a greasy cloud of dispersed colloids at any nonent. Already,
thi ghs and belly were protesting peevishly at the unusual slope beneath his
feet. There was a hollow runbling; he | ooked over his shoulder. The plastic
cable car was retreating back up the boron-epoxy tube to the | anding that
glimered a kilometre behind them Even with the stiff gradient the engi neers
had mai ntained in these four-netre di ameter burrows, he and Lapp had ri dden
ei ght or nine klicks to cone this deep

"l shoul d have insisted on phoning Sel ma and the boy,' he said.

The astronaut gl anced at hi munconfortably. "It's a son of a bitch,' he
agreed. 'Security'd never wear it. How are you feeling, Bill?

'Same as you, | imagine. Floppy. Shitty, in fact. But feeling no pain.'
He started to laugh, and had to restrain hinself. Ah, the whinsical bastards,
he t hought.

Gaslight flared white and sharp as they rounded the bend into the
| andi ng. Several troops in the blue-capped UN uniformof the Project regarded
themw th dull, sullen suspicion frombehind their enplacenents. Bored
technici ans tended their makeshift instrunments, conferred in murnurs. The
corporal led themacross the flat surface to a frail plastic box-like office,
knocked, ushered themin.

General Joseph Ahearn Sawyer was a snmall, vigorous Texan. ' Good
norni ng, gentlenmen. You're a little ahead of schedule or 1'd have nmet you at
the termnal.' He punped their hands, directed themto curved pol ystyrene
chairs, offered themcoffee fromthe chem cally heated percol at or bubbling
beside his cluttered desk. '"I'mdelighted to neet you at |ast, Dr del Ford
Ready to make the dash to history?

"It'"ll help settle my breakfast,' Bill said. Less than five hundred

metres fromthis preposterous office was the nonstrous thing he and Lapp had
cone to challenge. He felt death snuffling for his scent. Cut that crap, he
told himself sharply. Fear will keep me razor-edge alert, but not if | get
nor bi d.

"W're all junpy when we're waiting for action,' the general said.
Del Ford | ooked away. Spare ne, he groaned. But Sawyer was insisting, 'Let mne
tell you, | cane close to nmessing my neat newnilitary pants the first tine |
-- But you won't want to hear ny tall conmbat tales. Let's go neet the gang;
they're waiting in the staff room'

Enzymes swirled and clicked in Bill's brain. They seened al nost audibl e
to him He found hinself giggling again. The goddammed stuff isn't supposed to
chain react until it's netabolised, he thought wi th distant annoyance. The

mracle of the age. Secret of eternal youth. But he couldn't fault the
unofficial nane the biochem sts had chosen for the tiny peptide which the
17-Tg- M anal ogue was sl uggi shly fabricating fromthe beta-lipotropin proteins
in his pituitary. Asinine, he reflected, chortling with nerrinent. If heroin
is the drug of heroes, he asked hinself, who will dare admt to a craving for
asi nine? O course the sober souls of the Death Machine found nothing anusing
in the sobriquet; they insisted that the pentapepti de be known strictly as

ar g- enkephal in. The ami no acids danced in a chain before Bill's inward gaze, a



rondo of nol ecul es: tyrosine-glycine-glyci ne-phenyl al ani ne-argi ni ne. Religion
he thought, giggling, is indeed the opiate of the people. For what, indeed, is
enkephalin, in its whol esone macrobiotic DDT-free endogenous net and
| eu-varieties, but God's own painkiller? They should have called it nysticin.

" Hugh, Hugh, my ole orbiting buddy,' he said, slapping the astronaut on

the back, '"I'm Truly. Feeling. No pain.'

"You crazy junky,' Lapp said, leading himto a couch. 'You' re not
stoned, it's premature senility. Lie down for a monment and I'Il get you a cold
Coke. "

"For Christ's sake,'" Bill said inmploringly, 'no artificial stimulants.

W have to be pure of heart.’

Hi s head cleared as he lay there, staring up at two and a half
kil ometres of rock and sand. He ripped open a stick of gum It was one of the
nore inconsequential side effects of the Vault's destructive N branes that
nost of the Project's nicotine addicts had switched to chewing gum The
i nstruments used down here all depended on jerryrigged chem cal processes
rather than electronic steady states -- so the snokers had been obliged to
| eave their cigarettes on the surface, for fear of chemi cal explosion, and now
everyone had devel oped the taste for gum

It was subtly but altogether disturbing, as he glanced around the
pat chwork staff room to know that the closest electronics equi pnent was
kil ometres away. Conmunication with the surface was effected principally
t hrough a bul ky hydraulic contraption nounted on a sturdy steel desk, its
heavy tube boring up through the ceiling into rock. The input/output was a
massi vel y geared mechani cal typewiter.

There was nothing in the entire area a nineteenth-century
pre-el ectroni cs engi neer couldn't have cobbled together ... if he'd possessed
t he sophisticated synthetic materials, and the shop capabl e of turning out
parts tooled to tol erances that woul d have staggered him

And all this desperate ingenuity was shaped to the single appalling
fact of the Vault's destructive field. It was not a gluon shield; the effect
was nmore subtle, selective. He had seen one of its paranmeters altered al ready,
when the rain stopped. Surely that was the active decision of intelligence.
The central effect remained in force, however. The Vault still would not
tolerate foreign el ectromagnetic activity an order of magnitude greater than
t he bi oenergetic processes of the human body.

Bill sat up. H's heart was hanmrering again. Wthin nmnutes he and Hugh
woul d be going down to break the Vault, armed with its own key. Maybe. More
probably the Vault would break them He could not stop thinking of the films
of the burning man

The astronaut joined himon the couch. Medics fussed over them Bil
said, '1'd feel happier if they'd flowm Anne in.' Yin and yang, he thought.
There are no sexual nonopol es, any nore than magnetic charges exist in
i solation. The Three Miusketeers face the Field Force Mnster. Yet it had
wor ked, before, at the Institute.

"Too many risks to bring a woman down there,' Hugh said. 'l agree with
them' He bunched one arm as the hypodermic was inserted into his triceps
nmuscl e, injecting the enzyne solution that would vastly accelerate his
pituitary production of asinine.

Bill scow ed, delivering up his owm linb. 'You dimnish yourself, Hugh.
You're maligning half the human race.' He flinched. 'Anne Hawt horne woul d have
your balls for garters if she heard you agreeing with those dorks.'

Harris Lowenthal |eaned over them 'Tinme to suit up, guys.' The
psychol ogi st was crisp, reassuring; the brittle cynicismof the first briefing

had vani shed conpletely. 'Then we'll go down with you to the three hundred
metre post.'
"Yes,' Bill said. Lowenthal was searching his face. He tried to keep

his cringing fear fromshowi ng. H's cheeks felt cold in the nmuggy air. He
foll owed Lapp to the benches where the Russian el ectronics expert Konmarov was
waiting with the null-suits. The principal fact that had been brutally



i mpressed upon himwas that no one could enter the Vault Zone tw ce. The Vault
permtted a single intrusion, exacting sanity as its price of adm ssion.
Second time round you were dead.

' Repeat the procedures,' the psychol ogi st demanded.

"W have one hour,' Bill said tiredly. A mass of cotton was nmopping its
way through his brain. 'You ring the bells every fifteen mnutes. A series of
coded kl axons counts down the last ten minutes.'

The codes had been scorched into his unconscious nenory by
nar cohypnosi s, operant conditioning, and ol d-fashioned fear-driven study. He
woul d react to those bells, he thought, grinmacing, if he were three days
buried in hell.

"Well, General, | think that conpletes the review,' Lowenthal said,
hitching hinmself off the edge of the bench

"Fine, fine.' Sawyer thrust out his hand. 'Dr del Ford, Captain Lapp
here's that historic nonment. As soon as Komarov has you tucked into your |ong
johns we'll join you for a stroll down to the limt.'

The specialists trooped out. My God, | wish Anne was coming with us, he
t hought again. H's pul se accel erated. He becanme effectively unconscious. Wth
dull surprise he found hinself wal king stiffly to the end of the |anding, clad
inthe stifling foamlined suit. H s awareness contracted, functioning with

all the affect of an integrated circuit. Fifteen mllion separate netal
threads were wired in a crazed tangle through the inert fabric of the suit.
Li ghter than chain mail, but not much nore flexible, it had been poured to his

specifications as exactly as a spacesuit to an astronaut's. Fedorenko believed
it would damp out entirely the minute electric field generated by the human
nervous system and mnuscul ature. The wiring was bonded into fibres of LI1900, a
Lockheed silica with a heat dissipation rate so profound that the suit could
be handl ed with bare skin imrediately after renoval froma thirteen hundred
degree Celsius kiln.

The tunnel stretched away behind them I|ighted at intervals by gas
mant| es. Synthetic odours mngled with machine oil and human sweat. Heat
poured up the tunnel, radiating froman invisible, inconprehensible skin
around the Vault. Nearly three kilonmetres overhead, he knew, the sky was enpty
of clouds. The desert sun beat down, drawi ng a haze of steam fromthe soaked
sunmer soi l

"Wn't be nmuch nore delay,' Sawyer said cheerfully. Unscratchable

itches raged across Bill's skin. There was a bl ank, foolish grin on the

astronaut's face. 'The research staff nust have all their gear rolling as you
go in, and they're still not really at home wi thout electrons to push.' A bel
rang stridently. 'Ckay, gentlemen, that's it. | w sh you luck. W'Ill see you

at |uncheon.'

Bill shook his hand again and didn't feel a thing through the wred
gl ove. Flanked by their escort of soldiers, he and Hugh wal ked into the fina
| eg of the burrow.

The hel met of fine mesh surrounded his head, splintering gaslight Iike
a prism Hs left triceps was aching. Lungs burned with the fiery air fleeing
up fromthe barrier.

This last stretch had all been dug by hand-w el ded hydraulic
excavators. The previous slanting kilometres of tunnel, designed to coll apse
as a trap for radiation or toxic gas in the event that the Vault should
detonate or self destruct, had been hammered t hrough the raw rock strata by
exqui sitely fashi oned shaped char ges.

