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Postscript in the Form of a Preface

December 31, 2000
Midnight. Thisisthe way the world ended....
Barbara Shepherd was testing her faith that Judgment Day had arrived.
Murray Smith-Ng was clinging to his belief that catastrophes were predictable.

Paul Gentry wasfacing the possihility that his profitable warnings of impending catastrophe might come
true.

Elois Hays, having acted out her own fears, wastrying to cope with the impersona terrors of find
cataclysm.



William Landis wastrying to remain the cool recorder of aworld caught up in aparoxysm of suicida guilt
but at last had something to lose.

Sy Krebswas transmitting to viewers everywhere the last moments of the second millennium and
recording its glitter and decadence for posterity.

If any.

They dl werethere, a the End-of-the-World Ball, on top of the second-talest building in the world, at
thefina second of thefind year of the second millennium.

Thisishow they get there.
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Chapter One

January 1, 2000
William S. Landis

Theinvitation was printed in red and framed in gold on his computer monitor:

THE TWENTY-FIRST CORPORATION
cordidly invitesWilliam S. Landis
to attend a conference on the Twenty-First Century
December 28-3I, 2000
a the World Trade Center, New Y ork City
concluding from 8 p.m. to midnight on New MillenniasEve
with The-End-of-the-World Ball*
* A masguerade: Come dressed as your favorite catastrophe.

William S. Landislooked & the invitation with suspicion. The party was aghoulish ides; even the
conference had ataint of the macabre, coming asit did too late to help the world through this fateful year,
perhaps too late even to specul ate about the century ahead, the nature of whose early years, at least, had
aready been established by the beginning of the 1990s.

Hisfirg thought wasto turn it down. That always was hisfirst thought. In fact, above his computer he
had put asign he had found at agarage sale: Say No! But then he noticed that the computer message had
asecond page. The second page said that the Twenty-First Corporation would pay him an honorarium
of $5,000 plus expenses to make a presentation at the conference, and to participate as apanelist in
responses to two other presentations.

That was as much as he made off some of hisbooks. Apparently, as he had heard, the Twenty-First
Corporation was loaded with cash in preparation for the uncertainties of the century from which it had
takenitsname.

He could attend the conference and not stay for the ball. The invitation did not include asignificant other,
but then he had no significant other. If one measureslifein terms of meaningful relationships, life had
passed him by. He had been a mere spectator, observing the parade of existence, content to comment on
the marvel ous way the jugglers performed, the surprising shapes of the animal's, and the curious passions
of the marchers. Sometimes he wondered what he had missed, but most of the time, calculating the
amount of misery compared to the quantity of bliss, he was satisfied with his choice. He had not
experienced a great many things, but he knew alot. He knew that it was Horace Walpole who had
written, "The world isacomedy to those that think, atragedy to those that fed," and he would rather
think than fed.

He had even declined several New Y ear's Eve invitations. Thisyear's New Y ear's Eve had been
celebrated by hundreds of millions, and dreaded by hundreds of millions more, who had the mistaken
ideathat 1999 was the end of the millennium. As a consequence, the rest of the world was suffering from
agiant hangover. The nearly worldwide sigh of relief when midnight passed without catastrophe would
soon change into agasp of dismay when bleary-eyed revelersturned on television or picked up their
newspapers and were informed that the second millennium really ended on December 31, 2000. The
hangover was just beginning; they would haveto relive for an entire additiond year the agonies of their
past year's concerns. But Landisfelt asfresh and clear-of-mind as he ever did.

If he decided to attend the conference, he could postpone his decision about the Bal, maybe even until
the last moment. It was certain to be alavish affair jammed with important people—or at least with



celebrities, people who had mastered the art of seeming important. And the end of the second
millennium— the red end—deserved some kind of commemoration.

If the world managed to blunder itsway through another year before it self-destructed.

But what would he say? He was writing a non-fiction book about the year 2000 and how people had
survived it, staggering from crisisto crigs, until they toppled, dmost in spite of themsdlves, into thethird
millennium.

Since the year 2000 was just beginning, the manuscript would be more of ajournd in which hewould
enter materia asthe year progressed. In between he would work on other articles and books. But he
could write an introduction now that would shape the rest of the entries.

If he were lucky, the book would be completed on New Y ear's Day, a year from today, and be ready to
download into his publisher's computer. Copies could be made available almost instantly for the new
computerbooks, a database of manuscripts to which people who were in agreat hurry could subscribe.
With more luck, the printed book might be available a couple of weeks later.

And, with gill more luck, people might even be around to buy it.

Some of the people he had heard on talk radio last night would have said, "What's the use of working as
if it matters when the world is going to end?" But that was no way to live. He had to continue asif the
world were not going to end, and if it ended, what did it matter? He would have spent hislast year feding
good about himself. And if it didn't end, he was abook ahead.

He thought hewould call itThe End of the World? OrWhat Rough Beast? Or maybe justCatastrophe!
Maybe he would seeif he could find some magazine to publish the journa entries month by month.

But what he needed for the conference and his book was a governing idea, something to organize his
materia, like apiece of junk around which areef forms by accreting cord. He didn't push that image too
far; the polyps had to die to make the reef grow. The only clue he had now was afedling. That feging
wasfear. He could smdll it wherever he went. And when people redlized that the end of the millennium
was still ahead, it would surge back stronger than ever.

Peoplewere afraid. That's what talk radio was al about— fear and powerlessness and hatred and envy
and paranoia. But it al boiled down to fear. He was afraid, too, and he didn't know what he was afraid
of. Maybe it wasfear of the end of the world. Everybody had their own end-of-the-world nightmare.
Could the Twenty-First Corporation be onto something? Everybody had a favorite catastrophe, some
particular way they were afraid the world would end, and to dress up in that fashion at the end of the
millennium might be away to face those fears, even to face them down.

But that was not hisfear. The end of the world would find him watching curioudy, not with terror like the
UFO abductees. In the unlikely even that UFOs abducted him, he would ask them where they came
from and what they were doing in this backwoods community of the universe, and why they never

reved ed themsdlves to astronomers or physiologists or other scientists, or political leaderswho could
organize exchanges of information that could be of mutual benefit, or even smply curious people like
himsdf.

He could face the end of the world, like his own end, with regret but without dread. But he could use the
smdll of fear, the concept that everyone had a different version of catastrophe, afavorite fear they nursed
in the dark, silent moments of the night, for hisfirst chapter and the search for the focus of hisown fear as
an organizing principle. Maybe before the year was over he would discover what it was.



He wasn't sure, however, that he wanted to spend the last days of the millennium with strangersat a
conference.

The new year had arted like any other day. He had a solitary breskfast with his newspaper, studying
the world parade. As he had expected, the front page was filled with reports of celebrations and
accidents, and an ominous reminder that the millennia year was not over but wasjust beginning.

A story had announced anew dietary discovery that was more heathful than the last one. He ate
healthfully now. Many people did, even those who thought Judgment Day was at hand and those who
thought the world was bent on self-destruction before the year was out. But he had remembered when he
was achild: His mother had cooked him ahearty breskfast, in the old kitchen with the linoleum that
curled at the corners and the oak table with the placemats that |ooked like woven straw but were reglly
plagtic. Then he had eaten bacon and scrambled eggs and toast, and he had never felt the nasty
cholesterols crawling through hisveins.

When you were eight, your body was indestructible, your parents wereimmortal, and the world was a
fairyland that went on forever, waiting to be explored. When you werefifty, your body gave you constant
reminders of itsfragility, your parents were old, and the world was gritty, cold, and circumscribed.

Last night as he listened to the radio, gathering materid for hisbook, aman had cdled into say, "I Hill lay
awake thinking that anuclear bomb might go off."

The host had replied, "How about the rest of you out there? On the final night of the twentieth century, do
you worry about things you can't do anything about.”

A woman had replied. "Y ou can't just decide what to worry abot...."

And the origina worrier had called back to say. "'l keep thinking 'the missles may be launched dready.
Wewould never know. At this very moment they may explode nearby, and everything will be over. Or
the next moment, or the next."

And 0 it had gone throughout the night until midnight, when he had switched to the wild celebration on
the television screen, something between ariot and a massacre, with fireworksin the sky that could have
been missiles, explosionsin the streets that could have been automeatic weapons, and masses of people
pressed together, caught up in end-of-the-world emotions, desperate couplings, and sky-searching
terror. And then, at |ast, the celebration had ended, the celebration that seemed more like Sodom and
Gomorrah just before God's wrath, and the world had survived for another year.

Theworld was divided, Landis had thought, between pessmists and optimists, those who believed that
the universe's dice were |oaded and those who thought that chance would just as soon throw sevens and
elevens astwos or threes or twelves. The pessmistsworried about amillion things that never
happened— airplane accidents, fatal illnesses, robbers, doors unlocked, stoves not turned off, water |eft
running. Pessmigswere the natura custodians of al the might bes and might have beens, dl those
aternate universes where potential events really happened or real events happened otherwise.

Maybe it balanced out: the misfortunes that happened weighed against the agonies wasted on those that
didn't, asif nemesis anticipated lost its power to destroy if not to injure. He understood apprehension;
againg hiswill, hismind drew up scenariosin which some current enterprise or relationship turned out
badly. Even hisdreaming saf never let hisfantasies achieve fulfillment, asif even adeegp the writer was a
work cregting artistic difficulties. But, on the most part, he belonged to the optimigts; hefelt that there
would be time enough to suffer when catastrophe redlly struck. It was not a matter of who wasright,
whether the universe was malign or benign or, as he suspected, indifferent. It was al amaiter of
temperament. Some people were worriers and some people were not, and basic temperament never



changed. People were born that way. Both kinds |ooked at the same world, the same set of facts, and
came up with opposite conclusions about what was going to happen, about what it al meant.

The man who said on radio that he knew it was going to happen, the bombs were going to fal eventudly,
reminded him of the time he had tried to talk a girl—what was her name? April. How could he
forget?—into bed with him. He had been eighteen and gtill avirgin, afact that he had never reveded to
April and lied about to hisfriends. "It's going to happen someday— maybe someday soon. Why not
now? We both want to."

She had been unmoved. "It doesn't have to happen. Ever. | might die an old maid.” And he had been
unable to persuade her. Of courseit hadn't been words she wanted. And of course she had doneit within
the year with an older fellow from college, and she had gotten pregnant and had to have an abortion. Or
50 he had heard.

He had wanted to cdl in to the radio show and say that it didn't have to happen. Nuclear war made no
senseto anyone. Asamatter of fact, the presence of the missilesthat the man feared might have kept the
world from blundering into World War 111. And the break-up of the Soviet Union had reduced that
menace dmost to nothing.

But he had known the reply. "That Smply left nuclear missilesin the hands of lots of smaler countriesand
terrorists. Well useit. We've never yet had aweapon we haven't used.”

That was one of his problems. He could see both sides of every issue. That made him an effective writer
but apoor advocate. And, in any case, the program didn't wel come common sensg; it thrived on passion
and controversy, and it welcomed conspiracy theorists.

The conspiracy theorists had called in, aswell, with their talk of black helicopters and suitcase nuclear
bombs floating around the world and government agencies organizing campaigns of repressonto legdize
immordlity and deprive people of their condtitutiona rightsto defend themsalves with cop-killing bullets
and machine guns. Sure, you could make a case for conspiracy. Asawriter he knew that you could
make a convincing case for anything. But that didn't mean youbelieved your own fantases.

At hiscomputer by nine, Landis had delayed the pain of getting back to his new book by checking the
mail. With any luck he would have an interesting letter or two that would demand an answer, and with
even better fortune he could involve himsdlf in responses that would extend until lunch and he would not
have to suffer until one or so, and perhaps he could get himsalf interested in one of the bowl games and
not haveto work at dl that day.

Of courseit was New Y ear's Day, and he hadn't really had to work. Most men and women didn't work
on January 1, but he was not, he had thought, like most men and women. Most men and women had little
in their work to engage their attention, their selves, their souls, while he, William S. Landis, was awriter.
He chose what he wanted to work on, and he worked only on what engaged him. If only, he had thought
ruefully, it wasn't such bloody hard work and it wasn't so easy to put off.

Complaining dways made him fed guilty. Eveninthe privecy of hisown thoughts, it sounded like
whining. After al, aperson who could make hisliving at his computer, thinking his own thoughts, working
at hisown pace, earning as much or aslittle as he wished, should never complain. Anyway, as he often
told aspiring writers, awriter worked sitting down, in old clothes, and at home. Working at home, of
course, had its disadvantages; people dways thought you were free for conversation, running errands, or
recreation. By now, however, he had convinced most of the world that his hours at the computer were
sacred.

Neverthdess, he preferred dmost anything to the actual composition of text, particularly novels.



Non-fiction was not so bad. At least non-fiction had a subject and materia; one could do research; one
could organize and reorganize and find the best way of describing or explaining something, and that was
enjoyable. The hard work was creating something out of nothing, turning the inside of hishead into
interesting characters doing and saying significant thingsin meaningful combinations.

And to the cynic who told him he didn't have to do it, Landis would have said, "But when I'm not doing
it, | don't fed asif I'm judtifying my existence. | don't fed likeme. | fed most like mysdf when | am
writing, even though the processitsdlf is painful. I've talked to other writers, and they al say the same
thing: We don't enjoy writing, but we enjoy having written. And | can't fed like mysdlf and enjoy having
written unless| st at this computer for Sx to eight hoursaday.”

Unless he made himsdlf sit there he would do no work. He didn't dways work when he sat there, but
unless he sat there the possibility of work did not exist. He would put it off aslong as he could, and then
he would reluctantly turn to the task at hand. Once it began it wasn't so bad.

Other writers had other answers. Some got up early in the morning, when the world was quiet and there
was nothing to do but write, and they would finish their day'swork by mid-morning and have the rest of
the day to themselves. But he was not good in the morning. He needed time to wake up and get his
blood flowing again. He needed breskfast and coffee and the morning news. Or at least he thought he
did, and it worked. A writer, even one as otherwise rationa as he believed himsdlf to be, performed a
kind of magic and nursed a superdtitious dread of the possibility that changing the circumstances of the
magic might makeit impossible to perform.

Other writersworked late at night, while the rest of the world was adeep, but he was spent and dull after
fivein the afternoon. Of course, he might not be spent and dull if he had not used himsdlf up during the
daylight hours, but he thought he would be. Some writers set themselves godsin terms of production:
four pages or even two pages, and maybe that would work for him, but he couldn't bring himself to quit
when the writing was going well and he didn't think the system would work, psychologicdly, if he didn't.

Hiswas a poor method but it was al he had.

After his procragtination, the only mail in his computer mailbox had been an invitation from the Nationa
Aeronautics and Space Adminigtration to be amember of acommittee to study the affects of religious
fundamentalism on the space program. He would get no sdary, but his expenses would be paid, and he
would receive aper diem alowance of three hundred dollars while attending meetingsin Washington or
elsawhere,

Landis had looked up at the sign above his computer. He didn't like committees. They were frustrating,
boring, and useless. They were set up to relieve pressuresfor action or to diffuse blame for unpopular
decisons aready reached. He had served on more than his share, and he knew that knowledgeable
adminigtrators determined the results of committees by the kinds of people they appointed to them.

On the other hand, the subject had interested him. It had fitted into the book he was writing. Besides, this
had been thefirgt indication that the Federal government thought of him as some kind of expert. That was
heady stuff for aman who lived by hiswits. He had recognized the flattery and hisresponseto it at the
sametimethat he couldn't resst the fedlings.

Didn't Heinlein have a science-fiction story about that kind of thing? He had looked it up. No, Heinlein
had a series of storiesthat deglt with the rise of religious fanaticism after the year 2000, but it was
Asmov'sstory "Trends," published in 1940, that described religious opposition to spaceflight. He would
haveto read it, mention it in acommittee meeting, maybe look up other stories that dealt with smilar
issues. They would make good conversation points during dull sessions, and useful interpolationsinto an



otherwise deadly committee report, and perhaps even offer indgghtsinto the problem at hand.

Besides, maybe he could wangle atrip into space out of hisNASA contacts. He had dashed off aquick
acceptance before he could think better of it and called up hisfile labeled "' Catastrophe,” dthough his
word-processing program recognized only thefirst eight letters. An hour later he began to write, dowly a
firgt, and then, as hisideas began to flow, with increasing speed until hisfingersjigged acrossthe
keyboard as if each one were aworker bent on contributing its share to the output of the other nine. The
work went well, and by noon, when he quit for lunch, the computer told him he was on page nine.

From abachelor uncle, he had learned the joys of preparing abig pot of beef stew that he let Smmer on
the stove for hours and then put away in the refrigerator to draw upon at timeswhen he didn't want to go
out. He had warmed up a bowl in the microwave and thought about what he had missed in the pursuit of
hisown intellectua pleasures: the intimacy, the sharing of one'slife with another person, thejoys of raising
children with al their developing awarenesses and needs.

He had missed dl that. There had been afew women in hislife with whom he had been close, but never
close enough to want to share alife with one of them—or they had convinced him, by their behavior, that
they would not welcome intimacy. Perhaps they thought he was too much attached to hisbooks or his
work. He could imagine their motherstelling them, "Never get involved with awriter.” Or maybe, like
April, they smply wanted someone who acted instead of talked. Sometimes hefelt a hollownessin the
center of hislife, wondering about what might have been; then heimmersed himsdlf in hiswork. He had
traded amore complete life for the books he had written and, generaly, he was satisfied to be doing
what he was doing. He had been searching for something when he was growing up and now, he thought,
he had found it. He would not give it up, not for thirty years more of living, and he wouldn't loseit for a
woman.

That was love, he had thought: the loss of sdlf, the obsessi on with someone e se, the feding that one was
incomplete without the other, that life was only existing unless one was with the other. He understood the
attractions of the condition and the pleasures of its strong emotions at the sametime that he preferred his
own gtate of cool sdalf-knowledge.

He wondered whether what he had experienced wasn't life itsdlf, the way it was supposed to be, whether
the natura progression of human existence was not astruggle for identity, to find what one was and then
expressit through what one did, a struggle that was forgotten as the need of the genesto reproduce
themsalves turned young bodiesinto yearning glands. No, that waswrong: It was dl apart of life—the
growing up, the pairing off, the reproduction, and then, if people were lucky, the chance to discover and
expressther unique selves.

That hadn't been true for most of human history. After reproduction came degth, asto the mate of the
black widow spider. "Reproduce and die," said the genes. "Get out of the way so that evolution can
proceed.” But then the development of intelligence produced an dternative to naturesway: socia
evolution, intellectud evolution. People could survive their reproductive desths and discover what else
they were good for. He had just skipped the first part.

If the genes could think, imagine their surprise! These creaturesthat they crested, that they commanded,
were good for something besides reproducing genes. What they were good for, gpparently by accident,
was discovering answers, thinking, creating. What is life for? these creatures began to ask, and answered
by giving it meaning through the creetion of something other than bodiesthat carried and tranamitted in
their turn old and new genetic combinations.

Although most of the world did not believeit, there waslife after sex. Not that there was anything wrong
with sex—or love, which was the mythology that romantic poets created to pretty up the reproductive



indinct. Likedl sgnificant inventions, the myth became redlity and guided human affairs by influencing the
way people thought about it. Laws, on the other hand, remained redlistic. They were al concerned with
who controlled the food supply and who could reproduce with whom.

Everything has meaning, he thought, if you looked for it, and every part of life hasits place. Y outh was no
better than middle-age, and middle-age no better than old age. One livesthrough it, one survivesif oneis
lucky, and does that kind of thing for which that stage of life and development is appropriate. Therewas
no more usein looking back with regret than in looking ahead with apprehension.

The point of life wasto find what you were good at and, if you were lucky, to be ableto do it, and if you
were very lucky to be rewarded for it. He was lucky, and he didn't want to change things.

When he had returned to his computer, the invitation from the Twenty-First Corporation glowed at him.
"Say no," he thought, and then he noticed that there were more pages, and those pages contained alist of
peopleinvited. It read like awho'swho of thefinancid, politicd, scientific, and intellectual community,
including the name of environmentalist Paul Gentry, whom he had long wanted to meet. Indeed, though
the knew most of the names, he had never met anyone on the list. Quickly, before he changed hismind,
he typed out a short acceptance and dispatched it to the appropriate address.

With that decision behind him he got back to his book with renewed energy and by the time five o'clock
had arrived, he had completed twelve good pages and hadn't watched asingle bowl game. That wasa
first. He rewarded himsdlf with amartini and settled down to watch the end of the Rose Bowl. Pretty
soon he found himself caring who won, asif it redly mattered and the world might not end before the
next one rolled around.
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Chapter Two

February 15, 2000
Paul Gentry

Paul Gentry had frightened his audience dmost to the point of action. Not quite—even Gentry, with dl
his skills and Jeremiads, could not work miracles—but the sudents and academics who made up the
group before him in the auditorium stood, gpplauding, when hefinished.

Even moreimportant for hisimmediate future, he had frightened the nubile blonde in the second row. He
liked to select amember of the audience and address his Cassandra-like propheciesto her. It was amost
adwaysa"her" and abeautiful one at that, and if he frightened her enough she often fdll into hisarmsat the
end of the evening, asif she could ease her fears by embracing the source of them.

But now, over the heads of the group that surrounded him, he could see the promise of the evening
disappearing up the aide that led into the night. It promised to be anight as bleak as the nuclear winter he
had described.

Gentry had looked out at the audience of five hundred people that filled every seet in the auditorium.
Mogt of them had been students, stuffed with youth and yearning fluids that stretched their skins across
their flesh. Here and there had appeared the older faces and figures of faculty members, like blemisheson
the greater body of the audience. Life had thinned their hair and stolen some of its color; character had
shaped their faces, and choice, not fashion, clothed them. But Gentry preferred the stuffed ones,
particularly the girls. Character was overrated.

"Theworld isgoing to end,” he had said, his dark eyes narrowed under their black eyebrows and hisface
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shadowed by gloom. " Perhaps today. Perhaps tomorrow. Probably this year, but if not thisyear,
certainly within the lifetimes of most of us™"

They paid him for this. His fee was ten thousand dollars plus expenses. At that rate, the five hundred
peoplein the audience had paid twenty dollars each for the privilege of being depressed about the future.
Of course,they hadn't paid him. If his audience had been compelled to pay for his performance
individualy, asif they were buying tickets to a Broadway play or arock concert, few of them would be
there. No, agenerous administration had supplied the funds and a committee had sdected him, not
counting the cost per person.

Too crass. Caculating the cost-benefit ratio of an experience was business for accountants. A libera
education cannot be totted up like abaance sheet. He had heard those arguments often enough. When
he had asked the question directly, in the blunt and practiced drawl that enabled him to say outrageous
things because of hisreputation as a public gadfly, the sponsors had frowned and replied that if
knowledge and the arts had to be priced in the marketplace civilization would not long endure.

The barbarians were insde the gates. He was aredlist about that aswell as other things. He knew what
he was, and he knew that the world was going to end because people were unwilling to count the costs
of their desiresand their beliefs. Meanwhile, if they wanted to pay him twenty dollars ahead to point this
out to them, hewould not turn it down. He would give them good measure, heaping ashes upon their
heads without stint and weaving their shirts from the scratchiest hair he could find.

"| could raise the specter of cosmic doom,” he had said. "'l am called a Jeremiah, and | could point out
our fragile grip upon this privileged fragment of matter we cal Earth. We think we are powerful, but in the
face of the great and largely unsuspected forcesthat lurk in the great darkness where our mightiest
telescopes cannot hope to penetrate we are as hel pless as the dodo bird and the dinosaurs.”

Heawaysliked to start with the insggnificance of the human speciesin the universe. He had told them
about distant stars and the tremendous power they controlled—most of the time. Sometimes that power
became too grest to contain and then it was dl released in an explosion sufficient to shatter space itself.

He had told them about black holesthat might lurk unseen and unseesgble at the hearts of galaxies, even
their own, and how they might someday pull the sun and its planetsinto itsinsatiable and irresistible maw.
And how the center of the gdlaxy might be exploding, and that unimaginable release of energy might be
gpproaching indetectably at the speed of light, indeed, might reach them a any moment.

He had told them about the miniature black holes that had been wandering through space since the
explosion of the origind monaobloc, that might be oscillating at the heart of the sun or of the planets, or
that might strike any spot on earth and destroy it utterly as scientists speculate might have happened in
1908 in Tunguska, Siberia. Or, if not ablack hole, asizable meteor or the head of a comet, which would
do dmost as much damage and before which the inhabitants of thissmall planet were equaly helpless.

In fact, he had said, the evidence of the earth and its extinct species suggested that periodicaly most life
on Earth had been extinguished in a collison with acomet. Sixty-five million years ago the dinosaurs and
many other species died out suddenly. Perhaps every twenty-six million years acomet, disturbed inits
distant orbit in the Oorts Cloud beyond Pluto by adim companion star of the sun, caled Nemesis, or by
some as yet unknown phenomenon, plunged toward the sun and found the Earth initsway. Theresult: a
cataclysmic bombardment of the Earth, agreat cloud of smoke and debris that would shut out the
sunlight and bring awinter that might last for years, and with it the end of many species. The human
species could be one of them.

Then he had got to the sun and the possibilities that it might expand or contract or explode, or even



samply dter its output, up or down, by ten percent or so. Even that small a change would modify the
conditions of human existence so greetly that civilization would collgpse. By the time he had finished with
cosmic catastrophe, his audience would be pushoversfor any less cataclysmic scenario. Particularly the
young women, custodians of the continuation of the species, whose confident grasp on the future would
have been loosened. Some of them were dways so breathless at the prospect of never fulfilling their
biologica destiniesthat they would clutch at the nearest source of strength. Many timesthat had been
Gentry.

He had picked out a young woman in the second row with blonde hair and brown eyes and a sensua
mouth. Heimagined her lips trembling benegth his and then, emboldened, pressing his body there and
there and there in the growing abandonment of passion.

"But thetruth is" he had growled, looking directly at the blonde, “we probably won't go that way. We
will die not because we are so hel pless but because we are so powerful and so stupid. It used to be
thought, before the latest theory about cometary collision, that the dinosaurs died off because they got
too big for their brains. That may be a better description of the human species. And itsfate.

"'Some scientists specul ate about the presence of diensin the galaxy. Planet formation seemsto be
commonplace, if not autometic, and with so many billions of stars, some of them must have evolved
intelligent species. Such scientists tend to be optimistic not only about the existence of adien creatures but
about their intentions. Why should diens be inimical? What can they gain by conquest? And yet, if they
arewrong, and diens arrive on Earth, as U.F.O. fanatics believe dready has happened, the human
species might be eradicated or endaved.

"But we needn't fear such afate, nor should diens—like H. G. Wellssinvading Martians, envious of our
privileged piece of red estate in the solar sysem—waste their effortsin clearing us from this va uable soil.
Wewill do thejob for them."

Then he had told them about human folly. That wasthe part he liked the best, and the part they liked the
best, too. They liked to be told what idiots they were. He sometimes wondered what disease of the will
had infected contemporary Western culture so that its citizens were eager to assume humility and guilt.
What once was the "me generation" had become the ""'mea culpa generation.”

He had told them about the greet tragedies brought upon human society by unrestrained human
sdfishness. He had told them about the perils of overpopulation. It was al very well, he had said, to "be
fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdueit,” when the Earth was large and the numbers of
people smal. But when the Earth was small and the number of people large, unfettered fruitfulnesswas
madness from which other madness flowed.

"But people asawholewill accept no limitation upon their right to unrestricted and unprotected
fornication,” he had said, staring right at the blonde. She did not flinch at the word. Instead she stared at
hisface asif trying to memorize his Lincolnesque features, that was dwaysagood sign. "Nor will they
accept any limitation upon their right to breed.”

Certainly, here and there in the world, he had told them, people in certain countries practiced birth
control and had stabilized their populations, but only by raising their levels of consumption so high that
they impoverished the rest of the world, and the rest of the world had taken its revenge, naturally enough,
by reproducing. Children were aform of socia security in countries where there was no other. And
athough birth control awaysfollowed an increasein the standard of living, to increase the standard of
living worldwide to the point where everyone would practice birth control in their own best interests
would place unbearable pressure on other resources.



"We are doomed by our very numbers,” he had said. "The United Nations Office of Population will
announce late this year that the world's population has passed six billion, doubling in the past thirty-five
years. If you think that six billion peopleis not too many, what about twelve billion by 2030?
Twenty-four billion by 2055? Forty-eight billion before the end of the next century?”

No, he had told them, let usface redlity: Mathus was right. Food suppliesincrease arithmeticaly, but
population increases geometrically. For awhile, with the opening of new farmlandsin the American and
Canadian and Audtraian and Latin American frontiers, the invention of new methods of agriculture,
including fertilizer and new varieties of grain, and the burgeoning production of the Industrid Revolution,
Malthus had seemed refuted, but those two centuries were only temporary aberrations, and now reglity
was catching up. As Brian Aldiss said once, Nemesis was overtaking hubris.

The human species had doomed itsdlf by its own reproductive ingincts. Even with the best will inthe
world, if every wedthy country in the world shared hdf its nationa gross product with the

underdevel oped nationsin an effort to provide incentives for birth control, the juggernaut of population
increase could not be stopped. It would crush everything inits path and would, in itsturn, die and decay.

"Today the world has more people of child-producing yearsthan ever before, and they will not refrain
from producing children because we say s0," he had said. " And the children they produce will produce
more children, smply because there are more of them.”

But that, of course, could not go on. The Earth might be able to sustain six billion people—barely. But
not twelve billion. Madthus's correctives would comeinto play: famine, disease, and war. And one or two
more that Mathus had never known aboui.

Certainly therewould be famine. Already in many placesin the world but particularly in northern Africa,
famine had corrected population excesses—where massiverelief efforts had not intervened—but only
after land had been ruined by over- cultivation. Increasingly hunger would seem the norma human
condition, and where people were hungry they would be driven to desperate remedies.

Hunger rendered people susceptible to disease. Germs and viruses found easy victims among weakened
bodies, and then, having fed and grown strong, swept on to healthier countries. The world should expect
new plagues, perhaps as deadly as smdlpox to the Amerindians or the Spanish influenza of 1919 or the
Black Death of the Middle Agesthat destroyed half the population of Europe. Moreover, new genetic
experiments might get out of the [aboratory into the genera population. A stray virus of fatal dimensions
impossible to calculate was long overdue.

"Asamatter of fact," Gentry had said, "some new viruses that have become epidemic in the past decade
or two may well have originated in that fashion. So when disease-control |aboratories announce some
miracle cure for anew disease, we might well ask whether that disease, or another, did not dso originate
there”

Hunger also turned upon its neighbors. Hungry countries went to war. Wars reduced population. It used
to be that such reductions were only temporary, since the basic necessity for population increasewasa

plentiful supply of fertile women, but contemporary wars do not spare civilians. Women would die, too.

Perhaps the entire human specieswould dig, if the scientists predicting a nuclear winter were correct.

The blonde in the second row licked her upper lip. She had a creamy, unblemished skin, not like Angel's,
which he had no delight any more in unveiling or touching and only physiologica pressuresthat he was
unableto relievein any other way drove him to embrace. And even that rel ease had been denied him
since Angd's recent poor health. He felt sorry for her, but he aso had a hedlthy appreciation for hisown
needs. Gentry had imagined himsalf removing the blonde's clothing piece by piece and unvelling that



youthful skin.

It was true, he had pointed out, that the world had not yet resorted to al-out nuclear war, athough it had
come close. But in the coming year or years of Sarvation and madness, wars would be fought with dl the
weapons at hand.

Findly, awaiting humanity if it avoided the three fates that Malthus had predicted were the second unholy
trinity: energy, pollution, and hest.

These were the lashes with which he had findly scourged the audience into submission and
temporary—he had no illusions about permanent change in the human species—agreement with hissocid
thes's. The easy energy sources were running low, and the high- technology sources were either
inadequate, like geothermdl, too dangerous, like nuclear fisson, or too difficult, like nuclear fuson and

Space mirrors.

Energy was il available, to be sure, but the costs of availability were risng toward the crimind if not the
suicidd. Pallution was rgpidly rendering the biosphere unlivable, and dthough pollution could be
controlled, the costs of control made atechnologica civilization possible only to the few. And hest, the
ultimate pollution, could not be controlled. Civilization operated on machinesthat converted raw materias
of one kind or another into energy; such processes produced waste heat, and waste heat accumulated,
aong with the carbon dioxide that was the byproduct of chemica combustion and trapped increasing
amounts of the sun's heet. No way to stop it: Earth would turn increasingly hot and findly become
unlivable

The only way to rewrite that tragic scenario, he had concluded, was to change the way people lived and
thought. No longer could we afford the luxury of governments that make concern about individua welfare
their centrd organizing principle. That was merdly ingtitutionalized selfishness. We had to changeto
systems that encourage people to think of themselves as members of groups, that place the welfare of all
above the welfare of any smaller number.

"And if you ask me: Am | recommending socidism?' he had said. "My answer isthat of coursel am. |
am not the one urging this change upon you, however, but the unavoidable logic of catastrophe. We
cannot afford, if we wish to survive, to continue to think ourselves as anything but the human species. We
will al live—or, morelikely, wewill dl die. We cannot survive asindividuas.

"l say that wewill al die because | do not believein the basic rationality or even the basic good will of
the human species. | do not believe that people can change. | do not believe that they will change, even
under the threat of imminent destruction if they do not. | would be glad to be proved wrong."

He had finished: fifty minutes on the nosg, like awdl- trained academic. And the audience had approved
itsown evisceration. It was asimple group, in spite of its university setting, and it had responded to his
oratory as uncriticaly as any groundlings. The faculty and sudentswore their hair shirtswith prideand
welcomed the ashesto their heads with melancholy joy.

The blonde in the second row sat, her breathing rapid, staring at him, while her neighbors rose and
headed for the aides. When she got up at last, he moved toward that side of the platform so that their
paths would converge as he descended.

"Dr. Gentry," awoman's voice said, and amiddle-aged woman with dyed black hair and too much
makeup intercepted him. Her voice was breathless. "It was such abeautiful presentation. | don't know
how you managed to cover so much—"

"Thank you—goodbye," he said, trying to move past her as he saw the blonde entering the aide.



But the middle-aged woman had maneuvered her too-bony body in front of him. "I just love your books,
Dr. Gentry." Her eyelashes were long and black and unmistakably false. They fluttered againgt her
cheeksin asickening imitation of youthful flirtatiousness. She was reaching into her large, leather purse
and pulling out—not one but two, no, three of his books to autograph.

He looked despairingly at the back of the blonde moving smoothly up the aide. The back looked even
more appeding than the front.

By the time he had autographed the books, a seedy-looking professor in atweed jacket was standing
behind the middle-aged woman. He was holding a pipe by the bowl and pointing the stlem at him. "What
about the decline in the population growth rate in China?' he demanded. "'I'm ageography professor and
population growth is one of my specidties”

"It'sonly temporary,” Gentry said heavily, "and partly aresult of drastic measuresthat cannot be
ugtained.”

"But twenty years ago, your book on the population explosion predicted that by thistime wewould be
destroyed, and we're no closer to that than we ever were," the geography professor said.

"Areyouin ahurry?' Gentry asked.

"I'maphysicig," said atdl, dender youngish man, "and you apparently are unaware of new
breskthroughsin thermonuclear fuson—"

"I've been hearing about such breakthroughsfor thirty years,” Gentry said, "and we don't seem to be any
closer to apractica application. It seemsto methat there are fundamental obstacles.” He rocked back
on his heds. He had given up on the blonde.

"But that'swhat | said about—" began the geographer.
"But in the experimenta tokomak at—" the physicist said a the sametime.

"Inany case," Gentry said. "My argument is not dependent on any one dement. If | grant this gentleman
hisdowing of the population explosion and you your fusion generators, it will only postpone the inevitable
by afew years. Population growth will not stop short of catastrophe, and more energy only will mean
more waste hest. And meanwhile political tensions increase and although nuclear arsenals have dwindled,
more nuclear wegpons have fallen into the hands of terrorists and other irresponsible and desperate

groups.”

Another woman, this one afat bleached blonde, spoke up from behind the geographer. ™Y ou convinced
me, Dr. Gentry. But | wonder what you convinced me of. Are we supposed to just give up and die?’

"My businessisto make you think," Gentry said, "not lead you by the hand. But if you had been listening
at the end, you would understand that the only way to salvation isby socid action.”

An earnest, dark-haired young man had edged hisway into the circle that now surrounded Gentry.
"What kind of socid action are you recommending? Revolution?”

"If necessary,” Gentry said. The circle recoiled afew inches. These were the privileged few, and
revolution would mean the end of their comfort. "It would be better if people would smply stop being
sfish and agree to act for the greater good of the whole society, to reduce their standards of living to a
leve that this planet could sustain and that everybody could share, to reduce their numbersto asize that
could coexist comfortably, and to give up notions of sovereignty and nationdity. In other words, if people
agreed to behave raiondly.”



"But what about freedom?" the dark young man asked.
"What about catastrophe?’ Gentry responded.
"lgn't that communism?'

"I'm talking rational behavior. I'm not interested in labels. If you want to call communism rationd, that's
your choice.

"How are we going to reduce our standard of living?* the fat blonde asked.

"We can gart in little ways. By reducing our dependence upon machines. Waking or riding abicycle
ingtead of gtarting up an automobile. Staying colder in the winter and hotter in the summer. Growing as
much of our own food as we can. Eating less meat and more vegetable matter, which would be more
hedthful anyway. Stop using fertilizers and farm machinery. Go back to the land. Stop expecting other
peopleto do things for usthat we can do for ourselves—"

"In other words, live like our ancestorslived," said the geographer.
"Exactly," Gentry growled.

"A lower living standard means alower survivad rate," said the physcist. "Moreinfant mortality. More
people dying of disease.”

"Exadtly.”

"If everyoneisraisng their own food and doing their own chores," the dark young man said, "that might
be the end of philosophy and art and poetry.”

"Asin Arigtotdlian Athens or Shakespearean London.”