He smiled. The jargon, and sone of the engineering concepts behind it,
had wornmed into his mind during the crash orientation. Suddenly, he found the
Boy's Omn technol ogy refreshing, restorative. A hallucinatory vividness
overcame him he was bent over a |low desk in the school library, riveted by a
t hi ck-1 eaved encycl opedia. It showed the brain as a small town business,
tel ephonists with their hair in buns, the Manager of Speech brooding on his
Chanmber of Commerce address, the Manager of Reflex Actions standing angrily
above his ledger clerks in the Cerebellum the Board Room of the Cerebrum air



tubes | ooping fromthe nose to the Aerating Room... The tubes of the tunne
had been lined with a space age formul a of boron fibres m croscopically
interlocked in tetrahedral patterns inside an epoxy bond. The adhesives had
remai ned soft and workable until a specific catalyst was added; instantly, the
epoxy set to concrete. The stressed boron-epoxy substances were incredibly
light and fantastically stronger than steel. In his brain, an enzyne was
reversing that process. The thought patterns of decades were nelting to a
spring thaw. Jesus, he told hinself, the clerks have run ampok. They're tearing
up the records. They've taken to drink. Were are their collars? Is that a
bl ack flag they're strangling the Manager wth?

"W're at the limt zone,' one of the soldiers said, breaking into his
anaesthetic abstraction. The man flashed a signal |anmp back up the tunnel

A bell clamoured. The count had begun.

"W'|l be waiting for you here,' the sergeant said in a | ow, cal mtone.
"Begin your return no later than the first klaxon.'

'CGotcha,' Hugh said. 'See you, buddy.'

They crossed the hot interface of the barrier and went clunsily down
the |l adder into the zone.

The Vault was a dull white sphere on a perfectly flat surface. Bill had
st udi ed hol ogranms of the shoebox cavity and the sphere it contained; now the
thing itself was clearly illumnated in focused beans cast fromthe nest of

gas mantles behind the lint.

Hi s breath whistled through the wire grid of the null-suit helnmet. Hs
footsteps clicked and echoed. In his belly he felt a terrible, pointless
bet r ayal

The ball |ooned, quite featureless. A refrain of doombegan in Bill's
m nd. He gl anced at the astronaut wal king slowy at his side. He tried to
bl ock death fromhis cycling thoughts and failed. It had killed thirty-seven
men. At this nonent those who had not died lay strapped in hospital beds under
total sedation, |lest they wake scream ng, scream ng...

Bill stopped. 'Fuck it,' he said. He tore off his left gauntlet. 'Hugh
take your right glove off.’

Al armmed, the astronaut seized his arm 'Bill, put it back on, you crazy
| oon. Zebrowski burned up when -- ' Gappling, they fought in a nutually
unconpr ehendi ng spasm of terror. Sonehow the astronaut's right gl ove cane
free. Bill hurled it across the featurel ess surface. He gripped Hugh's hand in
his bare grasp; his palmran with perspiration. He held tight. Wth a spurt of
shane, he felt a pul se of adol escent lust at the contact. Suddenly the
astronaut's resistance ceased. The pressure of his fingers closed on Bill's.
He was | eaning forward, sweat gleamng on his brow, guffaw ng. 'Del Ford,' he
gasped, 'we can't go on neeting like this.'

They waited, hands linked, until they had regained their breath. A
primal contact had been closed. A current passed between them conforting,
energising. Aristotle and Alister Jerison would be pleased, Bill thought with
dream i ke detachnment. And maybe Alice Langer. Hand in hand, then, I|ike
children on a strange pl ayground, they noved again toward the Vault.

Heat fromthe invisible barrier was gone. Air circulated across Bill's
skin, cooling him vented froma grille under his shoul der bl ades. Even so, a
trickle of sweat ran fromhis chest down his stonach.

Hi s thoughts were in confused tatters. He awaited attack fromthe
Vault. None cane. Cautiously, according to instructions, they stopped after
fifty netres. A faint dark stain narred the surface before them No nore than
ci nders, ashes, he thought. Hugh tugged at his hand. They edged cl oser, slowy
circling the inert globe. They fell screaming into infinity.

-- fell and fell, knees bent, arms agai nst chest, eyes clanped shut in
nausea and shock, hand | ocked bruisingly to hand --

I"'mnot falling, Bill how ed furiously to hinmself. There's nowhere to
fall. The plunging descent into hell did not abate. He knew in sone real m of

reason that the surface was firmbeneath his booted feet. Vertigo roared in
ears and guts and nuscles. He forced his eyes open. Not falling. The strain



was intol erable. The astronaut was scream ng sonething, punping at his arm

He did the one inpossible thing: hurled himself forward, after Lapp
his arm socket jolting, directly into the endless pit that only frai
rationality told himwas not there.

And the rock was solid again. The illusion cut off as abruptly as a
storm at the slammng of a door

Bill picked hinmself up, lurching at Hugh's shoul der, nassaging his
brui sed knees through the heavy fabric. | can beat it, something thought. His

body stood rel axi ng from acrophobi ¢ shock, automatically follow ng the
nodi fi ed yoga sequence he'd been taught by NASA nedics.

A bell rang, signalling the end of the first fifteen mnutes into the
zone. They noved on again toward the Vault.

Its curved exterior seemed to hover above themlike a tunbling boul der
when ni ght mare struck.

Perspective twisted in a deliriumof horror. Bill felt his body nelt
and stretch, a distorted caricature, arns shrinking to w thered stunps, pain
of anputation, legs swollen and brittle as stilts. In the withing ruin of
Hugh's face, when he pulled the man's helnmet to him the eyes were protruding
on slinmy stalks fromtheir crusted sockets. Around the dry pitted crater of
his own nmouth, his tongueless, arid nmouth, teeth were needl e fangs of bone. He
tried to conceal his face, but his hands were bul bous |unps of raw tissue
flapping at his shoul ders...

And sonehow he was giggling, with not quite the shrill madness of
hysteria. Here he was with his sister Anthea, shouting in front of the big old
radi o, pulling ghastly faces at her; here was his grandnother with the sane
tiresone, stupid adnonition. 'I just hope,' he shouted at the Vault from his
ruined nmouth, laughing wildly at the horrid absurdity of it, 'that the w nd
doesn't change right now.'

The echo of his voice rang in the chanmber. He caught up Hugh's hand
agai n, shaking weakly with laughter. Swinging their arms, play soldiers, they
continued circling the Vault.

A tunel ess song canme into Billy's mnd. 'Herbivores are awful bores,'
he sang. He reached up and took off his helnmet. Jauntily, Hugh doffed his own,
bow ed it across the blank surface.

'Cbey the laws and sweep the floors,' Hugh added, smrking.

Bill shook his finger for cautionary enphasis. 'To shirk their duties,
tasks, and chores woul d not be greeted by appl ause.'

Was a bell ringing? School's in? Hugh ski pped ahead, pretending not to
hear. ' They never eat with gaping jaws,' he said.

"Or treat their friends to horrid roars.' Wo had taught himthis song?
Hugh put his hands on his hips and said with a rush: 'Their diet keeps them
free of yaws -- they buy their fruit at health-food stores and even eat their
appl e cores -- while innate decency ensures that gernms which [urk on other
paws pronoting noxi ous dermal flaws are swiftly booted out of doors.'

Bill was doubled up with laughter. He dragged off his unwieldy suit,
tuggi ng the noul ded boots fromhis feet with difficulty. 'Wen teeing off,' he
poi nted out, 'they wear plus-fours.'

Lapp snorted. 'At night their bedroons ring with snores.' He waited a
beat, and added with a wi cked grin: 'They _never_ patronise the whores.'

Bill | ooked sardonically at the Air Force captain. 'Nor do they march
to foreign wars, nor sponsor any foolish cause.'

Hugh sneered. 'They wap their kiddies up in gauze, philosophise in
gl oony saws, and when it rains, for them' he cried triunmphantly, 'it always
pours.'

"How the hell do we get in?" Bill yelled with sudden petul ance at the
bl and, unresponsive sphere. 'You want ' Cpen Sesane' already?

Shock scissored his viscera. Noiselessly, wi thout notion, an opening
was there: a dark enptiness, oninous as the nest of a snake.

A voice, sweet as the tinkle of a brook, lonely as the tune of a hobo's
mout h harp at sunset. The voice sang in his mnd: YOU HAVE COVE



He coul d not nove.

...Yet he was_ noving, step after step toward the door into damation
H s m nd gi bbered warning, and could not heed it.

VWHY ARE YOU FEARFUL? cried the beautiful voice, desolated. | HAVE
AWAI TED YOUR COM NG FOR SO LONG. SO VERY, VERY LONG ...

It seenmed to himthat a stink of putrefaction reeked in his nostrils.
Snake! The stench of an ancestral eneny so vile that a mllion years of
evol ution had not expunged it from his genes. The conpul sion fromthe Vault
gripped linbs and nerves, took himagainst his shrieking denial into the
shadows of the sphere

"CGod,"' the astronaut said in an awed voice. 'It's a conputer. A
wonder ful conputer.'
Bill hardly heard him The snake was calling him Nobody has cone this

far before, sone part of his mnd realised. All of themhad died, or craw ed
to the prison of nadness, w thout reaching the Vault.

YOUR M NDS ARE BEAUTI FUL, sang the ancient voice. YOU HAVE CAST OFF THE
SHACKLES

Spittle covered his chin. Lines of light -- indigo, turquoise, scarlet,
flame-hot, sun-bright -- |eaped and shattered about him Bill walked into the
heart of the Vault.

'Ceonetries of light," the astronaut was saying. 'The machine is
showi ng us equations.'

Bill felt an urge to worship swell within him Stunbling, he went into
the coils of Iight.
Hi s nother stood before him Her beauty was ethereal. Inpossible to

nove, speak, swallow the saliva that ran fromthe corners of his nmouth. He
tried to clench his hands. Serpents of |ight swayed and wove about him
encl osing her in the darkness.

For the nerest moment, the bright lights broke. H's mnd shuddered at
the brink of devastation.

A faint clanging. The demanding cry of bells scored ice in his brain.

Bill tried to turn, to respond to the prearranged signal, and as he did
he saw t he Serpent.