"Dr. Gentry," an sandy-haired middle-aged man said, "weve arranged a reception in your honor, and
perhaps this conversation could continue a my place.

Gentry thought about the blonde and felt bitter. "1 don't go to receptions,” he said.
"But—" The man seemed unableto find wordsto fit the Stuation. "There are guests—"
"That'snot my problem.”

"l understood—. There was correspondence.”

"If | have to associate with the people who pay me," Gentry said heavily, "my fee would be twice as
high." He enjoyed the look of shock on their faces, but he didn't show it. Nobody said what they meant
anymore. If people spoke their minds, there would be less polite boredom, more real encounters.

"And now," hesad, "if you will pardon me—"

They would pardon him, he knew, as he moved through them toward the aide. A person who spoke
bluntly was dways forgiven, because he said what they al wanted to say. He did what they al wanted to
do. And they would dress up his cal culated rudeness as rugged honesty and tell storiesto their friends
about their encounter with the man Diogeneswas looking for.

As he emerged from the auditorium, he heard a soft voice on hisright. "Dr. Gentry," it began, "I just
wanted to tell you—"



It was the nubile blonde. She had waited for him after all.

Hetook her hand and placed it on hisarm. "1 want to hear everything you haveto say," he said. "But this
isnot agood place to talk. Come with me and welll have abit of dinner, adrink or two, and some good
conversdion.”

In aworld doomed to catastrophic destruction, which could not much longer avoid the precipice, which
might, indeed, dready be toppling, he had gotten lucky once again.
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Chapter Three

Mar ch 8, 2000
EloisHays

Elois Hays returned to the theater exactly on time. The building was dark and empty. Some places seem
right without people—bedrooms and bathrooms, for instance, but others need the press of life or
machinery'sillusion of thevital process. Busy intersections are like that, department stores, restaurants,
auditoriums, theaters.... Without people they seem oddly wrong, scenes not for murder but for horror.

She was used to getting back before the others. An hour for lunch meant an hour and ahalf for
everybody else. But shewas never late. She didn't want to keep anyone waiting. Josh would have said
that it was her professionalism, and her psychiatrist, that it was her over-punitive superego. Why couldn't
it amply betheright thing to do?

She wanted to do theright thing, and al the wrong thingsin her life had happened not because she willed
them but because of accidents or miscal culations. She was dways on time because she didn't want ever
to bein thewrong; she didn't want the responsbility for things not working out; she didn't want anybody
yelling a her. So even when she knew the others would not return on time, she was there.

She wandered down the left-hand aide toward the stage fedling around her all the ghosts of audiences
past. Their quiet was the hush of enthrallment as the magic of the stage captured them, enrgptured them.
They listened, they were involved, they were dl the great audiencesrolled into onein this place where
magic was commonplace.

She had dways been in love with the theater, ever since she had been alittle girl. She had loved to dress
up and become someone else. Her psychiatrist said that this was because she was unhappy with the
person she was, but she thought it was because she was in love with magic. People didn't have to escape
from something; they could escapeto something. Escape could be a positive step.

Well, maybe there was something to the thought that she truly enjoyed losing hersdlf in apart, thinking
like that person, feeling like that person, becoming that person. When she played astrong woman like
Elizabeth the Queen, Medea, or Hedda Gabler, she felt strong and confident, sure of herself asshe
wasnt inred life. And even when she played awesk woman like Ophdiaor Camille, shefdt asif the
world made sense and that even her weeknesshad aplaceinit.

Thereis something grand about dying for love or because theworld is out of joint, but thereis nothing
satisfying or redemptivein living without love because you are afraid to make another mistake, or falling
at love because you don't know how to play therole.

She mounted the empty stage with its few bare sets and props to suggest the lounge of the mountain inn
where the four doomed charactersinThe North Wind had come together to strut and fret their hour
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before the new ice age ground them and their artifactsinto drift to be puzzled over by some strange
successor breed.

She pivoted upon the dusty floor. If the audience could see how it redly was, perhaps the mood so
essentia to the magic would be destroyed. Dirt and grime, canvas and artifice, the paint applied too
thick, the linestoo deep, the costumes dirty and perhaps a bit ragged, the actors smelling of garlic or
alcohoal, or even of unwashed bodies. But then the magic began, the stage became awonderland, and the
actors became like gods, capable of commanding tears and laughter—yes, and love.

The opening nights were grand with dl their uncertainties and fears of unremembered lines. Like dressng
up for acostume ball. Everyone becoming someone dse, fdling into their parts, their lines coming like
natural conversation, only better, not the way conversation is but the way it ought to be. And beyond the
footlights, the audience faling silent before the voices from the stage, demanding attention, weaving spells.

She remembered moments when it had happened. Surely it was worthwhile to have lived, if only for this,
to have felt the power of the act and the transmutation of lead into gold. She stood upon the stage and
listened to the echoes of dl the great lines spoken upon its boards.

Actors and audience, players and played-upon. Shakespeare had rung all the changes upon the
resemblances of life to the stage, or the stage to life. That was what they were, weren't they? Sometimes
players, sometimes played-upon, or always played upon with only an occasiond illusion that onewasa
player, amanipulator rather than one manipulated, an actor rather than an audience.

But she liked the stage best, she thought, when it was like this—bare. AsinOur Town . With only the
suggestion of placein the midst of the frank admission of theater. Until the words of the Stage Manager
beginsto weave aspell, and the actors create their illusion, and the great magic beginsagain. Andit is
like being a child once more, dressing up, dreaming marvelous dreams.

She wandered off, stage left, looking for someone else in the gloom broken only by astray beam of light
from adistant bulb. Hearing sounds, she moved toward the dressing rooms, passing her own, coming to
Susan's and finding the door bardly gar.

The soundswerefamiliar but puzzlingly dien aswell.

Elois Hays had looked out the inn window through cold blue eyesthat reflected the advancing glacier.
"Thelong winter has come again,” she had said, "and it will bury everything human and decent.”

The Poet had looked up from the little table nearest the bar. *Human and decent,” he had said bitterly,
"therés an oxymoron for you."

"Atleadt," Teddy had said, rummaging behind the bar for the absinthe, "it will bury usfirst, and we won't
have to worry about the rest of the world.”

Susan had been standing by the glass doors that opened onto the veranda. "Maybe the rest of you are
willing to wait whilethat glacier grindsusinto little pieces, but | think we should get out of here—travel
south while therés ill time™

"Theresno escape,” Eloishad said. "Theiceisgoing to cover theworld.”

"Besdes," Teddy had said, "we've had ataste of the weather out there dready. If we hadn't come across
this place herein the foothills—"

"Wed be dead aready," the Poet had said. "We are dead. We just haven't admitted it yet."



"Anyway," Teddy had said, holding up the bottle of absinthe in triumph, "we can go out in style. Well
hold an end-of-the- world party better than any wake."

"I'm not sorry for mysdlf," Eloishad said. "I've had my chance, and | didn't do much withiit. But | fed
sorry for al the people who didn't have that chance—born and unborn.”

"'Some say theworld will end infire," the poet had quoted, "'somesay inice.™
"Arethose your lines?' Teddy had asked, pouring himsalf abig glass of absinthe.
"A far better poet than 1," the poet had said. "His name was Frogt. Isn't that irony for you?"

"l don't see how you can al just go on taking when any minute that glacier isgoing to lurch again and kill
usdl," Susan had said, looking pretty and helpless.

"It'sjust because that is going to happen,” Elois had said. "There's nothing to do but talk.”
"Drink!" Teddy said.
"Drink!" the Poet echoed.

"Have adrink, Susan,” Eloishad said. "A new ice ageis beginning, and you may not have another chance
for fivethousand years."

"Hirgt act curtain,” Josh's voice had said from the dark auditorium. "L et's have some lights.”
The house lights had brightened. The actors had walked toward the front of the stage.

"It's coming together,” Josh had said. "I'll have notesfor al of you in the morning. In generd, however,
we need alittle more life. Susan, more bubbling intensity, more desireto survive. Teddy, abit more
drunken charm. Poet, abit more gravel. And, Elois—you've got it just about right. But 1'd expect that of
an old pro likeyou. Y ou have any comments, George?”'

George, his chins draped over his collar and histie askew, was Sitting beside Josh. "It's going grest,
people. Just great. But I've got a couple of words, in private, for Susan.”

"Okay, |et'stake an hour for lunch,” Josh said. "Be back by one-thirty, and well run through act two."

They had scattered, and Elois had made her way into the audience toward Josh. As she approached, he
was getting to hisfeet. "Who are you trying to kid?" she had asked.

He had raised his eyebrows at her.
"Thisisapiece of shit, and you know it," she had said.

He had raised afinger to hislips and nodded toward the back of the theater. In the last row she had seen
afigurethat she recognized now asthe playwright, Fred Hampdon. George had invited him to the
gpartment once, eaxrly in the negotiations, and Elois had considered him likable enough but a nonentity.

"Hemight aswdl know it, too," she had said. "Poet, indeed! And the cast. That Susanisonly awilling

She had looked toward the front of the theater where her husband and Susan were disappearing
backstage, his arm around her shoulder, his head bent closeto hers.



"I think it'sgot achance," Josh had said mildly. "Maybeit's not greet literature, but it hasacertain
timdiness”

"A new ice age? Comeon!"

"That's what some experts are saying. Anyway, it's just away of dealing with approaching catastrophe.
What'sthe line? Fire or ice? What doesit matter?”

Elois had shivered. "It mattersto me," she had said. "Sometimes | ook out that window and think | redly
seethe glacier gpproaching.”

"Maybe that's your problem,” Josh had said. "It makes too much senseto you. If you can just get that
feding into your performance—"

"Y ou know me," she had said ironicdly. ""Theold pro...."
"Y ou know what | meant, darling. Purely acompliment.”

Elois had shrugged and waked on up the aide thinking about lunch: asadad, certainly, and a glass of
wine. If she had the salad without dressing, maybe she could have another glass or even abottle. She
needed something to get her through the second act.

"Can | buy you lunch?' someone had said.
Elois had been drawn out of her thoughts into the presence of Hampdon.

"I couldn't help overhearing what you said to Josh," he had said with aboyish grin that Eloisfound
unexpectedly appeding. "Maybe you can tel me what's wrong while thereés il timeto rewrite," he had
sad.

She had looked a him with eyes appraising and lips half- parted and said, "Why not?"

Hampdon had taken another swallow of his scotch. He had ordered ved parmesan with aside order of
gpaghetti, but he had hardly touched either one though he was on histhird scotch. "Of coursethe glacier
isjust ametaphor,” he had said, trying hard to convince her. "I mean, the possibility of anice ageisred
enough, but the glacier redly standsfor adozen different calamities that might overtake the human
Species.”

Elois had dutifully finished thelast bite of her dry sdlad. He had been talking amost continuoudy since
they left the theater. Ordinarily she found that kind of salf-absorption offensive, but, by comparison with

those men who had talked about her and solicited her opinions, in Hampdon it seemed only akind of
ingenuous enthusiasm. "Mm-m-m," she had said.

He had needed no more encouragement than that. "1 could have chosen the sun turning nova, say, but
that would be over so quickly that there would be no time for diaogue. Pollution and overpopul ation take
too much time and seem too grim.”

"Catastrophe ought to seem grim," she had murmured.

"Of course" he had gone on, unheeding. "But the characters have to be able to reved avariety of
responses. They can't all just liedown and die.”

He had started the discussion innocently enough, asking why shedidn't like the play, half turned toward
her, half trotting along beside her as she spoke. And when he had dragged out of her the fact that she



thought the characters weren't red people but attitudes with names, stock responses without any other
characterigtics, he had admitted hisinadequacies as a playwright and then launched into a discussion of
hisidess.

"Thisisthe year when everything changes," Hampdon had said. "Not only the year but the century, and
not only the century but the millennium. After thiseverything will be different. And that'swhat The North
Wind isdl aout. Change."

Elois had taken asip of her white wine. It had been only her first glass, and she knew, now, aslate asit
was, shewould not have time for another. Maybe she wouldn't need it. "But why couldn't it be change
for the better?’

"Oh, it could," he had said enthusiastically. "1'm not one of your doomsayers. | redly think thingsare
getting better. But you can't make aplay about that. And there is awidespread uneasiness about the
possibility of catastrophe. Don't you ever think about that?"

"Yes" shesad. "Sometimes | wake up in the night—"

"If you want to get heard, you have to give people what they want—or what they think they want—or
what they're most afraid of. Get their attention, and then you can talk to them. That'swhat my old
professor at Y ale used to say. Was he surprised when | told him my play was going to be produced on
Broadway by George Witherspoon and directed by Josh Nugent and that the part of Peggy would be
played by EloisHays hersdf!"

He had looked at her so proudly that she felt her heart turning mushy. She had recognized the feding.
She had fdt it often enough before. How old was he? No more than thirty. And she was forty-two. But
she had fdlt hersdf fdling in love with this sorry excuse for aplaywright, with this puppy of aman, and it
would mean no end of complications.

"Wdl," she had said, steding hersdf to be brutd, "the play will be aflop asit'swritten. The criticswill
savageit. Tekeit fromme."

He had turned suddenly sober and silent. "But what about Witherspoon and Nugent? They liked it."

"They havetheir own reasons,” she had said, seeing again her husband leaving the orchestrawith hisarm
around Susan. "My hushband needs a tax writeoff and Josh needsto get back into harness, no matter

"What can | do?" he had asked humbly.

It had amost broken her heart. She had drawn a deep breath and said, " Change the Poet. HEssuch a
stock figure he's laughable. Maybe Saroyan could get away with it, but you're no Saroyan. Make him my
husband. Make Teddy less of alush. Have them both panting after Susan while my character looks on
and then stepsin at the last moment to bring them to their senses.

"Make Susan less of an ingenue and more of area person. Makethem al into real people, not stlanding
around uttering stagy lines but acting and talking the way people would redlly act and talk in astuation
likethat. And don't makeit aglacier. Real people would smply get out of theway. A blizzard maybe,
maybe the blizzard of the century.”

She had stopped for lack of breath, certain that she had destroyed whatever chances she had had with
him and sure that it wasthe right thing to do but abit wistful about it al the same.

But he had looked at her asif he had heard her for thefirst time. "Y ou'reright,” he had said. "Y ou sound



just like my professor. You're both right. | know it. I'll doit. But what are George and Josh going to do?!

She had looked at him. Maybe he wasn't such afool after al. "They'll be surprised ashell,”" she had said.
"They'll object at first to al the changes and the delay, but then they'll see the improvements and go dong
with them. They wouldn't mind having a better play. But don't tell them | suggested it. Tell them it was
your idea."

"I will," hehad said. "'l will. I don't know how | can thank you."

"Keegp mefrom having nightmares,” she had said. And then, when his expression had asked for
explanations, she had looked at her watch and said, "It's amost one thirty. Got to get back. Evento a
second act that is under revision.”

Hampdon had |eft her asthey approached the lobby, in ahurry to get back to his gpartment and hisword
processor. She had felt akind of pleasure a that, a mixed fegling of power and the compliment he paid
to her mind by accepting her suggestions, even though, she knew, he would soon forget that the changes
had been her idea. She was used to that.

She should have been used, aswell, to the reason for the strange sounds that awaited her backstage. She
would have turned and gone back if she had deciphered them earlier, but by the time she had glanced
through the gap left by the unlatched door it wastoo late.

Susan was bent back over the arm of a couch, naked to the waist, her skirt thrown back to reved the
gartling white dimness of her thighs. Georgewasin front of her, his hands holding her buttocks, his
trousers and underpants in acomic hegp around his ankles while he shoved himsdf into her again and
againin an absurd parody of lovemaking. Hisfat bottom and flabby thighsjiggled ridiculoudy each time
he thrust. His eyes were closed in rapture, but his breathing was harsh and gasping, not with passion but
with the effort demanded of his out-of- condition body.

Eloiswished she had avideo camera. "If he could see himsdlf," shefound hersdlf thinking, "hewouldn't
be so pleased with his conquests.”

Susan, she saw with fleeting satisfaction, was not caught up in the excitement her husband fdlt. Instead
Susan'sface was st in lines of discomfort and resignation. She was paying the price for her part in this
poor excuse of aplay.

And then Elois saw that Susan's eyes were open and turned toward her in an expression that could have
been embarrassment or an appeal for understanding or even for help. But George did not see her, and
Eloisturned away.

Now she knew what it was like to face the coming ice. She would not divorce George, that she
understood. She had known about his affairsfor severa years, and they had enjoyed no intimacy for
even longer, once he had dlowed himsdlf to get fat beyond the fleshiness that he had alowed himsalf
before their marriage. 1t was hisinnate grossness emerging, she had decided, and hislack of self control
and concern about how shefelt about him had turned her away.

Hisinfidelitieswere only to be pitied. His pursuit of conquests without affection, lust without love, and,
now she knew, sex bought with position, were only hisfrantic efforts to deny his mortaity. But shewould
not admit to the world another failure. He was witty when he wanted to be, charming when he had to be,
and an entertaining companion, full of stories of the theater, dways. She would not divorce him, but she
knew the deep winter of the soul when she thought of their life together for the coming years, and
perhaps, athough she pushed the thought away as quickly asit cameto her, because she could never
again make love without redlizing it was the same gross, ridicul ous act whose parody she had just



witnessed.
Wéll, she could play the part. She would play the part. The rehearsa was over. Let the play begin.
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Chapter Four

April 11, 2000
Sally Krebs

The armored hdlicopter hovered above the battl efield like aclumsy vakyrie. Below, the sound from its
ungainly blades made the soldiersjerk up their heads, even while the bullets whined among them. And
then they looked down again, into random violence of lead and stedl, reassured by the inggniathey
recognized as CNN.

Insde the helicopter the sound was muffled, but the occupants could fed the vibrationsingdethem likea
second heartbest. Sometimes Sally Krebsfelt like screaming, if only to take her mind for amoment off
the relentless thumping, but she didn't. Someone would be sure to mark it down to femde fragility, and
that weakness would damage the reputation she had worked so hard to build, and the cause of dl
women everywhere.

And the soldiers below, asragged, ill-fed, and poorly armed as George Washington's more than two and
aquarter centuries before—their sufferings were so much greater that she would have been ashamed to
show her discomfort. They advanced and died by the thousands, taking and surrendering and retaking
the same barren, pock-marked wasteland until nothing had any meaning any more except dying.

She took a deep breath and studied the battlefield. There was no shapeto it, just the boys and the old
men advancing raggedly toward more worthless desert. Here and there some were going the other way,
retreating or smply turned around in the confusion, and in places officers were threatening them with
pistols or here and there shooting those who kept moving in the wrong direction.

"Get the officers shooting their own men," Krebs said into her throat microphone.

The cameralenses swiveled underneath the helicopter, and abullet pinged against the underside. Krebs
flinched ingtinctively, and then forced her eyes back to the monitor. One of the officerswasfiring his

pistol at their ship, in defiance of internationa convention and the orders of hisown leaders. He was
commanding the soldier near him to fire aswell, and Krebs stared down at adozen autométic rifle barrels
raised toward her.

"Get that picture and let's get out of here," she said. "No use precipitating an incident.” Too much
paperwork, she thought. Her superiors wouldn't thank her for that, and even though they would back her
in public, the cost and delays of the action would count against her record.

"Let'sfind the front, wherever it is, and get some defendersin our footage,” she said. "Maybe some
armor. The defenders till have some, | understand.”

The helicopter tilted and swung asif fastened by an invisible wire to some child'sfinger highin the ky,
and then did off in the direction the soldiers were moving. Within afew moments, the bodies on the
ground outnumbered those standing.

Beyond the field of bodiesthe positions of the other army were rlatively untouched, though mortar and
artillery shdllslanded occasondly intheir midst. Their fixed machine guns and tank artillery were leveled
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acrossthefield, harvesting the attacking forces asif by someinvisble machine. And yet the attackers
continued to advance, and an experienced observer might have detected a certain uneasinessin the
defensve positions, asif theinflicting of casudties had apsychologicd limit.

It could have been World War | below, Krebs thought, with its massed armies advancing into fixed
positions, except for the helicopters and jets that occasionaly still made their appearances above the
battle, and the tlevison eyesin the ky recording it al to enlighten, or enliven, the sets of avid viewers
around the globe. Theworld had not changed much in eighty-five years.

And in thefact that thiswar had lasted, on and off, for twenty years—if one counted from the beginning
of the Irag-Iran war—and for more than fifty yearsif one counted from the beginning of the Arab-Isradli
Wars. And it had dragged in the whole Mudlim world, the Kuwaitis, the Saudi Arabians, the Syrians, the
L ebanese, the Jordanians, the Palestinians, the Libyans, and, in the end, Turkey and Egypt, and Isradl,
when it was attacked. The fifty-year war had started for religious reasons, first asthe Mudims against the
Jews, and then, when the Isragliswon every war, Shiites against Sunnis—and continued as awar about
power. Or perhaps that was what it had always been about.

Irag'sinvasion of Kuwait and the subsequent destruction of its military machine by the codition forces
had changed not only the balance of power but the nature of the battles themsalves. Arab forces began to
choose up sides againgt the strongest. Peace, such asit was in the midst of widespread terrorist attacks,
had been brief. And when I sradli-Pd estinian accords had been signed, old enemies began eyeing their
neighbors uneasily, and small acts of violence or territorial encroachment, or changesin oil quotas,
became magnified into causes. Tribalism, once stifled by nationalism and police power, re- emerged
throughout the Middle East and Africa, and inevitably the entire Middle East exploded, while Europe
looked the other way and the United States, disillusioned, brought dl of its forces except the news
agencies back to the North American continent and began pursuing apolicy of energy conservation and
dternative sources.

It would be adifferent world, Krebs thought, if women ran it. And then she thought about Golda Meir,
who had presided over the 1973 Arab-Isragli War, and Margaret Thatcher, who had her jolly little war
with Argentina. Maybe it was not the sex of the paliticians, she thought, but their positions that
determined their actions. Or maybe palitics.

No matter. Asanews gatherer Krebs knew that she had to make the same decisionsaman in her
position would have made. She had to do it or be replaced. And she had to do it, because it was her job
and she was a professiond. She had to get the pictures that showed the way things were, no matter how
shefdt about what they revealed.

"Over the hillsto the south of the defensive positions,” she said. "Isn't that an attacking detachment
working itsway toward the flank?"

"Yeah," said the pilot, and turned the helicopter in that direction.

But the defensive air power had seen the threat aswell, and hurtled from the sky to Srafe the
detachment, while towering dust toward the west suggested that reserve tanks had begun rumbling
toward the hills.

"Some jets are approaching from ten o'clock,” the pilot said.
"Let'snot get caught inthe middle," Krebs said. "Kick in the afterburners and head for Cairo.”

But before she could finish the sentence, an explosion rocked the helicopter and as Krebs was blacking
out she fdt the ship spin sickeningly out of control toward the desert floor below.



They had started their day in Beirut with some establishing shots of aruined city: desolation broken here
and there by the glistening stone and orange girders of new congtruction, like hopeful flowers springing
through the ashes of winter. One of the newer buildings had been demolished in the early dawn by alight
plane loaded with explosivesthat had kamikazied into it.

Maybe it had been something to see when it had happened, but now it was just another ruined building.
The arplane debris wasindistinguishable from the other rubble. They had taken shots of the building from
severa angles, some footage of militiarushing around in old trucks, cars, and jeeps, and other guerrilla
forcesfiring at them, and afew sniper bullets had whined off their armor plating, but al the redl action had
been on the ground and aground crew aready was on the job.

Someday, Krebs had thought, they would let her have an assignment in acombat Stuation on the ground,
and she would show them what she could do. That was where the glory and the advancement was. Why
didn't they redlize that women could handleit? Why didn't they redlize that she could handleit?

"All right," she had said into her throat mike, "we've got more than anyone will ever use. Let'sgo find the
front."

During the two-hour trip, one of the cameramen had moved back to sit beside her. He had nodded at the
footage she was spot-checking. "Pretty good stuff, eh?”

"Good camerawork, Bob," shehad said. "You cantell Fred | said so. Y ou're both professionas.” It was
the best compliment she could pay the work of people who got paid for what they did. She thought he
understood that. She hoped he thought she was a professional, too.

"It takesagood director,” he had said. "Fred and | were saying, we'd rather work with you than
anybody. Were going to get the shots, and you aren't going to get uskilled.”

"Thanks"
"Cigarette?' He had offered her an opened pack.
"No thanks," she had said. "Never use'em.”

"Stupid, | guess," he had said. "L ung-cancer rates keep going up. Heart attacks, too, | hear. But what the
hdll! Theworld may end thisyear.”

"That'sjust supergtition,” Krebs had said.

"Maybeit is. Maybeit isn't. We won't know until it'stoo late. Stuff we've been shooting, though"—he
had nodded at the monitor—"makes you wonder."

She had turned to look at him. He wasn't a bad-looking guy, even though he needed a shave and was
getting bald. He wastall and had broad shoulders, and balding men sort of turned her on. "I'm never sure
if al you cameramen look at what you shoot."

"Hey," hehad said, "I'm human, too. | got fedings. Y ou get alittle deadened after awhile, just like
doctors and undertakers, but we notice things. Staring through aviewfinder, of course, what you seeis
how good ashot it is. Only theré's aplace in the back of your head somewhere that seeswhat's going on
and tdllsyou about it later.”

It had pleased her to learn that other peoplefelt it, too. "I understand. But thiswar isn't that different.
Thereve aways been wars. Terrorism, too. How would you have liked to have lived when the Thugs
wereterrorizing India, killing people as part of their religion. | wonder if it wouldn't be better to dieby a



bullet or abomb, and maybe even better by an atomic bomb, than a spear through the belly or an arrow
through the back. Maybe it's the mass daughter or the impersonalization of death that makesit seem
worse."

"l got someIndian blood inme," Bob had said, "and | can imagine fighting, and maybe dying, for your
family or your home. Killing other peoplefor it, too. It's killing without reason that's hard to understand. |
think the Indians got a bad dedl. Bad press, too. If CNN had been around, maybe they'd be
remembered better."

"Thereve been plenty of other times,” Krebs had said, "when life was even chegper than it is today—the
Middle Ages, for ingtance, or Rome when it was being sacked by the Visigoths and the Huns, China
under most of its emperors, the Middle East when it was being ravaged by the Mongols, Mexico under
the Aztecs—"

"Okay, okay," he had said, raising his handsin mock surrender. "Y ou redlly know alot of history. But |
gtill wonder if maybethisyear ain't different.”

"Just because we assign numbersto the years and attribute greater significance to some numbersthan to
others," she had said, "doesn't mean that the universe pays any attention.”

"Wheat about predictions?'
"What about them?"

"' Some people made some pretty accurate predictions about what was going to happen. Edgar Cayce.
Nogtradamus. Jean Dixon."

"All ambiguous or after thefact or phony,” she had said firmly. "If they could redlly predict the future,
they'd make themsaves rich betting on horse races or buying and selling on Wall Street; they wouldn't die
poor and persecuted, or have to make money by sdlling their predictions.”

"l never thought of that," Bob had said. "But what about the Bible? It'sfull of predictions. Back then
religion was more important than money."

"The Bible'sjust like aclouded crysta bal—you can see anything in it you want, including a prediction
that contradicts any other prediction. It helpsto understand why a prediction is made, the motives behind
predicting a Second Coming or the Fina Judgment. A guy named William Miller predicted the end of the
world back in the mid-1800s, basing them on various readings of Scripture. When it didn't happen, his
followers became the Seventh Day Adventists. A guy named Russdll predicted the millennium for 1914,
and when only World War |1 occurred, his followers became Jehovah's Witnesses."

"You redly know alot of suff,” Bob had said admiringly, putting ahand on her trousered knee. "I like
that inawoman.”

"Thanks," she had said, and removed his hand gently. She was used to fending off passes, however
disguised, and Bob's had been one of the gentler kind. "There's the battlefield.”

Krebs could not have been unconscious for more than afew seconds. When the blackness lifted, the
helicopter was il swinging in the air and spinning like an ém pod in a gpring breeze, and Krebs knew
the ground could not befar below. Anicy rage at the unfairness of it al stormed through her veins, and
she struggled with her seatbelt until the buckle popped.

On the other side of the small cabin Bob was hanging from straps over his camera. Krebs knew there
was no help there. A forward surge threw her back in her seat. She levered herself up and grabbed a



handhold high on the wall, and then another farther forward, fighting againgt the violent swings of the
arcraft. Finaly she reached the door to the pilot's compartment. Hanging to the handhold above, she got
it open and saw the pilot dumped over the stick, while the cameraman and co-pilot beside him bled over
the cracked window he leaned againgt.

Krebs dragged hersdlf forward, and pulled on the pilot's shoulder, not caring at that moment whether he
was adive or dead aslong as she freed the stick. Pushing him aside with her left hand, she steedied the
gtick with her right, partly through ingtinct, partly through her observations when she had occupied the
co-pilot's seat. The helicopter straightened out.

Only then was she aware of her muscle cramps and the sweet that covered her body. "Jerry!" she said.
"Jerry!" But onelook at the pilot's face told her that he was dead. A splinter of steel had entered his
throat from the right and emerged from the | eft, severing hisjugular asit passed, and hislife had gushed
out ingtantly. Now his eyes stared unseeing toward the windshield.

Krebsturned toward the co-pilot. "Fred!" Fred was unconscious but till aive. The blood on the window
seemed to be coming from his right shoulder. She shifted hands on the stick to shake Fred with her right.
"Fred!"

For severd long moments she did not think he would respond, and then his eyes blinked and he said,
"What?' Hisvoice was durred and hisleft hand came around to his right shoulder. He opened his hand
and looked at the smear of dark red. "I'm hit," he said in amazement.

"Fred," Krebssaid, "you've got to listen to me. Jarry isdead, and | can't fly thisthing. Y ou've got to take
over."

"Sure," Fred said. "I'll take over." But he didn't move to take the stick. He kept looking &t hisleft hand.
"Fred—" Krebs began, her voice and hand shaking.

"How's Bob?' Fred asked.

"I don't know, but if you just take over here, I'll go back to check.

"Sure" Fred said. Thistime hisleft hand cameto the stick and settled onit.

For thefirgt timein minutes, Krebs relaxed. All her muscleswent limp at once. "Let's get to Cairo, asfast
aswe can, Fred, if we can makeit,” shegot out. "After | check on Bab, I'll call and let Cairo know
what's happened and tell them to have an ambulance waiting. Do you hear me, Fred?”

"I hear you now." He moved hisleft hand briefly to the pand to turn on the after-burners.

A surge of power pulled Krebs back, but she clung to Jerry's seat and levered herself forward so that
she could adjust the dean man's seat belt to keep the body from faling onto the stick again. At least the
explosion, whatever it was, hadn't damaged the working parts of the ship. She looked at Fred's eyes.
They seemed clear. They were checking the electronic map, the directiond guide, and thewindshield in
front. "If you fed yoursdf fading, giveayel,” shesad.

She crawled back to Bob, afraid to stand. From the purpling lump on hisforehead, his head apparently
had dammed forward onto the insde cameramounted in front of the left window. But he was breething.

Krebs dragged herself back into her seat and began the long process of informing the Cairo office what
had happened and what to expect when—and if—they landed. Afterwards, between tripsto check on
Fred and to put atemporary bandage on hisright shoulder, in an attempt to bring some semblance of



normalcy back into her life, she began reviewing the day's taping.

The footage a Beirut was asinconsequentia as it had seemed, and the battle scenes were not as
dramatic astheir eyes had viewed. They never were. But there were some usable shots, and one classic
moment when the camera caught a youngster—he couldn't have been more than twelve—looking up at
the helicopter just asabullet hit him. It must have been an explosive bullet or ashell, because it nearly
torehimin haf.

Krebs averted her eyes. On top of everything el se that had happened today, it was too much. But in the
midst of her revulsion she knew, dl the same, that it was Pulitzer materid. That single frame summed it dl
up, the futility of war, the pointlessness of the dying. She dso knew that if they hadn't been flying
overhead, taking their pictures, the boy might not have died.

News crews did that. They didn't just report the news, they influenced it. It was the Heisenberg's
uncertainty principle at work in the macroscopic world; the very act of observation changed what was
observed. Nothing happened quite the sameiif it were being filmed for televison. It wastrue. It was also
unavoidable. Rationa decisions demanded information. She could regret the boy's deeth, regret Jerry's
death, regret all the eventsthat her presence created, but she knew there was no other way, no matter
what the know-nothings said. If the means were available, you couldn't willfully choose ignorance.

"Isthat the one that got us?" avoice asked.

She looked over. Bob was conscious. He was rubbing hisforehead, but his eyes were looking at the
monitor.

"Bob," she said, feding asurge of joyfulness not only that he was dive but that she was no longer aone.
"Areyou okay?"'

"| think so. Those who live by the camerawill die by the camera” He gestured at the equipment hanging
a eyelevd infront of him and then, abit weakly, a the monitor. "Isthat what took us out?"

Krebs ran back the footage to the boy's death and then saw, beyond his mutilated body, the plumage of
aground-to-air missile moving toward the camera. "They redly hate us," she said. "Maybe | would, too,
if | weredown there."

"Y ou wouldn't be down there," Bob said. "Neither would |."

"We might, if it were our job. Were up here.”

"Yeah," hesaid. "It'sacrazy world. People used to talk about theaters of war; now it'swar astheater.”
"That'sgood, Bob. Can | useit?'

"Maybel heard it somewhere."

"Weamogt didn't have to wait until the end of the year, Bob."

"Aw, | don't blievethat stuff anyway.”

She looked back at the monitor and reversed the tape to the boy'slast 1ook at life. She froze that frame.
"God," Bob said softly.

"All the other stuff they'll throw away, or file," Krebs said, "but thiswill be on every television setinthe
world before the day is over. That and the rocket trail toward the camera. Isit worth it? Jerry dead?



Fred wounded? The kid?"
"Not if you counted it up ahead of time. But you never know. Y ou want to eraseit?’

She didn't answer, but her finger was over the erase button. It was generous of him to make the offer: It
was Pulitzer timefor him, too. "Y ou know what you said earlier? That you liked to work with me
because | wouldn't get you killed. Wdll, | dmaost got you killed. | got Jerry killed.”

"That wasjust talk," he said. ™Y ou know—man to woman talk. Y ou're okay, though. It could have
happened to anybody."

"You're okay, too." Shefelt warm toward him, dmost sexually aroused by his presence and everything
that had happened. Maybe that was what nearly being killed did to people. "Tdl you what—if | get an
assignment to cover the end of theworld, I'll ask for you and Fred." She took a deep breath and
removed her finger. That day, Jerry's death, the boy's desth, should matter for something. Maybe it
would move somebody el seto find some other solution than war.

And there was the Pulitzer.
She wondered why shewas crying.
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Chapter Five

May 5, 2000
Murray Smith-Ng

Murray Smith-Ng looked around the smoke-filled sudent hang- out and then at the tables around which
the members of his seminar were seated and wondered, not for the first time, why he had consented to
join the group in their end-of -the-semester celebration.

Pitchers had come and gone like an extra-inning baseball game. Two tables had been pulled together to
provide room for the eight of them; the one that Smith-Ng thought of as"the plodder” had gone hometo
hisfamily after asingle glass. Now the table tops were puddled with condensation and spilled beer in
which soggy popcorn floated as reminders of the refilled baskets that had accompanied and reinforced
the need for the pitchers. Sticky glasses registered various levelslike bar room barometers. When they
got below haf empty, however, someone quickly filled them.

The students sat on their wire chairs conversing by twos or threes, or leaning forward across the table to
listen to one of the professor's stories, drinking their beer until they could hold no more and then weaving
their ways between crowded tables down dark corridorsto find the odorous restrooms. Smith-Ng
occasondly thought about getting up, saying his goodbyes, and going home, but inertia, and too much
beer, kept him weighed down in hischair.

The Beer Cedlar was dirty and cramped and old, but dumni would remember it as a place where, they
would tell old friends, they had learned more about life and themsalves than in any classroom. Above was
an old cafe grandfathered into a prime location next to the campus when a master plan had been adopted
by the city; benesth it, a basement had been converted into abeer hdl by enlarging adoorway and
ingtalling a bar, tables, and chairs. On weekends students blocked the intersection outside by wandering
between bars, and when the restrooms were busy, as they usualy were, aroused the resentment of
nearby residents by pissing and puking in their yards and bushes.
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The Cdlar was dark and noisy, but students milling, yelling, drinking, and rubbing against each other
wove a protective cocoon against the dark responsibilities that lurked outside.

Of the group around the two tables, Murray Smith-Ng had consumed the most. He had poured beer
down histhroat aglass at atime and between drinks consumed handfuls of popcorn, and he hadn't
visited the men'sroom once. His students regarded him with awe. He was becoming alegend. He
showed no signs of drunkenness, no Signs even of uneasiness of bladder, but his speech had become a
bit less precise and its subject matter more persond.

"My mother was Chinese, you know," he confided in them, "and my father was a Jew. Y ou wouldn't
know that from his name. He took the name 'Smith' to avoid discrimination. Asayoung Army doctor, he
was ordered into Nagasaki after World War 11 to help study the survivors of the second atomic bomb

dropped on Japan.”

"The second?' Calley asked. She had consumed less than any of the others, but she had been to the
restroom three times.

Smith-Ng looked &t her. "Thefirst one getsall the attention. Everyone forgets the second. | was asecond
son, you know. My brother died when he was ababy of agen—of agenetic disorder of theliver. My
parents argued for months about whether they should risk having another child, because, you see, my
mother was on the periphery of the radiation effects.”

"At Nagasaki?' Lisaasked.

"Of course. That's where they met—the young Jewish doctor who concedled hisrace behind a
Protestant name and the victim or near-victim or possible victim of the world's second atomic bomb
dropped in warfare. The one that everybody forgot. Afterwards they wrote to each other, and when my
father set up his practice and my mother was eighteen, they married. My father, ashamed perhaps of
earlier concealment or determined that his children would not live hislie, combined my mother's name,
Ng, with his"

"Y our mother was Chinese and yet she wasin Nagasaki when it was bombed?’
"Her parents were Chinese diplomeatic personnel interned in Japan when the Sino-Japanese war began.”
"What aromantic background!" Lisasaid.

She was Sitting to Smith-Ng'sright, Calley to hisleft, asif they had responded to his secret desires. By
leaning to hisright Smith-Ng could press himsdlf against Lisas magnificent breast. By alowing hishand to
drop casudly from whereit rested at the edge of the table, he could touch Calley's dender thigh.

He did neither. "Romantic, maybe. Catastrophic, certainly. If my heritage could be turned into equations,
it would match the equations that describe the end of thisill-omened year. Even my name saysit:
Smith-Ng. Catastrophe!”

"l think it'sromantic!" Lisasaid. "My parents met at a supermarket.”

"How can you complain when you have done so well?' Cdley said. "The Jews and the Chinese produce
more brilliant people than anybody else. Y ou must have got the best of both races.”

"Oh, I wasn't complaining,” Smith-Ng said. He leaned over to pick up the nearest pitcher of beer. His
shoulder pressed into Lisa's breast. She didn't move away. As he brought the pitcher to his glass and
began to pour, hisleft hand dropped to Calley's trousered thigh. She didn't flinch.



He put down the pitcher and picked up the glass with hisleft hand, fedling strangely bold and
light-headed. "1 was explaining my commitment to catastrophe theory. After people have fulfilled their
biologica imperatives, they try to make sense out of their existences. Who are they, what are they good
for? Where are they, how did they get there? What doesit al mean?’

Smith-Ng felt another foot touch his. He glanced to theright at Lisa. Her smile revealed nothing. He
looked at Cdley. Shewas staring at her nearly full glass. Lyle wasleaning toward him acrossthe table.
"Doyou fed asif you havefulfilled your biologica imperatives?' Lyle asked.

"I'm married and have two children,” Smith-Ng said, "if that'swhat you mean.”
"|sthat whatyou mean?' Lyle asked. He smiled.

Smith-Ng redized that the foot touching his belonged to Lyle; its nudge seemed knowing. Smith-Ng felt
uncomfortable; he thought it was hisbladder. "That'swhat | mean,” he said, getting up. "I'll beback ina

He redlized as he walked toward the back of the room that he had waited too long, immersed in his
drinking and hisfantasies, and now his bladder wasjiggling painfully with every sep. Hejoined the line of
post-adolescent males waiting to use the one- time closet that had been converted into amen's room.

Y oung women, close enough to brush shoulders with the men, lined the other side of the hall, and when
men and women emerged from their respective restrooms, they had to make their way through akind of
gauntlet, bumping and being bumped in turn like afertility rite.

The men, Smith-Ng noticed as he shifted impatiently from foot to foot, turned toward the person
sgueezing through, while the women turned away, toward the wall. Perhaps the women wanted to
protect their breasts from unwel come contact, or perhaps they didn't want to appear asif they were
offering themsdves for such attentions. Smith-Ng turned away so as not to endanger his sendtive
bladder.

When at last he had relieved himself in the cracked and dirty stool that had time only after every other use
to refill itstank and flush, he felt human once more, able to face the world and al itstemptations and
potentia catastrophes, even the Lyles. Blessed, sanity-producing relief! But as he made hisway back
down the corridor, squeezing between the fertile young bodies and trying not to be aroused, he felt a
hand on an unexpected part of hisanatomy.

The evening had started at another table. From his position at the head of it, Smith-Ng had looked
around at the members of hisseminar. It had been agood class. The level of effort had been high and the
classwas tdented as a group, but there had been no individual genius of the kind he had displayed when
he was a graduate student.

Wéll, he had realized he could not expect greatness. Like a catastrophe, greatness was an unusua event,
asharp break with what had gone before, not smply abit more talent. Unless, he thought, it was the bit
more talent, like the bit more fissonable materid, that created anew condition, like achain reaction. His
equations could handle both: the mutation and the critical mass.

Greatness could be a catastrophe, too, in the traditional sense, both to the person who had it and the
world inwhich it appeared.

The class had started with nine students, and only one had dropped out. Four of the students were men,
eager, mostly thin, bespectacled, and bookish, and al but one still pimply, even though three of them
werein their mid to late twenties. The exception was an older man, returned to graduate school after
some community-college teaching to work on his doctorate and attempt to upgrade hissituation to a



four-year college or university. Hewas a plodder, but he would plod hisway through, doing everything
that was required of him; he was capable of little more.

The other four members of the class were young women. Women were uncommon in the mathematics
graduate program, and rarer yet in his seminar on the practical applications of catastrophe theory. Two of
them were earnest and hard-working, onetall and thin and dark-haired, the other short and blonde and a
little plump, and neither was attractive according to histastes, which were, to be sure, particular. Thetall
one was perhaps the best student in the class. Elizabeth was her name, though no amorous young man
would ever cal her Betty. But the life of the mind had its consolations.

The other two, Lisaand Cdley, were unusud, too, but for other reasons. Not only were they young, they
were nubile. Lisawas red-haired and full figured. She had freckles and large blue eyes and apouting
mouth that looked asif it were waiting to be bruised by eager maelips, hipsthat curved as much behind
asat the Sdes, and large breasts that she showcased with tight swesters, thin blouses, and even thinner
brassieres that scarcely diminished the shape or color of her pink nipples. " Showing the roses,” one coed
had described it knowingly to a colleague, who had immediately passed it dong to hisfellow professors,
auffering asthey were from the same kinds of coeducationa provocations.

Cadley, on the other hand, was small, dender, dark-haired, and beautiful. Her hipswere boyish and her
breagts little more than dentsin her tailored shirts, but her legs were dender, her skin and features were
perfect, and her brown eyes were dways wide and dwayslooking at him.

Lisaand Cdley. Twin distractions. Sometimes as the class ran on automaticaly while students reported
on their research, he had imagined himsalf making love to one or the other. Lisawould be hot blooded
and responsive; she would make love to him, pressing her breastsinto his mouth, his hands between her
legs. Cdlley would be cool and reserved, requiring much patience and amatory skill until all her banked
passion would come spilling out, like lava breaking through adam of ice.

Sometimes he had imagined himsdlf in bed with both of them, enjoying first Lisas hot abundance and then
Cadley's cool reserve.

Of course he had known it was all daydreaming. What would these magnificent creatures see when they
looked at him? A man who wastoo fat, too old, too ugly for them to think of as more than ateacher.
Perhaps, if he werelucky, they might think of him asabrilliant teacher. Evenif it had been otherwise, he
did not have the courage to suggest by word or touch hisimproper desires. What if they turned him
down?What if they laughed at him?What if they accepted him and he disgppointed them; if they were
angry or scornful? What if they changed their minds afterward and accused him of seduction? Or rape?
What if they fell inlovewith him and inssted that he divorce hiswife and marry them, on pain of public
exposure? What if he were discovered with them, in embarrassing disarray, by aboy friend or a
colleague or ajanitor, and he was beaten, or, even worse, exposed and forced to give up his position,
perhaps even his career?

He dedlt with catastrophe on aprofessional basis, but that didn't mean he wanted any in his persond life.

Lisawas agood student, amost as promising as Elizabeth, in spite of her gppearance, which might have
led her into more socid areas of study—education, say, or business or thegater. Calley remained in the
class only because he made excuses for her, carried her, provided her with answers. But he couldn't bear
to part with her share of hisfantasies.

"Sincethisisthelast class of the semester,” Smith-Ng had said, "I'm going to leave the last few minutes
for genera questions. Anything." He had waited. "Don't any of you have anything in your headsthat |
didn't put there?'



Cdley had given him asmile. Ordinarily her face was serious and perfect in its controlled way, but asmile
transformed her featuresinto something so angelic it dmost melted hisreserve.

"How much can wetrust catastrophe theory in ordinary life?" Elizabeth had said carefully.

"Asmuch asyou would trust other mathematics," he had said, nodding gpprovingly but unwilling to
bypass the opportunity to gppear brilliant. "If you're building a house or surveying a piece of land, or even
estimating probabilities of success or failurein business, you'd better use mathematics. It'sthe same with
catastrophe theory."

"A lot of people are saying that thisyear, Snceit isthelast year of the second millennium, may endin
catastrophe,” the young man named Lyle had said. It was a question that had been lurking, unasked, the
entire semester and maybe bore some responsbility for the substantia enrollment. Smith-Ng had been
surprised that it hadn't come up earlier.

"What do you think?" he had said. He got up and moved to the portable blackboard behind him. Quickly
he scribbled an equation on it and then another and another.

"According to those," Lyle had said hesitantly, "the possibilities of a sudden change of state are twenty to
one"

"But what kind of change?' Smith-Ng had said. It was atrick question, and he had looked first at Lyle
and then, when Lyle had looked puzzled, around the room.

"It doesn't say," Lisahad said.

"Exactly," he had said. "We'd have to identify the unknowns and devel op equations for each of them. The
overal posshility of catastrophe wouldn't change, but we'd come up with individua possibilitiesthat
would add up to the total. But what about this part of the last equation?”

"That'savariable," Calley had said. Sherardly spoke, and when she did Smith-Ng encouraged her.
"Yes" hehad said. "Go on."

She had hesitated, gpparently having exhausted her knowledge.

"Inwhat direction isthis variable moving?' he had asked.

"It'sincreasing,” she had said, asif making awild guess.

"Exactly,” he had said, nodding, "and what does that mean? It means—." He had looked at her
expectantly. "It means that—."

"The possibilities of catastrophe areincreasing,” she had said desperately.

"You'vejust madean'A," he had said. "The possibilities of catastrophe increase asthe year approaches
itsend until they reach dmost tota certainty at the stroke of midnight on New Y ear'sEve. Isthat
correct?'

"| don't believeit," Elizabeth had said. "It's too much of acoincidence. And if it's true and we knew it to
be true, we wouldn't be sitting here.”

"Wed dl be out egting and drinking and making love," he had said. "Or maybe praying. Of coursethe
equations are only as good as the information that went into them. They describe astate of catastrophe,
but they can only be applied to the real world insofar as we can factor the real world into them.



"Now we must factor oursavesinto therea world," he had concluded.

After he had issued the usual compliments on the performance of the class, urged them to continue their
sudies, invited them to comein for apersond conference or with any problemsthey might have during
their remaining student days, and said goodbye, they till sat in their chairs.

"Dr. Smith-Ng," Lyle had said findlly, "sincethisisthe last class meeting, we dl decided to go out and
have afew beers. We thought you might like to come, too."

He had looked at their faces without expression, enjoying their various emotions from timidity to
embarrassment to fear, and then he had smiled. "That's the best idea anybody has had al semester. I'd be
delighted.”

With less caution than he customarily displayed, Smith-Ng had driven home rather than confessto his
students, by caling ataxi, that he wasinebriated. Home was aranch house along arow of amost
identical buildings, distinguished one from another by color or landscaping or by the placement of the
two-car garage and its accompanying driveway. At night such discriminations were more difficult,
particularly after as many pitchers of beer as Smith-Ng had helped consume, and he was guided more by
instinct—and by the response of the garage door to the coded radio waves from the garage door opener.

The house was dark as helet himsdlf through the door, with some skill, he thought, considering his
condition. He turned on the light and looked at the kitchen clock: 12:45. That wasn't late. Hiswife must
be adeep. No doubt she had been adeep for hours. But 12:45 wasn't late. He often stayed up that late
working on a paper for somejourna or meeting, watching television, or reading. The only thing remotely
unusua wasthat he had been drinking with his students, and that was not truly unusua if done on specid
occasons such asthis.

Nothing was remotely catastrophic.
Until he found the note.

It was propped up againgt the tea kettle on the stove and it told him that one part of hisworld had ended.
"I'mleaving,” it said. "Frieda called me to say that she'd seen you drinking with abunch of students at the
hangout just off campus. Some of them were girls. | know what you're like, fantasizing about those girls. |
know wheét they're like too, those young women with their loose legs. Well, they're welcometo you, fat
lot of good you'll do them. Asif you'd have a chance with any of them. Y ou keep telling me that some
catastrophe will happen at the end of the year. If the world isgoing to end in afew months, | don't want
to spend them with you and your equations. Don't try to get in touch. Thistime I'm redlly through.” It
wasn't Sgned, but Smith-Ng finished it in hisheed: "Angrily, Elly."

Smith-Ng squinted at the paper in his hand, suddenly sober. What could she know about Lisaand
Cdley? What could she know about hisfantasies? Then heredlized that al that didn't matter any more.
Hisworld had come gpart in away that he might have anticipated if he had been paying attention, but his
theories could not have predicted. The years of emotiona security, of acastle to which he could retreat
after battling the dragons of uncertainty in the outsde world, of meds awayswaiting for him, of clothing
and towel swashed for him and put away negtly in drawers, of dl thelittle things that consumed thetime
and thoughts of other people—all these servicesthat he had taken for granted now were things of the
past. He knew he had neglected many obligations that he should have taken care of; he was guilty of
other sins of commission or omission; but he had not expected it to end like this, suddenly, without a
chanceto explain or judtify or plead for forgiveness.

He shook hishead, trying to clear away the last of the acoholic fog, trying to shake off, aswell, the
fedling of depression that had swept over him. He would cope. Certainly he would cope. Now he would



be free to do dl those things from which a sense of obligation had restrained him. Right now, though, he
couldn't think of any.

He thought about their years together, he and Elly, the way the years had passed, had dipped away, had
made their unnoticed aterationsin everything, the world, the way people thought about the world, the
way hefelt about the world and himself. Once they had been young and eager and adventurous, and the
world lay before them like an unknown landscape waiting to be explored. There was apprehension, sure,
but they were strong and adaptable, and they could handle whatever happened. And life had happened,
given them children, settled them into routines that enabled them to cope with difficult times, made them
older and tireder and looking for comfort instead of excitement. Occasiondly one or the other got
restless, wanting areturn of what had once been so abundant, youth, passion, and adventure. But usualy
the fedling passed, sometimesleaving behind adull ache that was difficult to pin down, that lasted for
weeks.

Life had changed him. Life had made him fat and fifty. But hewas dtill optimistic, still open to what might
yet happen; life had made him cautious but not bitter. Life had given him his professiona
accomplishments, his pogition, his satisfactionsin teaching and publication.

But part of hislife was over, and it was a part that was more important to him than he had redlized. His
stomach contracted. All the beer he had consumed seemed asif it were lying in the pit of his stomach,
congeded into asolid, indigestible mass.

Elly dways had known him too well. Why couldn't he have understood her? He didn't understand
women &t al. Tonight, after he had fdlt that hand grasping him so intimately, he had looked into the face
of the cool and beautiful Cdley. As he had turned sideways to squeeze past, she had turned toward him
instead of away, and someone had pressed him from the other side so that for amoment their bodies had
been molded together. He has been swesting, gpologizing, holding out his hands so that they clearly were
not touching her, and he had sidled away, il feding theimprint of her flesh on his, dmost asif they had
been lovers, and the memory—surdly it was not an illuson—of asmall hand squeezing, squeezing, likea
promise of unspeakable ecstasiesto come, his now embarrassing erection. Offered the chance to indulge
hiswildest fantasies, to fed sexud excitement once more engorging his organs and pounding through his
arteries, he had mumbled his excusesto the table of his students and ssumbled off into the night.

Would he ever have another opportunity like this? he wondered. Or would the fear of catastrophic
change stop him again as it had before? He was getting old, and that was catastrophic too.

But he shouldn't have been surprised: Thiswas the year of the catastrophe. All his equations said 0.
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Chapter Six

June 3, 2000
Barbara Shepherd

Something extraordinary happened to Barbara Shepherd as she was approaching orgasm: She had a
moment of transcendence. The experience had nothing to do with sex, but it was, like sex, asmultaneous
focusing and expansion of consciousness. Like sex, the sensation left her supremely aware of her self and
its pogition at the very center of the universe, at the same time that she felt detached from it, a part of the
observing universe and the part being observed, smultaneoudy hearing and making the sounds of skin
diding againgt skin and of sghs and moans and muffled words, smelling and releasing the pheromones....

A few hours before, her companion had been astranger when they had met a a party given by Randolph
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and Alexandraand Danid Williston. Randy, Sandy, and Dandy were what they caled themsealves, and,
asif their taste in names and their own marita arrangement weren't odd enough, they liked to offer revels
intheir Manhattan townhouse in the Roman tradition: delicacies, drugs, and nudity. Asarule they invited
peopleto their parties only once, and preferred guests who had never met. "Intimate strangers,” they
called them, and tried to shock the uninitiated with decadence, and if the guests were innocent— there
gill were afew in these degenerate times—to waich their hesitating but inevitable descent into depravity.

The guests were ways young and beautiful, but not dways strangers. Sometimes the Willistons ran out
of new guests and had to invite people who had attended one of their parties before. If they couldn't get
inexperience they settled for fame or notoriety. Many guests, however, refused to return, and some could
not, for the parties sometimes got out of hand; at least one guest was rumored to have died during some
kind of perverse play and severd had been injured.

Shepherd had been there once before, so she had no illusions about the party or why she had been
invited to return. She was famous for winning agold meda at the Olympics when she was Sixteen, for
earning aPh.D. in philosophy at the age of twenty- eight, and for making it to the final selection process
to become an astronaut before she was disqualified because of her fear of heights. And shewas
notorious as an actress who had become an overnight sensation in two hit Broadway dramasand a
musicd, and an overnight failure in three filmsin success on. She was good |ooking enough, she knew,
and her figure, in spite of abuse, was till firm enough to move naked without embarrassment among
people bare and clothed. But the other female guests had been chosen for beauty alone. Shepherd would
have declined the invitation, but she was bored. She was so bored with men, with sex, with food and
drugs, with lifeitsdlf, that she could die.

She didn't expect to die at the Willistons, though it didn't matter to her much, one way or another,
because she had had about enough of everything she could think of. She wasn't concerned about taking
care of hersaf, however: Musclesthat had been trained for years and coordination that had been
fine-tuned for competition did not disappear with the reasons for them; and every now and then acraving
for physicd fitness came over her, and she punished her body for afew weeksjust to proveto herself
that she could gtill do it. Still, the element of danger, the risk of death or injury, was an attraction.

It hadn't even been that the Willistons parties were unusud. They may have been alittle wilder than mogt,
perhaps because the Willistons were richer than most and more decadent than most, but dmost
everybody did it now. At least everybody who didn't have to work for aliving. Maybe they did it too,
Shepherd sometimes thought, but less ostentatioudy. Statisticsindicated that dcohol and drug
consumption were epidemic, aswell as crimes of violence and passion; in fact, both were so common
that they weren't news any more. Everybody was bored and at the same time lived with the
omnipresence of unnamed disaster. Military service had been described, she had thought, aslong
stretches of boredom punctuated by moments of terror, but today boredom and terror coexisted.

By the time she had arrived at the party in an armored taxi, the revels had aready reached the point at
which the most attractive women and the better muscled men had aready begun stripping down to
undergarments, and some had been nakedly parboiling themsavesin the hot tub or swimming in the
chilled pool or lolling around one of the low banquet tables, nibbling at exotic ddlicacies or each other. As
awave of crowd noise and bathhouse odors had hit her at the door, Shepherd had almost turned around
and |eft, hoping to catch the taxi beforeit left. But Sandy and Dandy had caught her by each wrist and
drawn her into the entryway.

Dandy had been wearing atuxedo and Sandy, asilver lame evening gown, alittle daring in the way it
molded itself to her body but conservative compared to the dress or absence of it of her femae guests.
TheWillistonsliked to remain fully clothed in the midst of nakedness, like Dionysusindulging the



weaknesses of hisfollowers but remaining above them. What they did when they were alone, how they
sorted themselves out, if they did, or what they did with guests who lingered behind, was a subject that
Shepherd had speculated about with other survivors of aWilliston party; none had stayed long enough to
acquirefirg-hand detalls.

Shepherd had been clothed in a short-skirted red cocktail dressthat revealed her athlete'slegs, that were
dender but, like her, too short. At the moment her wrists were captured, she had realized why she had
not returned to aWilliston party in spite of severd invitations. On her earlier appearance she had
behaved with embarrassing public wantonness, but that would not have stopped her. What she did not
like was the Willistons and their voyeurism. But they would not et her go.

"Bobby," Dandy had said. "We're so ddighted you could come.”
"Barbara," she had said. She hated being called "Bobby."

"We invited someone we particularly thought you'd like, Barbara," Sandy had said. She had wrapped
Shepherd's hand insde her arm and squeezed it to her unfettered breast as she dragged Shepherd into
the next room.

Sandy wastaler than Shepherd, athough probably not as strong, but Shepherd could not free her hand
without a struggle, even though contact with Sandy's body had been unpleasant. She had nothing in
theory against group sex, or even leshian sex, but in practice group sex required too much planning and
leshian sex wastoo artificid. And Sandy's vulturine watchfulness made such possibilities even more
repulsve.

But maybe she had just been in the wrong mood.

The roomswere coolly eegant, with spare, fragile, polished wood furniture and parqueted or marbled
floors and walstextured in grays and light blues—all carefully designed by some high- paid interior
decorator to look like anything but a bordello. But the people who had moved through the rooms or
clustered together closer than any of them would have found tolerable in norma circumstances had been
invarious stages of scarcely conceal ed tumescence and would have seemed better complemented by
flocked, red wallpaper and velvet drapes.

"Here," Sandy had said, and had stopped in front of amuscular young man dressed only in apair of
hip-riding red silk shorts.

The young man had been talking to an equaly handsome young woman clad like her companion only in
underpants; herswere small, black, and lacy and her full, firm breasts rose and fell as she breathed.
Barbara had looked at them with admiration and atrace of envy.

"ThisisJoe," Sandy had said. "lsn't he marvelous? We found him at the local service Sation. Service
gation, isn't that priceless? Joe, | want you to meet Barbara. Barbara Shepherd.”

Joe's back and legs had been covered with black hair and as he turned Shepherd could see that his chest
was even hairier. Like an ape, she had thought, and could not help but notice his erection, which he
waved before him like abanner. "My brother Esau isan hairy man,” she had remembered from her early
Bible- reading days. Sheliked smooth men.

"Hi," Joe had said. He didn't recognize her face or her name. He was a handsome fellow, short but broad
shouldered, and he worked out with weights and exercise machines, it was clear from his muscular
definition and ridged abdomen. He had |ooked her up and down without concedlment asif he were
appraisng aused car.



She had flushed and felt embarrassed about behaving like aschoal girl. No, not even school girls blushed
any more. "What?" she had asked.

"I said," he had repeated, "what do you do?'
"Nothing," shehad said.
"Y ou got money, then," he had said asiif the statement were as natura as his state of sexua arousal.

She had noticed hishands. They were large and hairy like the rest of his body, and she had repressed a
shudder as she thought of them touching her. They would be like huge spiders with broken, dirty
fingernails. She should not have been turned off by the emblems of hislabors, but sheliked cleanlinessin
aman, too.

Moreover, she had known, Joe was too certain that he was the object of desire, too ready to usethat to
his advantage. Like abeautiful woman, he believed that the universe revolved around him, and he didn't
need to care about anything or anybody else.

"Do you know what year it is, Joe?" Shepherd had asked.

"Sure," hehad said.

"Do you know that the world might end thisyear?" she had asked.

"Redly?' the girl had said, asif wanting to remind Joe of her presence. Her breasts had wobbled.
"Who the fuck believesthat shit," Joe had said.

"Hold to that thought, Joe," Shepherd had said. She had nodded. "Nice to have met you."

Sandy had left to find other victims. Shepherd had wandered off.

Now that she was actuadly there, her desire to leave had been balanced by her inertia, and she had
drifted through the rooms, upstairs and down, not in the Olympian aloofness of the Willistons but in an
uncomfortable detachment from the generd mood of sexud excitation. Perhaps the Willistons enjoyed
watching defenses crumble and inhibitions discarded, and people behaving in public in waysthey usualy
reserved for their fantasies, but Shepherd had thought it was ugly. Lord Chesterfield wasright, and
someone else's sexua contortions were even more ridiculous. She had been embarrassed that she had
behaved much the same as these others when she had been here before, and she had been embarrassed
to belong to a speciesthat behaved in this manner, and she had been embarrassed to admit to hersalf that
if shewould only let her hormones perform their usud functions she would be just like them. She had
tried adrink of scotch, but it didn't help, and the drugs laid out in one of the rooms might have put her too
much at the mercy of the Willistons.

"There must be something better,” she had thought.
"Thereis" aman'svoice had said, behind her, and she had redlized that she must have spoken.

She had turned, expecting to see someone like Joe, but it was atall, dark-haired man in ablue bodysuit.
He had been older than the usua Williston guest though still younger than she by severd years, she had
guessed, and hisface and body were ugly, though in an interesting, Lincolnesque way.

"Doyou redize" he had asked, "how sexy awoman fully clothed gppearsin the midst of dl this nudity?"



"Doyouredize" shehad sad, "that you don't redly need an opening linein the midst of dl this
opportunity?*

"Too easy," he had said. " Sex without conversation islike meat without salt.”
"Y ou need alittle resi stance to whet your appetite?’
"Conversation without sex isdl right, too."

He had not been the usual Williston guest, and she had warmed to him because of that. She waslong
past the point of pretending amaidenly reserve she did not fedl, but she had not been in the mood.

"Maybe another time," she had said, and turned away. She had picked her way through clotted flesh
toward the door. Severa men and one woman had tried to clutch at her as she passed them, but they
had been drunk or doped and she had dipped from their grasp and finally reached the wall telephonein
the entryway. As she had taken down the receiver, alarge hand had reached past her shoulder and
closed the contact. It had been, she saw as she hdf turned, Randy, the third member of the Williston
family. He had been dressed in atuxedo identical to Andy's, but he was bigger and a bit older and fatter,
and it didn't fit him aswell. By thistime in the evening, the tie had been abit awry and color had climbed
into his cheeks. It had been, she had suspected, from excitement, not indulgence.

"l need to call ataxi," she had said.

"Later," hehad said. "There's something exciting going on downdairs. Something different. Youll likeit."
Hiseyes had glittered. He was the best looking of the Willistons and maybe the most dangerous.

"Not tonight," she had said.

"l ingg," hehad said, like agenid host, and his sweaty hand had caught her by the shoulder. "I'll be your
cicerone.”

She could have gotten away, but not without a struggle. She had been torn between the desire to hit him
inaway that would make him incapable of enjoying the rest of the party, and the desire not to seem
prudish or to cause ascene. "No," she had said, and tried to turn out from underneath his grasp.

His hand had tightened, and she had been gathering her resolution to act when aman's blue-clad arm had
did between them and pulled her away. " She'swith me," afamiliar voice had said. It had been young
Abe, and he had pulled her away from Randy and through the doorway into the night.

It had been alittle chilly outside after the overheated atmosphere of the townhouse, but the smog had
dissipated a bit. She had shivered and put her back against the door jamb. "Thanks," she had said. Her
mood had changed; she would let gratitude and interest ripen into desire. She had decided that he would
do, after al, and maybe even have enough character for areturn engagement. Perhaps he might even
represent along-term relationship, as such things went in these days of imminent catastrophe, afew
weeks or amonth. She was, she had realized, no different from Williston's other guests, just more

particular.

"They can berepulsve,” he had said.

"They have difficulty not being repulsive. | need to call ataxi,” she had said.
"l have acar. Let me take you home."

His name was Evan. He had given no last name, and she had not asked for it. She had been sure he was



married. He had revedled, as he drove his bulletproof Mercedes through the empty Manhattan streets,
that he was an executive in an unnamed but powerful international corporation. It had not been hisfirst
invitation to aWilliston party, ether, but how many he had attended he had not said. The number might
have been too revealing about his character; but perhaps he had business connections with the Willistons.
He had cdled her "Barbara" without asking her name. When they had arrived at her gpartment building,
she had invited him to come up for adrink, and he had accepted.

There had been the usua armed guards. They had nodded at her and inspected her new companion.
They knew her habits and, she suspected, talked about them with other members of the staff. She hadn't
needed the usua blood check; the Willistons RSV Psrequired current medical certificates. As soon as
they had been inside her door, he had put hisarms around her and said, "1 don't need adrink. You're

intoxicating enough.”

The line had been no more origina, but thistime it hadn't mattered. He had kissed well, and he had
removed her clothing dowly and expertly, pausing to admire each aspect of her body as he had revealed
it, before he had picked her up and, with her guidance, carried her into her bedroom.

He had been an expert lover, as much concerned about her stimulation as his own and willing to answer
her when she asked why he wanted her rather than one of the younger, better endowed guests. "Y ou're
Barbara Shepherd,” he had said. Saying her name had seemed to intensify his passion.

"If you know who | am," she had murmured, "you know that I'm as easy asthey are.”
"Yourenat," hehad said. "Y ou might deep with adifferent man every night—."
"l wish," shehad said.

"But the point is, you pick him. Besides, you're not just a body; you're aperson. You haveamind and a
character.”

"Not much of either oneright now," she had said.
Matters had got more intense for awhile until she said, "Wait!"
"What do you mean?"'

"Stop aminute.”

"What's the matter?'

"l had a—afeding."

"Y ou're supposed to have.”

"No—I mean afedling !"

"What kind of feding?'

"Youll laugh."

"I never fdt lesslikelaughing.”

"A feding of—something greeter. Of transcendence.”

"I've never caused awoman to fed that before. Maybe it's amatter of terminology.”



"It had nothing to do with you,” she said.
"Thanksalot."

"It was arevdation, aflash of light—of enlightenment, like Saul on the road to Damascus. Everything
became clear for an ingtant, but now I'velogt it."

"Good," hesaid. "It wasjust afunny feding then, that people get sometimes for no reason, like dgavu.
We can get back to what we were doing.”

His hands and lips got busy again, but she pulled away and put her hands over histo make him stop.
"Y ou don't understand. I've got to get it back."

"That'sslly," he said. He was getting irritated. " Those things never come back.”
"I'vegot to fed like that again. Like there was something more. Like there was meaning. Like certainty.”
"Like stupidity."

"Cdll it what you like." She knew she wasn't being stupid. For a second there, for no reason she could
think of, she had grasped something infinite, something she had been looking for dl her lifeand didn't
know it until it happened, something that had made her seek dl the substitutes that had never been
enough. Why it had occurred to her at that moment she might never know, but that was the nature of
revelation. That waswhy religiousriteswere called "mysteries” she thought.

"Come on, sweetheart, I've been very patient.”

He meant he was becoming impatient. "'I've been chosen,” she said.
"By me"

"By God."

"You'rejoking."

"I've never been more serious. | don't know why I've been chosen or what I've been chosen for, but the
finger of God has touched me, and my lifewill never bethe same.”

"Y ou've been born again,” he said sarcadtically.

"| suppose,” shesaid. "l waslooking for a purpose and now I'vefound it. I've got to find out now what
it'sdl about. I've got to tell other people how to fed theway | felt there for an ingtant. I've got to fed that

way agan."
"A fucking missonary."
"A missonary, anyway. Y ou see, everything's changed.”

"L et me change you, too," she said, seizing him by the shoulders and holding him up from her with
surprising strength. Shelooked into hisface, into hisdark eyes.

"l don't want to change,”" he said and levered her arms aside before he forced hisway into her. "I've
never screwed amissionary before," he said.



She could have hurt him and made him stop, but that didn't seem fair, and somehow being fair was more
important than anything e se. The feding of being violated, of betraying and being betrayed, didn't last. He
wouldn't last elther; she had been wrong about him as she had been wrong about so many men. But the
revelation would last. She would search for it, wherever it took her, and she would find it again.

|Go to Table of Contents |

Chapter Seven

July 4, 2000
William S. Landis

The shuttle dived into the atmosphere like a sparrow flying into a pane of glass. But then, asthe ddta
wings found a purchase in the scattered molecules, the heavy craft leveled off and skittered acrossthe
pond of air. Landisfelt the shock grab hisinsdes and dam them againgt his backbone, and then he was
thrown forward againgt the heavy belts that fastened him into the contoured flight chair.

Thisistheway it ends, he thought, with abang, not awhimper. Among the tens of thousands of switches
and valvesthat served this craft as synapses and sphincters, one had malfunctioned and poured al the
remaining fuel into a sustained rocket blast. Rather than dowing the shuttle down for amore gradud
re-entry, the accident had virtualy stopped the shuttle dead in orbit. Now the only control the crew on
the flight deck could exert over their fate was through the limited influence of airfoil surfacesonthinair. It
would not be enough, Landis thought camly. After the buffeting would come the too-rapid aerodynamic
heating that the tiles were not equipped to withstand, and even if the passengers did not cook and the
shuttle did not melt or come apart, they could not reach the Kennedy or Vandenberg landing strips.

After the first announcement to the mid-deck passengers, the flight deck had been silent. The crew was
too busy to cam hysterica passengers.

He noted his own reactions and felt pleased that he was facing the end without panic. He had seldom
experienced situations that demanded courage, and he had never been sure how he would respond. The
few occasonsin hislifethat had cdled for action had icited the fight-or-flight adrendine response, but
they were minor stuff to which the acceleration of his pulse, the cold sweat, and the shaking afterward
could as easily be symptoms of weakness as of strength. But now he had nothing to do except to die,
and he could face that without fear and without regret.

Perhaps he was reconciled to hisfate by the irony of the fact that he, like the world, had been anticipating
find catastrophe a the end of thismillennia year, and now hisworld was coming to an end in the next
half hour. But that statement aways was appropriate. Every minute the world ended for somebody,
somewhere in the world. He did some rapid mental calculation. No, every second the world ended for
somebody. What did it matter if it ended for everybody on December 317

Wéll, he thought, maybe it mattered to the species. Peoplelike to think that their existence has made a
difference. But for most of humanity—and he considered himsdlf, without false modesty, in that
group—the only mark they |eft on the world wasin the form of descendants, who in their turn might or
might not make a difference. To the human species, however, to those creatures that had climbed up
from the dime and down from the trees to look around and question why they were there and what it all
meant, to the collective consciousness of the creatures that had been fashioned out of such an absurd
mixture of primitive passons and wistful wonder, it mattered that the promise might remain only a
promise.

Asfor himsdf, he had no regrets. His parents would miss him, he thought, but he had given them fifty
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good yearswhich is more than many parents get out of their offspring. He had not given them
grandchildren, but he had given them more cause for pride in his accomplishments than concern about his
welfare. A few readers knew his name; they might mourn him, but he would fade into their memories as
the author who died a hero, and perhaps hisliterary reputation might benefit from atimely expiration.
And athough he felt that he had much |eft that he could do, much |eft that he might say and write, it would
not be substantialy different from what he had done aready—even though he had not yet written the
Great American Novel, or even abestseller. Goodbye, mother and father, he thought. Goodbye,

readers. Goodbye, cruel world.

The otherswere not taking it aswell.

Eileen Simpson, the engineer who had been experimenting with construction methods for the U.S. space
station yet to be started, was gripping her restraints with whitened hands, asif she could hold up the
shuttle by adding her strength to that of the crew at the controls. But she was coping. She had beenin
dangerous situations before, clearly, and athough her attractive face was set and her mouth wastight, she
was free of tears or sounds.

Jock McKenzie, the supervisor for the asteroid-protection instalation, who had come out on the
previous shuttle trip to inspect the |atest addition to the space-based project, was grunting like a primitive
steam engine. He was abig, rugged- looking man, but his teeth were clenched in afrozen grimace, and
he seemed unaware that he was making anoise.

Barry Risebad, the fundamentalist minister Sitting next to Landis, was whimpering. Between whimpershe
said, "My God! My God!" It was not a prayer. He was face to face with the eternity for which he had
been preparing himsdf and othersfor twenty years, and he wasterrified.

Fear had not been apparent when the shuttle took off, although Landis had thought he could see swest
on Risebad's forehead.

The shuttle trip had seemed like a public relations masterstroke when he suggested it to the committee.
NASA had muffed its previous opportunity to become the vehicle of romance. On itsway to the moon it
had opted for an air of everyday redlity: The astronauts were depicted as the boys next door, the trips
were marvels of complexity but as commonplace as ajaunt to the nearest shopping center, and the
language for describing it dl was the jargon of engineers not the poetry of sciencefiction. Now the
asteroid-protection system was taking shape in the sky. The Star Wars project had been dusted off and
its supporters hauled on board for asystem that might possibly take care of accidental missilefiringsor
isolated terrorist attacks but was redlly aimed at the random violence of the heavens. After many delays,
agpace station was nearing redlity. People were talking serioudy about a permanent moon base. The off-
again on-again plansfor ajoint Mars mission with the Russians gpparently were on-again. Now NASA
had another opportunity to put the poetsin charge instead of the engineers. Perhaps they would not again
misread the mood of the public.

Landis himself had made the suggestion to the committee on Public Attitudes Toward Space, the group
that NASA had put together to consider the growing oppaosition of fundamentalist groups toward space
programs. Offer one of the fundamentalists a place on the next shuttle flight. Everybody but Landiswas
surprised when Barry Risebad accepted the invitation. Risebad, Landis pointed out, had been an
enthusiastsfor Star Wars and reluctantly had supported the asteroid-protection system, and he could
bring back to his worldwide congregation a persond report on its glorious defensive potentia. Although
he opposed the lunar base and the manned trip to Mars, aswell as construction of the space station, he
might return from space with gregter appreciation for the challenges of space, or able to press an attack
on those projects with the enhanced authority of somebody who had seen them persondly. It wasworth
therisk.



Landishad laid it out for the committee. But he had also volunteered to go dong to guide Risebad's
perceptions and, if necessary, to refute criticisms, and the committee had thrown itsweight behind that,
aswell. If getting himself aride into space had been part of Landiss agenda from the beginning, no one
seemed to care. Part of the support for Star Wars had come from space enthusiasts who saw it asthe
21t century equivaent of Wernher von Braun's V-2 rockets; technologica advancesin masskilling were
regrettable, but they often meant progressin other fields. The committee was more interested in the future
of humanity in space—which might mean the future of humanity if something happened to the Earth or to
the sanity of itsinhabitants—and that future might be determined in the next few years. People who
thought like that were in the mood to gamble,

Landis, strapped tightly into his contoured chair, had leaned asfar as he could toward the minister and
asked, "Areyou dl right?’