Wananbi! he screanmed, but had no voi ce.

-- not with indented wave prone on the ground, as since, but on his
rear, circular base of rising folds, that towered fold above fold a surging
Maze, his Head crested al oft, and Carbuncle his Eyes; w th burnisht Neck of
verdant Gold, erect amidst his circling Spires, that on the grasse fl oated
redundant: pleasing was his shape and | ovely --

AH the Serpent cried. DO NOT REJECT ME

And in a nonent of total plausibility Billy was nine years old. Autumm
| eaves blew wild across the old garden, caught in golden browns and reds
against his nother's dress as she stood weeping, and his father's voice was
grimand bitter with accusation. Billy didn't understand what was happeni ng,
he ran to his nother and she turned himaside, told himto | eave them and his
father barked that he was to go inside with his big sister and prepare for
dinner, and the lonely tearing in his chest burst as he ran to the house,
burst to scalding tears that racked himfor hours and cane again and again for
weeks when he was told that she had gone and woul d not be comi ng hone
again....

He hated her! He hoped she woul d die! How he hoped that a lorry would
run her down, and she'd be dying, and there'd be no doctor! He hoped --

Weeping again, with grief and guilt: he didn't want her hurt, didn't
want her to die, but why had she gone with that man and left himhere with his
dull busy father, for he loved her until his heart broke, Billy | oved her
want ed nothing nore than to lean his tired head into her breast while she
soothed his wind-torn hair, wanted only to run to her with some new creature
-- frog, butterfly, lizard -- found by the pond, new puzzle he'd sol ved at
school, and now she was gone and he'd never see her again..

...although he had seen her, of course, after his father had married



again, married Janet to be nother for Billy and Anthea and m stress of the
hone during those | ong weeks when dad flew fromstate to state, country to
country. Even then she had promi sed to | ove him al ways..

...and now she was here, calling out to himas he turned away from her

STAY, BILLY, WHY DO YOU REJECT ME? YOU MUST NOT FORSAKE ME NOW

Tears filled his eyes again, and he reached out blindly for her arns,
the snmell of her hair and her sweet scent, reached to clasp her, passion
rising in a foam ng wave, reached to find her breasts golden soft, to be flesh
in her flesh --

He woul d not | ook at her nakedness. Pain cane sharp and terrible as
teeth cl anped deep into tongue. A stench vile as foaning acid. Hs mouth
filled with the salty reek of bl ood.

Muscl e fighting nuscle, he grovelled on the curving surface and prayed
piteously for the bell's clanmour. Her music tore him In fury he wept, and
heard the bell.

He ran past the astronaut. The harsh cl angour died. In the darkness,

t he doorway was gone.

She waited in the Vault, with her wiles and her power, and Bill knew
finally that he woul d never escape her

Hs |lips were nunb. 'Who are you?

HUMAN, NEED YQU ASK? Anger and reproach filled the glorious voice. HAS
YOUR SPECI ES SO SOON FORGOTTEN | TS GODS?

Waves rolled and crashed fromthe centre of the Vault, hanmering his
enotions. Sleep stroked his will, webbed himin a drowsy net of warnth and
shadow. He was drifting fromhis body into the cal mplace. Were had Hugh
gone? Far bel ow, he saw the astronaut standing, exultant, in sone psychic
space of his own devi sing.

BELOVED HUMAN, YOU MUST ABANDON FEAR. | AM I SIS, ASTARTE, SARASVATI
CERES, THE MOTHER OF YOUR PEOPLE. COVE TO MY ARVMS AND TAKE NOURI SHVENT, MY
CH LD, My LOVE.

Again -- so soon? he thought -- the bell sounded. Hi s angui shed nuscl es
tensed agai nst her lure, were freed.

An insight blazed through him then, so rich and yet so clear that he
was dazed by his stupidity in not having seen it fromthe begi nning.

This is not a vault, he thought. A vault is a repository for sonething
of inestimble value. This is a prison

And of course the dreadful alien being that called itself a goddess was
t he prisoner, bound and chai ned eons ago by forces beyond human conprehensi on

The defences beyond the prison, the terrible distortions of reality
t hat destroyed machines and killed men, were no nore than side-effects of the
Vault's primary purpose. A pang of guilt and horror went into him It needs
us, he told hinself, to |loose its bonds. To set it free.

He heard Hugh | aughing with joy. The astronaut touched his arm 'It's

cone so far, Bill. It has so nuch to offer us!’
Wth loathing, Bill drew away fromhim Lapp clutched at his arm A
veil of light shimrered about him Bill del Ford was gazing into a mrror

seeing his own livid face. Enornmpus banks of lights flickered behind him the
outward and visible signs of the transcendent computer wi thin whose prograns
Hugh' s consci ousness floated as the nerest subroutine.

In panic, Bill-Hugh thought: this is not real. The crazy bastard is
hal | uci nati ng. A cockroach, he danced a tarantella on the keyboard of a cosnic
term nal. Gal axi es spun, random access discs, a hundred billion chewy
byte-sized stars, 2”n bits of information.... W can simulate it for you, the
conput er of fered.

Fl ow-charts branched endl essly, a hierarchy of precipitations. He
concei ved a cosm ¢ pornography. Parallel |oins, he thought, |aughing
hel pl essly. They nmet at infinity. Fusion wavered. Was it the conmputer, or the
snake, who told himinperatively: Life is not a series of gig |anps
symmetrically arranged. Life is a lunminous hal o surrounding us fromthe
begi nning of things to the end. This is Popper's Wrld 3, he thought. The



uni verse of discourse. The ontol ogical reality within which nmental objects
subsi st .

Horrendous wail i ng of klaxons slashed the air until the very walls of
the Vault seened to reverberate. Conditioned reflexes hanmered to answer them
but Hugh-Bill could not nove. A faint glow filled the sphere. Fromthe corner
of his imuobile eye, he saw the shape of a teleport grid brighten until its
nmetal bars shone |ike polished brass. Colours danced within it: violet, blue,
green, yellow. Golden radiance flared to clear white. Beyond the grid was a
pl ace so strange he could not conprehend it. Machines were there, and
| um nescence, and things too strange to nane. The alien's voice spoke sharply,
conmmandi ngly. It was his nother's voice.

This is not happening, Bill told hinself again. It is a children's
cartoon. It is a Jungian projection of archetypes. H s head filled at once
with a scream of fury.

Through the detonations of his retinas, Bill saw a centaur enter the
Sphere. Lightly it stepped and with enornmous maj esty, across the | owest bar
hooves cl ashing nusically upon the metal floor. A wave of charismatic power
surged fromthe being. Bill stared in wondering confusion. Synbols, synbols
only.

THE DREAM NG | S DONE, ULURU, the centaur said. THE BATTLE I N HEAVEN IS
OVER

Frenzied flicker of display lights flashed Iike a neon adverti senent,
an electric delusion. Through it, the snake reared and pl unged, gol den pl unes
rippling to a winter's gale.

Gracefully, the centaur trod back through the grid, touched a series of
engraved controls on its own machi nes. A donme of absol ute black | ocked around
t he nauseating thing crouched in the centre of the Sphere. A vibration of
i ntol erabl e power shook the Vault. The inprisoning done rose, black as
pol i shed ebony. It passed weightlessly through the grid.

The centaur paused, gazing down at the humans. Bill felt no fear at
all; he was suffused with tremendous awe at the strength and tenderness wth
which it regarded him Wen it held out its huge hands, Bill reached up,
wanderingly, and took them Its grasp was firm He felt the fatherly | ove
which flowed fromthe creature.

YOUR FEAR | TSELF OF DEATH REMOVES THE FEAR, it told him wth his
father's voice. But his father was dead. WHY THEN WAS THI S FORBI D? WHY BUT TO
AVE, VWHY BUT TO KEEP YE LOW AND | GNORANT, HI S WORSHI PPERS; HE KNOAS THAT I N
THE DAY YE EATE THERECF, YOUR EYES THAT SEEM SO CLEAR, YET ARE BUT DIM SHALL
PERFECTLY BE THEN OPEN D AND CLEAR D, AND YE SHALL BE AS GODS, KNOW NG BOTH
GOOD AND EVIL AS THEY KNOW

It's the wananmbi, Bill thought, astonished. This is the wananbi.
Transfigured to a god, taking the poet John MIlton's words by right. He
gl anced at the astronaut. Reflected |lights danced on Hugh's face, in the
dar kness; on the curved mirrors of his eyes, a huge console flared with
pattern.

THAT YE SHOULD BE AS GODS, SINCE | AS MAN, | NTERNAL MAN, IS BUT
PROPORTI ON MEET, the Conmputer said, | OF | RON HUMAN, YE OF HUMAN GODS. SO YE
SHALL DI E PERHAPS, BY PUTTI NG OFF HUMAN, TO PUT ON GODS, DEATH TO BE W SHT,
THOUGH THREATENED, WH CH NO WORSE THAN THI S CAN BRI NG? AND WHAT ARE GODS THAT
MAN MAY NOT BECOVE AS THEY?

The centaur was telling him he realised, the advantages of death.

But it's so nmuch to give up, he thought with a bitter pang.

Bill hung above his exhausted body like a cloud of light. Hugh Lapp's
di scarded flesh -- like his own, tenporarily abandoned -- lay in the darkness
beside him They were alone, as fromthe start they had been alone. It had not
been necessary to escape the Vault Sphere, for they had never been inside it,
not literally. There was no centaur, no Snake, no superlative alien computer
there never had been. The inmense curve of the unbreached Vault soared |ike an
i deal cliff above their bodies, eclipsing the tunnel and its gas mantles. W
t hought we were inside the Vault, Bill told hinself, considering with a



certai n amusenent the metaphors that had been drawn out from his own
unconscious. In fact, the Vault was within us. Now, finally, all the childish
synmbol s of hal |l uci nati on were gone.