"Certainly," Risebad had said. His voice had been steady.

Landis had sunk back. It would not do to be sitting crooked when the blastoff occurred. "Don't worry,"
he had said. "It'sonly aminute or two away." Actudly it was forty-six seconds and counting.

“I'mnot worried," Risebad had said. "The Lord has told meto go on this journey and he has assured me
that his arm would be around me the entire time. Y ou're the one who should be concerned.”

"Not aslong as| stick with you," Landishad said dryly.

Risebad had looked at him sharply, and Landis had reminded himsdif that the minister might be misguided
but he wasn't stupid, and that he should not be antagonized unnecessarily. Then the big solid-fuel
boosters had kicked in and there had been no time, or breath, for talk. Hisweight had increased under
the acceleration until he was not hisnormal one hundred sixty-five but more than four hundred pounds,
and he had been crushed back into resilient pads until he thought he never again would draw an easy
breath. He had had no time to worry about the booster rockets or the Challenger explosion or how they
would get out if something happened; he had been too busy worrying about whether he would breathe
and move again.

Then as suddenly as it had begun the pressure had rel eased and he had weighed nothing at al. His
stomach had rebounded into histhroat and he had amost vomited before he thought about the mess that
would float around the mid-deck and swallowed hard and swallowed again, and noticed that two of his
companions were doing the same thing while Risebad was smiling bestificaly.

The son-of-a-bitch has asailor's ssomach, Landis had thought.

Then the accel eration pressures had begun again and built to their previouslevels. The solid-fuel booster
rockets had been used up and had been jettisoned. Now the external tank was the sole source of fud for
the shuttle, and they were arching higher, out of the atmosphere now, into space itsaf, on the white-hot
fury of combining liquid hydrogen and oxygen.

When the pressure had |et up again, Landis had vomited, but thistime he had prepared himself with a
plastic bag. When he had looked up from his misery, Risebad had been grinning a him. Soon, however,
Landiss mind had been diverted from the state of his body to the maneuvers of the shuttle and the
conversations of the crew astheir vehicle had caught up with the Russian space gation, the linked Salyut
7 and 8, and prepared to dock. In their windowless mid-deck area, the progress of the shuttle could be
tracked only by the laconic interchanges of the crew and by the creaks and groans of the shuttle and the
brief roar of control rocket jets until they ended with ajar and a snap that echoed through the craft
beforeglencefdl.



"| think we're here," Landis had said.
"By the grace of God," Risebad had added.
"And the skill of people,” Landishad said.

Even with the two Russian stations linked by the combined efforts of the U.S. and Russian space
programs financed almost entirely by the U.S.,, the space habitat till was primitive. The U.S. project, if it
ever got past the budget-cutters, would look like a Tinker Toy mode of metal cylinders held together by
lattices of flimsy girders, but it would be spacious by comparison. The Sdyuts|ooked like space bugs
with metal wings, two dark pandls of solar cells, two hest radiators, white on one side, black on the
other.

The cylindrica living quarters had seemed tiny until they got inside, but, Landis had told himsdlf, a
cylinder offersagreat dedl of surface areawhen one can use every square foot. Lifeinsdethis
overgrown hot-water heater had been pleasant enough, with moments of excitement, after Landiss
stomach settled down and he had got used to the smdll of fuel, swest, food, and body wastes that no
filters could ever scrub from the air and no amount of deodorizing could conced.

Eating had been a problem until one got the hang of it, the art of spearing solid food so that it did not
escapeto float intheair, of smearing softer foods around afork so that they did not disintegrate before
they reached the mouth, of sucking and swallowing liquidswith lipstightly closed—and never, never
sneezing or coughing with one's mouth full. Segping cocooned inside netting, on the other hand, he never
got used to, and he had awakened periodically from adream of faling in which he never reached the
ground. He remembered reading somewhere a superstition that the dreamer who hit the ground would
die. He dso remembered the speculation that the dream was an ancestral memory of falling from the
trees and that dreamers never hit the ground because if they had their ancestors would have been killed
before becoming progenitors, or that they hit the ground but survived.

Hefindly had accepted frequent wakefulness as the price for the experience.

Much of histime he had spent smply staring out the portholes at the sars, like bright holes pierced in the
black velvet of space, at the men and women in white spacesuits checking out the exterior, performing
experimentsin space, or putting flimsy additionsinto place, at the clean, cold disc of the moon or the big,
fertile, blue, green, and white globe of the Earth asthey floated past.

Up here some four hundred miles above the atmosphere the planet below looked peaceful and amost
untouched by humanity except when the station passed into Earth's shadow and he saw the scattered
brilliance of its cities. He could not see the pollution that despoiled the air and oceans. He could not see
the armies or the tanks and guns or the missiles. He could not see the dangers that threatened the surviva
of humanity—from the perilsthat swvam in the great emptiness of outer space to the turmoil of plate
tectonics and the mysteries of matter that lay beneath the surface of this peaceful globe. Most of dl, he
could not seethefears, hatreds, and suspicionsthat led people to gamble the planet itself against their
momentary victories.

Risebad had seen him at the porthole once and glancing briefly at the globe of the Earth had said, "Can
you imagine how that will look on Judgment Day?"

Therest of histime Landis had spent recording hisimpressions on his lgptop computer, talking to the
other passengersin thevigitors quarters, or, occasondly, visiting with the station personnel whoseliving
gpace wasin the other cylinder.

Risebad had didiked everything about life on the station and had complained continualy. "1f God had



wanted man to be out here in space, he'd have made the atmosphere extend clear to the moon," he had
sad, morethan half serioudy.

"If you had been around a century ago, you'd have said that if God had wanted man to fly held have
given himwings" Landis had joked, "like your pious predecessors.”

"There's nothing wrong with flying," Risebad had said, "or with televison, or with anything e sethat God
has inspired Chrigtians to invent that hel ps spread the word of God.”

"Maybe God inspired the makers of spaceships so that you and your colleagues could spread Hisword
throughout the galaxy.”

"You're making ajoke," Risebad had said. "To whom would we take God's word?'

"To the benighted diens, of course, or, if there aren't any, to the humanswho will colonize planets and
moons or even build space habitats.”

"If God had wanted people to inhabit other planets, held have put them there."
"Maybethisis God'sway of putting them there."
"There's nothing about that in the Bible."

"Thereistheinjunction to befruitful and multiply. With auniverse to expand into, humanity could multiply
indefinitely. Besides, I'm sure you can find something that authorizesit if you look hard enough,” Landis
had said. "Airplanes and televison aren't mentioned either.”

"There have always been birdsthat fly, and prayersthat are transmitted instantly. But there's something
unnatural about being in space, without God's friendly embrace to hold you gently to the Earth.” Risebad
had shivered. The movement made him twist gently inthe air, looking like alost cherub as he searched
for something to stop his spin. He was aman of substantid flesh who should have enjoyed the
evaporation of hisweight, but hisdignity had dwindled with it, and his presence had diminished with his
mass.

Landis had reached out a hand to the minister and pulled him to one of the pipes that held magnetic
tables, velcroed chairs, and webbed bunks. "By the time we get back, God's embrace might not seem so
friendly.”

Risebad had looked so woeful that Landisalmost felt sorry for him. "1 will never complain again about my
weight,” he had said.

Only after gppedlsto hisreligious convictions had Risebad been persuaded to struggle into a spacesuit
and open the airlock door into the weightless vacuum outside. But, carefully fastened by safety linesto
eyebolts on the surface, they had inspected the outside of the station and the space telescope not far
away, athough Landis had not been sure how much Risebad saw. He had heard the minister's breathing,
like the sounditrack from2001 , and when astray beam of light had illuminated the insde of Risebad's
helmet Landis had seen hiseyesralling toward the big disc of the Earth asif fearful that it would fall on
them.

Risebad had dmost refused to visit an asteroid-protection ingtalation. They had had to attach themsalves
to avehicle that waslittle more than two tanks of fuel and arocket jet, like balloonsfastened to a
broomgtick. Risebad'sterror was dmost tangible, rippling out from him like gravity waves through skin
and spacesuit and void, but Landis had known it was only imagination. And it was only in imagination that
he could have seen Risebad clutching the metd bracket to which he was anchored and staring straight



ahead |lest helook down—up?—what was the use of directions when gravity was gone?—and fall.

But Landis had dso fdlt, or thought he felt, Risebad's terror ease and hisnormal optimism return asthey
had approached the long lattice-work of the rail gun that, when completed, might shoot homing devices
at rogue asteroids or stray missiles and then, afew kilometers beyond, the compact cluster of tubes that
was the experimental X-ray laser that, in the event of an attack, would destroy itself in an atomic
explosion that would channel X- raysfrom its projecting rods to destroy attacking missilesin the
microseconds before the rods themsel ves were vaporized.

Risebad's God, it had seemed, was agod of destruction.

Upon their return, Risebad had seemed to accept their quarters and Situation at last. "'It's been worth it,”
he had said, "to see God's shield over his chosen people.”

"Or man's shield from God's wrath. Whichever it is, we shouldn't forget that there wasn't anything here
until scientists and engineers put it here," Landis had said. " The same ones who are building the space
gation and planning the colony on the moon and thetrip to Mars."

"God works through his Earthly insruments,” Risebad had said serenely. "But some are the instruments of
Satan.”

"A man must be very shrewd to tell the difference,”" Landis had said, "and confident he knowswho are
the chosen people.”

"Of course" the minister had said. His conviction was unshakable.

And then their two weeks had been over, the shuttle was back inits dock, and they had reboarded the
craft that they had amost forgotten and fastened themsalvesinto their chairsfor their descent to Earth.

What should have been routine had turned into crisis. No one fedls quite as helpless as a passenger on an
endangered vessd, aship, an airplane, most of dl a space shuttle, Landis thought. No amount of effort
can hold out the sea or keep an aircraft from faling, and no pulling a armrests can help control ashuttle
bucking in the outer reaches of the air asthe heat beginsto mount in the cabin.

After thefirst few moments of terror, Smpson and McKenzie had relaxed and were exchanging brief,
knowledgeable comments about their chances of surviva. Risebad also had regained hisair of serenity,
athough Landis thought he could see the minigter'slips trembling. Perhaps he was only saying asilent

prayer.

"Areyou al right?' Landis asked, suddenly consciousthat he was repesating a question he had asked two
weeks before.

"If the Lord wishesto call meto him," Risebad said, "I am ready."
"Why would He want to do that?"
Risebad shrugged. "God's plans are beyond human understanding.”

"Y ou weretdlling me at the Station that you understood dl that,” Landis said, redlizing that he was
sounding querulous and not able to help himself, "who was doing God's work and who, Satan's, who
were God's people and who weren't."

"And so | do," the minister said, hisjowls shaking, "and so does every man who looksinto his own heart
and finds God there. But if it is God'swill that | join him in Eternity, | will not question, | will not shrink



from that fate. Instead | will rgjoice and prepare to meet my Maker."

"What if HE'sredlly trying to destroy the space program and doesn't care if He destroys you with it?"
Landis asked.

"Praisethe Lord," Risebad said cheerfully.

"What if He wantsto send an unbeliever like meto Hell and doesn't careif He snuffsyou, too?' The
cabin was getting uncomfortably warm asthe air conditioners labored to cope with the heet from their
too-rapid passage through the air. Soon it would give a passable imitation of Hell.

"That's nonsense," Risebad said. "Y ou'd be better off spending your last momentsin prayer.”
"Or maybe," Landis muttered, "He wants you and He doesn't care if He takestherest of us."

"Judgment Day is coming soon for al humanity, anyway," the minister said. "Perhgps | have been chosen
to gofirst sothat | may greet the others.”

"| thought you predicted the End last New Y ear's Eve?"
"A small miscdculation. A human error,” Risebad said.
"Y ou can make mistakes, then," Landis said.

Risebad was incapable of inspecting his premises. "It till makes sense to me that the second millennium
should end with the change of the date to two thousand.”

"Asit did to millions of others. Psychologica rightnessis aways better than literd truth.”
"l don't agree,”" the minister said. But his mind was €lsewhere, and his disagreement was perfunctory.

"What | don't understand is your fondness for Armageddon,” Landis said, hoping to take not only
Risebad's but his thoughts away from imminent destruction. "Not just yours, of course, but al you
fundamentaigs™

"We anticipate Armageddon because we anticipate the Second Coming of Christ,” Risebad said asif he
were repesting afamiliar explanation. "It isthe place where the last battle will be fought between good
and evil on the great day of God. Why wouldn't we long for it?"

"Maybe evil might win," Landis said. "Or maybe, more likely, well see Armageddon, and it won't be
God'swill but human folly, and there won't be any Judgment Day, just total destruction—the end of
everything, including human hopes aswell aslives. And al because we have this passion for catastrophe.”

But Risebad wasn't listening. Hislips were moving again, and his eyes were staring, unseeing, at the wall
ahead. Thetime had passed for talking. The shuttle was descending rapidly through the air, falling through
the sky, shifting from side to side, the deltawings groaning as they tried to cope with stresses they were
not designed to withstand, the heat building to near intolerable levels asthetiles ablated too and the air
conditioning began tofail.

From the outsde, Landis thought, they must look like a Fourth of July rocket, spinning down in flames.

And then they began to dow. The shuttle still wasfaling, but the descent seemed more under control.
Cheers came over the speaker system from the crew.

"The shuttleis responding,” one of the crew announced over the speakers. "Most of the excess speed has



been killed, and the hest build-up isleveling off. We're going to be okay.”

Celebration seemed premature, Landis thought. They still had to find a place to land, and Kennedy and
Vandenberg were on the other side of the planet.

"Wheat's that place down there?' one of the crew asked. The microphone hadn't been turned off.
"Therés Africa, and that's the Middle East," another voice said. "And that's Saudi Arabia, right?”

Risebad, who had begun to relax, was tensing his muscles again. Listening to anyone else, even the
nervous voices of the crew, camed Landis, but Risebad was straining to hear amore authoritative
message and it wasn't coming.

"What's that thing down there?' one of the astronauts asked. "It looks like the longest runway in the
world."

"Don't worry," Landis said to Risebad. "People like this are used to handling emergencies.”

The crew was up to this one, too. Two minutes later they put the big delta craft down on the Saudi
Arabian quarter-mile- wide, Sx-mile-long causeway at Jubail.

|Go to Table of Contents |

Chapter Eight

July 20, 2000
Paul Gentry

The muzzle of the handgun looked too big for a.22; perhapsit wasa .32 or even a.38. But Paul Gentry
had never looked at thisend of apistol when someone was pointing it a him with the apparent intention
of pulling thetrigger, S0 perhagpsthe impression of Sze was purdly psychologicd.

Nevertheless, the damage the bullet could do was sufficiently darming that he could fedl his heart
hammering ingde his bare chest. Why didn't the man say something?

"Frieda," hesaid. "Friedal" he said again, shaking the shoulder of the woman beside him in the bed.

She came up dowly out of the sea of deep, rising from sheeted waves like Venus. Some women were
like that; others dept like cats with one eye half open. "Wha—wha?' she said, turning over, Sitting up.
She did not clutch the sheet to her breasts as so many prurient films had suggested was ingtinctive but
gtared, blinking, into the darkness.

"Wehave avigtor," Gentry said camly, admiring the way he was conceding his panic. "He—I think itis
ahe—must have let himsdlf into the apartment with akey, because | heard no sound of forced entry, and
now he's gtting over there pointing agun at us."

Frieda's eyes focused and her pretty face contorted. "Y ou bastard!" she screamed.
"Y ou seem to know the person,” Gentry said.
"l should,” she said. "He'smy husband.”

They had met, typically enough, at areception following an afternoon meeting in San Francisco of the
advisory board for the Committee on the Environment. The Committee was an umbrella organization for
groups concerned about various aspects of the environment, intended to focus and coordinate the efforts
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of the thousands of volunteers who were passionately committed to the cause of clean air, clean water,
clean soil, and the protection of the ozone and al sorts of endangered species, but who often worked a
Cross-purposes.

Committees badgered Gentry ceasdlesdy to lend histime, his efforts, his name, even hismoney, to good
causes. He accepted the few that required little effort and lesstime, paid his expenses, and offered an
opportunity to mingle with people of wedth and influence, who could contribute tohis organization or hire
him as a consultant or alecturer. At theleast he could arrange alecture in the area of the committee
meeting, and collect histravel expensestwice.

The board meeting had gone well. He had identified severd prominent men and women of means,
pinpointed their particular areas of concern, and singled out an earnest young fellow who had enthusiasm
and ideas but no means and no congtituency. And as that young man, hisface shining with vigor and his
words made € oquent by passion, had seemed on the point of swinging the board to his particular line of
action, to the clear discomfort of Gentry's targeted prospects, Gentry had proceeded to stop the speech
in mid-sentence with asingle question and then, with sarcasm and wit, to demolish the young man,
argument and person, and turn the entire group, the crushed young man excepted, tohis program,
invented on the spot.

Later, basking in the afterglow of the exercise of persona power and the promises of support from two
of the three prospects and the possibility of afollow-up with the third, Gentry had been sipping thefirst of
severd martiniswhen he hit upon Frieda—or was hit upon. It had not been anew experience but an
infrequent one. He knew hewas ugly. That in itsalf was sometimes an attraction to women, but usudly it
had to be combined with adisplay of charm or intellectual intensity. But some women had a sensefor
dramaand were drawn to him ingtinctively. Or so heliked to think.

Friedawastall, nearly astdl ashein her high heds. Shewaswdl built but sturdy with big bones, broad
shoulders, deep breasts, and generous hips that missed seeming plump by virtue of long legs. All these
attributes had been clearly outlined by her long, yellow cocktail dress, with its bodice cut hafway to the
waist and its skirt dit far up the thigh. She was shaped like a power forward, he thought, as he watched
her make her way toward him, swaying her way through the chattering groups. She had to weigh one
hundred fifty pounds, he had thought, but she carried it so well that it would seem like one hundred
twenty until he took hold of her. And he would take hold of her, he had known with the certainty bred of
long experience.

First, however, would come the mating dance, the seemingly casud circling and display, the crowing and
clucking, the pursuit and modest retreat, the retreat and modest pursuit.... Friedawas not important
enough to be amember of the advisory board, but she had been invited to the reception for her socia
skillsand other charms. She had introduced herself and commented on the good reports from his
performance at the meeting and the good job he was doing for the environment in general. He had said
that the real work was being done by volunteerslike her. She had said that ajob like his must be very
tiring, traveling so much, so many people wanting histime and energy. He had said the secret of survival
was relaxation, and he dways found afew hours during every trip when helet everything drop and just
tried to be himsdf. She had said that San Francisco had some great placesto relax, and perhaps she
could recommend some, when he had interrupted and suggested that she show him hersdif....

It had been dl asritudized as primitive ceremony or hard- wired animal behavior, and he had told her so
after they had made love the first time, smoothing the fine hair around her damp face. She had been as
strong and demanding as her body implied, guiding hishands and lipsfirst to this part of her body and
then another, applying hersalf with equal energy to his body, and then, after ingsting on acondom that
she supplied, maneuvering their bodiesinto position after postion. It was enough to make alesser man



unsure of his masculinity, but Gentry savored it as a change of pace. He had enjoyed plenty of soft
maidens whom he had to persuade that there was more to sex than the missionaries had prescribed.

"Cdl it what you will," Frieda had said. She had afine husky voice, degpened now by copulation, that
had stirred Gentry'sloinsthefirst time held heard it. "Men are dl barbarians. They'd prefer to say, 'Let's
fuck," and jump into bed and have & it. Thewomen arein charge of civilization—"

"And sex?' hehad said.
"And they know that pleasure is heightened by delay—that's where the word dd liance comes from."

"I think you're confusing philosophy with physiology—the mating dance may be nothing more than
foreplay, essentid for the femae, pleasant but unnecessary for the male.”

She had run her hand through the thick mat of black hair on his chest. "Don't give yoursdf airs,” she had
sad, and pulled out a handful.

He had risen from her bed asif in anger and returned, upon her entreaties and gpologies, with histie and
ascarf and apair of long towels. Thistime he had used his superior strength, against her protests and
then her growing anger and threats, to tie her wrists and ankles to the bedposts. Now he was in charge
and findly, when she had ceased struggling, her response had been loud and prolonged.

"Y ou bastard!" she had said into his ear when their breathing had dowed.

"That isn't the first time you've enjoyed bondage,” he had said. "I noticed the scuff marks on the bedposts
when we entered.”

"Not my bondage!" she had breathed. "Hidl"

And, to befair, he had allowed himsdlf to be tied down, fearing the loss of control that he needed but
alowing it to heighten his sengtivity to her lovemaking.

Now, with Frieda's screams of rage il ringing in his ears, Gentry looked at the man sitting by the door.
Thistime, he thought, he had redly done it—been caughtflagrante delicto by an outraged husband with
agun. Wasit worth it? Had it redly been worth it, al theflagrante delictos of thislife? Wdll, yes, it had,
but that was no reason for it to end here. If he got out of thisaive, he would give up—Frieda: Friedahad
been fun but not worth dying for. No woman was worth dying for, and he wouldn't care if he never saw
Friedaagain; nor, he thought, would she careif she never saw him again. What they had done had been,
for them, as naturd as breathing. Still, if he could go back and not begin the mating dance—but it had
been preordained, hadn't it?

Having thought it through, he stopped shaking quite asviolently.

The man by the door reached over and turned on the table lamp beside him. The gun barrel wavered and
Gentry decided he would rather be shot standing than sitting in bed beside the suddenly silent Frieda.

"Don't get up!" the man said.

Gentry sat back down hastily. The man's voice was soft, even in command, and dthough Gentry didn't
want to risk a sudden move he felt better now that the man had started talking. The man was sitting on
the edge of alow chest, and the lamplight, flaring upward, illuminated histhroat and chin and cast
Mephistolean shadows up the rest of hisface. Most of dl, however, it made the gun seem more
menacing.



"You're Paul Gentry," the man said heavily.
"That'sright."
"For God's sake, Earl—!"

"You stay out of this, Friedal" the man warned. "Thisis between him and me. Y ou'rethe
environmentalis.”

"That'sright, Earl."

"Don't cal me 'Earl,’ the man said. " Just because you've fucked my wife doesn't mean you can cal me by
my firg name"

"l understand, Earl."

"For God's sake, Earl," Friedasaid, "what are you doing here? Y ou're supposed to bein New Y ork."
"Doesthat makeit any better?'

"Y ou know | wouldn't embarrassyou in public.”

"l suppose | should fed grateful for that.”

Gentry arted to riseagain. "If you'll just let me get my clothes, I'll get out of here and let you two—"
"Stay whereyou are!” Earl said firmly. "1 want you to tell me something.”

"Whatever | can, Earl," Gentry said, bracing himself for questions about how he and Frieda had ended up
in her bed or what they had done there.

"Isit true what they've been saying about the end of the world?!

"What have they been saying, Earl?" Gentry had come to the conclusion that it was more difficult to shoot
someone who caled you by your first name.

"Y ou, too—what you've been saying. That theworld isgoing to end.”

The barrel of the gun was wavering again, thistime asif Earl had forgotten it was there. Gentry thought
maybe Earl wastrying to convince himsdlf that it didn't matter if he killed them since everybody would die
soon anyway. "Theres no certainty, Earl.”

The gun barrel steadied. "That isn't what you've been telling everybody dse. I've read that
stuff—ypollution and overpopulation and the greenhouse effect and al.”

"That'sal happening, Earl," Gentry said, "but we don't know when the conditionswill redly become
criticd "

"What I've heard, some of it dready has."

Earl had lowered his head abit, and the light now reveded al of hisface but his eyes, which looked like
black pits. Gentry started to say something elseto cast abit of doubt into Earl's mind, but he heard
himsdf saying, asif he had said the same things so often that they had become automatic responses,
"Some of usthink that's true, Earl—the population may have passed the point where anything but plague,
garvation, and war can reverseit, the carbon dioxide now intheair or to be released in processes that



cannot be stopped for a decade or more may have reached critical mass, and pollution—."
"All that takestime," Earl said impatiently. "Why thisyear?'

"What do you mean—why thisyear?"

"Everybody saysthisisthe year the world ends.”

"Not everybody," Gentry said. "That's just superdtition, religious fanatics, people with avested interest in
Armageddon...." He, of course, had avested interest in Armageddon, but not thisyear. It had to befar
enough down the line that people could do something about it, either to stop it or preparefor it. If people
believed the world was going to end in afew months, he would get no more speaking engagements or
contributions; they would turn for salvation to someone with a better offer.

"Thisyear," Earl repeated, "the year two thousand.”

"The universe doesn't know anything about the way we measuretime," Gentry said. "Three-fourths of the
world doesn't even use our calendar.”

"Why are you talking about this uff?' Frieda said. "What does this have to do with anything?
"Why," Earl ssid smply, "it hasto do with everything."

Nobody spoke for afew moments. Gentry could hear Frieda breathing beside him and he thought,
inconsequentialy, of how she had panted during their lovemaking and then how that body, with dl its
capacitiesfor emotions and work and thought and cregtivity, might soon be stilled forever. Hefdt, for a
brief moment, a sense of sharing, asense of concern for someone besides himsdlf. And then it was gone.

"I'm going to get up now," he said carefully, moving dowly.

The gun jerked in Earl's hand and fired. Gentry was surprised that he did not know which action came
first, and then he checked himsdlf for pain and then looked to seeif Frieda had been hit before he noticed
the black holein the foam-rubber pillow between them.

"I'm not avery good shot,” Earl said apologeticdly. "I dmost hit you. If | wereyou, I'd stay where you
ae"

"Y ou needn't worry about that,” Gentry said. " Or about the world ending this year either.”
"Tel me about the comets,” Earl said.

"Theres alwaysthat possibility. Many are periodic; some gppear for the first time. The Earth could get in
the way of one of them, or alarge meteorite. It's happened before. It'slikely to happen again sometime.
Chances are even adirect hit by abig one wouldn't kill everybody.”

"That's some consolation. What about the galaxy exploding?”

"Theresatheory,” Gentry said cautioudy, "that huge black holes occupy the center of every mature
galaxy and that these either gobble up al the stars or cause an gection of smaller black holes or radiation
that would be fatal to everything in their paths. But cosmic processes take millions, billions of years.™

"But we wouldn't know, would we? It could happen thisyear?'

Theincongruity of his position struck Gentry suddenly—here he wasin bed with another man'swife and
he was discussing with her husband the possible ways in which the world might end. He dmost laughed,



and then he caught himself and redlized that he could till be shot, and that would be even more
ridiculous. "Anything could happen, but it'sunlikely.”

"I've heard that volcanoes could cause anew ice age," Earl said reasonably.

"Volcanoes are still unpredictable, and another big explosion like Krakatau could cause even greater
damage today and the smoke and dust could cut off alot of sunshine—abunch of them could bring on an
ice age. But that would taketime. The morelikely cause of an ice age would be fluctuationsin the output
of thesun.”

"It could go up instead of down, | guess."

"Nobody really knowswhy stars put out more or lessradiation. It could blow up, though that's not
characterigtic of garsassmall asthe sun.”

"But it could happen.”

"That'swhat I'm trying to tell you," Gentry said with ahint of impatience. " Anything can happen. Theonly
thing people can do isto stop behaving like damn fools; don't poison themselves, don't foul up the
environment, don't produce more babies than the planet and the ecology can feed and house and provide
adecent opportunity to exercise their humanity, don't blow themsaves up.”

"Earl,” Friedasad, "thisian't like you. We haven't had this kind of marriage. Nobody hasthis kind of
marriage any more."

"That'swhat | came hometo tdll you, sweetheart,” Earl said steadily. "It cameto mein New Y ork,
walking those streets, seeing those people—sdlling themsalves, killing each other, living in the most
degraded environment right next to indescribable wea th—and | turned around and came back to
Gomorrah."

"That'sdl crazy, Earl."

Gentry put awarning hand on her wrist, under the sheet, but she shook him off, and he redlized that Earl
and Frieda's relationship was beyond caution.

"Isit?Isit crazy to redize that were all foul and corrupt and that we deserve to be wiped from the face
of the Earth? 1 came hometo tell you that we needed to get away somewhere, to start over, to cleanse
oursalvesfor thislife, or the next one. Only it'stoo late, isn't it? Were asSick astherest.”

"Speak for yoursdlf,” she said, and folded her arms defiantly across her chest.
"Wel, yes, | candothat dl right.”

"You've discovered God," Gentry said.

"You could cdll it that. | was Sitting there in my hotel room waiting for company—"
"Your usua whore," Friedasaid.

"Not theusud, no. A little kinkier thistime. | felt in the mood for something assick aswhat | was seeing
around me, and | just happened to take the Bible out of the drawer beside the bed, and it fell open to
Geness eighteen and nineteen.”

""Some previous occupants had smilar concerns.”



"Choose any explanation you want," Earl said, "but suddenly | understood that the world redlly could end
inafew months, al it took was somebody bigger than you or meto say 'blow up, sun’ or ‘blow up,
world," and that would beit."

"Theredly sad thing," Gentry said, "isthat it doesn't take God. Just somebody like you or meto push a
button.”

"Y eah. It could be God or anybody. The point isthat we deserve to die. Weve got nothing to live for."
"Not me—I'vegot alot tolivefor," Friedasad.

But Earl wasn't listening. "Just waiting around for afew more months. What's the point in that?"
"Maybewell get areprieve,” Gentry said. "Maybeif thereisaGod helll send a Savior again.”

But Earl was beyond savation. He raised the gun from where it had been resting againgt hisleg. Gentry
tensed himself to spring but the gun kept rising, turning, and, Gentry, redlizing finaly what was going to
happen, siwung hislegs out of bed and got up and was hafway to the chest, not knowing what he was
going to do, when the muzzle of the gun went into Earl's open mouth and exploded.

Gentry felt splatterslike warm raindrops. He knew it was blood and brains, and looking back, asif in
dow moation, saw that Frieda, even where she sat with her mouth open in astonishment, was covered
with little red flecks, and turned to where Earl was toppling from the chest, and he thought, in afina
moment of irony, how appropriate it was that nature's experiment with intelligence should end like this.
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Chapter Nine

August 8, 2000
EloisHays

They had surrounded her before she knew she was not done. They were not the young wild ones, driven
even wilder by the panic of their eldersthat they could scarcely understand but whaose contagion they
could not avoid. The young accept lifeasit is, with al its perils; the redl terror that tenses their necks and
twitchestheir eyes has been called the Peter Pan syndrome, the fear of growing up and assuming the
respongibilities that make zombies of their parents.

No, these were the middle-aged crazies. She had heard about them: how they drifted together in
night-shrouded Centra Park to commit their silent and inexplicable deeds. Never the sameindividuals,
never the same acts. A recent articleinThe New York Times provided case histories for two of them.
They had stood up one evening in their respective middle-class living rooms, one aman, the other a
woman, and walked out without aword, without responding to the inquiries from their wondering and
then alarmed spouses and met up with others, smilarly moved to some unspoken rendezvous, and
wordlesdy had done their deeds and returned, without explanation, to their homes.

The phenomenon amost made people believe in possession by medieva demons—or inits
contemporary equivadent, diensin their unidentified flying objects and their curious ability to contact only
the unsophisticated and the credulous, aswell astheir curious desire to control the thoughts and actions
of afew believers. But the experts said the agency was fear—fear of aworld out of control, fear of
random violence, fear of the end of everything, exacerbated by the panic of thismillennid year. Their
fearstook possession of them, and acted out their own exorcism. Sometimes they turned their terror
upon inanimate objects: beds of flowers, park benches, street lights, sometimes they killed
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animas—rabbits, squirrels, cats, dogs—tearing them gpart with their fingers. Lately, the remains of
missing children had been discovered, small pieces of flesh laid out in circles around apile of bones, asif
some barbaric rite were being performed or some ancient god were being propitiated. But psychologists
said the patterns were meaningless, and that the appearance of order was asillusory as the apparent
timing of the gathering. The crazies had no organization, no leadership, no plan; the phenomenon wasa
form of mass hysteriato which the susceptible succumbed when the conditions wereright and, asif
deegpwalking, joined with otherstemporarily in the same condition.

But they had not attacked adults. Until now. Elois Hays thought of the Maenads, those drink-crazed
followers of Dionysuswho ripped apart wild beasts with their bare hands. She had once playedina
reviva of EuripedessBacchae . But these sober citizens were even more frightening, and she redlized,
sharply and unexpectedly, that shewanted to live.

She had not thought so earlier as she had | eft the cast party. Suicide had not been on her mind, to be
sure, but neither had survival. Shewastired of struggling, tired of playing the old roles of featured actress,
of graciouswife.... Shewas sick of seeing the same precious people, of saying the samethingsin
response to the same weary stories. They were talented, crestive people and for years she had
considered hersdf privileged to be one of them, to experience their ready charm and their concern for

art. But lately she had begun to redlize that crestivity was no substitute for kindness and that wit could not
conced an emptiness of soul.

The North Windwas a success. She knew that. The others congratul ated each other and smiled
confidently, but she knew. She had opened too many plays not to scent the difference between success
and failure, and she had not needed the buzz of the audience a intermission or the look of the critics
rushing to meet their deadlinesto tdl her which thiswas.

Fred Hampdon had rewritten the play according to her brief critique, and he had done it even better than
she had imagined possible. He had talent—perhapsin time he might become afirs-class
playwright—and that moment of insight had released the inhibitions that had made him unwilling to drop
his protection from the world, to reveal to uncaring strangerswhat he redlly waslike.

As she had expected, he had forgotten that the suggestions were hers, but she had forgiven him that. She
had been willing to forgive him amost anything if he could stop her thinking about George. George had
been surprised by the changes and more than allittle annoyed; Josh had been irritated by the delay. But
both had recognized the improvement and had been persuaded to start over. The subject wastimely, as
Hampdon had said. Inthe last few days of rehearsa, the cast had come together and had begun to
embody in their smal ways the impatient dread the world was experiencing. The play was due for along
run—unless gpocalypse cut it short.

Her attraction to Fred had deepened and sharpened over the months, but she had suppressed it. The
time had never seemed right to get him aone, to brush againgt him, to put her hand over his, or even, in
the modern style, to declare her interest. Fred had been busy with rewriting, and then she had been busy
with rehearsdls, and then he was busy with other friends or closeted with Josh or, more often, George.
She had told hersdf that it was dl for the best; just because George was involved in a series of desperate
encounters, she had no need to be as foolish—or, more appropriately, because George wasinvolved in a
series of ridiculous entanglements, she would avoid anything that even dightly resembled his supidities.

But she could not help what her heart felt, and it yearned for Fred. Foolishly, crazily, it had built ashrine
for Fred with a sentimentalized image of him abovethe dtar of her desire. She had known it wasfolly,
she had known the difference in their ageswas not only biological but cultura, she had known he was not
worthy even as she suspected that she was not, but she had not been able to help it. Each day she had
forced hersdf to behave normally in his presence, and each day she had felt her resolution weskening.



Wait , she had counseled hersdf.Wait until the run is over. Wait until the play has opened. Wait
another day, another hour....

And now the play had opened. The cast was happy. Josh was happy. George was happy, and he would,
she had known, soon be rutting with Susan. She could easily get Fred done. In his state of incredulous
excitement at his own artistic success, he would be easy to arouse, to lead to an unoccupied bedroom, to
deliver totheblissof fina fulfillment. For herself aswdl asfor him.

But how would shefed afterwards? How could she then distance herself from the disgust shefelt for her
husband?

Asthe producer, George had wanted to host the opening night party in their own Central Park West
gpartment. By the time Elois arrived, the living room had been filled with overdressed people trying to
impress each other while crowded into unaccustomed intimacy. Waitresses, hired for the purpose,
threaded their black uniforms through the narrow spaces with trays of hors d'oeuvres and champagnein
fluted glasses.

Elois, delayed by well wishers and the chores of changing hersalf from actress to hostess, had had to
brace hersdf to enter and accept the recognition and congratul ations she knew would be her burden of
the evening, but she had squared her shoulders, taken adeep breath, put on asmile, and made her way
into the smoke-filled, crowded room.

Nobody had recognized her.

She had experienced an eerie sensation of disorientation, the anxiety nightmare of waking into the wrong
party, which isthe adult equivaent of the class she had never attended or the opening night of the play for
which she had never memorized her lines. That waswhat we dl were, she had thought, unprepared
actors thrust onto a strange stage to improvise and fake our way through our scenes as best we could.
Now the stage was even stranger: the sets, the apparatus, were changing around us, and the audience
was disappearing in afog that was cregping closer moment by moment.

And then she had recognized afamiliar face—the wife of one of the backers—and then another and
another, and then she hersalf had been recognized and the terror of alienation was replaced by the
irritation of social intercourse. She did not want to be here, pretending to be something shewas not, a
satisfied wife, a successful actress, a contented member of the artistic class.... But the dternative had
seemed worse; offend expectations, insult friends, bresk free, undergo the upheavas of change.

She was used to being what she wasn't, and she had put on another performance—making her way
through the crowd, speaking to friends and well-wishers, accepting congratul ations and, without recoiling,
the fat arm around her shoulder and the blubbery kiss of her dready dightly tipsy spouse. And smiling
modesily as George called for attention and raised hisglassin atoast to the play, the playwright, the
director, the cast and the crew, and most of al to histaented and beautiful wife, the great, theimmortal
Elois Hays, who had another hit to add to her long list.

And she had had to make her little speech in turn, deflecting the praise onto the playwright and the other
members of the cast, upon Josh, and upon George and his backers who had made it all possible by their
confidence and willingnessto put their money into art..... It wasdl partly true. Partid truths are the
biggest lies, she had thought.

She overheard fragments of conversation as she made her way among the guests, playing the gracious
hostess. Some of it concerned the play, of course, but not much. Most of it wasidle conversation, the
sort of thingsthat people say to each other at parties. superficia comments about appearance, about
mutual friends, about tastes, about diet, about illness, about occupations, about economic conditions,



about the weather. M ogtly, though, she overheard concerned voices discussing the end of the world.