He caught hinself. Hardly fair, old son. Intellect, as al ways, yearned
to trivialise that which was nore profound and solidly rooted than intellect.
The Vault consci ousness had revealed itself to himin synbols dense with
meani ng and grandeur, even as he had struggled within it |ike a sal non
breasting a foaming torrent. Now, lightly, he allowed his awareness to caress
the surface of that enbl ematic conmuni cation, to perceive what it had offered
wi t hout imnposing too brutally his own limting interpretations. Phallic Snake?
Yet the Serpent had al so been Mther, nurturant, beguiling, exquisite. If the
Vault entity had borrowed MIton's tropes from _Paradi se Lost_, borrowed
Satan's challenge to Adam it had neant to convey by that allusion no sinple
single thing. For the centaur, too, had spoken them and had entered to
protect Bill and Hugh, in allegory, fromthat archetypal Bad Mther which
every child dreads in nightmare and fairytale. The wicked witch is dead. ..

Yet the centaur (and Bill found hinmself curiously warmed by a nmenory,
fromhis own chil dhood, of reading by a winter fire a heavy bl ue-covered
illustrated Homer, while a thrumm ng cat stretched beneath his stroking hand)
was no | ess an ancient, powerful synbol for the beast in humanity, the wld,
rutting, cruel fusion of animal force and sublinme intellect. Wy, then, had he
chosen the centaur for his guardian? Bill brooded, and understandi ng renai ned
| ocked away. Mentally, then, he shrugged ... and a wash of recognition came to
him fromthe Vault intelligence that even now awaited his decision

Chiron, it reminded him was a centaur, and fromthe strong
her b-scented hands of Chiron had first been passed the secrets of nedicine
into the possession of humanity. Hunter, yes, and prophet, too, Chiron had
been beyond all else the source of healing, nmentor of the Father of Medicine,
teacher of Aescul apius hinself. Little wonder, Bill thought with delight at
his own vanity and sentinentality, that the Vault consci ousness had | ocat ed
that lost imge, drawn it out fromhis soul and given it illusory flesh in
order to soothe the rightening anmbiguities of its own nore conplex reality.

Now, Bill saw, he was at last purified of that need, beyond the
necessity for parables, for dialectic. Qut-of-the-body, he floated al oft,
al nrost free of his own chrysalis flesh, and his apprehensi on of humanity's
condi tion expanded dizzyingly, like a blow, |like a powerful scent smashing
with sweet force into the cavities of his skull. Spread all beyond him he saw
the world, with its billion mal nourished children and its hospitals and
flowering gardens, its toxins and its wheatfields blow ng golden in the sun
its remaining mssiles still buried in concrete and drifting like sharks, its
scientific attainnents and distortions, its glories of art, the touch of a
gentl e hand, the brutal rape, the gleeful, hysterical rmurder: the i mense |ack
of knowi ng, the isolation...

"OF course,' he said, with abrupt, |um nous understanding. 'l see.'

And yet he knew, with a tightening of his throat, that there would be
pain for Selma and Ben, for Anne, his hundred friends. Could he inflict grief
on those he | oved best, loved truly? Like an arrow of pale fire he passed to
their home, to the crunpled bed where Selnma | ay sleeping. The digital clock
showed that by her tinme it |acked a quarter hour of nidnight. Wthout
stirring, she knew his presence. WIly, she told him you shoul d have phoned

ahead. 1'd have -- Oh. He took her hand and she cane up out of her body into
his arms, pressing her face against his chest. Mist you, WIIly? W shall weep
for you. He told her: This will be a dreamto confort you. Remenber it. Soon
we' |l be together again. She snorted, as she had always snorted at the hunbug

of mediums and spiritualists and priests; there were tears in her eyes.
Sonehow he had supposed that she would cone out of the flesh with the lithe,
yout hful beauty of the first years of their marriage. Instead, he found her
anpl e body unchanged; all the lines of experience and woe and | aughter

remai ned in her face. You are a wonderfully centred person, Selma, he told her
wi th genuine admration. | love you so nmuch. Together, hand in hand, they



passed into the boy's room and gazed down on the unfinished face. A ninbus

fl owed about Ben, a flux of inchoate |ongings and first begi nnings, tentative,
prom sing strength and endurance and joy. I'll keep an eye on you both, Bil
said. He kissed Selma gently and then, as he turned to go, with a wink he

t weaked her heavy backsi de.

Hovering, he considered his pulsing heart, atria and ventricles,
relaxing in diastole, contracting fiercely in systole, the striated nuscl es of
interdigitated actin and myosin filaments, the resting menbrane potential at
84 millivolts and its reverse potential convulsion to 103 nmillivolts. He
observed the twin syncytiunms, and the inpulses surging across the A-V bundle.
He waited for the depolarisation plateau, watched the cal ciumions diffusing
i nward through the cardiac menbrane, its pernmeability to potassiumions
falling. The depleted tissues outside the menbrane sucked hungrily at the
cal cium suspended in the encl osing extracellular fluids. He reached down
calmMy, then, and shooed the ions away. Potassi um conductance plumeted. The
dynam c of his heart sagged, faltered, ceased. He died.

*15. The Vault*

As he voids hinself into death it is, of course, the rushing of a great
wind, yet it's frombehind that the hot gusts buffet him seizing out his
breath into the vacuum of their going, a wi nd heedl ess as the |ife-denying
gal es of oxygen sucked past the asphyxiating nmouth into the ignited furnace of
a city at ground-zero, in firestorm it smtes himand yes, he is
t hunderstruck, for all his preparations and expectancy; indeed, as his breath
is torn out without a cry he is suspended in tineless astoni shment until he
recalls that he is not the dead man, not Bill del Ford, but as al ways nerely
Mouse, conduit to the world's clamour, that di apason of the many |iving and
t he nunberl ess dead, Muse the nisbegotten son of |ight-struck delirious
El eanor, with the voice of the dead man separating now fromhis central focus

and telling himin his dream Son you will wake up soon, get dressed wi thout
waki ng your uncle and cone to the Vault, and he nods in his sleep, know ng the
guards will not hinder his passage, that they will not see hinm he wakes,
staring into the darkness, listening to AIf snoring in the other bed, the

vague hiss of the air conditioner but no voice, the dead man waiting for him
in confident silence as he rubs his eyes, pushes back the bedcovers, takes his
clothes fromthe dresser and slips into them |eaving off his shoes as he
creeps on tiptoe to the door, finds no one in the corridor, and makes his way
t hrough the conpl ex byways to the main tunnel sloping to the Vault, and the
voi ce that spoke to himin dreamis correct, he alone noves in this quietness
despite the three shifts of the Project, the scientific and mlitary staff who
usual ly throng the burrows without regard to surface time; even so, as he
cones to the final stretch of the tube he drops on his belly and peers around
the corner, sees the two guards |ounging against the dull tetrahedral tiles
swappi hg gossip in laconic Russian, and sonethi ng extraordi nary happens: one
man clutches his stomach in md-sentence, sags slowy, falls full length to
the ground while the other stands for a nonment in shock, crouches, speaks
urgently to the unconscious guard, checks his pulse, pulls back one of his
eyelids, stands again in agitation, glancing at the big spring-powered warning
bell which is reserved for extrene emergencies, drags his eyes away fromit
with swift, anguished decision, and runs up the tunnel, Muse freezing as the
guard pelts around the corner, past himin the direction of the mlitary staff
room running, inpossibly, as though he hasn't seen Mouse crouched on the
ground, and with no hesitation Mouse scranbles to his feet, swi ngs around the
corner and sprints for the final landing and its heat barrier, the gusts
lifting his hair and flapping his | oose shirt tails, and in the dimess the
huge white gl obe he saw once before at the top of the steps fromthe tel eport
gate glimers in the centre of the chanber |ike the unhatched egg of a
gigantic reptile, the source and repository for the nultitudi nous clanmouring
tempest of voices, echoed in the hard anger of the shouts behind himat the

| andi ng, the doctor and the men in grey unifornms running to the fallen man and



seei ng himas he swings over the edge, |egs dangling above the pile of rubble,
letting go and tunbling into the |l ethal zone of the Vault.

"Sarge, it's the kid again, omgod he's gone into the Zone, we gotta
get the crazy little bastard out before -- '

"The _kid?_ But he's up on the surface.’

"Listen, Ranon, |I'mnot fucken blind. | don't give a shit where he's
_supposed_ to be, he's just gone over the edge into the goddamm _Vault .
'l saw himtoo, Sarge.' Boots pounding. 'Jesus, he's still alive. He's

just standing there. Hey you, damm fool kid, get back here! Herrick, gime a
hand with this |adder."’

"He can't_ be alive. He's been in there once before -- the Vault kills
repeaters. It smears themall over the --

Good boy, Muwuse, the dead nan tells him and his friends Hel en and
Anni e are standing there behind Bill, nodding in encouragenent; just wait
there a bit longer, Bill says, while they get the rope | adder down to you and
then you can go back to bed.

"He doesn't | ook dead to me,' one of the guards is saying in Russian
"I tell ya, Titov, the lad's weird, a zonmbie. Fromwhat | heard, he nearly had
t he Yanks pushing the big button.’

"You're full of crap, Leonov. Were'd you hear that? He's just a baby.
Cot a special hotline to old Sevastyi anov, eh? Quffaws.

Mouse ninbly nounts the nass of broken stone again, grasps the rope
| adder, clinbs to the edge of the tunnel

"Are you all right boy? Wat in heaven's name -- ? Here, give nme your
wist. Hm pulse is a little fast, probably the exertion. Ckay, Sergeant
Rarmon, let's get himto sick bay.'

'Hey, Leonov, if you know everything, why the hell are we still farting
around with rope | adders?

"Don't you know anything, Titov? Nah, that's right, you cane in after
us Stakhanovite heroes dug the tunnel. Well, conrade, first they tried an
al um ni um staircase. Flash! Lots of poison in the air. Plastic steps. Poof! |
tell ya, the place is weird, the kid's weird, the whole -- '

Mouse slides into the coma of rel ease, ascending to light, to radiance,
passi ng beyond words. After a tineless tinme Helen conmes to himagain, |eads
hi m out of the body to the roomwhere his uncle sits across a desk fromthe
Ameri can general. Joseph Ahearn Sawyer |ooks old and wan, com ng around the
desk to sit next to AlIf, a small, worn-covered volunme closed in his hands.

"Dr Dean, Alf, | know you didn't fully approve of us bringing young
H eronyrmus down again into such proximty to the Vault.'

'Ceneral, you know dammed well it was against nmy explicit plea. There
can be no possible purpose served by having himhere. It's immoral and
probably illegal. You killed two fine men yesterday, Sawer, and now you're

exposing a sick fourteen year old boy to psychol ogical stresses that a nornal
adol escent couldn't -- '

'The boy is a wal king bomb.' Sawyer |eaves the words hanging for a | ong
monent. 'For you, Alf, this situation is entirely a personal tragedy. |
understand perfectly, and I would think I ess of you if your response was

otherwise. AIf, I'ma father, and a grandfather. | _know_the pain you're
suffering.'

"Then send us back to the surface. For Christ's sake, General, send
Mouse hone. |'mprepared to stay here, if need be --

"Alf," the general says quietly, 'you still don't understand. At this

nmonent, the boy is precisely as inportant as the aliens' Vault. \Wen he
produced that docunent, that diary fromthe Russian Kukushkin, he cane close
to precipitating a nuclear hol ocaust.'

"I don't believe that,' Af says flatly. 'You still have espi onage
agents, and so do they. You have viral experinents that nust have produced
horrors just as repulsive as 17-Tg-M'

"W are teetering on a knife edge,' the general says. He goes to a
percol ator, pours steami ng coffee into two china cups. 'Nuclear deterrence is



finally about to join chain mail and castle walls. _Any_ edge might tip the
bal ance, revive the madness. You think the Russians aren't still smarting?
They'd | ove to claw back their enmpire.' He adds abruptly, 'Do you renenber the
Foxbat incident in the md-seventies?

"I had nore inportant things on nmy mind in the md-seventies, General.'

Sawyer grimaces. 'Soviet fighter-bonber ended up in Japan. We had its
avionics stripped within days. Wen our own Tontat went off the flat top into
the wi de blue sea, we spent a small fortune raising it before the Russkies
could pay us back in kind, like the Chinese did in 2001 when our EP-3 cane
down in Hainan. If any bloc'd had a Muuse, it could have | earned as nmuch as it
wi shed without the risk of diplomatic incident, just by asking him'

The ant hropol ogi st is shocked into inmobility. Slowy, his coffee
spills into the saucer. 'My God,' he says. 'You want to use himas a spy. Is
that all you see?

"No!' Sawyer's left hand cracks down on the front of the desk. 'I want
desperately to prevent himfrom ever being used as a spy. W are not ready for
absol ute access to all the dirty little secrets of the world. End of conmuni sm
or not, the world is still rotten with nad tribalisnms and old vengeance. The
nukes still stand poised in many silos. W are not ready. Obligatory honesty
is the one virtue the world cannot tolerate. Not one stone standing on
anot her, our fields sown with salt....' He takes a deep breath between
clenched teeth. "AIf, this is hardly the best circunstance to tal k about such
a dismal topic as the state of ny soul, but what | have to say concerns you
and Mouse and a decision | have to take very soon.'

He picks up the small volunme once nore fromthe desk. "Alf, are you a
religi ous man?

"I -- Uh, | imagine |I mght be classed as a humani st agnostic. That is,
I worship at no church and | enter 'No Religion' on the Census form but |
guess when it comes down to it | believe in the god who put the Big Bangs in
the universe.'

Sawyer smiles faintly. 'Son, your theology is a little out of date. You
should talk to Fedorenko and his pal Lennox Harrington. G uon theory has made
a small alteration to cosnol ogy: the hypothesis they're running this year is
the Big Bag theory.' He opens the book. "Alf, this Bible came to ne fromny
grandfather. My father scorned the old man's belief, thinking ridicule a
fashi onable attitude to adopt, and his life was a sad enpty thing to behol d,
as sad and enpty as the lives of the children today. Are you famliar with the
story of Abraham and |saac?'

Mouse gazes down on his uncle, sees Al f's annoyance and grow ng fear
"I"'mmore famliar with the nyths of the Mirinbata and Ngul arrnga abori gi nal s
than those of the Hebrews.' Wen the general |ooks at himin silence, he adds
with hostility, 'I've heard the Leonard Cohen track.'

"Bear with me, Alf. Chapter 22 of Genesis records that God said to
Abraham "Take thy only son, thy bel oved son Isaac, with thee to the |land of
Moria, and there offer himto ne in burnt sacrifice on a nountain | will show

you." And they rode off with their servants, stopping at the foot of the

nmount ai n, and Abraham took his son up the slope. "They went on together," the

A d Testanent tells us, "'till they reached the place God had shown him-- "'
"For Christ's sake, Sawyer,' Alf says angrily, 'l don't want to hear

this bloodthirsty, sinple m nded --

"Dr Dean, indulge ne for a monent.' The general |owers his eyes once
nore to the book. ''And here he built an altar, and set the wood in order on
it; then he bound his son Isaac and |aid himdown there on the altar, above
the pile of wood. And he reached out, and took up the knife, to slay his
son. "'

Alf is on his feet, his hands on Sawyer's collar. 'You bastard,' he
says in a high, inpassioned voice. 'You sanctinonious bastard. A wal ki ng bonb
-- so you've decided to defuse him have you? A formal bullet in the head for
potential treason? O a nice clean injection froma veterinarian?

At last the general's restraint wears thin; with an incisive, savage



upward chop of both hands he frees hinself fromthe wild man's grip and pushes

hi m back heavily into his chair. Breathing hard, he says, 'Dr Dean, I'Il let
your grotesque performance pass just this once. Try anything like that again
and I'lIl have you in solitary confinement so fast you won't have tinme to
puke.' Mre calmy he regains his own seat. '|I pray to God that Muse wll not

cone to harm that you and he can be returned to the outside world speedily,
sound in body and spirit. Af, this nmorning at three o' clock your ward |eft
t he room where you were both sl eeping, made his way undetected to the Vault,
and entered the zone.'

The col our leaves Alf's face; he sags. 'The Vault? You say he's in the
Vaul t ?

"No. He cane out inmediately, unharnmed. Do you understand what this
i mplies? The general picks up his book again. "lsaac, too, was spared in the
monent of his father's test. And when it was done an angel of the Lord said to
Abraham 'I know now that thou fearest God; for ny sake thou wast ready to
give up thy only son." Listen, AIf. God told that righteous man, "l have taken
an oath by nmy own Nane to reward thee for this act of thine, when thou wast
ready to give up thy only son for ny sake. More and nmore will | bless thee,
nore and nore will | give increase to thy posterity, till they are countl ess
as the stars in heaven." Do you see, AIf? As the stars in heaven! "Thy
children shall stormthe gates of their enemes."' Reverently, he closes the
book.

Cringing, shaking violently, Af says, 'You'll send Muuse back into the
Vault. My God, you really will."’

Sawyer is not offended. 'Alf, we nust have those bodies retrieved. The
need is inperative. W have pathol ogi sts standi ng by for postnortens,
neur ol ogi sts who can determ ne the degree of effectiveness of the
ar g- enkephal i n defence. | have already told you that this decision had
harrowed nmy soul. Now | realise that God has directed ne to the answer. He
alone is the giver of life, and He will take it back in any manner He
chooses.' Sawyer's hand lingers on the book. 'This may be H s final test for
us, and He shall reward obedience to H's divine will by blessing the nation
whose sons do Hi s bidding.'

Mouse, hovering, sees his uncle lean forward, sees in the tension of
his muscles and the constricting flares of his aura the unbearabl e angui sh of
the man.

"You're going to kill the child because you want himdead. He frightens
you, and your canting hypocrisy gives you a convenient set of skirts to cower
behi nd. You're not doing it after instruction from®God. | don't knowif a

direct command fromthe voice of God would justify a child s nmurder,' he says,
hands gripped trenbling on the arns of his chair, '"but you'll be doing it for
_your_ reasons.'

"For ny bel oved nation,' Sawyer tells him

'Ch yes, for patriotismand know edge and power and greed. It's the way
of old nen, eh? You lust after death, you send your children off to die in
wars you' ve made in your guile and voracity -- ' Af Dean is close to
hysteria. 'Isn't it time to stop, now, while we're still just part of _human_
hi story? Don't you understand that the thing down there is a gate into
somet hi ng bi gger than your pathetic, bloody-m nded god?

"That's enough!' White-faced, the general rises to his feet. "I wll
not listen to this puerile blaspheny. You sicken nme, Dean. You represent
everything vile and ignoble in this disintegrating culture.' Shouting, he
sumons his aide. 'Get this black son of a bitch out of nmy sight.' He gl ances
at the clock on the wall. 'And get the Vault technicians on their toes. The
boy goes in at mdday. That gives thema little over ninety mnutes to have
their instrunents ready.'

So you see, the dead tell Muse, it is always the sane, those who | ove
are always too late and too weak, power is the domain of the blind and deaf;
we have shown you a judgnent wought not in this nonent, not on these
principals, but in all the history of a living species, so that now you know



who you are and what you must do: Yes, Muse says, going to his insensible
body, sinking once nore into the demarcations of nortality, and he opens his
eyes to the dimgaslight of the sick bay, the rage of his maturity like the
rushing of a great wind within his breast, the dormant spark of his

consci ousness rising out of the enbers of two million years of waiting
humanity, the hot gusts of its sudden brilliant incandescence buffeting him
drawing in his breath to cry fromthe depths of his single identity, "It is
begun!"’

He rises fromthe bed and wal ks unnoticed through the nidst of the
nmedi cal staff, the soldiers in the corridors, technicians cursing at their
bal ky mechani sms, and enters the general's office. "Come with me,' he tells
the startled man, and turns w thout another word to find his uncle. 'Af,
we're going down to the Vault,' he explains to the sick man, hel ping hi m get
to his feet. An aureole of power brings themw thout protest in his wake,
autumm | eaves tunbling obediently to the change of tinme, Sawer's teeth bared,
his eyes wide and staring, Af nunbed in shock, and they make their way down
the steep slope to the wall of invisible fire and through it, to the lip of
t he echoi ng cavern.

"Foll ow me,"' says the young man. 'The Soul Core will not harmyou.'

They enter the ten circles of light that guard the Resting Pl ace.