"I've heard talk of anew disease," awoman had said. "Worse than AIDS. Takesyou in weeks not years.
Nobody issaying anything officidly, but | haveit from the best authority...."

"What about that new volcano in the East Indies—and the old one in Chile?" aman had said. "I don't
want to be an darmigt, but severd eruptions the size of the onein Washington in the early 1980s could
actualy change the dlimate, and an explosion like those in the South Pacific in the 19th century...."

"I say welve got to start building nuclear reactors again. With oil a one hundred fifty abarrel and natural
gasgoing up more dl thetime, we've got to Start getting over our neurotic fear of radiation.”

"Not to mention the pollution from cod-fired generators. They keep talking about doing something for
acid rain, but thelakewhere | used to fishin Vermont...."

"I just heard the other day that the average temperature has increased by two degrees since the turn of
the century. That may not seem like much, but it meansaradical changein climate.”

"Likedrouthsin one place, you mean, and gulleywashersin another?"

"And the violence of storms. The more hest, the more energy. It's gotta go somewhere. Do you know
that hurricane winds have averaged fifty per cent higher in the past dozen years? We may have to adjust
to higher winds, with occasiona guststhat blow us around—if they don't blow us completely off the
planet.”

"Tak about plague, tak about hunger—that's just nature's way of adjusting the population to the
resources available. Mathus wasright. Thereés six billion people around. And the population will double
againinthe next thirty-five years."

"Watch the skies, | say. There are things up there that can kill us: comets, giant meteors, cosmic rays,
solar explosions..... | heard the other day that the center of the galaxy might have exploded and we
wouldn't know it until the wave of radiation hits us and sterilizesthe Earth just like atest tubein an
autocdlave.”

"It could happen just like that. Tonight. December thirty- first. What doesit matter? The sun could
explode. A meteor could strike. The bombs could fall. The human species would be just as dead.”

"And wéll bedead along time."

"My dear,” awoman had said to Hays, clutching her forearm in agesture of familiarity she had not earned
and breaking Hays out of her reverie, "you were superb tonight. A tremendous performance. | tell you |
redly felt cold, like | was Sitting up there under the glacier with you."

"Thank you," Elois had said, and moved on.
Parties, she had thought, were such sweet sorrow.

Josh had caught up with her in the corner farthest from the bar, near George's orange tree that he tended
every morning and evening. It actualy borered oranges.

"Well, Josh," she had said, smiling a him, "we did it again." She had felt akind of congpiratorial warmth
toward him. Hed had some bad luck lately, but hewas atruly talented director; unlike these others, who
fed, like vampires, off the creativity of others, Josh had suffered with them through the difficult timesand
steered them back on course when they strayed from hisvision. He had earned theright to be here, even



theright to be afriend.

"Y ou brought it off," Josh had said. "I want you to know that." He had raised afinger to hisnose. "And |
want you to know that | know."

"What do you know?" The finger to the nose had darmed her; she had felt achill in her bowels. Surely
everybody knew about Susan and George, and everybody knew that she knew and didn't care. She
dreaded the possibility that Josh thought she was upset about George's infiddlity but was able to cope
with her marital problems and get on with her job.

"Hampdon didn't come up with that revison on hisown," Josh had said, nodding wisdly. "It had to be
you."

Elois had shrugged, relieved. " Give the young man some credit.”
"Oh, hewroteit dl right. I give him credit for that. But he would never have doneit on hisown."
"Maybe George gave him afew pointers.”

Josh had looked at her oddly. "1 might have thought so," he had said, "but George was so upset about it |
knew it had to be you. Besides, it had your touch.”

"Well," Elois had admitted, willing to accept this smal accolade in lieu of the embarrassment she might
have suffered, "I might have expanded abit on my comment to you that day. But hedid it dll; let any
suggestion that someone ese might have been involved die here.”

"It will." Josh had taken her hand. She hadn't minded that. He was a dear. Every relationship was
conditioned by whether the other person was male or femae, but to her Josh seemed totally non-sexud,
however he might appear to others. "1 won't mention it to another soul. | just wanted you to know that
you're abloody genius.”

She had felt the glow of hisadmiration and let it flow through her. It had sustained her through another
hour of enforced hospitality and meaningless conversation when al sheredlly wanted to do wastolie
down and deep for aweek—maybe even to the end of the year, hibernate like a bear and wake up to
find that thiswas 2001, or that the world had ended and she had missed the fireworks.

Thefirst reviews had come by fax from cooperating newsrooms about 1:30 and they had been glowing,
as Elois had expected. George had read them aoud to his appreciative audience, rolling the adjectives
around histongue like olives and spitting out the nouns like pits. Everybody had laughed and cheered,
and everyone had been toasted again.

By two in the morning, when people should have started drifting away, leaving their thanks and
congratul ations and goodbyes behind them like confetti, the party had seemed to get anew surge of
adrenaline when acouple of guests broke out their own supply of methamphetamine and the pipesto
smokeit in. It hadn't been George—he knew how Eloisfelt about drugs—and she had looked around
for him to subtly direct the indulgers el sewhere. But he had disappeared. So had Josh. Even Fred, who
would have been no help anyway, had been gone. She had been al aone with the problem and she had
not felt up toit. It wasn', shereflected wryly, in character for the role she was playing.

She had started to look around for someone else, anyone el se, when she had seen Susan standing
nearby. "Where's George?' she had asked, barely considering the impropriety of the question.

Susan had shrugged.



"No, | need him," Eloishad ingsted.
"Why should | know where heis?" Susan had asked innocently.

Elois had looked at her and realized that Susan truly didn't know where George was, and what was
more, she didn't care. She was not agood enough actress to dissemble. And that meant that George had
taken up with someone else. Suddenly a great burden of uncertainty had descended upon her like the
gladierinThe North Wind. She could endure knowing who George was with and what he was doing, but
she couldn't stand not knowing.

Carefully, asif shewere drunk but determined not to reved it, Elois had walked to the carved double
doors and dipped between them. She had had no coat and the August nights had turned unusudly cold,
just like the play, but she had not thought about that. She had wanted to get away from everything her life
involved.

Surrounded by the middle-aged crazies, Elois realized how foolish she had been to wander out into the
Park done so late. A Street light cast enough illumination over her shoulder to reved the faces of the men
and women who formed the part of the circle she could see. She did not ook behind her—she knew
ingtinctively that would be a sign of weakness—but she knew the circle had closed there aswell.

She noted the sameness of the features, the lack of emation, therigidity of the eyes. What set them off;
what was the sgnal for the cold frenzy with which they committed their deeds?

Fear, shethought. Fear. Just like hers but unfocused. But they didn't attack. Why didn't they attack?
Then it cameto her: They werewaiting for asign from her, for her to try to get away. And sheredlized
what she had to do.

Her features smoothed into immobility; her eyesfroze. Stiffly, asif she were deepwalking, she moved
forward, reached the edge of the circle, and inserted hersalf between aman and awoman, turned like an
automaton, and waited. An absurd phrase entered her mind but didn't alter her demeanor: If you can't
best them, join them.

The circlewavered, asif uncertain in its mindless gestalt how it should act, and then, one after the other,
the contemporary Maenads turned, broke the circle, and moved in different directions until they al were
gone but Elois. She waited for amoment and then, moving like the others, returned back the way she had
come.

She was shaking when she reached the street. It had been, she thought, the greatest performance of her
career.

Emerging onto Central Park West, she redlized that she did not want to return to her gpartment. The
party might sill be going on, and she could not make hersdlf return to it. Instead, she got her car from the
garage. For severd minutes she sat at the whed, staring blindly at her reflection in the rearview mirror,
and then she started it up and drove dowly and aimlessly before she redlized that she was near Fred
Hampdon's hotdl. Only then did it occur to her that she had not been driving aimlesdy. All dong she had
known she would end up here, but she had not let hersalf think about it.

She hesitated for several minutes outside the hotel before she summoned the strength to move. How
would Fred respond? What would she do if he turned her away? How would she excuse her
presumption? And then she knew that there were worse fates than embarrassment. She had dmost
experienced one of them, and she had been living severd of them.

She found herself outside Hampdon's door. She raised her hand to knock, hesitated, and then rapped



once and then, when no answer came, twice more. She wasturning away in theingitutiona halway with
its muted red carpet when the door lock clicked behind her. She swung back to see the door open and
Fred appear in thedim light behind it. He was clad in his pgjama bottoms and |ooked ruffled and young
and o gppedling that she had to swallow hard.

"Elois?" hewhispered.

And then avoice came from the room behind. "I told you not to answer the door. For god's sake, Fred,
tell whoever it isto go away."

Eloisfroze where she was standing, fedling dmost like the mindless Maenads in the Park. It wasaman's
voice. And the man was George.

When she got back to her apartment, she told the stragglers at the party firmly that the party was over
and it was time to go home. And when the guests had gone and even the waitresses had been shooed out
the door, Elois picked up George's orange tree, carried it to the balcony behind the bar, and dropped it
carefully over the edge into the empty Street.

|Go to Table of Contents |

Chapter Ten

August 24, 2000
Sally Krebs

The saucer-shaped spaceship sat on top of the hill asif it had been built there. SAly Krebs saw it first
from above asthe CNN private jet banked over the site remote in the Tunguskaregion of the central
Siberian plateau. The ship shimmered in the near-Arctic sunlight asif it were made of some dien matter
eager to dip the surly bonds of Earth and regain itsrightful place among the stars.

"L ook at that thing!" the cameraman said, as he tried to get a shot through the window. "1 thought UFOs
flitted around in the dark, like. Y ou know, like nobody should be sure they saw them or be sureif they
wasredly there. That thing lookslike it wantsto be seen.”

"Thisis Sberia, not Manhattan,” Saly Krebs said. "Thisisthe kind of place where a mysterious
explosion could send apillar of fireinto the air that could be seen hundreds of kilometers away and make
anoisethat could be heard asfar as athousand kilometers, and level aforest for one hundred kilometers
around. And nobody would get around to investigating it for thirteen years.”

"Y ou think there's some connection?' Sid asked.

"Between Tunguska and now? No, that happened in 1908, and not more than a couple hundred
kilometers from here, but the point isthis area hasn't become alot more accessible since then. No trains,
no air routes anywhere near, dmost no roads.”

They could fly overhead but they couldn't |land. They spotted afew villages within aten-kilometer radius,
but no airports. Eventudly they found arunway north of the Arctic circle at |garka after their Intourist
guide and interpreter had spent nearly an hour on the radio persuading the loca authorities that they had
authorization from Maoscow. By then the fuel supply was getting low and the strip below was too short
and bardly digtinguishable from the surrounding tundra. But they helped the pilot get the plane down in
one piece by holding their bresth and squeezing hard on their armrests.

Sdly sat slently in her seat when the jet finally stopped. Swest trickled down her sides under her shirt
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and her legsfelt asif the blood had drained from them, and she wondered, not for thefirst time, what she
was doing in this business that sent her so far from home and comfort and safety. Here shewas, ina
region of Siberiathat might never have been visited before by an American woman, facing atrek across
the wilderness, with three men and acamera, to explore an dien artifact. It wasn't fair, she thought, and
then shetook a deep breath and said to hersdlf, "Thisis adventure." And thiswaswhat the busnesswas
al about.

Her stiffened backbone sagged again after hours of negotiation to find avehicle they could rent that
would transport them at least 500 kilometers through the Siberian wasteland. Alexe, the interpreter, did
most of the talking, but Saly had to be there; she could not alow the interpreter to assume the leadership
ofher project. Asit turned out, Alexe's credentials had no influence on the skeptical Igarkans. The
authoritiesfinaly produced a battered relic of aRed Army jegp on which, years before, someone had
mounted awooden shell to keep out the Arctic blasts—after Saly had accidentally displayed her
briefcase with its CNN insggnia. Alexel said they were afraid she was awitch who could curse them, but
Sdly had been through it before: even in the depths of Siberia, people were intimidated by the power of
tdevison.

Thetrip to the UFO ste was a nightmare of jolting aong barely defined roads and wildernesstrails, her
feet on deeping bags and provisions and cans of gasoline, atripod-mounted camera nestled between
hersdf and Sid. Alexei and the Igarkan driver sat in front. The night was short, only acouple of hours—a
bit like the trans-Atlantic flight east—and they stopped only to relieve themselves and to open a package
of Russian sandwiches: heavy dark bread and greasy sausages. Sd knew enough to let Sdly fend for
hersdf, but Alexel helped her in and out of the jeep and showed her to the best bushes where he gdlantly
turned his back and guarded her privacy. He even offered the first swallow from the bottle of vodka he

pulled from hisdeeping bag.

Sdly wanted to tell him, bluntly, that thiswas business and they al were equd . But getting out of the one
right-hand door to the jeep, stiffened as she was by the long ride, wasn't easy, and she was going to need
his cooperation before this crazy ass gnment was completed. Moreover he was strikingly handsome. Still,
she knew from the way he touched her that he had the wrong idea about who she was and what she
wanted. That could be trouble—and yet she wasn't sure it wasentirely the wrong idea. His dark,
brooding Russian expression and hisliquid grace were compelling, and if his European gallantry wasn't
smply acourting maneuver, he might be an exciting lover. She dso told hersdlf that she was unlikely to
see him again after thisassgnment was over.

On the other hand, Sid might carry back stories that would change her image with the people who made
assgnments.

They got lost three times and had to retrace their paths, the jeep's radiator boiled over twice and the
engine stopped completely once until the carburetor was removed and cleaned, and they had to cut their
way through brush and small treesinnumerable times. Finally, three days after they set off from Igarka,
they pushed their way through brush that had overgrown the trail and emerged onto abroad dirt road. It
had been constructed within the last year, Sally thought, and it had experienced considerable recent use.
At one end of theroad, still acouple of kilometers away, stood the hill with the spaceship sitting on top
of it liketwo metd saucers placed rimto rim.

At the other end of the road was avillage. They went therefirst, wanting to get some information about
the spaceship before they approached it, but the peasants were wary. They had seen Red Army vehicles
before, apparently, and nothing good had come with them. Even if none of the strangers wore uniforms
or carried weapons, the villagers preferred not to talk to them. But they admired the cameraand when
Sid began to tape scenes of the village, they jostled each other in their eagernessto get into the pictures.



After that, asif Sid'sactivities had delivered them from an oath of secrecy, they began to answer Alexe's
questions.

Eventudly, however, heturned to Saly frustrated and puzzled. "Yes," he said, "they know about the
gpaceship. How could they deny it? They built the road. But, they say, thereare no dliens.”

Sdly shivered asif ablast of arctic air had blown down from Igarka. Something waswrong here.
Perhapsthe aliens had not yet emerged. Perhaps the diens had brainwashed the villagers, making them
forget dl about their existence. If so, where were they now?

Perhapsthe villagerswere the diens.

"Let'sgo see," she said, and they got back into the jeep and headed down the broad dirt road that led to
the enigmatic spaceship on the hill.

The word about the spaceship sighting had come from New Y ork in the form of atelephone cdl to the
high-cellinged room in the Ukraine Hotdl on the banks of the Moscow River. Moscow wasfilled with
diplomats and news crews, and Sally had been relegated to the outer circle, more than two kilometers
from Red Square.

The building itself was an impressive pile of stone and concrete in the Stalin pseudo-gothic wedding-cake
styleto befound al over Moscow and Eastern Europe. But there ill had been alarge, older woman
ditting at adesk by the elevator on every floor, as much to keep track of the comings and goings of the
guests and to control contacts by Soviet citizens, asto provide hotel services. A big, decent-enough
restaurant, when it had the ingredients, led off the cold, polished-marble lobby, but each floor gtill had its
small, Russian buffet where women not far removed from their villages served teafrom giant kettles.
Gorbachevian reforms had revolutionized the Soviet State and Y étsin's experiments in free-enterprise had
begun the transformation of the Russian economy, but basic habits were hard to change. Sally sometimes
wondered about the listening devices cunningly concedled in selected rooms and whether successorsto
the KGB 4till listened because nobody had told them to stop, or whether the words fell into empty
rooms.

If she had been in Moscow on open assignment, she would have suggested afeature on the Russian
secret police and its survival into the year 2000 and what that said about the lingering resstance to the
political changesthat had shrunk the Soviet empire amost to its pre-World War 11 borders, and then the
shattered the Sovietsinto their congtituent and quarreling republics. The secret police were ill aforce,
the Russian Army was gill amassive presence, Soviet missiles with nuclear warheads, wherever they
werelocated, till were ampleto blow up the rest of the world, and some Soviet citizens had confessed
to her an unessy feding that conservetives were mobilizing again for apolitical coup that would return
"the good old days," perhaps with a dramatic incident that would force tighter governmenta controls.

But shewasin Moscow to report adifferent kind of spirit: the summit meeting of the millennium—not just
the U.S. and the Russia or even the mgjor Western powers, but leaders from East and West and from
Audrdia, the Middle East, Africa, and Latin Americaaswell. They were gathering in Moscow beginning
that day and continuing for an entire week to shape the world of the 21t century. Of course everything
had been carefully worked out behind the scenes in diplomeatic meetings at the United Nations and
mesetings of regiona organizations, and particularly at two- power and later five-power mini-summits.

The next week would be an occasion to ratify those agreements, to sign non-aggression pactsdl over the
place, to make announcements about the dismantling of warheads and plansto prevent further
proliferation, and to shake hands and generdly publish platitudes about freedom and peace and plenty
and good will. The news mediaknew dl that, knew that nothing that truly could be defined as news



would come out of thisevent, could predict exactly what would happen, could script it better than the
spin-doctors themsalves. But they could not stay away.

This had been anEvent . This had been the contemporary counterpart of the Congress of Viennaor the
Y ata Conference. Here would be shaped, perhaps with greater success than its predecessors, the
political world of the 21t century. And from here, for the next week, anchor people would announce the
obvious with the Kremlin walls or Lenin'stomb or the Cathedra of St. Basil the Blessed inthe
background, and they would query their traveling correspondents and political expertsto learn answers
aready imprinted on prompters.

And Sdly would have been there, getting establishing footage, hunting up illustrative shots from the
archives, interviewing fifty Soviet citizens and adozen tourists for commentary to bresk up the scenes of
talking heads—maybe, if she had been lucky, sstumbling on area news break that would get her
identified on the air or at least recognition or acommendation from the studio executivesin New Y ork.
By such means—the right place and the right time coinciding with recognition of its significance and the
readinessto film—uwere careerslifted out of the earthbound into the stratosphere.

So Sdly had been analyzing thelikely chain of events, cultivating her sources, planning the officid
schedule with notes about targets of opportunity, when the telephone had rung. The sound had startled
her. Visitorsto Moscow, even in these latter, relaxed days, were dways tense, waiting subconscioudy
for the tap on the shoulder, the knock on the door, thering of the telephone. Only when oneleft and felt
the arbitrary hand of the state released did one redlize that one's nerves and muscles and even aplace at
the back of the brain had been knotted dl thistime.

Sdly had picked up the telephone. 1t had been Atlanta, and after afew moments Sally had been
connected with Lloyd Saunders, her immediate supervisor at CNN News. "Take asmal crew—just you
and Sid ought to be enough—and go check out a UFO sighting somewhere on the centra Siberian
plateau. Not too far from Tunguska.”

"Tunguska?'
"Y ou know—the place of that mysterious exploson in 1908."
"Oh, that one."

Hedidn't misstheirony. "Y ou can look it up. Anyway, I'll give you the coordinates. There€'s nothing
nearby except maybe avillage."

"Why are you doing thisto me, LIoyd?"

"I'm just trying to get you out of the deedly routine of the Moscow summit.”
"Serioudy. I'm going to chase to the ends of nowhere and find—nothing.”
"Therés something, Sdlly.Pravda ran astory about it—."

"Pravdais dways running stories about UFOs and aiens. When it comesto that sort of stuff, they're the
National Enquirer of Eastern Europe.”

"Weve got confirmation from a confidential sourcein the Pentagon. Theré's aspaceship Sitting on ahill
out there”

"They're pulling one onyou, LIoyd."



"I'd think 0, too, kid, but we've got stories about smilar sghtings from Uruguay, New Guineg, Zaire,
and northern Caiforniain the Mount Shasta area. Weve dispatched crews to each of them.”

Sy gave up. "Itll take timeto reach there, even after we get permission.”

"I'monit dready. Don't worry: thisis sweetness-and- light time. Y ou can take the Lear jet. Get mea
good story, kid."

"Sure, Lloyd." And after she put down the telephone she said it again to the empty air.

The closer they got to the spaceship on the hill, the shabbier it looked. The surface of the meta was
battered asif by hammer blows; the portholes were black, gaping holes. What had happened here? Sally
wondered. She began to construct a scenario in which a spaceship had landed and the frightened
villagers had stormed the hill, forced their way into the ship, and exterminated the aliens. Or, she thought,
thiswas a crewless observation vessdl, and it had sat there for days, months, perhaps even years, until
the villagers, impatient for consequences, had turned upon the ship in anger and disappointment.

Sid was getting tape, but she could tell from his shoulders and his moving eyebrows that he didn't know
what to make of it either. Alexel seemed unconcerned, asif this were the mania of these absurd
Westerners and it was none of his business. The road was rough here, however, and he grasped her
elbow to steady her as they approached.

Asthey got within ahundred meters, the ship began to appear asif it had been pieced together out of
odd bits of sheet metal. She could see where they had been nailed together.

"What's going on here?' Sid asked.
"l don't undergtand,” Sdlly said.

Sowly they went around the structure. It was the same on al sides. Its circular shape had been an
illusion; up closeit had angles like ahexagon or an octagon. It only looked like a spaceship.

"Come here," Alexe said. He ducked under one corner of the structure. Sally followed and stood up
ingde a darkened spaceilluminated here and there by sunlight coming through what once had appeared
like portholes. As her eyes adjusted, she saw that they were standing inside awooden framework to
which the sheets of meta had been nailed. On theinsdes of some of the sheets were printed Cyrillic
letters and afew pictures or paintings. One of them was of a Peps Colabottle.

Sid followed them. After he had adjusted hislenses he began to tape the interior. They waited in silence
until he was done.

"Takeit back to the village and get the antenna set up so that we can relay everything to the satellite
in"—Sally checked her watch—"an hour and ahaf. Well walk back."

When Sid was gone, Sdly turned to Alexei.

"Itis—. How doyou say it in English?' Alexd asked. "A representation.”
"Anicon," Sdly sad.

"Of some new religion perhaps.”

"Thevillagers—they builtit."

Alexel nodded.



"It must have been atremendous effort for them—comparable to a pyramid for the Pharaohs.”

"All ispossibleto the Russian soul.”

"They must have scavenged sheet metal from everywhere."

"These are the people who built the cathedrals. That's what thisis—a cathedra. To anew religion.”
"No," Sdlly said. "A decoy."

Alexel looked a her for amoment in the gloom and then shrugged. "What does it matter? It isonly
pessant folly. And you see’—he pointed to a corner where a blanket covered a pile of strav—"the
young people of the village have used this place for their own ceremonies.”

"Yes" she sad, moistening her suddenly dry lips. She wondered suddenly at her motivation for sending
Sid back to the village.

"Y ou have been sent on a—what do you call it?—wild-goose chase.”
"Not quite," she said and was annoyed that she sounded alittle breathless.

"Perhaps,”" he said, "there can be compensations.” He took her armsin his hands and kissed her with
what she thought of as Savic intensty and drew her toward the blanket.

She returned to the everyday world and the smell of moldy straw. She peered at her watch in the
darkness. "My God," she said, "weve got only twenty minutes until my story hasto be ready."

"A few more minutes," he said, reaching for her. "There will be other news stories, but occasionslikethis
arerare.”

But she dready was struggling into her clothes. She didn't want to look at him, concerned that she might
not be ableto resist his appeal. Then, when she could not help but see him out of the corner of her eye,
shethought that his features were alittle heavy and that he had aweak mouth and aroll of fat around his
middle

Shewent down the hill, not worried about her footing, not caring whether he wasfollowing her, and half
ran-haf walked to the village. She made her self-imposed deadline with only two minutesto spare. Sid
had the folding antenna fanned out next to the jeep and already hunting the signdl that would zeroitinon
the satellite. When the antenna steadied, Sid pressed the button that started the rapid transmission of the
tapes he had shot.

By thetime Sdlly had picked up the handset Sid was finished and she had regained her bresth. "Sdly
Krebs, Centra Siberia, to CNN News, Atlanta, LIoyd Saunders. Lloyd," she said, not hoping to get an
answer, "wevejust sent you dl the tapes Sid shot, but it'sjust a human-interest piece.”

"I know," Lloyd said. "Sdly, I'm glad you're there. We were worried about you—."

"That's why you've been monitoring the satellite? Wdll, listen, it'sacargo cult. Likein New Guineaafter
World War I1. The natives built airstrips and airplanes hoping to entice the gods to send them cargo
directly instead of having it intercepted by the white man. These poor peasants are hoping to lure diens
hereto give them wonderful gifts dectricity, washing machines, televison, VCRS, automobiles™

Therewas a pause for the message to get halfway around theworld. "I know," LIoyd said. "Buit it's not
just peasants. Those people in northern Cdiforniawere expecting immortality, acure for cancer,



enlightenment about the nature and meaning of the universe—maybe even atrip to the sars.”
"If you knew," Sdlly said, "why did you send me here?"

Another pause. "Y ou just took longer. The other crews discovered the same thing, athough we had to
get some expertsto figure out whet it al meant.”

"Thanksalot,” Sdly sad.

"But you've got to get out of there," Lloyd said, not waiting for Sdly'sresponse. "All hell brokeloosein
Moscow after you left. The President was nated, anew hard-line government has taken over, and
wewerent surefor awhileif they would let out the diplomats, much less the news media. If the coup
leaders had had time to consolidate their power, I'm not sure that they wouldn't have held the world's
leaders as hostages. Asit was, they dl got away in the confusion except the French, the Indian
delegation, and afew African representatives. And the Chinese party secretary—although it's not sure
whether he was trapped or stayed on purpose.

"Anyway, it's not safe to go back to Moscow. If you can get enough fuel, the experts say the best bet is
to fly south to Ulan Bator."

"Thanksalot," she said again, and wondered if Alexel would want to depart with them.

No, she thought. It would be better for everyoneif they left him behind in Igarkaand let him make his
way back, if he wished, to Moscow.

But she was more concerned about the fact that this stupid assignment might have canceled her
rendezvous with fame.
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Chapter Eleven

September 12, 2000
Murray Smith-Ng

The observation hut sat on the edge of the volcano'sjagged rim like a hunched vulture brooding over the
absence of carrion; it had rested there for twenty years while its occupants had read the instruments
connected to sensorsin the crater below and watched, with growing contempt, the wisps of vapor
escaping from ancient vents.

Murray Smith-Ng looked out the window facing the crater, admiring the yellow sulfur depositson the
jagged peaks and lower in the pit the steam jets, boiling wells, and mud cauldrons that dotted the crater
floor. Its bright colors—reds, yellows, greens—made it resemble a scene from aDisney version of The
Inferno , complete with odors of fire and brimstone and the sound of subterranean rumblings.

"| ill don't understand why you're here," Richard Kelso said. Thetdl vulcanologist was standing just
behind Smith-Ng and to his|eft asthey looked into the crater. Behind them was atable with avertical
centerboard studded with instruments registering their measurements and recording devices vomiting
paper trails, dl indde awicker enclosure. Above them draped fabric softened the lines of the celling. A
generator chugging outside fed power to the window air conditioner that ran constantly to combat both
thetropical heat and the volcanic vapors.

"To check my equations againgt the redlity,” Smith-Ng said. "But | hadn't redlized it would be so
overpowering."
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"You il think itsgoing to blow?"

"I'm just like that equipment over there," Smith-Ng said. "Y ou put the figuresinto the equations, and the
equationstell you whether there will be a catastrophic change."

"And your equationstell you something catastrophic is going to happen here at Papandayan?”
"Not just at Papandayan. If my calculations are right, volcanoeswill erupt al around the circle of flames.”
"Ring of fire" Kelso corrected dryly.

"Y ou've found meout,” Smith-Ng said. "I don't know acaderafrom aholein theground. | just plugin
thefigures| get from people who do know volcanoes. As| understand it, agreat belt of volcanoes
girdlesthe basin of the Pacific—the ring of fire, asyou cdl it."

A vigorousjet of steam spurted almost to the crater rim before it evaporated. The floor of the hut
trembled, and Smith- Ng looked quickly at Kelso. The vulcanologist shrugged and raised hispale
eyebrows.

"We get volcanoesin the same regions as earthquakes. Probably the same underlying reason for
both—the places where the earth is till folding and fracturing. They may not be directly related, but both
seem to be means of relieving locd strains. Just south of here the Indo-Augtrdian plate is submerging
itself under the Eurasan plate.”

"Y ou seem to be alot less positive you know what's going on down there than some of your fellow
vulcanologidts” Smith-Ng said.

"They'retheorigts. I'm an experimentalist. Theories are dways neater than redity.”

"That'swhat | am, of course," Smith-Ng said, hisround face trickling with sweet from the Java climate
and the dtill active volcano below. "A theorist. And | gather you don't think much of my theories.”

Kelso gestured at the crater. "Words and numbers seem inadequate to describe something like that. It's
like trying to confine an eementa force. When you've seen what a volcano can do, without warning, you
fedl morelike the primitives who thought they were degping gods and prayed to keep them from waking

up.

"Speeking of that," Smith-Ng said, "my driver mentioned aword when he left me off:
barata-something...."

"Bharatagadha," Kelso said. "It'sthe Indonesian version of Ragnarok. The final cosmic battle of the gods.
Theresagtrange smilarity among the legends of the variousraces. All of them visudize theworld ending
in some catastrophic way. Asif they knew stuff science hasn't figured out yet."

"Ragnarok,” Smith-Ng said. "Bharatagadha. I'll have to work thosein somewhere.” A mud cauldron
welled higher and spilled over into boiling wells nearby. "Isit doing something?' Smith-Ng asked. His
voice went up anote.

"Sometimestheresalittie more ectivity," Keso sad, "sometimesalittleless.”

"Why do | fed you'd be disgppointed,” Smith-Ng said, his eyesfixed upon the crater floor, "if my
caculations proved useful, if your deeping gods became predictable?”

Keso didn't look at him. "Of course I'd rather you were wrong. Here, at least. Do you know what



happened in 1772 when Papandayan erupted?’
Smith-Ng shook his head.

"It blew out most of amountain. It destroyed a sizable portion of the countryside around and killed
thousands of people. And that was before Java became the most heavily populated nation in the
world—more than 1,500 people per square mile. Think what it would do today. And you wonder why |
hope your predictions are wrong?"

"Wadl," Smith-Ng sad, alittle uneasy, as dways, when confronted by the red world, "evenif it happens,
| didn't make it happen, you know."

"I know. Y ou asked if I'd be disappointed. Put it alittle stronger: dismayed, disturbed, maybe even
disntegrated. Because there have been sgns—rumblings, abit of seismic activity, anincreasein the
temperatures of the mud cauldrons and in the flows of the boiling wells."

"That's part of the input to my equations. The rest is data gathered from around the circle of fire. The
expertstdl mewerein for arenewed episode of volcanic activity, culminating toward the end of
December. Asamatter of fact, it'salready starting. | saw eruptions in Kamchatka, Japan, the
Philippines...."

"Y ou il haven't answered my first question: what you're doing here,” Kelso said. "If you think
Papandayan is going to erupt in the next day or two—"

"The next twelve hoursif my equations are correct.”

"Why areyou here?'

"What do you mean?"

"If it goesup,” Kelso said, "chances areit takesyou along.”

Smith-Ng stared at Kelso blankly while several hundred feet below them the crater floor began to
buckle. Kelso moved quickly for abig man. Heran to the recording instruments in the center of the
room, vaulting the wicker enclosure. The crater floor opened like a chinaplatter shattering in dow
motion. Vapor poured out of the cracks and rose in columns that joined into one. Explosions rocked the
hut. A block of stone as big asasmal automobile hurtled past the window. Through the ascending ashes
and descending mud as they mixed with the condensing steam, Smith-Ng saw, awe mixed with terror,
glimpsesof glowing lavarising in the volcano's throat like the anger of avengeful god.

It had all started out of frustration.

The day after the impromptu celebration with his seminar class, Caley—she of the cool reserve and the
tantaizing hand— had stopped by his office to say hello. On impulse, he had asked her if she were going
to atend aregiona meeting of mathematicians.

She hadn't planned on it. Should she go, she had asked, her eyes on her professor.

It was important to be involved early in one's academic career, Smith-Ng had said, avoiding the possible
misinterpretations of adirect answer. To be seen. To experience the profession. To give a paper, even as
agraduate student, was even better, but, of course, it was alittle late for that.

And dl thewhile, as he had heard hiswords babbling asif they came from someone else and the
perspiration beaded at his hairline, he could not avoid the redlization that she had touched him intimately



and that she knew that he was thinking about that touch as he spoke so professorialy.
Was he going, she had asked.

"Wedll, yes," hehad said. "I have a paper to give." It was, he had heard himsdlf say, a paper that had
emerged from the very seminar she had experienced. A paper about catastrophism, about the end of the
world.

"If it came from the seminar,” she had said, with asmile as enigmatic asthe Mona Lisas, "then | redly
ought to be there."

He had amost forgotten the conversation—it played in hisfantasies but not in hiswaking life—when he
checked into the conference hotel. He was walking toward the elevator with his bag when adender
figure clothed in faded jeans and alacy white blouse had intersected his path.

"Professor Smith-Ng," Cdley had said. "I came to the meeting as you suggested. But there's one small
problem.”

llYg.)l
"Thereareno roomsavailable.
"No rooms?" he had heard himsdlf say. "Then you must take mine.”

She had taken hisarm instead and haf-urged him forward into the devator. She had lifted his hand that
did not hold the bag—what is she doing? he had time to wonder—and looked at the key held tightly iniit.
"Oh, | couldn't do that," she had said, and had pushed the button for the floor of the room inscribed on
thekey.

After that everything had happened asinevitably asin hisdreams and dmost as satisfyingly. They had left
the room only when he gave histak, and then only because Cdley inssted, and once when, tired of
room service, they had met at arestaurant remote from the conference hotel, even though Calley had
scoffed at his caution and had asked if he were ashamed of her.

He had not even cared that his paper went over badly and that he had been challenged from the floor to
back up histheorieswith checkable predictions. "Thisisn't catastrophism,” the mathematician from
Purdue had shouted. "Thisis charlatanism.”

When he had returned home, exhausted from his regained youth but spiritualy reinvigorated, he had
found the courage to leave hiswife and to rent an gpartment. Not catastrophism indeed. With the
aurprise of hiswifetill swirling like ahao around his head, he had called Caley and heard her cool voice
saying that she was going to Europe for the summer.

"With whom?" he had asked, hearing himself once again.
"Now, Professor,” her voice had come over the telephone, "you sound like my father.”

Hewas proud of himself that he had not protested or pleaded or reminded her of her breathlesswordsin
the dark. He knew the dubious value of wordsin the dark, even though his own, as he had demonstrated
upon hisreturn, had endured into the day. "Have agood trip,” he had said and hung up gently.

Everything was catastrophe.

In an unprecedented act of hubris, before he could reflect upon it and conjure up a congerie of reasons



why such an act would be unwise and an accompanying set of scenariosin which he came off thefool or
the buffoon, he had telephoned Lisa. Surprisingly enough, she gtill had been in town, and, even more
surprising, not surprised to hear hisvoice,

She had accepted hisinvitation to dinner and enjoyed, with good appetite, the mea he had prepared with
his own hands, wiping the last bit of sauce from her spaghetti plate with abit of crusty breed, fishing the
last bit of salad from the wooden bowls he had purchased just that day at the so-called import store,
draining the last bit of Chianti from her glass. And she had come easily out of her sweater and jeans, her
breasts even more erotic than he had imagined, her hips even rounder. Asamatter of fact, it had been
Lisawho had asked him for atour of his new gpartment and had turned to him, looking up provocetively
out of the corner of her blue eyes, asking whether he had baptized the new mattress. And it had been
Lisawho, fulfilling dl hisfantases, had removed his clothing aswell as her own and had made love tohim

Why hadnt it been enough? Why, in the afterglow of satiety, holding her ample flesh, seeing her red hair
scattered upon his pillow, had he asked her why she had accepted his invitation, why she had not been
surprised.

"Calley said youwould call," she had said.

He had paused before he responded, trying to master the anger rising in histhroat. Y ou mean I'm that
predictable?' he had asked evenly.

She had laughed, heartily, unaffectedly. "All men are predictable.”
"And you talk about them?"

"Why not? Just the way guystalk about women."

"Y ou talked about me."

"I'm not one of her best friends. But we both knew you were hot.”
"And Calley passed me aong. How thoughtful of her."

"Y ou were the onewho caled."

"What did she say about me?"

Lisahad smiled. "That you were boyish and sweet and terribly grateful.” She had started to say
something el se and then had stopped and shaken her head. She had pulled his head down to her chest;
her hand had moved down hisbody. "Tak isgood,” she had said, "but sometimes action is better.”

"What else did Calley say?' Smith-Ng had inssted, hisface pressed into those breasts he had admired so
much.

"Nothing," she had said, her hand teasing him back toward amorousness.
"l want to know."
"If youindgt," Lisahad said lightly, "she said you were enthusiastic but you needed guidance.”

Although she had been with him twice after that, nothing was the same. The second time Lisahad said,
"Y ou redly don't want me, do you? Y ou just want to want me."



When she hadn't resonded to his cals, he had turned to volcanoes. They might be temperamenta, but
they were dwaystherefor him.

The route that had brought Smith-Ng to Papandayan had taken him around the western arc of the circle
of fire. The seemingly interminable flight from the U.S. had passed near Kamchatka, with its dozen or so
active volcanoes, before landing at Narita Airport outside Tokyo. Dust and ashes from the eruption of
Bandai-san about 120 milesto the north still were being scoured from ledges and swept from the Streets.
Even had there been time, Smith-Ng could not have explored the strange phil osophic resignation with
which the mgjority of the Japanese accepted the breathing presence of their idands. But the airport,
aways crowded, teemed with further hordes who refused to share the fate that might await Japan.