"The realities of netaphysics can only be approached,' Muse expl ai ns,
"through the internediaries of synmbols. Here is the domain of humanity, the
tribunal of the dead and living, the inmage of your heritage fromthe earliest
brutes who found fire and stone and projected fromtheir desperation the first
flickerings of consciousness.'

From deepest bl oody jasper they advance to jacinth, the orange pall of
a nmoon noving into the world' s shadow.

"Pi-loh rules this real mof Angels, the danaged ones who canme before
humanity and suffered exile. You share their seed, though they abandoned your
wor | d before the second com ng of consciousness. It is their base you found on
the noon, their point of departure for the stars.’

At the third circle, a topaz glow touches their faces.

"Here are the Archangels, the custodi ans of genetic advance to
perception and nmenory; their liege is Thoth, Pi-Hernes.'

A trenbl e of generative power cones with the brightening of sardonyx.

"Suroth conmands the Principalities, who capture the sun's energy in
living cells and bring forth the oxygen which fuels all consciousness.'

In the gold of chrysolite they find the sun itself, fusing the Iight
breath of space to the spinning, heavy building bl ocks of matter

"Here is suprene beauty, the great Virtues whose head is Pi-Rhe.'

They lift their hands against the swelling glory, the gol den-green
ef ful gence of chrysoprase.

"The sixth circle is the reign of justice, of those noble Powers who
bend the knee to Ertosi, whose arns wield the sword.'

Now the light is sheerest enmerald, spirit and matter brought together
inlife knowing itself.

"True know edge is |love,' Muse says. 'Pi-Zeus is father of life, and
his servants are the Dom nations.'

Sawyer falls to his knees, clutching his heart, in the cascade of beryl
radi ance. The boy lifts him |eads himthrough the eighth circle.

' The dead pass backward through the nystery of Time to the centre of
reality. These are the Thrones, commanded by Renpha, |ord of the di nensions
beyond space.'

At the ninth circle, they blaze in the searing blue of sapphire, the
purest glory of the star Canopus.

"W approach our destination. Here is a profound nystery, the deepest
archetypal ideas of this world s consciousness. They are the Cherubim | ances
of light in their hands, under the guidance of Intelligence.’

' Mouse, please, no,' begs Alf, palns pressed into his eyes, and: 'l --
_can't_ ..."' shrieks Sawyer



"The tenth circle,' the young man says inexorably, thrusting them
forward into the violet, the inconprehensible ultraviolet of absolute
anethyst, 'is the real mof the Seraphim the veil of eternity, the O oud of
Unknowi ng, the edge of the expandi ng universe where one-over-_tau_ becones
infinite.'

Howling in the intol erable cosm c splendour, they lurch through the
tenth circle. Darkness enfolds them The flesh has not peeled fromtheir
bones, stripped by the lashing X-rays at the perimeter of the universa
singularity. Tears cover their wet cheeks, blur their slowy restored sight.
Above them imrense and enduring, hangs the white curve of the Vault's centra
Sphere. In his resonant, childishly unbroken voice, with the men of a Druid,
H eronynmus Dean tells the two adults: 'Bow your heads. You stand in the
Presence of the Tabernacle.'

And the dead man hoots with silent |aughter: Jesus, Muse, he says
chidingly, throttle back a bit on the bass pedal, you'll have Sawyer throw ng
a psychotic episode; here, permt ne to borrow your larynx for a noment.

Mouse rel eases his body, and when he speaks his voice has deepened,
taken on conpletely the tone of Bill del Ford.

"You'll have to forgive the boy, gentlenen, he's just discovered the
joys and excesses of Wagnerian adol escence and it's gone to his head.'

The general reels away, his right hand twitching in a cruciform
gesture. AIf nerely sways, blinking slowy.

"For Christ's sake,' says Bill's voice, irascibly, fromthe young nman's
mouth. 'Is there anybody there? One knock for yes, two knocks for no.'

"You utter the Name?' Sawyer shrieks. 'Unclean creature.' He blunders
into a transparent, charged barrier; all his scant hair lifts, in a parody of
fright, fromhis scalp.

"If you' d prefer to talk to the Man Hinself,' Bill's voice says with
peppery scorn, 'l could arrange it, but we'd have to patch the conversation
through a transl ator unless you speak fluent Aranaic.'

"Antichrist!’

"Pull yourself together, man, or |I'll have you disnmantled under the
provi sions of the Shoddy Constructions Act of 4004 BC. Ch good grief, Hugh, he
was right about his conbat nerves -- he's just pissed hinself again. Sawer
it's a good thing we're a Rogerian, enpathic, non-judgmental God. Though I
confess my fund of positive regard for you is becom ng increasingly
condi tional .’

'Mouse,' AIf says, seizing the young man's broad shoul ders, 'stop it.
Stop it. This is sheer sadism

Cal m eyes neet his accusing, fearful gaze. Muse says in his own tones,
fromthe centre of his newly found identity, 'I"'msorry, you' re right. They
don't realise their own force. It's only a few hours since they died, you see.
In many ways they're wiser than | am but they're like men drunk for the first
time.' He stoops beside the general, who lies curled in his own stink, the

four fingers of his right hand janmed in his nouth. 'l amnot the Antichrist,
Joseph. Stand up. | have no intention of punishing you further. Believe ne,
Ceneral, I"'msorry we hunmiliated you.'" Wth a sweet, wy snile he adds, 'I'm

only human.'

"I wish | could believe that, Muse,' Af says. He steadies Sawer as
the man gets totteringly to his feet. 'Wy have you brought us into this
terrible place?

"I"l1l show you.' Mouse touches the pink-grey folds of their cortica
ri nds, bypassing sense with a conplex pulse of long frequency radiation

They stand, it seenms, under the snoky brilliance of tropical noon, hot
swanps stretching torpid before them There is a thrashing; a huge fin-spined
reptile, long tailed and narrow shoul dered but the size of a fully grown lion
is tearing at the slow, blundering beast it has dragged fromthe fetid water.
Sonehow t hey know that they are displaced in tine as well as space, that the
equatorial sun glares down not on sone distant planet but on Sout hwest
Amrerica, as it was 270 mllion years in the past. Blood pours fromthe opened



side of the massive Diadectes; it dies w thout conplaint as the spined
Di metrodon | unches on its flesh

"This is Permian Earth,' Muse tells them bringing their know edge
into precise focus. 'All the continents are welded into a single gigantic
ecol ogy. d aciers cover India, southern Africa, Antarctica, Australia, while
life thrives in western Europe and America. Half the world is locked into
winter, empty of living creatures, for these reptiles take their heat fromthe
sun. In the long nights of the glacial latitudes, only the snallest of them
can find sanctuary in hibernation, buried in insulating mud. But twenty
mllion years later --

Snow is nmelting to a filthy slush, crystals of ice chimng as the w nd
breaks them from | ow, dead branches. They huddle fromthe chill, rays of
reflected |ight spearing their eyes. A small, hairy creature scurries across
the snow, a Moschops, nore mammal than reptile in its trotting gait.

' The t herapsids have evol ved endot herny,' Muse tells them 'No manmal s
exi st yet on the earth, but these reptiles have catapulted in a genetic
expl osion to the begi nnings of warm bl ooded domi nance.'

' Take us back!' Sawyer screans. 'l don't believe -- _Wat are you doi ng
to me?_’

"I am showi ng you the history of consciousness,' the young man tells
himgravely. 'There's no reason for alarm we're safe fromthe animals. This
is a-- call it areconstruction.' For an instant, they are back in the cavern
of the Vault, the sphere's enornous curve | oom ng above them Then they seem
to be standing on the fine white sand of a Jurassic shore. Blue ocean surges
gently; the long necks of plesiosaurs lift gracefully fromthe buoyant water,
snhap down to scoop fish fromthe shall ows.

"W have noved forward al nmost a hundred million years,' Muse says.
'The polar ice has long dinmnished. All the world is mld. It'll be eons
bef ore such a paradi se conmes again. Now the dinosaurs truly rule the world,

t hough the first nmammal s have found their nodest homes in the ecol ogy.' They
flash into snows once nore, under the purple sky of southern spring. On the
hori zon, citadels of ice tower to the sky. At their feet, though, the Iight
covering of snowis crossed with the deep tracks of heavy reptiles. 'Now that
t he breakt hrough to endot herny has been consolidated, deep Gondwana has been
t horoughly col oni sed by the descendants of the early warm bl ooded therapsids
and thecodonts.'

"Mouse,' AIf says incredulously, 'Are you saying that the di nosaurs
were not cold blooded after all? | thought that guy, that biologist, uh -- "

"Al bert Benett. John Ruben. They and their coll eagues were in error.'

"So why did the saurians die out when the gl aciers returned?

'That was not the reason,' Mouse says. 'The tenperature of the ocean
dropped only slightly between the Cretaceous and the Cenozoic. The difference
could _not_ affect the dinosaurs, since nost of themdid possess honeostatic
tenmperature regul ation.'

Agai n, he strokes their brains; awareness expands convul sively. The
ectotherm c animals, they understand, are those which depend for the stability
of their netabolismon the vagaries of weather as nuch as on the energy
rel eased fromthe food they consunme. Wth the | eap to warm bl oodedness, high
basal metabolismreplaces this utter dependence upon the benevol ence of
climate. Chem cal activity in the cells soars by four tinmes; heart, |ungs,
nmuscl es surge in endurance. The cost is defrayed to the supporting ecol ogy --
endot hernms are greedy, of necessity, gul ping down twenty or thirty tinmes the
mass of food required to sustain their slower cousins. Thernmal |oss becones a
| arger threat, to be countered by the selection of genes for insulation --
feathers, hair.

"My God,' AlIf breathes, with abrupt, acute insight. 'The Pluned
Serpent. The feathered dragon in nmy dream'

'Yes,' says Mouse.

Eighty million years flicker in a grey haze; they | ook out across a
| ate Cretaceous vista of howing blizzard, darkened sky. A troop of snall,



drenched figures noves, bent, against the frozen wind. Stone knives are
clenched in their three-fingered hands. Rude garnments cover their heads and
shoul ders. The figures at the rear of the group drag several sl aughtered
ani mal s through the snow. Sawyer gasps, strangling: the man in the | ead has
turned, and in the failed light the lips of his nuzzle peel back fromlong,
sharp teeth in a bark of command; it is suddenly, m nd-w enchingly evident
that he is not a man at all.