Departing, the airplane had passed over the lava-filled mouth of Fuji-san, and, acouple of hours later,
over the troubled Philippines, shaken by earthquakes, volcanic explosions, and revolutions. The airport at
Singapore, five and ahdf hours after take-off from Tokyo, had been quiet, but whiffs of sulfurous smoke
from Sumatra had drifted by the windows. Singapore, however, had been nervoudy quiet asit digested
the effects on the worl d's economy of the gpproaching third millennium.

Only haf an hour away, Djakarta had astonished Smith-Ng with its contrasts. In Singapore the past was
carefully preserved among the skyscrapers, in Djakartait existed side by side with the future. From the
ar thiscity of ninemillion had looked like a patchwork quilt of green trees and mossy, orange- tiled
roofs, al surrounded by innumerable villages. On the ground Djakartawas divided by the ten-lane Jolan
Thamrin.

An English-speaking Indonesian businessman who had sat beside him in the van from the airport had
pointed out thebongkaran to the west, the packing-crate warrens set among bubbling, black-water
candsin which people bathed and brushed their teeth while others defecated into the same water from
bamboo scaffolds. To the east was Menteng, the white-washed mansions of old wealth and new.

Along Jolan Thamrin itself wereforeign embassies, luxury hotdls, glass-and-sted towers, and the
430-feet-tal marble National Monument capped by 77 pounds of pure, flaming gold. Smith-Ng had
stood for amoment at the canopied glass entrance to his hotel and looked at a scene he could never have
imagined: modern automobiles and buses competing with bicycles and motor scooters and pedicab
drivers. Transvestites parading along the sidewalk; banci his Indonesian companion had called them, and
the progtitutes, WTSs , which trand ated as "women of wounded moras." And the peddlers pushing carts
loaded with Gucci-like bags and Levi-like jeans and the fast-food venders with their smoking kabobs
and goat's feet soup. The street had been filled with odors, the familiar ones of internal-combustion
engines and human wastes and the strange ones of spices and tropical blossoms like the frangipani.

Above the noise of the traffic and the shoul der-to-shoulder people had come astrange music like Arabic
melodies set to arock beeat. The figures of the people were dight—he felt grosdy overfed and
overweight among them—and the faces were brown and handsome. The women were beautiful, and the
men were even more beautiful. Before he had |eft Djakartafor Bandung and the resort city of Garut not
far from Papandayan in the company of an English-speaking driver, Smith-Ng had begun to distinguish
differences among the various races mingled together in Indonesiathat his companion had pointed out:
the Javanese, the Sundanese, the Bainese, the Buginese, and the Mandonese. And, of course, the
Chinese,

For thetrip the driver had brought aong a native lunch of salted eggs and rice cakesin bananaleaves,
which he shared with Smith-Ng, who, improvidently, had brought nothing. He had escorted Smith-Ng to
thefoot of Papandayan and then, looking up at the smoking peak, had refused to go farther. "There have
been omens," he had said.



"Omens?' Smith-Ng had repeated.
The Javanese had gestured broadly. "Omens. TheBharatagadha may be at hand.”

"TheBharatagadha ?* Smith-Ng had asked, but the driver would say nothing more. Smith-Ng had
shrugged and started his difficult, panting way to the top of the mountain of old lava— dl 8,744 feet of it.

With the world exploding around him, Smith-Ng had time to fed amoment of triumph before the
realization of what was happening sank in. Catastrophes were better considered from adistance. Close
up they were dramatic, but too find. He had aways been terrified of ingtability. Throughout his career he
had tried to protect himself from abrupt change. Perhaps catastrophism, the search for mathematical
certainty, was hisway of appeasing the gods, much like the prayers of the Indonesians.

But as these reflections crossed his mind he was aready turning toward Kelso. "What do we do now?"
he asked.

"Die, I'd guess." Kelso opened adrawer in the table. He pulled out a gas mask and tossed it to Smith-Ng
before he brought out another for himself. "But you are in luck. Normally there'stwo of us here, but Greg
took aweek off. Put that on."

By the time Smith-Ng had struggled into the unfamiliar hood and adjusted the straps, Kelso had opened
agatein the wicker, motioned him ingdetherailing, and fastened the gate behind him. "Unlike you,”
Kedso sad, hisvoice distorted by the mask he was wearing, hisface looking dien in the gathering gloom,
"we may not be able to predict the future, but we prepare for it."

Helifted a protective plastic shield from a switch on the table and pressed it closed. Cables exploded
bel ow the table. He pushed another button and the walls of the hut fell outward. The volcano's wrath
struck them. Hest blasted against Smith-Ng's face and neck and hands but did nothing to warm the cold
terror that came with the redlization of imminent desth....

He heard arushing sound like gas escaping, and felt someone shaking him. Kelso's goggled face was
closeto his. Thefloor shifted under hisfeet. Panic flooded histhroat.

"Hang on!" Kelso shouted and moved Smith-Ng's hands to the wicker railing.

Smith-Ng clung to it, even asthe wicker jerked under his hands and he felt hisbody moving, risng. "This
isit,” he had timeto think. "Thetop of the volcano has blown away." For him the millennid year was
over; hewould not be around to see the end of it. And then he redlized that they were risng too owly
for that. He looked up. The fabric that had been draped below the ceiling now was curved toward him
like aballoon. He looked down and saw, through occasiona breaks in the smoke, the complete jagged
circle of the volcano's mouth dowly filling with red vomit.

Then they were above the smoke, highin the air, drifting above green valleys, leaving Papandayan and its
waking god behind. "We'regoing to live," he said. AsKelso looked a him he redized that the
vulcanologist had removed his mask. "Were going to livel" he shouted joyoudy. Kelso nodded and
motioned to Smith-Ng's mask. Only then did Smith-Ng redlize that not only were his hands clenched to
the railing of what now clearly was the basket of aballoon but that he could not possibly release them to
remove the mask. Moreover, as the balloon drifted along the length of Java, high enough that he could
See ocean on either side, heredized that they were not safe and that he wasterribly, desperately afraid of
heights.

The basket svung in the clear, bright air, and he clung to it, forgetting Cdley and Lisa, and hiswife, afrad
even to hope that he would set his feet on the solid ground again.
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Chapter Twelve

September 24, 2000
Barbara Shepherd

Barbara Shepherd was dl tied up. Her arms, stretched above her head, were fastened together at the
wrist with rough twine, and her wrists were bound to the handle of a pitchfork whose tines had been
driven deep into the dirt floor of the horse stall. Her legs were stretched just astightly in the other
direction, and her ankles, bound together like her wrists, were fastened to the pillar on the other side of
thesal.

Isaiah had knotted them with the skill of afarmer used to tying bales of hay. The twine, bristling with
coarse, loose fibers, cut into Shepherd's soft skin, and the straw beneath her, odorous with horse urine
and dung, was lumpy beneath her back, protected only by the thin flannel of anightgown.

Isaiah had comefor her in the night, cregping into the women's barracks with the grace peculiar to abig
man, awakening her with arough hand over her mouth and awhisper in her ear. "Comel" he said. She
had been summoned to the service of God. Mutely she rose and followed him into the chill night, without
arobe, without shoes or dippers.

In the months before she had sought out this sanctuary, she had read stories in those scandal ous
supermarket weeklies about Isaiah's "marriages.” He was, they had said, the self-proclaimed Prophet of
the Second Coming, and Prophets were not bound by the rules of lesser men. She had not believed the
stories. Recently, however, she had overhead some of the other women mentioning private audiences
with the Prophet, and noticed some of the comelier women looking aside and smiling. Even then she had
not believed: 1saiah was aman of God, and what need had he of the consolations of the flesh?

But if the storiesweretrug, if this was the contribution she could make to the Prophet, if she could ease
for amoment his awesome responsbilities and comfort histerrible encounters with the Almighty, well,
she had given hersdlf to lesser men for lesser purposes. Isaiah had promised that hisflock would be
saved. She believed that Judgment Day would come upon the world within afew months. And in that
Judgment Day, she believed, the sins of the flesh would be melted away and they, the Saved, would be
reborn as pure spirit.

She had not struggled when he bound her nor even when he swore because she was too short to tie
between pillars and he had to subgtitute the pitchfork, driving it angrily into the earthen floor with dl the
srength of his massive back and shoulders. If thiswas hiswill and hisway, her chosen way wasto
submit without question. But for some minutes now she had heard him digging in the soft dirt in thefar
corner of the barn, and when he returned with adamp spade in his hand, she would have screamed if he
had not silenced her with an upraised hand.

He tossed the spade into the corner of the stall. "It isnot meet," he said, the bass rumble of his preacher's
voice bouncing off the bare wooden walls, "for asinner to share the Kingdom of God."

For a confused moment she thought he was referring to himself. But then she redlized that he meant her.
Shewasasinner, she knew, and dl her revelaion, al her converson, dl her humiliation of theflesh, dl
her obedience, had cometo this.

Isaiah removed his heavy belt. He unbuttoned and unzipped hisjeans, let them fall into the dirt, and
stepped out of them. With the belt folded in his hand he knelt beside her and then with a strong, quick
movement turned her onto her ssomach, twisting the ropesinto her wrists and ankles, and ripped her
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nightgown up the back.

"How beautiful sheis" Isaiah said, asif speaking to himsdlf, or to God. He sighed. "Surdly sheisa
succubus, cometo sted the souls of men.”

Theair was cold on her bare buttocks before the belt descended upon them and she screamed, partly
from the pain but even more from the redlization that she was damned and that she was going to die.

The religious commune aong the northern Caifornia coast had seemed like just the place her awakened
soul had yearned for. The fog was cregping over the mountain range to the west, and redwoods towered
to the north and east. Between them, glowing in sunlight, nestled inits valley like the vison of a pocket
Arcadia, was the farm that she had dreamed about since she had first heard of it Sx months ago. The
origina quintawith its glistening white walls and red-tiled roof sprawled at the far end of the valey
flanked by a newer, rectangular building on one side and a giant barn on the other. Two meadows
adjoining the barn were enclosed by white, board fences. Hereford cattle stood in one, lining afeeding
trough, their coats gleaming red and white in the sunlight. Magnificent Appaloosasthrew up their headsin
the other before, in their exuberance, they galloped off around the turf of their enclosure.

Between Shepherd and the buildings, rows of negtly cultivated gardens had reached to her acrossthe
valey. Bonneted figuresin long dresses had stood and stooped in the fields. Shepherd had sighed. Who
would have thought that this kind of paradise could exist anywhere on earth in this year of judgment?

For minutes she had sat there, unwilling to break the spell that this place had worked upon her heart, and
then, a last, she had started up the automobile where it sat on the gravel road looking down into the
valey and drove her BMW between the fields and up the long drive that led to the ranch house.

Isaiah himsdlf had greeted her. Coming out through the massive front doors, the morning sun turning his
white hair into ahao-like nimbus around his massive head, he looked every bit the splendid saint she had
Seen on television, and when he spoke, his voice so much more impressive than the broadcasts could
reproduce, she knew that she had made the right decision.

"Welcome to the kingdom of God," he had said.

He had taken her hand in his. It had felt big and rough and strong. She could trugt it to do what was right,
and she had wanted to leave her hand there forever. "I have cometo stay,” she had said, "if you will have
me." A great heaviness had lifted itself from her as she said the words. It had been like the moment when
she had been born again.

"The kingdom of God isfor al His children," Isaiah had said. "Come." He had rel eased her hand—she
had falt amoment of loss—and turned toward the doors.

She had followed him through the doorway into the relative darkness of the entryway beyond. The house
had smelled of incense. As her vison adjusted, she saw polished floors and rooms opening out on ether
sdeof ahdlway. To the right was astudy lined with books, amassve wanut desk faced into the room
from its place before the big front window. She had recognized it immediately. Thiswaswhere Isaiah's
television broadcasts were taped, with the Prophet in front of the desk speaking to the audience of
sinners about the end of thisworld and revealing what they must do to be admitted to the next.

A young woman had approached them from the study. Unlike the women who worked in thefields, she
was dressed in alight- blue blouse and darker-blue dacks. She was pretty in adark, sullen way and
pregnan.

"Thisis Janet," Isaiah had said. "She will show you where you areto live and what your dutieswill be."



"I'm Barbara Shepherd,” she had said.

"We use only single names here," 1saiah had said. His smile had been like a benediction. "From now on
you will be known as 'Barbara™

He had turned and walked down the hall toward the back of the house like a disappearing angel.

"Okay," Janet had said in abusinesdike way, "give methe keysto the BMW. | hope you brought thetitle
withyou."

Shepherd had dug the keys from her purse, looked at them, and then dropped them into Janet's
outstretched pam. "No, but | can send for it."

"Well do that right away," Janet had said, turning toward the study and the big desk. "Y ou can so make
out your financia statement and the power of attorney.”

Janet had did her swollen belly behind the desk. Shepherd had stood in front of it. "I don't understand,”
she had said.

"Thisisacommune," Janet had said, looking up under her dark eyebrows. Shadows circled her eyes.
Perhaps pregnancy wasn't agreeing with her, Shepherd had thought. "Everything isheld in common. Y ou
knew that, didn't you?'

"Yes," Shepherd had said. She had known what a commune was, but she hadn't considered the
implications. But she hadn't said that.

"If you want to join, you must turn over al your assets to the commune.” Janet had stared a Shepherd
out of shadowed eyesasif chalenging her to turn and wak away.

"I understand,” Shepherd had said. She more than understood. Janet would just as soon get rid of her.
"I'll Sgnwhatever youwish," she had said humbly.

Janet's expression had softened.

As soon as Shepherd had signed away al her worldly possessions, shefet immeasurably lighter, asif her
immortal spirit had been tied to the earth by everything she had owned and now it was free to soar.

She had put her faith in God and in his earthly representative, and now she could await the Second
Coming without apprehension. Or maybe, as the Russdllites thought, He was dready among them.

Living with three dozen other women had at first appalled her. She had been taken back to her
adolescence when as a competitive athlete she had showered with other women, dressed with other
women, been sent to bed early and roused even earlier, kept her clothing in alocker.... Then, however,
she had been in aformative stage, yearning toward independence but not yet able to demand i,
postponing the privileges and responsibilities of adulthood to achieve agoa. And the bodies around her,
like hers, had been boyish, unsexed by unreenting exercise, even menstruation delayed by the effort to
be the best gymnastsin the world.

Here the women were often weary from their laborsin thefield, but they were obvioudy women. Some
were young and pretty, but many were middle-aged and older with the imperfections of their years. But
all their bodies and their bodily odors were clearly femae. Shepherd preferred hard mae bodiesto the
soft flesh of her kind, including her own, and she had found hersalf shrinking from incidental contact with
the others, trying to find occasions when the shower or the bathroom were unoccupied.



She had not minded the bunk bed so much, and getting into the top one was no struggle for an Olympic
athlete, even one twenty years out of competition. The labor in thefields had tired her at first, unused as
she had become to hard work and the nine or ten hours aday spent in such toil, and she had collapsed
each night onto her bunk, thinking she would never rise again, too tired to notice the rock-hard mattress.
But her body had soon toughened and she had regained the condition she had enjoyed as ateenager.
Shefdt that if she had the chance or the desire she might even excel once more on the beam or the
uneven bars or the pommel horse. Sometimes she had wished that there were a gymnasium nearby that
she could use, perhaps even show Isaiah the skills she could lay before him. But then she had redlized this
was childish pride brought about by her improving physical condition.

It was then she redlized, too, that the whole experience was a mortification of the body for the sake of
the spirit, and she began to accept, aswell, the proximity, the enforced intimacy, of the other women.
The sdlf and dl itsfoolish aversions had to be subdued. She did not abandon modesty, for thiswas one
of the virtues cherished by God, but she showered with the others and did not mind if they glanced at her
when they thought she wasn't looking or if they bumped against her back or hip asthey showered or
camein or out.

What she never quite got used to was the absence of men. Isaiah was the only male presence anywhere
in the valey—even the videotaping personnel were recruited and trained from among the women in the
commune—and Isaiah was not so much amae asaman of God, unsexed by saintliness, neutered by his
juxtaposgition to the Afterlife. Others might consider thisafeminist utopia, where al were equd, even
though the equality was at the low level of self-denid; here were no men to put women down, to set up
prizesthat only they were equipped to win, to dismiss the efforts of women with asmile or athoughtless
word. But Shepherd missed them, their different look, their different voices and perspectives, the mirror
of their admiration; she missed, she thought, the other half of the human race.

She had been set raight about that immediately. Sex and money were the root of al evil. To enter here
they had given up both. Where there were men there was competition; individua differences became
vanity; individua choices became more important than the basic choice of God over man.

It was, Shepherd thought, mortification of the spirit aswell asof theflesh.

Isaiah was not much of a presence, either. Asthey worked in the fields, the women saw only brief
glimpses of his craggy figure standing on the veranda surveying his—no, God's—domain, or getting into
one of hisRolls Roycesto go on abusinesstrip. It was the moment they waited for. One would nudge
another and they would turn their heads to gaze, just for amoment, at the Prophet, and return to their
labors with renewed vigor.

Only once had | saiah spoken to her after their first meseting. It was late afternoon and the women were
returning from thefields as Isaiah'slong, black automobile had passed, raising acloud of dust, and the
Prophet had emerged from the rear door to watch the line of bonneted women approaching. He had
singled her out. With one hand he had motioned her toward him.

"Daughter,” he had said, when she stood before him, "remove your bonnet. Ah, Barbara," he said, "the
kingdom of God agreeswith you. Y ou arelooking very well.”

The fact that he remembered her—she did not want to make the comparison, but it came
unbidden—was like sexua awakening. And his praise made her fed the kind of pleasant wesakness, the
surrender of her body and her independence to another's will, that for her preceded passion.

"We should have a private audience,”" she had heard Isaiah saying, asif from adistance, and then Janet,
from the nearby veranda of the quinta, had said, "Isaiah!" She said it sharply, dmost possessively, and the



Prophet had turned, smiling at Shepherd one last time, and walked up into the house followed by his
secretary.

On Sunday mornings they were dlowed to enter the quinta and watch, on televison, the service that was
taped for broadcast from the study only afew yards away. Thiswas what everyone saw, the Saved and
the snnersalike, but they knew—they knew— that |saiah was speaking to them.

One Sunday hiswords had been particularly memorable because he had spoken about his conversations
with God.

"God hastold methat the end of theworld isonly monthsaway,” Isaiah had said. "The Millennium isa
hand. Judgment Day isadmost upon us. If that doesn't give you a sense of urgency about Salvation,
nothing will.

"When | say 'God hastold me,' some of you may think that | am speaking metaphoricaly, that | have
heard him in my heart, and even if you believe thisto be true and have resolved to be Saved, you have
not heard me correctly. | have heard him the way people hear each other, with my ears. He speaksand |
ligen.

"In the loneliness of my room, in my walks aong the ocean, yes, even when | am with other people, he
speaksto me. He says, 'Tell my peoplethat thisfair world that they have blackened with their snsand
bloodied with their pointless quarrelswill be destroyed. Tell them to prepare themselves, to ready their
souls, to make their peace with Me, for soon | will walk among them in the flames of Armageddon and
take up to Heaven with Me the souls of the Believers and leave the rest to the eternd torments of My
Ancient Adversary.'

"l do not ask you to take my word for this. | am aman like you, asfilled with error as any when my
actions are not guided by the hand of God. Why don't others hear with their earsthe voice of God? 'Why
don't | hear Him speak? you ask. And | say, "You can!’ Y ou can hear God spesk, just as | do, if you
will open your ears, if you will hear asachild hears, lisgening for marvels, believing in miracles, discarding
the skepticiam of what we mideadingly cal ‘'maturity.

"Ligten, and you will hear God telling you to commit yourself to the Afterlife. Believel Preparefor the
end! Or gird your doubting soul for eterna torment. And if you believe, as| do, in thework at hand, rid
yourself of the material possessionsthat only serveto drag you down. At the end of this program, you
will see an address to which you can send your contributions. Divest yoursdlf of everything you own as
an act of belief, and you will float, yes, you will float with God to Heaven on that Judgment Day so close
at hand. The money will be used not for thislittle group of believers but to spread this message, not just
to this nation but to al nations of the world, whatever language they spesk, whatever beliefs or
non-beliefs they profess. For here we have taken avow of poverty.”

And then the program had closed with the vision of the peaceful valey from the ridge at the south where
Shepherd had first seenit. Only thistime the figure of 1saiah loomed aboveit, larger and larger, until the
cameramoved in upon his beneficent features and they filled the entire screen.

Asthey had filed out that morning, Shepherd had glimpsed Isaiah in the study with the cameralights
turned off. He had looked tired and old, like someone giving hislife's blood to redeem others, and she
loved him with the terrible love that she knew he felt for God. If she could fed like that about God, she
thought, maybe she, too, could hear Hisvoice.

In that moment of revelation she saw Janet, even greater with child, hand Isaiah afilefolder that, ashe
opened it, revealed what |ooked like newspaper clippings. And then, as she passed, Janet had looked up
and seen her, and Shepherd had been startled by the look of hatred on Janet's face.



No one came in answer to Shepherd's scream, and after the first outcry she had pushed her head into her
own shoulder to muffle the sounds she could not help making. Whatever happened to her she deserved,
she knew, and perhaps she would save her eternal soul at the sacrifice of her weak flesh.

Then, mercifully, the beating stopped. Over her own strangled sobs, she could hear the harsh sound of

| saiah's breaths and broken words coming from him as he fumbled with the knots that fastened her
ankles. "He'sgoing to let me go!" she thought, and then she made out his muttered words, "'l hear Thee.
She must be punished like abeast. Not like awoman. Sheistoo foul to useasawomanisused...."”

She knew then why her ankles had been released and her legs spread. She would not be buggered for
God! she thought. Perhaps she even shouted the words as she drew up her legs and rolled over. Her feet
now were squardly in the chest of the kneeling Isaiah, alook of stunned surprise replacing the glaze of
obsession, and she uncoiled her body like an acrobat springing to her feet. | saiah toppled backward,
propelled toward the far wall. She heard athud as she wasrising from her kneesto her feet, drawing her
wrists behind her up the pitchfork handle until she jumped and they were free.

When shelooked again, Isaiah wasrising to hisfeet againg the stal partition, shaking his head likea
wounded buffao, and then glaring increduloudy at her. She placed her bound hands around the handle of
the pitchfork where it joined the tines. Asthe angered Prophet charged toward her, she concentrated al
her strength on the task at hand, as she had in the Olympic competition, pulled the pitchfork from the
ground, and raised it just as Isaiah arrived.

His momentum drove the handle of the pitchfork againgt the wall whereit joined the floor and the tines
through his chest until they protruded through his back. His face twisted with surprise, and then asa
trickle of blood came from the corner of his mouth his expression changed from anger to one of peace
and resignation. He stood there, his arms outstretched like aman crucified, until hisarms sank to hissides
and hedied, 4ill standing.

A woman's voice broke into Shepherd's shocked paralysis. "What have you done?' the voice saidin a
tone of ugly condemnation. "Y ou'vekilled Isaiah! Y ou'vekilled our Magter!™

It was Janet, her face contorted with anger and grief.

"Y our master, not mine. He killed himself," Shepherd said camly. She was surprised a how calm she
was. "He had betrayed his cdling and his God, and he killed himsdlf."

Other women had joined them in the barn, gathering around them, staring at the dead Prophet in
disbdief, glancing at Janet and then back at Shepherd. No one had panicked yet, but Shepherd could
fed hysteriagathering. Not in her. She was serene. She had passed through the fire and been purified.

"Shekilled him—shekilled him—shekilled him," the other women murmured.
"You killed him!" Janet said again. Her right hand was on her belly; her left hand pointed.

"You think I got his pants off?" Shepherd said. ™Y ou think | tied my hands and feet together?* She held
out her wrigts, still bound. Blood trickled around the ropes. ™Y ou think God would have dlowed ared
Prophet to die before histime?"

The other women were [ooking now at their dead leader, seeing him for the first time without the halo of
their belief, seeing him dead, without his pants, like any ordinary man.

"Take him down," Shepherd said.
Three of them stepped forward and eased his big body to the barn floor so that helay on his side, the



pitchfork handle at rest in front of him.
"Put his pants back on him and hisbelt,” Shepherd said, "and somebody untie my hands.”

"What are we going to do?" Janet said. Both hands were on her belly now asiif she were speaking not for
hersalf and the other women but herself and her baby.

Her hands free again, Shepherd gathered the sides of her ripped nightgown together over her bruised
buttocks. "We must report Isaiah's death to the authorities. It was an accident. He came out herein the
middle of the night—perhaps he heard a noise—and he sumbled and fell on the pitchfork. No lies. He
did hear anoise; he did sumble.”

"But what will we do?' one of the other women asked.

Shepherd looked at al the empty faces gathered around her, al the women who only afew hours before
had had dl their questions answered. Now they were looking for somebody to take Isaiah's place,
someone to lead them to the Promised Land, and they were not looking at Janet. They were looking at
her.
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Chapter Thirteen

October 13, 2000
William S. Landis

Another grain of sand fell from the thin neck of the beaker onto the pile below. Landis had timed it. A
grain fell every ten seconds on the average, but none of them, except by chance, was averageif he timed
it to the fraction of a second. Each was afraction of a second under or afraction over, and he could not
predict which would drop sooner or later. But afraction of asecond—what did it matter?

Another grain of sand fell onto the pile

The pile below was more significant. It rested on aplastic dish one and ahaf inchesin diameter. By now
some 30,000 grains had fallen upon it, and the pile was about an inch high and filled the plastic dish
completely. The new grain impacted on top of the pile without disturbing it.

Landiswatched, almost hypnotized, for the grain that would precipitate an avalanche. The beaker
revolved once asecond, afew grain of sand trickled down itslong, dightly inclined neck, and every ten
seconds one fell onto the dowly growing pile. But when would the pile cascade?

Another grain of sand fell.
"What were talking about here," Carl Grohe said, "is chaos theory. Some phenomena are unpredictable.”
Landislooked a the tank of fluid beneath him. "Like what?"

"Hoods, forest fires, earthquakes, novas, the stock market. Well, maybe not the stock market, at |east
according to some experts.”

Another grain of sand fell.

The conversation seemed detached from the real world. The [aboratory in which it was being conducted
wasthe customary cluttered, untidy mess of most scientific workplaces, so different from the usud filmed
version with its focus on the central apparatus and meaningful icons. The walls were concrete blocks
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painted pale green, defining aroom about thirty feet square. The floor was bare concrete stained here
and there by old experiments and scuff marks. A metal door led to an exterior hallway, and adouble
door on the opposite wall, to an outside dock. Discarded experiments stood in other parts of the room
or were pushed againgt awall, undismantled but cannibalized for parts. Some, perhaps, still continued in
operation.

Another grain of sand.

But herein the center of the room, Landis was watching sand pile up on aplastic dish and he was Sitting
in abreakaway chair above atank of water. At least he assumed it was water. He hoped it was water.
Because when the inevitable avalanche occurred, it would carry some extragrains over the edge, a
computer would record the pilés weight, and the experiment would begin again. Except that when the
pile cascaded, the chair would release Landisinto the tank.

"If you can't predict it, what's the use of experimentslike thisone?' Landis asked.

Another grain of sand.

"The morewefind out,” Grohe said, "the closer we can come to predicting even chaotic behavior.”
"lsn't that abasic contradiction?

"There may be order even within chaos, what scientistsin thisfield have cometo cdl 'flicker noise
About 1987 aphysicist named Per Bak described it as 'salf-organized criticaity—systems that don't
Settle down to astable configuration but push themsdlvesto the verge of ingtability.”

Ancther grain.

"And when do you predict the next ingability will occur and | will find mysdf in that tank below me?”
"Soon. Very soon. Areyou getting nervous?'

"It'sthewaiting. After dl, it'sonly water. Ian't it?"

"Of course. | wouldn't endanger a science reporter and noted author. 1 wouldn't put acid or knivesin
there unless | were some kind of mad scientist. But thereiis, of course, ingtability in people, too."

Ancther grain.

Landis had not wanted to attend the fortuneteller's performance, but Carrie had seemed redlly keen onit.
Hewould have agreed immediately, but he had experienced an odd reluctance to be part of that kind of
gathering, the creeping of the skin that he scoffed at in others, including Carrie, and one that he found
himsalf unwilling to mention, unwilling even to think abouit.

He hadn't liked not wanting to analyze Situations.

"I know you don't redlly believe in soothsayers," he had said. He had stumbled over the word "sooth,”
because it meant "truth," of which he was sure this fortuneteller had none.

"Of course not,” Carrie had said; "it'sjust an entertainment, and kind of popular these days. But | wish
youwouldn't cdl it that."

"Augury?" he had ventured, knowing it would be worse.

"No."



"Prophecy then."
"Not that elther."

"What then?'
"Foreknowledge, maybe. But | like the word "precognition.™

Landis had seen the direction of the conversation. " Precognition. To know before, Like prediction. To
say before. Then you do believeinit.”

"No, no. Only—"
IIYS?I

"Thereis something to be explained. Dreams. Fedlings. Premonitions. | know what you're going to
say—to warn before. | mean | don't believein predictions, but even you must admit that occasionally
people get flashes of ingght and things happen just likether visons.™

He had read Tannen: he knew that men and women used conversation for different purposes. She
wanted to socidize; he wanted to report. But he hadn't been able to help himsdlf. He was the supreme
skeptic. "Just recongtructions after the fact, | suspect,” he had said mildly, trying not to attack her
defenses; shewould repel frontal assault. " The human mind's greatest talent is self-deception.”

"You're saying that I'm decelving mysdf?' she said. Shewasreinforcing her positionin spite of his
caution.

"Not you—you said you didn't believe it. But the people who do believein it areignoring the basic
inconsistency of tdlling the future. Either the futureisfixed, in which caseit doesn't matter what you know
about it, because you can't changeit. Or it isn't fixed and there's nothing to read.”

"It'snot ether-or," she said. "People il try to anticipate the future.”

"What's |ft is probability, which iswhat people like me— and the people who call themselves
futurists—try to deal with. Learn enough about the present to make a reasonable guess about what is

likely to happen.”

"Well, I've got ticketsand | want usto go," she had said firmly, "and anyway it ought to make good
materid for that book you're working on."

He had had no answer to that. They had met after hisreturn from space, and she was an attractive
woman, intelligent and well read, interested in world events. Thelr friendship—he didn't want to jinx it by
cdling it ardationship—was il new, but it could develop, he thought. It could amount to something, this
latein hislife. So had gone aong with as good a humor as he could muster. And that was how he had
found himsdlf in the middle of a packed audiencein the largest auditorium in town.

The decor was old-fashioned grandeur, red-velvet walls and red-velour sest cushions and crystal
chanddliers, but the ambience was contemporary angst. For amoment, asthey had sdled their way
between clots of people, Landis had entertained the hope that many had come, as he had, as analysts of
millennid folly, but the hush of anticipation soon had convinced him that he was surrounded by believers.

The evening had begun calmly enough with the appearance on stage of Dame Nostra, arega womanina
long, floor-length black gown. She had stood for amoment, gazing out into the audience with dark,
amost black eyes, slver hair framing her pale face so that it seemed asif her eyeswere even larger and



more penetrating. On the bare stage, against the dark backdrop, it had looked unnervingly asif her head
were hanging unsupported in mid-air, and when she spoke, her low, dynamic tones, magnified magically
S0 that they seemed to fill every corner of the auditorium, had vibrated the chanddliers and penetrated to
the bone.

She had launched her performance calmly, talking about the nature of precognition—Ilike Carrie, she
preferred pseudo- scientific resonances to those of the supernatura—and even had described,
disarmingly, the paradoxes of foreknowledge to which Landis had referred. But then, like Carrie, she had
cited anecdotes of precognition and paused dramatically after each revelation of itsfulfillment before
asking, "And how does science explain this apparent prescience?’ And then, after another pause, she had
answered, "Coincidence." Eventualy the audience had picked up the response with her, chanting
"coincidence’ in acompdling antiphony.

If he had not been analyzing his own reections, Landis might have joined in the chorus. Asit was, he
could not help but notice that Carrie'slips had begun to move and then that she was chanting with the
others. Shewas, he had thought with dismay, farther into this phenomenon than he had imagined. He had
been willing to go along with her curiosity about the supernatural, but he was not ready for her total
immerson.

He had missed the trangition, but Dame Nostra had moved with gpparent smoothnessinto a discussion of
her own experiences with precognition, beginning with the incidents of asengtive child and the growing
redlization that not everyone had these flashes of terrifying ingght. At first she had tried to hide them, to
avoid the unwelcomeisolation such difference brought her and then to avoid the pain that her revelations
amogt invariably brought to others. But findly she had cometo redlize the insatiable hunger people had
for knowledge of what was to come, and had begun telling some of them, who could handle redlity, the
truth.

"Or sooth," Dame Nostrahad said. It wasamost asif she had listened in on Landis's conversation with
Carrie. "For 'sooth’ means 'truth,” which iswhy the earlier sensitives, those who have my gift, or curse,
were caled 'soothsayers, because they told the terrible truth.”

Others she had offered sybilline obscurities, penetrable if anyone wanted to figure them out, comforting if
that was what they wanted. But thiswas the fateful year of the second millennium, and it wastimeto
dismissdissmulation. No moreriddles. It wastruth time.

Truth time had begun with afew genera predictionsfor therest of the year, some startling in their
specificity. Landis had jotted them down in the darkness, because an usher had made him check his
recorder as they entered. He had hoped he could read his notes later. And then she had asked for
questions from the audience.

They had been the usud sorts of things: love, marriage, children, money, success, accomplishment....
Dame Nostra had fielded them all, some with names and dates. Landis had suspected confederates or a
data bank whispering information into her ear as people gave their names and addresses. He had read
dozens of exposés by stage magicians describing how such tricks were performed.

And then he had found himself at the microphone, scarcely remembering how he had got there, trying to
distance himself from the person who stood in front of the audience—and from Dame Nostra. He had
heard himsdlf saying, "What everyone wants to know—no matter what they ask—iswhen they will die.
My nameisWilliam S. Landis. Whenwill | die?'

Thewords had hung in the air like the words written on the wall in the book of Danidl. An expression of
something like pain had passed across Dame Nostrasface. "All want to know, but few ask for fear of



the truth. For what good will it do them to learn that their days are numbered?!

Again she had seemed to pick aword from his mind— "numbered” from the meaning of "mene." He had
shaken his head. It could have been nothing but the topic and the Biblical echoes.

"Areyou sure you want to know, Mr. Landis?' she had asked.
"Of course.”

Her eyes had seemed to look through him at something beyond, and when they had focused again on him
she had the look of someone who had seen something unpleasant. "Y our life will end on December 31 of
thisyear," she had said.

Landis had stood &t the microphone, frozen in place, not believing and yet shocked by her certainty, until
someone had pushed him aside and asked the same question.

"December 31, 2000," she had said asif she was as surprised by the answer as the questioner, and again
in answer to athird question and afourth until the date seemed to be graven into a stone that hung around
the neck of every person in the audience, around, indeed, the neck of the world.

A gravestone.

Carrie, it seemed, had not only obtained tickets to the performance but an invitation to the reception
afterwards at the home of the wedthiest family in the city. It was an estate on the edge of town,
approached by along driveway winding through rolling lawns and scul pted trees and shrubs, and avalet
service at the end of it. Landis had got out of his unchauffered car, smelling the clean air scented with
grass clippings, and wondered again a Carrie's socia standing. They had spent their evenings together at
restaurants and thesters, the two of them.

The hogtess, aMrs. Barclay Stone, had greeted them at the door and expressed recognition of his name
when he introduced himself, though her handshake with Carrie had been perfunctory. " So, our famous
local author and futurigt,” she had said. " So glad you could makeit, particularly after your question this
evening. Y ou and Dame Nostrashould have agreat dedl in common.”

That waswhat ordinary people thought, Landis had redlized, confusing speculative thinkerswith the
credulous and the con artists. But he also had known that Carrie had used his name and reputation
through her network of contacts to obtain the invitation, and he had wondered what that portended. Of
course, he had thought wryly, if he had been Dame Nostra, he wouldn't have had to wonder.

The Barclay Stone house was built like a southern mansion; the veranda with supporting white pillars
extended the whole width of the front. The entirefirst floor had been thrown open to the guests, with a
bar in the living room on the right, a buffet laden with food—no cold cutsfor the guests of the Barclay
Stones—in the dining room on the lft, and waiters threading their way among the guestswith hors
d'oeuvres and glasses of champagne.

Just like in the movies, Landis had thought. The 18th- century English middle class had learned how to
behave by reading novels, Americansreceived their socid educations from film. "Issheabdiever?’
Landis had asked Carrie, nodding toward Mrs. Barclay Stone.

"I'm sure | don't know what you mean,”" Carrie had said giffly.

"Does she bdievein the vdidity of precognition?' Landis had asked carefully. "Or is she entertaining
Dame Nogtras guests asasocia obligation to the community?"



"l havenoidea," Carrie had said.

Landiswould have liked to have asked Mrs. Stone hersdlf, but could think of no politeway to do it. He
had wondered, however, what would lead the privileged to buy into the end of the world.

Dame Nostrahad not arrived yet, apparently, and Landis had spent an uneasy half hour conversang with
people he did not know and with whom he had nothing to say. Carrie, on the other hand, wandered from
hisside and Landis saw her across the room in animated conversations.

"Mr. Landis, dr," avoice said behind him, and Landis had turned to find ayoung man a his ebow
summoning him to an audiencein thelibrary, aroom behind the living room that he had not yet
investigated. He had known it was alibrary because the young man had told him so. It had walnut
wainscoting hafway up the wall and adesk, but no shelves and no books. Half seated on the desk, with
aglassof champagnein her hand, was Dame Nostra, talking to two men in tuxedos, one of whom, it had
turned out, was Barclay Stone. Dame Nostra had been brought in arear door to avoid disturbing the
other guests, he had been told, but he thought it was to save herself abarrage of meaningless socid
amenities. Instead, she had people brought to her one at atime.