"But this is -- the earth?" Af cries.

"It is,' Muse says. 'Pangea has |ong since broken up, the continents
are slowy drifting apart into their present locations. India is noving on its
plate toward collision with Asia. There are lemurs in the tropics, but their
kin will never devel op into human beings. W are standi ng near the northern
extremties of Antarctica. Australia has still not fully fractured away. You
are looking at the first intelligent beings brought forth fromthe |oins of
our world."'

The di nosaurs stunp through the snow with the stolid patience of al
primtive hunters. Even the tallest of themstands only as high as the
general 's shoul der.

Sawyer whirls on the young man in triunph. 'Lies,' he says, his eyes

dilated in the gloom 'A fabrication to tenpt nmy faith! I am not deceived
Look at their skulls. They can't possibly be intelligent, their cranial
capacity doesn't exceed 500 ccs. | amnot an ignoramus, Father of Lies.'

Incredibly, he smirks. 'Try to be consistent.'

"Even in your own terns,' Muse says wearily, 'you damm yourself in
your pride. Look now.'

He transduces their perception to the astral spectrum The icy
| andscape i s whi pped away. Pale |ights gl ow where the di nosaurs trudge,
pl asmoi d gl obes of red and violet. Streaners of |um nance web the aura,
linking themin a shuttling | oomof shared awareness. Beyond the group, the
sky is hazy with a dome of shimering fil anents.

' These creatures,' Muse explains, 'are roughly equivalent to Hono
erectus_. They nake sinple tools, they know the use of fire when they can find
wood in this appalling territory, they share a rudi nentary | anguage. But far
nore profoundly, they have taken the step to collective identity.

Al f whispers, in astonishnment: 'A true social _gestalt?_ You nean they
share a single consci ousness?

"They constitute a collective unconscious,' Muse corrects him
"Individually, they are less intelligent than chi npanzees. But their brains
are sufficiently conplex to performthe crucial duties of an organ for
intelligence: the transduction of percepts to the collective bioconputer, and

the return interface of concepts and will to their expression in individua
behavi our .

Day returns. Now they view a warmvalley cut through stupendous
glaciers. Fromthe icy hill where they stand, a panorama of clustered stone

structures is visible in the mdst of huge-leaved trees and fat, browsing
reptiles, floating artifacts noving with purposeful grace above the boughs,
brightly plumed bipedal reptiles taking their ease in civic clearings, a faint

skirl of alien pipes reaching up in snatches to the hill. Stooped, furry,
apel i ke creatures scurry anong the intelligent dragons.
"W are at thirty million years. This is no longer entirely a

reconstruction. The scene we view is the enhanced trace nenory of an Ancestor
who lingered for a noment upon this spot.'

' Those apes -- '

" Archai c pongids. They are the root stock of _Honp sapiens_ as we know
it; today, their principal non-homnid representatives are the orangs, the
gorillas, and the chinps. Hylobatids -- today, the gibbons and sianmangs --

di verged fromthe primary nonkey |ineage at about this tine.'

Sawyer says, 'This is insane. The map on the nmoon is only five mllion
years later than this, and there's no slightest trace of a reptile
civilisation.'



"Wait,' Mouse says. He shifts to the astral spectrum Radiance is a
| acework of ineffable energies, the arterial nap of an entire culture, each
i ndi vidual the synaptic nexus of a thousand contacts. They behol d a hierarchy
of connection that brings tears bursting to their eyes.

"It's -- lovely,' Af says. The general is silent, his fingers close,
and relax, and grip once nore, nails pressing deep into pal ns.

"W are close to the centre of the nystery. What you see is a synbolic
transformati on of a ceasel ess ebb and flow of information, an exchange of
information frombrain to brain nediated by |ow frequency fields of about 500

cycles per second and a millionth of a watt in strength. For _Saurus sapiens_
at this point of cultural evolution, each living nervous systemis a single
integrated circuit in a vast bioconputer running mllions of shared-tine
programs. Joseph, you have had experience with electronics -- do you see the
cultural inplications that shaped the evolution of this species?

'Noi se,' the general says, his eyes glazed. 'Intensity reduction

| mpossi ble. Inpossible. If these beasts were a hive with a single conmpound
intelligence, they would be penned into a niche ten or twenty kilonetres
across.'

"Just so,' Mouse says. 'For the dinosaurs, there was no Magellan. At a
di stance of 10,000 kil onetres fromthe centre of their comunity, their
channel to the collective repository of functioning intelligence would be
sl ashed by 99 per cent. They woul d be reduced to the status of animals --
worse, for in their evolution, their specialised instincts had been abandoned.
The saurians had a saying as old as | anguage itself: 'The Nesting Place and
the Resting Place are one.' It was not piety alone; the principle was a
recogni tion of their absolute mutual dependence, the inperative of their
territorial confinenent.'

"Tel epathy...' Sawyers says softly. 'Wat tacticians they nust have
been."’

'"No,' says Mouse sharply. 'War woul d have been an abhorrence to them
had t hey been capabl e of conceiving such a thing. Do you anputate part of your
own brain? Mre: the saurians were pure carnivores. As _Honp sapi ens_
devel oped an incest taboo to contain the terrible possibilities of perennial
sexual ity, _Saurus sapiens_ evolved a virtually infrangible prohibition on
intraspecific killing.' He glanced at themcarefully. 'To cenment this taboo,
they extended their carnivore habits in a striking, paradoxical ritual.' He
pauses. Alf |ooks at him aghast.

'They ate their dead,' the anthropol ogi st guesses. He turns away,
revul sion in his face.

"By consuming those they had | ost,' Muse declares with passion, 'they
affirmed the sacred dignity of each individual's life. No flesh is so sweet as
the neat of one's own kind. When a species is obliged by instinct to eat of
its dead, it is faced tine without nunber with the final test of its own

nortality."'
'Satan,' Sawyer says joyously, 'you convict yourself out of your own
mouth. No crine is so foul, so unspeakabl e as canni balism-- no, not even

parricide and incest. And you praise these | oathsonme beasts!’

Mouse regards him 'Do you recall the greatest sacranment of your faith,
Joseph? "Take, eat, for this is My Body. Drink, for this is My Blood. "'
Sawyer's face becones a cold mask.

"You speak filth.' He slaps the young man. | npal pabl e hands seemto
turn him aside, |eave himcrouched anmd ice and ancient stone. 'The Euchari st
is a nystery of God's incarnation, a synmbol of the sacrifice --

"It is arecollection at a hundred renoves,' Muse tells himwth
magi sterial authority, 'of the sacred cerenony of _Saurus sapiens_.'

The sun leaps to a new position in the sky. Snow is gone, long enerald
grasses toss in a warm breeze, dotted with gold, with crinmson, with violet
bl ooms. A huge throng gathers in the neadows, falling lightly as |eaves from
the bright blue of the sky. Wthin the i mense, nountainous transl ucent
pyram d that soars above theminto | acy clouds, the Sphere of the Vault hovers



like a pearl.

"W are ten thousand years in the future,' Muse says, and even his
cl ear young voi ce is hushed.

"It's _not_ our world," Af says, sighing. He | ooks at his nephew in
perplexity, his features drawn and lined in the clarity of sunlit norning.

"It is our planet Earth,' Muse says cryptically. "It is the world of
_Saurus sapiens_, imortal, triunphant, a species poised at the cul nination of
thirty mllion years of peaceful civilisation. They await the Parousia.'

Fragrance billows on the breeze, and the sweet nusk of the fearfu
descending throng. A f stunbles forward into the tall, blow ng waves of grass;
daffodils open their golden throats to the sun; his hand brushes the thorns of
a rose bush, and a droplet of his blood sinks into the red velvet of its
petals; yellow marigolds lie before himin drunken profusion, violets and
hyaci nths refl ect the sky, poppies sway on their furry stems in a vivid
deliriumof crinsons and saffron. H's chest heaves; he |abours under some
i nsupport abl e enoti on. Muse touches his torn hand.

"This is their glory and their tragedy, A f. They have come to this
pl ace on this day to die, every one of them and in dying to share the gift of
consci ousness and imMortality with the | ost dead who went before them'

"I don't understand,' the man whinpers. At his side, the general is
rocki ng, rocking, oblivious.

"Look upon the living brain,' Muse says. Wthout departing fromthe
meadow, they stand sonehow in a hazy glory of neural processes, a vast
fluorescent veil nebula, nagnified beyond conprehension. 'You' ve been taught,'
says the young man, 'that the brain is the seat of consciousness, that nenory
and thought and will are functions of these ten or a hundred thousand ot hers,
a bioconputer of 10717 bits of storage capacity. Yet your neurol ogists al so
know t hat great sections of the cortex can be excised w thout inpairing nental
function. They have already di scovered the proteins and peptides that activate
synaptic junctions, and they have calculated correctly that to store the
menories of a lifetime would require nore than 100 kil ograns of these mnute
am no acid chains.'

'Lashl ey,' Sawyer nunbles in the dull tone of a somanbulist. Slowy he
rai ses his head. 'Karl Lashley said that nmenory was sinply not possible.'

Mouse nods. 'And that was half a century ago. Today, the fact is
i ndi sputable. What the theorists have neglected is the connection _between_
human bei ngs, the constant flux of data we transnit and receive in the
ul tral ow frequency band. The human brain and nervous system' he tells them
expandi ng the glowing display into a gigantic web of light, 'are an indexing
system a file of coding procedures, a folded aerial a mllion netres in
| ength. The deep grammars of thought and | anguage are a comon property,
spread with massive redundancy through the brains of every human alive on the
pl anet. W are one another.’

Their attention returns to the bright neadow. It is dense with the hues
of feathered beings. A strange nusic flows and lifts: the dinosaurs are

si ngi ng. Waves pass through the throng, crossing and recrossing, |ike
interference bands in a spectrum the beautiful creatures are dancing. Above
them crystalline and glorious, the pyramd cups its shining jewel. "Wy, this
is hell," the general says wanderingly, 'and these are the dead. | had not

t hought hell would be so pretty.'