She had seemed much smdller up close than when she had dominated a stage, and from that stage an
entire audience. But if anything she had been even more impressive. Her figure was dight and her face
had seemed fragile, but her eyes had burned from it like the eyes of atiger from ambush.

"So, William S. Landis," she had said, "we have much in common.”

Thereit had been again, aconfusion of states of mind that Landis had found more terrifying from Dame
Nostra than annoying.

"Apparently,” he had said, ddliberately misunderstanding, "we are both going to die on December 31."
"We both dedl in futures" she had said.

"| cannot match your certainty.”

"Y ou disapprove of certainty?"

"l cannot believeinit.”

"And yet you cameto the theater tonight.”

"It meant agreat ded to my friend," he had said, and then, recognizing the lack of civility, added, "but
once | got there | was fascinated by your performance. And by the audience response. Many people
would liketo believe that somewherethereis certainty.”

"And you do not?'
"I livewithwhat is, not what | would liketo bdieve."

"You aresuchamateridist, William S, Landis,”" she had said, ""and on another occasion | might discuss
with you your incongstencies, your own willingnessto believein theimmateria, but for now let me ask
what you would do if you had visonsthat came true time after time?"

"No doubt | would fed differently," he had said. "But why haven't you announced the end of the world
before?'

"Thisisthefirst time | have seenit,” she had said, and, asit had on the stage, alook of pain had briefly



altered her expression.

"How can that be? The futureisthe future.”
"True. But it unfoldsapiece a atime.”
"And what unfolded this one?"

"Who can say? The visons come to me unbidden. | can neither turn them on nor turn them off. Oftenitis
alittlething, asinggnificant asasneeze or afdling lesf. Perhapsit was your asking the question.”

"Y ou mean that my asking when | would die destroyed the world?"
"Perhaps. But maybe nat. It issuch alittlething.”
"No one had ever asked that question before?”

"No one. | do not even ask it of mysalf. But now the question has been asked—and answered. For me
aswell asfor you."

Then he had understood why she had winced. Or maybe it was the vision of universal destruction rather
than her own that disturbed her. But that was granting her honesty, and strange powers. Landis had
shaken his head defiantly. "Theworld is sturdy, and the future is sturdier. There are billions of people and
the momentum of the millennia, and one man—or onewoman— weigh little againgt those."

"Welivein aworld of Heisenberg uncertainty,” she had said, "and sometimes macroscopic differences
can turn on small- scae events. Be careful what questionsyou ask, William S. Landis: Y ou might get an
answer."

In the car going home, Carrie had said, 'Y ou wish you hadn't embarrassed yourself with Dame Nosira.”
"Who saysthat?'

"It wasall over the party. Y ou had to argue with her. Who knows what she will think of you."

And of Carrie, Landis said to himsdlf. "What she would have thought if | had not spoken to her: nothing."

"I don't think we ought to see each other for awhile," Carrie had said, asif she had read hismind. "If the
world isgoing to end in afew months, | don't think | want to spend it with askeptic.”

So, Landisthought, Dame Nostras revelation had claimed itsfirst convert and itsfirst sacrifice.

Another grain of sand fell onto the pile. The mound held, and Landislooked at Grohe, whosefaceheld a
look of bored anticipation. It was, no doubt, the look of someone who spends long hours watching
inconsequential data accumulate while waiting for a sudden and unpredictable change of state. Not unlike
the condition of theworld asit awaited the millennium.

Televison had made much of Dame Nostra's performance, and newspapers had carried banner
headlines, some of them breaking out their "end of the world" type, before they had al grown sheepish
and followed Dame Nostras prophecy with scientific rebutta's, and then with the customary indifference
of yesterday's news as it had faded before the next scanda or the next revelation of corruption or
stupidity. Carrie, though, had acted on her desire to cool their friendship, and Landis knew that even if
shereturned after the turn of the millennium, their relationship would never be the same. She could never
admit her credulity, and he could never forget it.



Another grain fell. It knocked agrain off the top of the pile. They bumped severa more, and each of
them bumped others until the avalanche of grains reached the edge of the dish and onefdl off the edge.

The motor cut off abruptly. The beaker stopped revolving. The grains of sand stopped faling. The chair
lurched.

And stopped.
Landislooked down at the water just below and then a Grohe.

"Y ou don't think | would redlly dunk areporter, do you?' Grohe said, grinning. "But you believed |
would, didn't you? And that was as good.”

"Yes" Landissaid. "The joke'son me." But he wasn't thinking about the experiment. He was thinking
about chaos theory and about Dame Nostra. Perhaps his life had been changed by an event as
inconsequentia as attending a performance. Maybe he was wrong. Maybe the fate of the world did hang
on an event asinconsequential asthefall of agrain of sand.
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Chapter Fourteen

October 24, 2000
Paul Gentry

Paul Gentry listened to hiswifée's breething. The air camein dowly, softly, and after along pause agentle
exhaation. During the pauses he had time to wonder if the end had come. In the silent moments he found
himsdlf wishing it were over and then feding guilty that he should wish dead this one-time center of his
existence, who had drifted to its periphery and now was drifting beyond the periphery of lifeitself. Was
he wishing her gone for his own sake, so that he could get on unencumbered? Or was he only hoping for
an end to her suffering, for her body to stop clinging to what was beyond retrieval ?

Hewas aredlist abouit this, as he was about so much else, and he knew that the two wishes were
knotted together inextricably. And he knew that her death would not end his guilt—he had not been a
good or faithful husband. He had traveled whenever he could, he had sought hisfame and passion
elsawhere, and he would aways know that he had cheated her of his commitment. Hisonly comfort lay
inthefact that he had never betrayed her at home. Everywhere they had lived he had been amodd of
domestic solicitude and fidelity. She had never known.

He did not keep secrets from himself, however. His guilt would not deter him from his continuing pursuit
of success and pleasure.

Gentry listened to her uncertain respiration and looked at the face on the thin hospita pillow. It wasa
face that had grown old with him and now was beyond age, locked in astruggle that made irrdlevant the
frets of everyday existence. "L et go," hesaid.

Helooked down at her body. Her armslay motionless outside the sheet, folded down neetly once. Her
left arm had been kissed by the Aesculapean snake that delivered potions intended to heal and others
intended to magic away pain. Theintravenous tube led past avave to a dented plastic bag hanging from
an a'm a the head of the bed. Helifted his gaze from her face and the sterile hospitd pillow. Thewadls
were painted aneutrd cream. To hisleft was awindow admitting warm autumn sunlight, to hisright a
narrow lavatory and shower stal. All of it smelled of acohol and strong sogp and disinfectant, and the
only sound, with the door closed, was the broken rhythm of hiswife's bresthing.
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Behind him was atelevision set on abracket high on the wall where it could be watched from the bed by
awakeful patient, or from the adjacent armchair by the mobileill. Gentry reached over hiswifeto the
remote control hanging by athick wire from the headboard, and clicked it on. Asthe set cameto life, he
flicked the channd to CNN.

"...has reported what appears to be asupernovain the Canis Mgjor constellation. Early observations are
unable to determine the distance of the giant sun that has exploded. The first observations coincide with
the location of the nearby star Sirius, but may have come from astar far beyond. In the unlikely event that
Sirius has exploded in anova, or even asupernova, the consequences would be serious, perhaps even
fatd, for life on Earth. But the public should not be darmed, astronomers say: Although Sriusislessthan
nine light yearsfrom Earth, the involvement of this brightest ar in the night sky isremote, Snce Siriusis
not the kind of star that scientists have expected to turn nova, much less supernova. So please stay tuned
to thisgtation for later information, aswell asinstant news about the world today."

The report continued from Atlantawith occasiond remotes from the Middle East, from the former Soviet
dates, from Latin America, and from the Far East, but Gentry was|ooking out the window where the
sunlight was till benign. If Sirius had exploded 8.8 years ago, the light from that spectacular heavenly
fireworks would now be arriving on Earth, and the gamma radiation and X-rayswould be close behind.
If that didn't finish off humanity, the cosmic debriswould do so when it arrived in afew years. If it was
Srius

The door swung open and the day nurse came into the room. Her face was flushed and her stepswere

quick. Instead of going to her patient, she came directly to Gentry. "Dr. Gentry, have you heard the
news?'

"About the supernova?' Gentry asked. He had noticed her on the way to hiswife's room; in fact, he had
been attracted, as he dways was, by youth and a clear complexion, in thisinstance suffused by arosy
glow benegth the skin that he aways found irresistible. He had stopped to ask unnecessary directions. In
the process he had introduced himself and enjoyed the look of recognition that came into her eyes. Her
name, he had noticed from the metd tag pinned to the white uniform just above her right breast, was
"Sharon.”

"Isit serious?' she asked.

"It might be," he said. "The chances are ftill smdl, but if thereis anything you have been putting off for a
better time, it might be agood ideato consider it now."

"Oh, Dr. Gentry," she said. She seemed unableto go on.

"The best thing about it," Gentry said, "isthat it won't matter to Angel." He nodded toward hiswife. "The
end of Earth, the end of the universe—every day the universe ends for somebody.”

"Oh, Dr. Gentry," shesaid again.

No doubt she had handled many life-and-desth situations for other people, he thought, but this cosmic
crisswas beyond her capacity.

Gentry stood up. Asif it were an invitation she had been awaiting, she cameinto the protection of his
arms. Even through his suit and her white nylon uniform, he felt the warmth and resilience of her body, so
different from the chilly, nearly motionlessfigure of hiswife only afew feet avay. Sharon held him, hefelt
her shoulders and legs trembling, but over her blonde head he saw hiswife open her eyes.

Gentry had waited outside the domed assembly hall of Arid Village. He had made his speech to the New



Agers and he had no patience with the mysticism of the speakers that would follow. He had heard
enough of spectral beings from Alpha Centauri speaking their cryptic wisdom in strangely clipped Irish
accentsfrom the lips of amiddlie-aged American, and spiritual entities who concerned themsalves with
humans even though they had no timein their redlity. He had walked out of the hall as a bodiless creature
of uncertain origins named Lazaris had said in ahigh, thin voice, "No. Inaword, no. Thisisnot the
ending. Thisisthe beginning.”

But Gentry believed in getting a check in his hand before he | eft the Site. Knowing the poverty of many
groups, especidly the universities, heinssted onit, and Julie MacGregor, the founder of the village and
the leader of this group, had promised to pay him immediately after the session.

Anyway, thiswas a peaceful part of theworld in which to spend afew moments at rest. He needed rest.
He had been pushing himself hard al year; the millennia fever would cool down soon, and he would have
to find another handle on catastrophe.

Herein Baca, Colorado, the air had been clear and cool in this bright October before the end of the
millennium. To the south, the land rose to Black Mesaiin Oklahoma. Some 120 miles and 1600 feet in
elevation to the west was Trinidad, and beyond that the gray parapet of the Rocky Mountains, and to the
northwest Colorado Springs and 14,000 feet of Pikes Pesk.

Surrounded by the rusty high-plains desert and the great mountains that lifted from them, Gentry hed
pondered the western hubris that tried to endave the eternal land to a human conceit about afew
revolutions of the planet out of so many. In this spot, in the two centuries or so it had tried to shape the
land, humanity had made little difference. "The earth abides," he had muttered. And then his gaze had
drifted to this green park carved out of the semi-desert, with its domed buildings stting init like
toadstools, and above to a plume of smoke from the massive Four-Corners Power Plant not far away.
"These ants may yet bring down the sky," he had told himsalf. Even the desert that looked so permanent
could be made to flower or to blow away; even the mountains that were the consequence of great
continents colliding held within them the seeds of their own destruction.

At that moment, as the swish of the assembly hall doors had disturbed his contemplation, Gentry had had
afeding of impermanence, asif massive forceswere at work in the reaches of the planet beneath hisfeet.

People had passed, chattering. Gentry had looked up, his mood shattered. Why should these foolish
peopl e be carefree when the world might be ending?

Gentry had turned and made hisway past the glass doors into the walkway that circled the arena. Tables
lining the walkway offered chegp salvation: Viking runes, Tibetan bells, herba teas, colored candles,
solar energizers, occult books, pamphlets, tape recordings, computer programs, and, most of all, stones
and crydas. Before histak Gentry had fingered citrines, tourmalines, amethysts, topazes, rose and blue
quartz, black onyxes, obsidian, and ordinary pebbles rounded by tumbling in Rocky Mountain streams.
Gentry had seen some outside imbibing the sun's rays and othersin bowls of water. The water, he had
been told, was soaking up energy from the crystal. Gentry had even seen a crystd wand that could cure
diseases of the mind and body. They had all been attractive enough, in their different ways, but he had felt
no sympathetic vibrations, no healing or soothing powers.

He had looked through the books aswell:Natural ESP ,Shambhala ,Synchronicity ,Cosmic Crystals,
Crystal Healing ,Perfect Symmetry ,The Mayan Factor ,Sympathetic Vibrations ,Creative
Thought Remedies ,Animal Dreaming ,Creative Visualization ,Easy Death ,The Unquiet Dead ,The
Case for Reincarnation —they went on and on through a series of books ghosted, literdly, by a
35,000-year-old warrior who had once lived on Atlantis, and aseries written by alive actressin which
sherdated her discovery of the spirit world and found her way to recognition of herself, and everyone



dse, as God.

Gentry had gone past them dl, through the doorsinto the arenaitsalf, where aman dressed in akhaki
military shirt over awhite shirt was addressing the assembled audience. Hiseyeswere closed asif in
communion with unseen spirits, and his arms were outstretched asif to embrace the universe. He looked
alot like asalesman praising the psychic benefits of his product.

"We must honor prophets like Dr. Gentry, who came here to warn us about the end of theworld," he
had said, "but |et others worry about what that meansto them. To usit means not an end but abeginning.
We havelived before and we will live again. If not here on Earth then in another, better form. Perhaps as
spiritsrefined by fire to a better understanding and an experience that defies description.

"You are God. You are, each and every one of you, part of the Second Coming."

The audience had responded with scattered upwellings of agreement like afundamentalist congregation.
But questions and dissent had emerged aswell. A woman's voice had caled out from somewherein the
audience, "What about the UFOs?"

"No one with any accessto the records and amind that has not been closed to the evidence can doubt
that extraterrestrids have visited the Earth and that they come from more advanced planets than oursto
share their wisdom with us. We have only to look around us, at Stonehenge and the pyramids and the
Mayan ruins and the ancient landing field a Nazcain Peru. Some of you have been contacted by diens,
or by the spirits of diens, who have promised to take the faithful away in spaceships on the day the End
arrives, that you will be saved not just in spirit but in body aswell. | have no quarrel with that. Y our truth
isyour truth, and my truth ismy truth.”

Gentry had been about to make hisway to the platform, to expostulate with these smpletons, to burn
away their foolish illusions with the cleansing flame of his end-of-the-world rhetoric, when hefdt atgp on
his shoulder.

"Dr. Gentry," ayoung man's voice had said, "Julie wantsto see you."
"And | want to see her," Gentry had said.

The controlled anger in Gentry's voice had made the young man turn and look a him, but Gentry had not
cared.

Julie MacGregor's office was in the admini strative toadstool—the New Agers were big on domes,
because they said energy spiraled upward. A picture window behind the desk offered amesmerizing
view of the mountains along the horizon, perhaps even Pikes Peak on aclear day, and beyond the
manmade oasis the ruddy semi-desert of southeastern Colorado. Just as dramatic were the office
furnishings: aclear glasstable top, uncluttered by papers or equipment, supported on exquisite pillars of
what looked like rose quartz, and an executive chair behind it molded from lucite. In one corner of the
office agpotlight was focused on an imposing chunk of amethyst held doft amost invisbly by aglassarm.
In the other corner was awhite-leather sofawith matching easy chair behind a coffee table whose top
seemed to be asingle dab of rose quartz.

MacGregor had had her back to the door, looking at her million-dollar view, but she had turned when
Gentry entered. As dramatic as the office was, it was only a setting for the woman who occupied it. She
had worn aturquoise swester, violet swesat- pants, and green ankle-high sneakers, and asizable crystal
had dangled from her neck. Although she was more than 65, her hair was till red and she till had the
body of adancer and the presence of an actress, and she had focused on Gentry the full impact of her
green eyes and the certainty of her beliefs.



Shewas one of the few beautiful women Gentry had met for whom hefelt no desire, perhaps because he
fdt, instead, a vague sense of intimidation.

"Ah, Dr. Gentry," she had said, "'l have your check." She had held out a discreet business envelope. "And
our thanks."

He had taken a step forward to accept the envelope, taken it in hisfingers, and hesitated. "Why do | fed
used?' he had asked.

"I'm surel don't know, Dr. Gentry," MacGregor had said, her eyes opening wider. "'l sense the viscerd
emotions of your yellow chakra. That's good. That's even better than the sexud pulsations of your orange
chekra Letitout.”

"| fed," he had said, his bass voice reverberating in the room with so much to reverberate againg, "like
the front man for a con game who doesn't know until too late that it's a con game. | scare your customers
to death and your operation movesin to rescue them—for aprice.”

"We offer them hope, Dr. Gentry, and away to face the uncertainties of the future. What do you offer
them?'

"Redity.”
"Your truth isyour truth—"
"And my truth ismy truth,” Gentry had finished. "I've heard that before. What doesit mean?”’

"It means, Dr. Gentry, that we al see different parts of redity, or redity in different ways. Y ou preach
your redlity— that the world is coming to an end, and there's nothing that anybody can do about it,
unless, if theimpersona disasters of the universe don't kill us, your audiences are willing to do what most
of them can never do, which isto change their ways of life. We offer them away of coping with that
redity—aview of auniversethat is more benign, more human. And wecan get them to change their
lives"

"But what you get them to change won't save them.”

"Will you save them, Dr. Gentry?" she had asked gently. "No, Dr. Gentry, you fedl used because, if you
areright, the tables have been turned. Ingtead of using other people, instead of doing well out of
preaching misery and despair, you have played a part in aprocess in which you have been ussful in spite
of yoursdf. Like the old fire-and-brimstone preachers, you terrify the congregation and we save them for
eernity.

"If you're ill angry, however," she had said, extending amanicured hand, "perhaps you'd like to return
the check."

"I don't think that would make me fedl any better," he had said. "But | can assure you thet I'll be more
careful inthefuture”

MacGregor had stood up. She was even more impressive standing. "That isn't why | asked you to see
me, however. I'm afraid | have bad news. We had atelephone cdl for you when you were unavailable.
Y our wife has been taken to the emergency room of the hospital. Her conditioniscriticd.”

He had stopped, moved from confrontation to concern in away he had not expected. "Thank you," he
had said. He had turned to leave. "How soon can | get aflight out of here?"



"I have ingtructed that my personal jet be placed at your disposal,” she had said. "It will be ready as soon
asyou are. I'm sorry to be the one to give you the news, but | thought it might be better from me."

"I didn't expect this" Gentry had said, "at least, not so soon." He had thought his wife might live out the
year.

"Dr. Gentry," MacGregor had said, "I know you have difficulty accepting comforting thoughts, but
perhaps you might pass aong to your wife my sympathy and the message that death is only atemporary
date. Wedl have lived many times before, and wewill live many times more, elsewhereif not here.

"What might help your wife—"

"Angd," Gentry had said.

"—Angd, isto cleanse the third eye of negative thought patterns.”
"Thethird eye?'

"The one behind the forehead.”

"The pined gland?'

"Thethird eye," she had said. "And it wouldn't hurt you, either, Dr. Gentry." She had lifted over her head
the crystal on its golden chain that had been around her neck, walked to him with the grace of a dancer,
and put itin hishand. "Give her this"

"Shewill gppreciaeit,” he had said and turned and left behind that psychic production, that monument to
humanity's power to transform everything, including itseif.

Angel's hand rested in Gentry's calloused pam. It felt like abundle of bones held together by parchment.
Sharon had turned, perhaps when shefdlt hisbody stiffen, and pretended to be brushing lint from his
shoulders before she straightened her patient's covers, adjusted the drip of intravenous fluid, and left, not
looking back. Angel's eyeslooked at Gentry and shetried to spesk.

"I'm here," hesaid. "Y ou don't have to say anything. | bring you the persona best wishes of Julie
MacGregor." She liked even second-hand contact with celebrities. " She sent you this." He pulled the
crystal from his pocket and put it over her head so that the crystal rested against her bony chest. For a
fleeting moment he entertained the notion that the crystal might magicaly transform her cancer-ridden
body into something like that of Julie MacGregor, but it only lay there, scarcely moving with her shallow
breething.

Shetried to speak again. He leaned his ear close to her mouth. Thistime she spoke clearly.
"It's—al—right," shesad.

Henodded. "Yes, it'sgoing to bedl right."

Sherolled her head dowly from sdeto sde. "I—know," she said. "It's—all—right."
"Y ou know?"

"I've—aways—known."

Gentry sat back. For amoment he could not look at her face and then he forced his gaze to return. Her
face seemed incapable of movement but her eyes were asking for his understanding.



"You'veknown," hesaid. "I'vetried to keep that part of my life separate. It had nothing to do with you.”

Her head moved forward just a bit. "I—know," she said, and then she shut her eyes and her breathing
fatered and resumed and fatered and stopped.

Gentry held her hand for several moments before he reached over and pressed the button twice that
summoned help that came, as he knew it would, too late. Nurses and adoctor bustled in, too busily, too
full of life, and looked at the blue wristband that said "No Heroic Measures." Sharon closed Angdl's eyes
and folded her hands across her chest, looked at the crystal and then at Gentry, and | eft.

Behind him Gentry heard the CNN anchor woman saying, " Scientists now have determined that the
supernovareported earlier was not Sirius, and CNN regrets any aarm that its announcement may have
caused. But we livein adangerous universe in which knowledge of what lies out there may be our only
defense. Our perceptions of danger may reach beyond our ability to copewith it, but CNN believes that
too much information is better than too little. It will continue to keep the public abreast of dl eventsas
they occur. Better to fed completely informed, even of troubling or ambiguous happenings, than to fed
that bad newsisbeing conceded...."

The news, and the world itsdf, faded into dusk and Gentry sat with hiswife's body, fedling regret for her
and for himsdf, until the day shift ended, and Sharon returned and took him back to her apartment and
comforted him far into the night.
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Chapter Fifteen

November 6, 2000
EloisHays

The broadcasting building stood like awhite monoalith in the Garden of Eden. Pam trees guarded the
wide green lawn, and its sweep was interrupted by red and yellow flower beds and bisected by a curving
white driveway. Tucked discreetly behind the building and screened by blossoming bushes was the
parking lot. No matter how much fertilizer kept the lawn green and the flowers brilliant or how much
weed killer protected the domesticated florafrom the attacks of its uncultivated competitors, the picture
was ecologicaly correct.

Tdl windowsin front of the building opened on an entrance |obby that reached the structures full
three-story height. Mogt of the space behind the lobby was devoted to television studios, administrative
offices, and equipment. From the top floor, executives could glimpse the blue Pacific stretching to the
endless horizon, and on good days the spouts of whales.

The radio gtation, on the other hand, was tucked away in aback corner of thefirst floor. It consisted of a
small studio big enough for the host and the equipment for playing commercid tapes, atablefor his coffee
cup and scattered papers, a couple of microphones hanging on flexible arms from the celling, and aguest
or two. Facing the host, and separated from the studio by a glass window, was aroom full of equipment
and atechnician who a so answered the telephone for call-in shows.

It had boiled down to this, Elois Hays thought: In little more than 100 years, Marconi and his Nobd prize
and the mass production of radios, networks and their news operations, entertainers, and programs, and
the transformation of the leisure habits of aworld, the vast technological and economic enterprise had
been reduced to these two little rooms and their cheap voices. She wondered whether it was the
marketplace or smply human nature that transformed dreamsinto trinkets. What would come next?
What new development would turn television into adime-story ornament?
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Or maybeit would endure. The theater had survived, and perhapsit would last another few hundred
yearsif only theworld could get past thismillennid barrier.

Why wasit abarrier, the host was asking her? And what didThe North Wind contribute to people's
concerns about the end of the world?

That was easy enough, and her actress's contralto made her answers seem better than they were. Even
over theradio she could project her intengity. By comparison the talk-show host's customarily dominant
baritone seemed like querulous nagging. She didn't want to put him off, so she pulled back, reduced the
timber of her voice, threw in afew pauses. His name was Jerry Minton; she caled him "Jerry™ every time
she answered aquestion.

She had done this many times before, answering the same questions so often that they seemed asfamiliar
asascript. Yes, The North Wind was about catastrophe and peopl€'s fears of the approaching
millennium, but one way to dedl with fears wasto act them out, or watch others act them out for you.
That was the psychologicd basisfor dramatherapy. The North Wind and the other programs and articles
and books and movies about the year 2000 were away of developing hedlthy attitudes toward an
uncertain future. No, she didn't think dramals principa function wasto minister to neuroses, it answered
people's need for art, to give the muddied world of experience an aesthetic order, and thester was away
for an audience, if not to create art, to participate in its creation.

Y es, she had been in therapy hersdf. Actors and actresses lived unnatural lives. They worked nights and
dept days and found themselves the focuses of too much undeserved admiration and envy. What they did
and how well they did it affected the lives and careers of too many others. The theater attracted people
who needed to lose themsalves in being someone e se, and their private lives, for that reason, were often
complicated and frequently messy. When they weren't being someone else they tried to escape being
themselves; they drank too much, doped too much, dept around too much, married too much, and
looked for answers too much outside themsalves.

During the commercid break, Minton relaxed into amore persona mode. "You'reared pro at this. You
really make melook good, you know? Sometimes guests would rather have aleg sawed off than answer
asmple question, and getting them to say something meaningful about themselvesislike extracting Sate
secrets.”

"I've had alot of experience,” Hays said.

"And you're such agreat lady of the theater,” Minton went on. "Nobody'd know it, just to meet you. |
don't mind teling you, thisisthe high point of my radio career.

Hewas aplump, ginger-haired man in hislate thirties or early forties, probably with aspirationsto be a
televison news anchor that never would be fulfilled because his voice was better than his appearance,
and he had as much charm asadrilling rig. On thistour Hays had met many like him.

"Youre making mefed old," shesad.

Minton shook his head knowingly. "Y ou're avery attractive woman, and you redlize it—a sexy lady no
matter what the calendar says. Herewe go live again,” he said, hisvoice and posture assuming their
on-the-air demeanor.

"Welcome back to the Jerry Minton show," he said. "We're talking to that famous actress of stage and
screen, Elois Hays— though not much screen of |ate, eh>—movies are such adowner. Sheis appearing
thisweek at the Griffith Theeter in aplay as contemporary asthe millennium itsdf, The North Wind .



"Now if | may, Ms. Hays—or should | call you Mrs. Witherspoon?”
"Cdl meElois. | don't need any man'sname,” Hays said.

"Especidly aman such as George Witherspoon, isthat right? | mean, are the grocery-store tabloids
correct in their stories about your husband's philandering?'

Hays gave Minton the Lady Bracknell stare fromThe Importance of Being Earnest .

"Not only with young women, of course," Minton went on undeterred, "but if the Stories are accurate with
young men as well—some say with the author of the play in which you are performing?

"Wéll, Elois, what does awoman of the world, thefirst lady of the theater, do about a husband who
caresno more about her reputation than his own?”

God damn him, he was going to make her answer or shove his microphone down histhroat and stamp
out of the studio. Shefdt her carefully crafted surface shatter and anger boil up between the crackslike
molten iron from the center of the Earth.

On the way to the Deep Sea Drilling Project, Dennis Gregory had told her that George had scheduled
her for two more promotiona interviews. Over the roar of the helicopter'srotors, Hays had thought the
publicist had said "four.” How many? she had objected, knowing that she was the touring company's
greatest asset, knowing that she did the promotion bit well and could face the ordedl one at atime, but
quailing at the prospect of an endless series. More than two was endless. Handling unpleasant chores one
at atime was her way of coping, just asthetrip to theloca scientific operation, whatever it happened to
be, was her way of keeping sanein aworld determined to drive her crazy. Her natural curiosity about the
universe around her might be the equivaent of someone else's romance nove, but science was agreat
spectator sport, maybe the best around. And if she were lucky she might come across something that she
could discussingtead of the usua pointless persond questions that talk-show hosts preferred to ask
celebrities.

"No-no," Gregory had said. "Two, not four. And both in Hawaii."

"| till don't understand,” she had shouted, "why we are performing in Guam and then doubling back to
Hawaii."

He had shrugged, asif to say that they all knew the vagaries of bookings and theater availability. Or of
George, she had thought. Who knew what assignations guided his scheduling of thisworld tour? Or what
anxietiesin hisaging loins sent him in search of more exotic flesh?

After that shattering encounter in Hampdon's hotdl corridor, Hays had walked through her days asif they
indeed had been numbered. She had fdlt dive only when she was on stage being someone else and had
only begun to revive when, whatever his motives, George had announced that the show was going on
tour. Broadway's flirtation with millenniaism had been brief, but the rest of the world was less jaded.
And, whatever George's motives, the tour had done well, playing to full houses throughout the Midwes,
the South, the West, and now the Pacific, with George scheduling her days for promotion and his nights
for God knew what. Somewhere along their path had been Tokyo, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore,
and at the end of the tour, in the week between Christmas and New Y ear's Eve, were a haf-dozen final
performances on Broadway. Although she didn't like using the word "find."

"Atleast," Gregory had been saying, "you get to see another part of the world—and thisholein the
ocean floor that you're so keen on.”



Guam had been strange. They had performedThe North Wind four times aready to brown-faced people
who had never seen snow in their lives, much lessaglacier, once to amostly white audience of Navy
officers and men from the base up on the mountain. But it had been the Guamanians who had shivered
and applauded, and the Guamanians whose tensons had peopled the idand with ghosts and ghostly
terrors.

But then the Guamanians were more religious and more consarvative, and fundamentdism, with its
millennia apprehensions, had imbued these |ast few months with the anticipation and the dreed of
Judgment Day. If the world were to be destroyed, why not by mountains of ice? Fire the Chamorros
knew dal about. But ice?

Hays had emerged from the theater late one night to find agroup of Guamanians around agiant bonfirein
anearby park, asif itsroaring flames could drive away the ice giants from the north. Some of them had
been dancing with natura abandon, the Polynesian part of their heritage emerging, inthistime of crigs,
from its Spanish and Filipino components, in quest of an unmediated relationship with the supernatural.

Other storiesin the newspaper or the bi-lingua radio station had hinted at rites closer to the primitivein
the more secluded portions of theidand, at anima and even human sacrifice, but Hays hadn't believed
them. The Guamanians were too civilized. She had guessed that the accounts were reflections of what
might be happening in the truly isolated parts of the world, areas of Africa, perhaps, or Mongoalia, or
New Guinea—jplaces she had never been but about which she was willing to assume the most
outrageous ceremonies.

The world definitely was coming apart. No one who paid attention to the news could doubt that. Ina
dozen parts of the world, neighbors were fighting because they had different religions or even different
interpretations of the samereligion, or their ancestors had once occupied the same [ands. Organized
crime had become better organized and more ruthless. Murders were up, robberies were soaring, rape
was epidemic. After amodest decline during the early '90s, drug use of al kinds had exploded. Episodes
of mob violence proliferated in the mgor cities of the world, and mass dayings by armed lunatics
occurred dmost daily. Civilization was turning out to be afragile skin over avat of molten metd.

Then the Army helicopter had settled on the landing pad at the stern of theJOIDES Resolution .

The ship had the outline of an ocean-going vessd, but in the middle was an oil-well derrick. Fromiit
extended a couple of Erector-set booms. Nearby on the deck were racks of aluminum- aloy pipe.

The scientigt in charge, an implausibly youthful 1ooking woman with the implausible name of April Sowers
and short hair bleached blonde by the tropica sun, had explained that the ship was picking up the project
abandoned by theGlomar Challenger . They were drilling a hole through the Mohorovicic discontinuity
to the mantle beneath, anear part of the Earth that the creatures who inhabited its surface had never
seen, never touched by drill, whose only evidence came through reflected waves of sound. She didn't call
it themantle at firdt, but the "lithosphere.” She shifted to "mantle”’ as a concession to Haysslay
vocabulary.

For the past few years theResol ution had been drilling cores from various places on the ocean floor,
dating them, tracking the movement of the floor, coming to an understanding of the geologic processes
that created new floor. Molten fractions of the mantle's basdlt, the scientists theorized, upwelled at the
oceanic ridges and pushed the floor toward the continents where it dived under their edges, lifting them
into mountain chains or stripping away vast stretches of coast, producing earthquakes and volcanic
eruptions.

Hays had shivered with terror and excitement, thinking of the impermanence of the Earth's surface, not



unlike in principle the oceans that covered much of its surface. She had thought al that was over, back in
the primitive beginnings of the world, but the solid land on which she spent most of her days actudly was
only athin raft floating on aseaof hot mush. She had not known then whether she had been shaken more
by fear or by awe at the grandeur of the concept.

"But now we're going to try to tap the mantleitsalf,” Sowers had said, "here where the crust isthinnest.”

TheResolution , she had said, held itself with computerized engines over the degpest placein theworld,
the Marianas trench, 210 miles south of Guam. They floated over more than 36,000 feet of water, five
miles, straight down. Mount Everes, if they could lift it and turn it upside down, would fit into the trench
with more than amileto spare.

Hays had shivered again to think of the depths benesth her feet. She might sink for hours, for days, and
never touch bottom. What light would reach her then in those ill, stygian waters? What sound could
vibrate those compacted molecules?

The Moho discontinuity, that sharp line where the crust met the mantle, seemed to lie from ten to forty
miles below sealevd. At the bottom of the Marianas Trench, Sowers had said, five milesbelow sea
leve, the crust was thought to be only three to five milesthick. Instead of drilling through eight or nine
miles of crystdlinerock, like the degpest well of the world in Russias Kola peninsula, theResolution
could smply lower itslightweight, duminum-alloy pipe through those miles of ocean before theturbine
engine at the bottom had to drive the bit into rock. The entire string was lifted only to recover core
samples or to replace the bit or repair the turbine.

The secret to success was forecasting the westher. The ship had to remain in the same spot in spite of
wind and waves, but a storm would overwhelm the capacity of their enginesto compensate. Hurricane
winds would force them to remove the upper few hundred meters of the string, mark what was left with a
radio beacon and a buoy, and hope to recover their place later. So far the process had worked. They
were nearly five milesthrough the crust; they might even reach the mantle before the year was over.

All this had been communicated as the tour had progressed, afascinating diplay of technology in action.
Here the breakthrough in humanity's relationship to its environment had come to afocus. James Wattss
improvement of the steam engine in the middle of the 18th century had brought humanity to this point.
Hereit could send exploring rockets into the universe in preparation for spreading its seed beyond the
limits of the Earth, and probes into the depths of its native planet. Instead of a scattering of tribes
tolerated by supernatural powers and subject to punishment or extermination at agodlike whim, humanity
had become matter contemplating itself, that which existsto understand the rest.

And yet Hays's exdtation had been underlain by unreasoning terror, like the buried fears of her childhood
forcing themselves through ancient channelsto erupt at the surface. Theimage of theResolution 's bit
breaking through the Earth's crust into the as-yet-untouched mantle was like the ego forcing itsway into
theid. Who knew what monsterslay in wait? Who knew what damage they might do, unleashed?

Hays had known where the images originated. She had remembered the stories she had read as achild,
of exploration gone astray, of experiment gone awry, of the unsuspected strangeness of the universe
gtriking back at human hubris. She had remembered stories about dien creatures awakened from long
deep at the bottom of the sea by submersibles or atomic explosives or degp-sea mining operations, and
another about the planets themselves as eggslaid by abirdlike creature dmost as big as Jupiter and
about desperate drilling operationsto kill the chick at the heart of the Earth before it hatched. And she
had remembered all those movies about the monsters or gases or lava unleashed by scientistswho did
not think serioudy enough about the possibility that they might be wrong, that they might not be ableto
anticipate the unpredictability, the outright maevolence, of nature.



The Japanese were good at personifying (or creaturefying, she had amended) the dangersthat lay
unsuspected behind the placid assumption that rationaity had prevailed, but the Americans were better at
clothing modern terrorsin the lab coats of everyday science. Contemporary fairy tales—compiled by the
brothers Grimm, not Hans Christian Andersen.

"Don't you ever worry," Hays had said, "about what might happen when you break through?*

"Y ou mean that the job might be over?' Sowers had responded, deliberately misunderstanding. " There
will dways be new areasto explore, new knowledge to discover. Today's scientists find humility agreeat
ded more gppropriate to their sate of knowledge than hubris.”

"What if you should unleash aflood of lava?' Hays had persisted, wanting to force reassurance from
Sowersslips.

Sowers had laughed. "Y ou've seen too many sci-fi movies."
Hays had flinched at thistoo-accurate reading of her state of mind.

"What well get ismore like aflood of information that we never expected. Not lava. Thedrill holeistoo
small, for onething, and the mantleitsdf dready is erupting a the mid- oceanic ridges. Nothing new
there. We do worry about fouling the Marianas trench with gas or oil, and we've been ready to plug the
hole at any moment we struck a pocket or deep reservoir. But so far we've been lucky, or there are no
hydrocarbons that deep. We did run across a pool of molten sulfur early, like the BerthaRogerswell in
Oklahoma. But we were ready for that.

"No mongters,” Sowers had concluded. "Only knowledge. That may be shattering enough.”

Hays thought about Sowers and her search for information as Minton's question bored through her outer
layer of assurance. And then from deep within her she fdt rising to the surface not the hot lava of anger
and resentment but a new sense of hersalf, independent of George, independent of any of her husbands
or the casual lovers she had taken in her younger days. She could, she thought, define hersdlf.

"Well, now," she said, scarcely pausing after Minton's question, "that has nothing to do with me, you
know. George Witherspoon and | married for the usua reasons, and are separated for the usua reasons
and will be divorced soon for the usual reasons.”

"Are you announcing divorce proceedings?' Minton asked, hisnoseintheair like a cat scenting mest.