'These are the living,' Muse corrects him 'Those are the dead, the
imortal dead, in the Soul Core.'" He lifts his hand toward the Sphere. ' Your
priests had an intuition of it, and called it the Kingdom of Heaven. The
H ndus were closer to the truth. They terned it the Akasic Records.'

Sawyer flinches, but refuses to speak. AIf says, with grow ng
excitement, 'OF course. O course. For every neuron, every synaptic
connection, they've built a record in non-biological archives. The Sphere is a
redundancy, a one-to-one map of the central identity of every individual. But
surely at death --

"Death is the release of individual consciousness fromthe constraints



of the body. It is the extension of life into a real mof absolute
connect edness, of collective consciousness, governed by the | aws of |iberated
i magi nation."'

Swirling to a song |like wind, the plunmed serpents dance |ike dervishes.
The grass is crushed and nuddy beneath their tal oned feet. There are no
chil dren anong them

"Do you see,' Mbuse asks, 'why they held their bel oved Ancestors in
such reverence? It was a respect for their sources which human bei ngs cannot
yet begin to appreciate. So finally, when their technol ogy advanced to the
poi nt when the manufacture of the Soul Core was feasible, the aspiration was
born to share this potential eternity of life with those who had perished.’

" Not_ fromthe stars,' Af breathes. He stares at the reptiles as they

still their dance and press forward to the stupendous perineter of the
translucent pyramd. 'Fromthe future. Froma ... different ... future.'
'Yes,' Muse says. The air is brightening about them filling with

enornous energies. Streamers of violet light Ieap fromthe crystalline faces
of the pyramid, |ashing the sky. Maning, the dragons are taking each other's
hands. A lance of blinding radiance hurls fromthe sky. Shimrering |ike a new
sun, the Sphere, the Soul Core, pulses in its cage. In the absolute hush, the
humans see the nmultitude fall slowmy in a massive spill of unresisting nuscle,
bone, flesh. The Sphere blinks and is gone. They stand beneath its great curve
in the cavern under the Australian desert.

"They all -- died? Sawyer says, his voice peaking to a paral ysis of
horror.

"They live,' Mouse tells him 'They are all around us. W know themin
our dreams. Your faith calls them Cherubi mand Seraphim'

A shudder passes through Alf's body. 'Something went wong, didn't it,
Mouse? | nstead of saving their ancestors, they -- aborted them And left us
here instead.'

"It was a star,' the young man tells them 'A supernova. The tine
machi ne was accelerating into its history, with the Soul Core | ocked under an
i npenetrabl e gluon shield. A rudinmentary Ancillary Core was on board,
programred with ninimal consciousness, to enable energency crews to function
Those crews were governed nore by ritual than by true intelligence.’

And standing in the shadow of the Vault, he shows themthe poignant
history of disaster: of the generation hatched to set right the tragedy --
Anokersh huj Lers and Mstress Diitchar, mainmed Riona, vengeful, baffled
T kosh huj Nesh. The devastating exile of the feral pongids.

"But even then the dragons failed,' Af says. 'They destroyed
t hensel ves.'

A nel ancholy beyond grief sweeps over Muse. 'The crew was excl uded by
the gluon shield fromparticipation in the full consciousness of the species.
The supernova pul se ruined the control systemof their craft, and they |acked
the understanding to repair it. So the danaged craft stopped too late. It
overshot its destination by half a mllion years.'

"The Vault_caused the extinction of the dinosaurs?

"And of _Saurus erectus_, the dragons' prineval ancestors. The species
had only just begun to energe. The presence of the Vault consciousness was as
searing and destructive to that primtive _gestalt_mnd as the glare of the
sun on an eye forced open to it.' Mouse's formal diction cannot mask his
angui sh. 'Their tentative intelligence shrivelled under a radiance it could
not blink from The evolutionary option closed to them They perished
still-born, with the rest of their kind, and the small stupid mammal s took
t heir ki ngdom by default.'

Sawyer is crouching, and his mouth is bl oody where teeth have sunk into
the flesh of his lips. "No,' he says, with terrible, threatening intensity.
"No, no. We are not descended fromthose feral beasts. W are forned in His
i keness, not fromthe garbage of a mutant slave. | will not.' He pauses. Red
spittle foans at the corners of his nouth. 'Believe.' Tensed to leap, to
nmurder, to avenge the pitiful mythology of his life, he falls instead and



weeps, convul sively, in bursting sobs.

Mouse crouches beside himand cradles the man's head in his |ap.

"W are not the ferals' children,' he says gently. 'W are the sons and
daughters of the Soul Core. The pongids were scattered into realtine |ike
chaff, spread across a thousand years. They energed into a different history,
twenty five nmillion years ago, |ong before humanki nd had evol ved. They had
known only _The Soul , after all. They were strangers in a strange | and and
t hey used the consci ousness of the Soul Core to help them escape it forever.
That installation on the nobon was the pongi ds' work, Joseph, the machi ne they
built to catapult themto the stars.'

"W've never found any trace of themon Earth, Muse. Surely a species
capabl e of star travel would | eave evidence of their presence behind."'

"How much of Antarctica's ice have you dug up, Af?

"I do not believe it," Sawer says. 'Wy would they abandon the Earth?
It was an enpty paradise.’

"Yes, the reptiles were gone, for the crew were sterile. But the mnds
of the dragons remained in the Core, |ike gods who had driven the ferals from
the garden. They felt as you do. They would not serve. Perhaps their children
are waiting for us out there. In the world they left, our own homnid
ancestors evolved to take the dragons' place.'

Mouse ascends from hinself to the balmof the hundred billion m nds
abstracted in the mrror of the Soul Core. His role as Intercessor is al nbst
done. Soon he will submit to the tenptation that took Bill and Hugh too early

fromthe flesh to the soaring freedons of eternity. If that joy is permtted
him Distantly, he is aware that Al f kneels before him searching his passive
face.

"How did the hom nids do it? By slow adaptation to the Vault
intelligence? But Mbuse, Hono sapiens_ evolved in Africa, on the other side
of the world, and was never restricted by such limtati ons on novenent.'

"Nor were the saurians, after the Soul Core was built. It's a sublinely
sensitive anplifying device, Alf, a gluon lattice denser than neutronium wth
the properties of a single perfect crystal. At the | owest biol ogica
frequencies, especially the 7.8 and 14.1 cycles of the brain, atnosphere and
ground act as a wave guide, a resonator, which carries the output of each
brain around the world with hardly any attenuation. Each of us, from before
birth, enbeds a characteristic 'fingerprint' signal in the Vault, and for the
rest of our lives each cortical inmpulse is stored in a specific, identifiable
matrix. When all transmi ssion and reception of signals is cut off,' he adds,
'as it was for Bill and Hugh and Anne under Kukushkin's gluon shield, the
brain is reduced to a babbling parody of intelligence, a halfw tted indexing
system just barely capable of puns as its highest |evel of acconplishnent.’

The ant hropol ogi st struggles for objections. 'The |unar astronauts,
Mouse. Why weren't their nental functions inpaired?

Mouse grins inpishly. 'Wuld anyone have noticed?

"Come off it.' The man's self-possession is a frayed string. 'There'd
be at least a three-second | ag due to the to-and-fro tinme for radiation --

Mouse sighs. "Alf, you can't expect to grasp the workings of a
bi ot echnol ogy thousands of years in advance of human sci ence. The Soul Core is
not restricted to el ectromagnetic nodes. A full spectrumof faster than |ight
guantum connectivity is available to it, and humans have evol ved to take
advant age of the fact. Tel epathy and precognition are not solely the result of

| eakage fromnmnd to mind within the Core -- sone paranormal phenonena are
purely non-local. Eventually, when you have |learned to comunicate with the
dead in the Core, all these things will be made clear.'

"You srmug little bastard.' Af drew back with abrupt aversion. 'Wen
your thousand year Reich dawns? Wth Hi eronynmus Dean as its Messiah?' He
stunbl es, shocked by his own words. 'It sent you, didn't it? he says. 'lIt
decided the time was ripe for its revelation, and it caused your nother to
overdose herself with LSD. My God. My God.'

Dream |y, scarcely audibly, Muse says, 'The Rai nbow Serpent, A f. The



Roadmaker, the Opener of Winbs.'

The man's mouth tightens; he pushes hinself to his feet. 'Is there no
end to it, Muse? Do we have any freedon? Did it make me an ant hropol ogi st so
I'd fetch you to it twenty years later? Did it turn Bill del Ford on to auras

and nysticism then discard himwhen he'd done his job? Jesus, Muse, did it

put the structure for 17-Tg-Min somebody's mind, at the risk of nuclear war

and worse, just for the benefit of its belated sel f-disclosure? The anger of
his aura beats in Muse's vision |ike tongues of ruddy flane.

"Alf," the strange child says at last, '"the Core is not denonic, it is
not divine. It's us -- you, Joseph here, me, Bill, Hugh, Victor, my nother
It's humanity, and the saurians. W are |arger than you' ve ever conceived,
Al f; at our profoundest depths, we are a unity of consci ousness at |ast ready
to find its identity."'

He bends over the unconsci ous general, tenderly cleaning the bl oody
mucus fromthe man's face. When he | ooks up to AIf once nore, he finds hinself
filled with a tranquil exultation. "Alf, AIf, it won't all come at once.
You'll lose nothing of yourself, | prom se you. But what |lies ahead for us...'

Mouse cl oses his eyes, and opens hinself to the intuitions of eternity.
Galaxies glowin veils of fire to the farthest dark, aflame with know edge and
awar eness and love. It is a vision of an al nost uni magi nably di stant future.

He knows, with a joyous satisfaction, that he will be part of it.

For the present, there are i mediate tasks. To his uncle he says, 'Gve
me a hand with Joseph, AIf, and we'll get himto the doctor.'

Behind them as they lug Sawer to the brilliant lights at the tunnel's

nmout h, the pal e i mense sphere of the Soul Core hovers, patiently attune to
the clamour, the enotions, the restless dreans of a world warm ng to the sun
of its second spring.

THE END
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