"I'm not announcing anything," Hays said coolly. "Y ou have asked me an inconsequentia question, and |
have answered it in the same pirit. 1'd like to talk about something important. With the world
gpproaching an event inits struggle for surviva, at amoment in time that we humans have avarded a
sgnificance beyond the ordinary, surely we can find something to discuss more vita than someone's
marital Satus.

"Just afew daysago, for instance, | watched a ship floating above the degpest spot on Earth drilling a
hole that may reach through the planet's crust to the mantle beneath, and | realized—" And she launched
into adescription of the Mohole project that had even lubricous Jerry Minton so enthralled that he forgot
to ask any more questions about scandasin Haysslife. Indeed, the news of her divorce proceedings
made only a paragraph on the entertainment page of the loca newspaper.

But when Hays I eft the studio, shefdt asif she had started anew play. It would be the drama of her own
life, and the most challenging role she had ever accepted. She might belost for awhile, looking for the
playwright, trying to remember the lines and her motivation; she might often be afraid; she would not be



ableto dismiss her terrors, particularly her fears of the future, so easily. But she felt now like Sowers,
looking for new knowledge. She could never be certain of what might lie undiscovered below or above,
but she could be sure that it would be wonderful if unsettling, and that, whatever it was, she could cope
withit.
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Chapter Sixteen

November 19, 2000
Sally Krebs

The giant cement statue of Christ the Redeemer, spotlighted againgt the night sky like avision of
Judgment Day, dominated Sally Krebssimagination more than the mystery of her companion, and even
when shelooked away, the afterimage remained, like the figure on the cross that had hung on the wall of
her bedroom when she was a child. Sitting on the veranda of the Jockey Club, sipping an after-dinner
brandy, she had felt asif a cold hand was clutching the pit of her somach. Something terrible was about

to happen.

People she had interviewed over the past months had told her that they lived with apprehension every
waking moment of their lives, and she had not understood until now. She recorded too much catastrophe
to congder it anything more than the raw materia of her trade; to know that the world is built on
cdamitiesisto deny them their power to terrify.

She had dwaysfdt that journalists were different from other people because their addiction to
information of al kinds gave them an experience of the world as panoramarather than closeup, as
process rather than event. Y et she could not repress a shiver. Something was douching toward this
beautiful city to be born, something she had not yet identified but she knew was related to the guerrilla
movements springing up here and therein theworld, in Latin America, in Africaand the Middle Ead, in
the remains of the Soviet Union and its former dlies, and in the Orient aswell. The End of the World was
producing an end-of- the-world extravagance among those who could not share the abundance
displayed on televison screens everywhere,

Theimage of the good life had been made avail able through the magic of satellite transmissions but not
the substance. Communion without transubstantiation; today's religion of consumption offered its rewards
only to the Elect.

"You shiver," Raul said a her right shoulder. "Areyou cold? Y ou must take my jacket.”

"No, no," Krebs said. "It isquitewarm." She could not visudize the egant Raul in shirtdeeves, athough
shewas sure he would remain just as e egant and possibly even sexier; to her, menin shirtdeeves had
aways seemed eratic. In any case, Rio had been warm, in the mid-70s during the afternoon, and humid,
athough here, near midnight, the temperature had begun to coal.

"It isthe excitement, then,” Raul said. "Thethrill of the great event. That for which you made the great
journey to the south.”

Their dinner of chateaubriand (from Rio Grande de Sul, the waiter had said proudly, where the best beef
comes from), asparagus andchuchu , chayote squash, and a heart of palm and tomato salad, had been
accompanied by severd bottles of Portuguese wine. Brazilian wine was just as good, Raul had said, but
Portuguese wine had the cachet of the old country. The waiters had brought the food to the table on a
tray, offering seconds a anod or the wag of Raul'sfinger Had it not been for the shadow of her
unrevealed assignment, the CNN cameraman, with his camera on the floor besde his chair, seeted
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discreetly three tables away, and the escort of ragged Bolivians Iurking somewhere near, she would have
felt like atourigt, privileged to have been shown both the best and the worst of Rio. She had spotted a
few of their guards earlier, each of them carrying at |east one conced ed weagpon, she suspected, and she
wondered why the police had not detained them. But she possessed information that the police did not.

"They cdl themsalvesthe'Dark Road,™ her boss had said, "and they are planning something dramatic to
make their case before the world. After agreat dedl of soul-searching, we notified the State Department,
but they say it's nothing. Well, we think it's worth the time and expense to check it out.”

"We don't often get invited to arevolution,” she said to Raull.

"Not arevolution. Perhagps not even the beginning of one," Raul said. The words came out like
quicksilver, making her self- conscious about her own blunt, mid-western speech. "Perhaps the beginning
of the beginning of arevolution. If we arelucky.”

"Or if theworld isunlucky,” Krebs said, in spite of hersdf. "Don't we have enough problems without
cregting more?"

"Thetradition of the American pressis support for the underdog,” Raul chided gently, laughing at her
behind hisdark eyes. "Or at least neutrdity.”

"If I am neutrd, | am neutra for civilization,” shesaid. "And | am neutral againgt chaos. In chaostoo
many people get hurt, these days maybe the whole damn human species. That's the one grest virtue of
the U.S. system. It dlows usto have change without chaos.”

"The rest of theworld learns only the worst from your country,” he said. "For usthe way of desperation.
When dl other hopeis gone, thereisonly chaos."

"But why did you take achance on CNN? Surdly you must have been concerned that plans might leak?
"Havethey?'
"Not fromme," shesad. "But CNN isabig organization.”

"Wetook that chance. And if welosg, after al thereisonly me, and perhaps afew others, and the
movement will goon.”

"Y ou'd gamble your life on that? Just for alittle publicity?

"Revolutions have changed. Now the newsis everywhere and even the remotest village may have a
satellite dish. Revolutions are fought in the television studios of theworld.”

Shetook abig sip of the brandy infront of her, asif the burning in her throat could restore her to redlity.
"And what if | refuseto take your pictures? What if | don't want to add your revolution to the troubles of
theworld?'

He shrugged. "Y ou would risk your job to protect the guilty?"
"It'sgoing to be that big?"

"It will be so dramétic,” he said, "that your tape will be viewed al over theworld. And you will bethe
only onewho will haveit. Y ou will become famous.”

He wasteasing her, this man without alast name who had flaunted his machismo before her likea
toreador's cape, this L atin gentleman of wealth and position who had taken for his own the plight of the



favelapoor and the landless peasants.

"Andif | decideto carry out my assignment,” Krebssaid. "What isit that | should instruct my cameraman
to tape?"

Raul looked at hiswatch, awafer-thin gold Rolex. "It isamost midnight. Y ou might wish to focus your
cameraup there.”

Shefollowed his negligent wave. He was pointing at the giant figure of Christ the Redeemer atop nearby
Corcovado peak.

Ontheinterminable flight from Miami, the tune of Flying Down to Rio had kept running through her head
and as she looked out the window beside her she could imagine scantily-clad girls dancing on thewings
of apropeler-driven airplane and Rogers and Adtaire, in their first roles together, dancing thecarioca . It
all had been part of an era of innocence. Between two World Wars, to be sure, and in the depths of the
Depresson's massve loss of faith, but without the awareness of the ways in which the human species
could redly destroy itself and maybe even destroy the planet that had given it birth, and long before the
arrivd of the oppressvefears of amillennium amost at hand.

The eterna drone of the jet engines had become part of her existence, and she had damned the
economies of an organization that sent off its staff in coach. She had flown firgt-class only once, and then
by accident of an overbooked coach class, but she imagined what it must be like ahead—good medls
with red chinaand slverware and wine, with plentiful free liquor before and liqueurs afterwards, and
room to stretch and move around and even ascend the 747's spiral staircase to the lounge. She had tried
to straighten her legs once more under the seat ahead and then had stood up and stretched her back in
the aide before lurching down the narrow passage between the two seats on the side and the row of eight
inthe middle to the nearest horizontal row of stinking, littered toiletswhere she had to sand in line.

Thelong orded inthe air had been an unreal beginning to an unrea experience. After eight hours oft,
passengers began to get alittle crazy, asif this cramped world, measured in inedible meals ddlivered on
plagtic trays, was dl the life there was, and existence without vibration, with the solid ground beneath and
the sky above, was the fantasy.

Then the sun had come up like ared god born from the sea, and Krebs had seen beneath the wing the
agtonishing green carpet of the Amazon jungle extending from seashore to the horizon on every side, and,
appearing under the wing, the gresat ribbon of the Amazon itsdlf, cutting abroad, brown swath through
the greento Margjo Idand at its mouth, bigger than Switzerland and Delaware combined. Sheimagined
the smell of therain forest and the chatter of monkeys, the rustle of agoutis, the dither of anacondas, the
screech of macaws. That Edenic vision had redeemed the whole long trip.

But as had she studied the landscape more closdly, Krebs had seen the cruel muddy patches where the
jungle had been cleared and tiny buildings scattered here and there like the toys of wanton children, and
the ravines where the tropical rains had washed away the thin soil. Toward the western horizon she had
seen wisps of smoke rising toward the cloud-dotted blue sky, where new portions of the rain forest were
being razed, and she had felt arevulsion at the despoiling of landscape she had cometo think of as hers,
earned by her admiration and her ordedl.

She had thought she understood the desires of the Braziliansto transform their nation and their lives by
putting to use the vast resources that could make Brazil an economic power in the world. She had known
that the officia rate of deforestation was lessthan haf of one per cent annually and that the other nations
of the world had exploited their natural resources without public protest. Her own country had cut down
its native forests to build houses and create farms, and then built cities on the farmland. Where were the



SerraClubsthen? But times and morality changed.

Deforestation was not a problem when an entire continent was almost empty. Pollution did not exist when
nature purified the air within afew hours and the water within afew miles. Overpopulation could scarcely
be more than atheory when the mgority of children died ininfancy, and afamily could aways light out
for thefrontier. But what was reasonable behavior in one century becameirrationa in another, and the
greatest problem the world faced was the surviva of old patternsinto eras when they no longer worked.

In any case, the deforestation of the Amazon basin would pay off only in disgppointment. Therain-forest
soilswould never support agriculture, and the last great rain forest on the planet, with al its untapped
resources, would have been sacrificed for nothing. Therationa solution would be for the developed
nations of the world to compensate Brazil for leaving the Amazon untouched, but the Brazilians were too
proud to accept charity and Krebs held out few hopesfor rationa solutionsto any of the problems of the
world.

Instead the scene bel ow had seemed to sum up for Krebsthe sorry state of the world—unbearable
beauty trembling on the brink of extinction.

And then the flight began preparing for itslanding in Rio de Janeiro, So Sebagtio do Rio de Janeiro.

The Aeroporto Internationa do Galeo had been like internationd airports anywhere in the world: wide
expanses of concrete and glass crowded by people anxious to be elsewhere, but this one had been clean
and new and conveniently arranged in two buildings, each one of them two half circles separated by
motorways. And the faces had been browner, the clothing, more colorful, and the odors, spicier.

The Bolivian who had met her had been a surprise; he had looked dender because he wastal, but Krebs
had had the fedling that under histan sport coat and off-white dacks was awell- muscled body. His dark
hair had been as curly as a Roman god's, his brown eyes had been warm and knowledgeable, and his
face had been so beautiful she had caught her bregth.

"My nameisRaul," he had said, "and you must be Sally Krebs, news producer for CNN," and, as soon
asthey had collected her luggage and had ingtructed ataxi driver how to follow them with the
cameraman, they had been off in alimousine waiting at the curb. The limousine had been long and black
and polished, but the chauffeur, like thetaxi driver, had looked asif he had experienced alifetime of
trouble.

They had toured the broad avenues and older streets of Rio, passing through or around the hills that
sometimes ran clear to the sea. They had toured the broad, white beaches of Copacabanaand Ipanema
with its palm trees and their blue expanse of the southern Atlantic and their tanned, beautiful peoplein
bathing suits. The cameraman had a picture of thematé -man with his chrome-plated tea-barrdl threading
hisway through the dozens of soccer games on Copacabana Beach, and a bather in abikini with his
head stuck in a plastic orange tel ephone stal aong the mosaic pavement. They had passed by one of the
great segports of theworld, with itsrows of giant freighters automaticaly |oading and unloading their
cargoes, and the rich suburb of Botafogo with its beach sheltered from the Atlantic surf. They had
stopped in the old city to promenade along the Ruo do Ouvidor from the market place to the church of
So Francisco de Paula. They had viewed the old city palace of the fugitive Portuguese sovereign Dom
Joo V1, the Monroe palace, the cathedral, and the church of Our Lady of Candelariawith itstwin towers
and graceful dome. They had seen the dliffs of the perpendicular mountains held together with band-aids
of cement. And they had taken a cable car to the summit of Sugar Loaf, that landmark for generations of
sailors hungry for land and the sensua ddlights of Rio, where they had seen much of the city spread out
before them like arich man'stoy, and the funicular railway to the statue of Christ the Redeemer on
Corcovado, the peak called Hunchback, where, up close, Krebs had felt dwarfed by itsimmensty but



curioudy blessed by its outspread arms.

A fedling of peace had spread through her, such as she had not known since she was a child, and she
wished she had taken the time to go inside the cathedrd to cross hersalf and perhaps even to enter the
confessond and unburden her sinsto a priest who could not understand English but could give her
absolution anyway. But even then, under the spell of the giant figurein aforeign land, she had known that
absolution did not come so easily. First she had to forgive herself, and that was difficult, not because her
Snswere SO great but because a concern with individua salvation in aworld that might not see another
year, much less another millennium, had seemed peculiarly sdf-centered.

That had been her last moment of tranquility. Raul had taken her from the residences of the fortunate to
the favelas, the shanty towns built of abandoned bits of wood and metal and cardboard, scattered
through and around Rio. Just as they had seen and taped the sunny views of the city, Krebs and her
cameraman had recorded the lives of the poor and the homeless, the adults drudging in abit of soil or
nodding in apatch of shade, the children, their thin faces hungry for food or money, surrounding the
grangers and their shiny vehicleswith their grimy hands outstretched. The smell of urine and feces and of
rotting food had been dmost unbearable. Raul had scattered cruzeiros like roya largess, but Krebs had
held back, telling hersdlf that she needed to retain her journdistic objectivity athough she had realized
later that thiswas only an attempt to insulate herself from the misery shewas unableto dleviae.

"Where do they come from?" she had asked Raul later, knowing the answer but wanting to voice her
protest anyway.

"From the land, drawn to the promise of the city.”
"But surely they would be better off where they are?’

"They do not seeit that way. Maybe if they owned the land, but they are only peasants, and between
rent, taxes, and wesather, they have no hope. And now there are generations that have known nothing but
this"

"But what will become of them?"

"The young oneswill go into progtitution, the boys aswell asthe girls, or into drugs, the old onesand
many of the young will die of disease or of manutrition, or of both; afew will escape through crime, or
athletic or artigtic ability, or luck. That dender possibility iswhat keegps them coming.”

The conversation had paused while they sipped their dark Brazilian coffee at a cafe back aong the Rua
do Ouvidor, where Krebs had indeed entered the church of So Francisco de Paulaand blessed herself
with holy water but had found nobody there to hear her confession. ™Y ou had a purpose in showing me
these thingstoday," she had said, "in my weakened condition.”

"I could say that you were more susceptible,” Raul had said, "but the truth isthat events are not. What is
scheduled to happen istimed for the day of your arrival. We regret your weariness—your jet lag—but a
more leisurely schedule would alow timefor discovery by the authorities.”

"And thefaved as?'

"What you have seen today symbolizes the gulf between the poor and therich. Here within this city we
can seeliving side by side the forcesthat can tear the world apart.”

"And you're going to give those forces alittle help,” she had said skeptically.
"Charity isthe bribe wedth paysto poverty; welfareis governmenta charity amed at keeping rebellion



just below theleve of explosion. But eventudly inequditiesraise pressurestoo high, and atimely
revolutionislike assfety vave."

"The gtate of the world may be more fragile than you think. Mixed with the other millennia concerns,
your revolution may destroy the whole vessd."

"Well, weshdl see" Raul had said cheerfully. "We shadl have alate dinner thisevening, and a midnight
what you have come for will happen. Meanwhile, | will take you to your hotel and give you a chancefor
asestaso that you will be fresh and ready to record history."

Asthey had parted in the lobby of Copacabana Palace Hotel, Raul had taken her shoulder in astrong
right hand. The touch had almost unhinged the backs of her knees. ™Y ou find me sexy,” he had said. It
hadn't been a question, and she hadn't known whether to admit or deny it. "Mogtly it isthe dlure of
power you fed," he had continued. "Y ou are adesirable woman and | would find much pleasurein
making loveto you, but | want you to know that | am as cdlibate asa priest. | am wedded to the
revolution."

Ashe had parted from her, the imprint of his hand still burning her flesh, she hadn't known whether to
laugh or to cry. Instead she had gone to her room and collapsed, only to dream of awhole city going up
in flames, of mobs careening through smoke- filled Streets, and bullets screaming al around her inthe
night.

The spotlighted figure on the peak seemed to move, torisein the air asif some new Assumption were at
hand, asif ahumanity's aspirationsfor eternd life had put on the fragile redity of flesh, had become what
it represented, and now was ascending into the heavens whence it came. Then the sound of the explosion
assaulted their ears, and Krebs redlized that the terrible event she had dreaded was happening and she
could not look away. The guerrillagroup that Raul represented, the Dark Road, had chosen the dark
road indeed. It had blown up the giant statue of Christ the Redeemer.

For amoment the figure climbed beforeit pitched forward dowly, and, like | carus shedding hisfeathers,
crumpled to the ground in fragments beyond their line of vision. All they could see wasacloud of smoke
and debrisrising in the spotlights the statue had vacated.

The first words Krebs spoke were to the cameraman. "Did you get it?" she asked, and then to Raul,
"What astupid thing to do. It will dienate everyone, even your followers."

He shrugged. "Y ou hated it, didn't you? | hated it. But we must destroy in order to build. We must free
oursalves from our unreasoning attachment to the past. We must destroy the symbolsthat endave us.”

At that moment she saw Raul for what he had claimed: He wasthe priest of anew religion, and in order
for that religion to succeed, he had to tear down the old one. As sirens echoed from the hills and the
staccato sounds of autometic gunfire seemed like the sound effects for ahorror movie, she understood
that what she had seenin him was only areflection of his unattainability. He had given himself to an ided
and he had nothing left for any woman. The virtue of the myths he dedt in were irrdlevant: People could
dedicate themselves as completely to folly asto truth. And as she turned away from thisromantic
revolutionary and her own romantic illusions, she redlized that she had stumbled across another truth
about the condition of theworld in thismillennid year.

That was how she edited the tape. She removed any scenesthat included Raul, and dispatched it, an
hour |ater, to the Atlanta office. Later she discovered it had become the centerpiece for aroundup of the
atrocities committed that night around the world and for the terrorist attacks in Uruguay, Venezuda, and
Peru, in another Georgiaand Azerbaijan, in South Africaand Isragl and the Sudan, in Laos and the
Philippines.... It was the best of times; it wasthe worgt of times; it was atime of revolutions, and Krebss



tapes had recorded the most dramatic event of them all.
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Chapter Seventeen

December 7, 2000
Murray Smith-Ng

The view was spectacular. The sky was a bottomless|ake inverted overhead, the redwoods towering in
the distance were green-hemeted guards, and here on the cliffs above the white- capped surf of the
Pecific the gulls circled and the dried, brown grassrustled in the ocean-scented breeze. But Murray
Smith-Ng could think only of his predicament.

"We're not asking you for miracles" Victoriasaid. Shewasatall, dender young woman with dark hair
and dark eyes and a spectacular chest that she displayed in alow-cut, tightly fitted blouse tucked into her
blue jeans. "Just to practice your profession.”

Smith-Ng still wore the clothes in which he had been abducted from the streets of San Francisco, the
dark-gray suit with the white shirt and the red and blue regimental tie. His kidnappers had offered him
other garments, but aslong as he was in academic regdia, so to speak, he had afinger-hold on the real
world.

"Y ou overestimate my abilities, young woman," he said. His voice wavered on "ahilities" but he hoped
shedidnt notice. Theillusion of cool confidence might be hisonly hope. "I am amathemétician, not a
fortune-teller.”

She sat with her back againgt aflat upcropping of rock. In her right hand she swung awooden staff idly
back and forth asif to orchestrate her remarks. She seemed totaly at ease, and yet she had removed
from her waist-band a blue-black, large-barreled automatic and placed it by her side. "But," she said,
"you predicted the eruption at Papandayan.”

She mispronounced the name, as he had before he arrived in Java, but he knew what she meant because
she had mentioned it before. Now he wished he had never heard of Papandayan or Java or the Ring of
Fire. He regretted it more than he had when he stood on the rim of the erupting vol cano, though the event
had made his reputation, and the audience of scientists at the conference had sat in respectful slenceas
he presented his paper and wrote his equations on the blackboard and afterwards gave him an
unprecedented round of applause.

"A sroke of luck," he said.

"Nonsense," she replied. She nudged him closer to the cliff edge with awell-aimed poke of the saff into
hisright buttock.

He knocked the staff away. "Don't do that!" The surf breaking on the beach below looked like jagged
rocks, and he wouldn't be surprised if they concealed rocks just as jagged, ready to grab and mutilate his
body when it fdll. Vertigo made his somach wesk. "Heights make medizzy,” hesaid. "Maybea
consequence of my Java experience.”

"All the morereason to do aswe say," Victoriasaid, prodding him again.

"I won't be any good to you dead," he said. He hoped he was firm, like Humphrey Bogart telling Sidney
Greendtreet that torture wasn't an effective threat unless they werewilling to kill him, but his voice may
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have quavered when he thought of death. He was no Sam Spade.
"Y ou aren't any good to us anyway if you don't tell uswhen Armageddon isgoingto arrive.”

Smith-Ng watched ayoung man, clad only in atowel, make hisway down the narrow path that snaked
down the sde of the dliff to the narrow beach below. He was the man caled "Reggie," who seemed to be
the leader of these crazy survivaists. Smith-Ng watched the play of musclesin the young man's back and
legswith afascination he could not have explained.

Victoriaprodded him again, and he swung around to face her. "Armageddon isardigiousterm. You
can't trandate apocaypitic language into scientific language. The Bibleisyour only source of informetion.”

"But therésadifferenceininterpretation,” she said serioudy. "Therésthe premillennidists and the
dispensationdists, and who knowswho ese."

"Not only that,” Smith-Ng said, "there's the Seventh-Day Adventists and Jehovah's Witnesses and the
Church Universal and Triumphant and a dozen other churches and sects and cults, dl of whom clamto
have aspecid indght into the end of everything."

"One of them hasto beright," she said stubbornly.

"Every one of them has been wrong regularly and consstently. William Miller, who founded the
Seventh-Day Adventists, predicted the world would end in 1833, 1834, 1843, and 1844; Charles Taze
Russell picked 1914, when Christ, who had been reborn in 1874, would be forty yearsold, and his
followers became the Jehovah's Witnesses, Mother Shipton chose 1881, 1882, and 1991, Elizabeth
Clare Prophet picked 1987 for Californiato fall into the ocean and 1990 for the end of everything; and
Marian Keech gathered together her group on Dec. 20, 1954, to be taken away by flying saucers before
the worldwide Flood. None of this has anything to do with science.”

"Look," Victoriasaid, swinging her staff gently in her hand, "I'm the nice one. Some of the otherswant to
best it out of you."

"That'swhat I'm talking about,” Smith-Ng said. "Y ou can't do science with someone ready to shovea
knifein your back—or astick. When | predicted Papandayan | had data about tectonics and
temperatures and earth tremorsto put into my equations about vol canic eruptions, along with established
correlations. There's no data about Armageddon, and anything | told you would be nothing better than a
guess”

"Well, now," Victoriasad, "theré's economic figures, wars, armed uprisingslike the onein Brazil and
other places around the world, weather, politics, anything you want. We've got computers, you know."

He had seen at least one of them, Al right, and he would be willing enough to give them aprediction if he
was certain he knew what they wanted. But he was only a short, fat, near- sighted professor on the
wrong side of middle age, and he had the terrible suspicion that if he gave them the wrong answer, they
would kill him just assurely asif herefused to go along with their madness.

He was reminded of another catastrophe that had occurred on this date. This might well be his Pearl
Harbor. Histhoughts searched desperately: If this were one of his equations, what would the answer be?
But he knew, with an eevatorlike surge in the pit of his ssomach, that persondities and individual desires
had nothing to do with catastrophe theory and that he was going to have to figure this out without the help
of mathemdtics.

When they had picked him off the street outside the conference center, till flushed from the success of



his presentation, he had been so shocked by their strength and teamwork, one on ether side, hustling him
along, that he scarcely had had time to protest before he wasinsde the black sedan with its
smoke-colored side windows and it was already on its way toward the Golden Gate Bridge and highway
1. On ahappier occasion he might have enjoyed the scenery of the northern Californiacoast, the
redwoods and the dliffs and the blue Peacific stretching infinitely into the west. Instead he fretted over what
his abductors intended to do with him until, after severa hours, the highway had |eft the coast to join the
Interstate and a blindfold had been fitted over his eyes. He had found that comforting.

The two men in the back with him had refused to tell him why they had kidnapped him, and the woman
driving the automobile had said only that if heingsted on asking questions they would have to gag him.
But the blindfold had assured him that if they didn't want him to identify their destination they must planon
releasing him afterwards. Though the thought of what came before " afterwards' had been enough to keep
him gpprehensive.

The car at last had swerved, had rumbled on unimproved roads and stopped before bumping over some
kind of barrier, and had finally come to a halt. The blindfold had been removed, and Smith-Ng had been
struck by brightness. The blues and greens and whites and browns had overwhelmed his capacity to
interpret them. Ashisvision cleared, the dazzling impact had not lessened but the sensory impressions
had separated themselves into sky and grass and cliffs and trees and buildings.

Instead of being expelled from the Garden of Eden, he thought wryly, he had been abducted toit. To his
left, over arise of white cliff, wasthe Pacific. To hisfar right, towering above the long, bare rise of
redwoods, were the peaks of mountains, no doubt the Coast Range. In front, across an expanse of
brown bark, flower beds, and graveled paths, was a mansion masguerading as alog cabin. Although it
was only one story high, Smith-Ng could see wings extending behind the broad front that faced him. The
only incongruous e ements were the windows that |ooked more like gun ports and the two-story towers
at each corner of the building that looked asif guards stationed there could control the entire cleared
area.

And then his captors had urged him out of the car and toward the cabin while the sedan itself had
vanished behind the building. As Smith-Ng had been ushered through a door that looked like wood but
reveded athick metal edge, he had had a glimpse behind him of the barrier now closed over the graveled
road on which they had entered. The gate was made of metd bars, and it met, on either side, before they
disappeared into the surrounding redwoods, a stout chain-link fence that had looked asif it could be
eectrified.

But where would they get dectricity? he had time to wonder before he was thrugt into the entryway of
the cabin, and the size of the place unfolded before him. Big rooms had opened on either Side. To the
right had been alibrary with shelvesfilled with books from floor to ceiling and tables and chairs scattered
across polished wood floors. On one of the tables Smith-Ng had seen a modern computer. To the left
had been aliving room carpeted in atan berber; in the middle was a huge wooden coffee table
surrounded by brown leather chairs and sofas. Doors farther down the hall had promised more rooms.

Reggie had been waiting in the living room. "Here heis, Reggie," one of hisabductors had said, before
they both had turned and left.

Smith-Ng had appraised Reggie, as he had felt himsdlf being studied. Reggie wastal, lean, young,
athletic, confident. Beside him Smith-Ng had felt even more physicdly inadequate, and it had seemed to
him that he had lost another competition when he spoke fird. "I don't know what you think you can gain
from me that's worth a kidnapping charge, but you should know that | am an impoverished, recently
divorced academic, and nobody would pay a dimeto get me returned.”



"Kidnapped?' Reggie had said, smiling. ™Y ou must have misunderstood. We want to retain your services
as a catastrophe theorist. My people are sometimes too impetuous.”

"Blindfold and dl?' Smith-Ng had said. "That wouldn't look too good in court.”

"That would be hard to prove, wouldn't it? Particularly when we have your E-mail acceptance of our

proposal.”

They had planned far enough ahead to fake that too. Smith- Ng had considered the complicated matter
of proof and the waysin which his character could be attacked, aswell the time and money a court case
could consume. Time and money meant agrest dedl to him, perhaps nothing to these madmen. "Since
there seemsto have been amisunderstanding,” he had said at last, "1 presumethat | am freeto go?"

Reggie had surprised him. "Of course," he had said. And then, after apause, "But you might have
difficulty finding your way back, and something might happen to you. There are bears and hunters and
stray bullets, aswell as dangerous paths from which people have been known to fall to their desths. And
al our transportation is out-of-commission at the moment. Perhaps you'd be willing to stay overnight and
make an early start.”

Smith-Ng had considered his options. It hadn't been the lions and tigers and bears he had been
concerned about but the distance he would have had to travel, lone and on foot, and "the stray bullets,"
aswell asthefal to one's death. These people could easily fake an accident.

"Perhaps we can reach an agreement. If | can perform my services, your transportation might be
miraculoudy repaired.”

"Y ou are aperceptive man," Reggie had said. "That speakswdll for your professional competence. What
we want of you isyour prediction about Judgment Day, about Armageddon.”

Smith-Ng had alowed hisincredulity to appear, but choked back the natural response, ™Y ou're out of
your mind." If Reggie were indeed out of hismind, like Jm Jones and David Koresh, he might decide,
like those two, to take hisfollowers with him, and anyone e se who happened to be there at thetime.

"While you're thinking about it," Reggie had said, "'let me show you around the place.”

Smith-Ng had never taken a house tour with less motivation. And yet, in spite of himsdf, the sheer
wonders of the place had overwhelmed his apprehensions. The cabin was like aguest lodge, with

perhaps two dozen roomsin each wing, joined by abig dining hall with along table across the front and
two even longer tables extending at right angles, like an English college commons. Behind it was abig
kitchen equipped with mixers and beaters and shiny pans hung from arack above the preparation table, a
couple of big refrigerators, and arestaurant-sized stove flanked by microwave and traditional ovens. The
stove and traditiona ovens, Reggie had said, could be adapted to burn wood.

Behind the kitchen was a pantry room, with freezers and thoroughly stocked shelves, and behind that, in
the enclosure embraced by the two wings, was the source of the electricity, an array of photodectric
cdls. Reggie dso had pointed out the units on the roofs of the cabin wings and said that eectricity was
stored for overcast days and nighttime in ranks of batteries. Gasoline-powered generators were available
for backup.

"With most of the world concerned about the end of everything,” Smith-Ng had said dryly, "you have a
big investment in permanence.”

"That'swhy were survivaligts," Reggie had replied. "Foolstrust chance. Intimes of crisswise men



prepare for the worst.” He had seemed to make an impulsive decison. "I'll show you.”

He had led Smith-Ng to ameta plate set in concrete in a cleared area beyond the photoelectric array.
He had inserted akey. When he had removed it, the plate had pivoted upward on concealed hingeslike
some stone doorway into aworld of fantastic revelation. Reggie had led him down asteep meta ladder
into a concrete room with acircular metal staircase on one side and an open elevator on the other.
Reggie chose the eevator, which descended past dark rock wallsfor minutes before it arrived at the
bottom and they stepped out into what seemed like a near-duplicate of the lodge above, including the
kitchen and the stocked larder. This one, however, had been carved out of rock, apparently hundreds of
feet below the surface. And here there were dormitoriesinstead of individua rooms, and an armory
stocked with more weapons than Smith-Ng had ever seen in one place. Automatic rifles were racked
againgt one rock wall; four machine guns and a dozen mortars rested in a corner; hand guns were stored
in plastic cases and wooden boxes were stacked high against awall. Some of the boxes had "hand
grenades' stenciled on the sides; others said "ammunition™ identified by cdiber.

"Wewill defend oursalves," Reggie had said, "against the people who chose not to preparefor a
worst-case scenario.”

"Or take over when government collapses?”
"Someone will haveto,” Reggie had said smply. "Better us than the mobs.”
"The cogt of dl thisisunbelievable,” Smith-Ng had said.

Reggie had shrugged. "Nothing, really, compared to William Randol ph Hearst's San Simeon retreat, and
some of our backers could have bought out Hearst with ayear'sincome.”

"And what happens," Smith-Ng had asked, "if dl thisfalsinto the ocean?If the catastropheisamassve
earthquake?'

"Weare survivdigs," Reggie had said, shrugging. "We have other places aswell equipped asthis. Y ou'd
do wdll to help us. Not only will you be well compensated, you might be offered an opportunity to seek
refuge here when the time comes.”

"Tojoinyou?' Smith-Ng had said, not hiding hisincredulity.

"There are compensations other than mere surviva,” Reggie had said. "Let me introduce you to one of
them.”

They had ascended back to the surface, and back to the living room where Victoria had been waiting.
Smith-Ng could not imagine that this cool, competent, voluptuous young woman was areward to be
offered for extraordinary services, but the thought that she might offer hersdf, that she might take charge
of hisbody and mold it to her own sensuous desires, had turned hisflesh cold. He could not decideif it
was desire or gpprehension.

These survivdists wanted a prediction, Smith-Ng thought, stlanding on the dliff edge above the Pacific,
unableto retreat because of his uncertainty about what Victoriamight do, unable to respond to their
demandsfor fear that the wrong prediction might set off this cult into a paroxysm of murder and suicide.
As salf-possessed and confident as they seemed, their behavior suggested a deeper uncertainty that he
feared to aggravate. Instead, in good academic fashion, he delayed.

"Thisplaceishbuilt for dozens," he said, "but I've seen only five or Sx. Where are the others?'

"Off earning aliving, of course" Victoriasad. "That's one reason we need you. When do we cal them



in?'

That wastrue. This place could support its complement of survivaistsfor years, but after afew
uneventful months morale would begin to deteriorate. Their catastrophe would be that there was no
catastrophe.

"What'sthe big ded 7' Victoria asked. "On one side you get payment; on the other"—she poked him
again with her gtick; it was, he thought, like athreat of rape—"you get the deep blue sea.”

"Asto therewards—" he began.

"Money," shesaid. "That's no problem. A down-payment up front with aretainer for weekly updates.
Promise of aplacein arefugeif you want it. And if you can get therein time. And someimmediate
pleasure.” She smiled and stretched lazily. "Y ou look like you haven't had much recently.”

"You'd do that," Smith-Ng asked, "for the good of the group?’
"Maybel like short, pudgy, middie-aged men," she said.

Smith-Ng nodded at Reggie making hisway back up the cliff sde from his morning swim. "Wouldn't
Reggie care?'

"Reggie?’ Shelaughed. ™Y ou don't know Reggie.”

He didn't want to explore that remark'simplications. He had made up his mind. He would haveto give
them what they wanted, what he was sure now they wanted.

"Okay," hesad. "I'll dowhat | can."

He brushed past Victoriaand her stick and her automatic and led the way to the lodge and the computer
he had seen in the library. He switched it on, opened afile he labeled "Catastrophe! " and confidently
typed in his equations. Here hewasin charge, and Victoriaand Reggie and the goons who had abducted
him were at cliff's edge to be poked. Hereferred to international data banks for stock-market trends,
economic indicators, unemployment data, factory closings, interest rates, wage-price movements,
financid-ingtitution failures, strikes, lock-outs, bankruptcies, foreclosures, fluctuationsin exchange rates,
commodity prices, oil and gas shortages, imbaances of trade, assassinations, politica ingtabilities, coups,
terrorigt attacks, and third-world nuclear capabilities. With Victorias breath warm in his ear and her left
breast pressed againgt hisright shoulder, heinserted valuesin his equations and sat back while the
computer did the caculations.

"Wewill havethis stuff checked, you know," Reggie said, from behind.

Smith-Ng haf-turned. Reggiewas till in histowd, likeayoung god. "So | presumed,” Smith-Ng said,
"but | should caution you that thereis no one, in my small field, or outside, who will be able to understand
more than asmal part of what | have just done for you.”

The answer came up on the screen in the form of agraph with hillsand valeys. Smith-Ng'sfingers moved
mystically over the keyboard, and the graph twisted to present itsdlf in asimulation of three dimensions.
Now it looked like an Escher landscape. Once more his fingers performed their magic, and the hillsand
valeyswere painted with colorsthat transformed the landscape into afairyland without fairy folk. But
somewhere there was a pot of gold.

Reggie grunted. "What doesit say?"



"Forget Judgment Day," Smith-Ng said, looking back at Victoriaand then Reggie. "Forget Armageddon.
What this saysisthat the chances of worldwide economic collapse are forty-seven per cent over the next
thirty days, sixty-five per cent over the next three months, elghty-three per cent over the next year."

"Never one hundred?' Reggie complained.
"If you want certaintiestalk to prophets.”
"What about other catastrophes?’

"I've dready done caculations on volcanic eruptions, nuclear war, asteroid collision, supernovaand solar
exploson, anew ice age, the greenhouse effect, plague, pollution, and overpopulation. It would be easy
enough to download them into your computer, even to superimpose them on this graph. But their
variables are greater, and they would merely add levels of uncertainty.”

"Golly!" Victoriasaid, bregthless before his expertise.
"Gee" Reggiesad.

"I've programmed your computer to adjust the readings for the various sources |'ve tapped, asthey
change, and the probabilitieswill be automatically adjusted, probably increasing. See here and here and
here." Smith-Ng pointed out the peaks and valleys, swathed in their various colors, and how their trends
could beinterpreted.

By thelooks on their faces, he knew he had won. He had given them what they wanted, scientific
confirmation of their dreams. The problem was not catastrophe but the people who had avested interest
in catastrophe. Howard Ruff wasright, if Western civilization didn't fail, they would beterribly

disappointed.

He had dso introduced avariable into the equation that was hisinsurance policy againgt the surviva of
Western civilization and the outrage of the survivaists: No matter how much new data refined the graph,
catastrophe always would be pushed at least amonth into the future.

And if by some chance he waswrong, and civilization did collgpse, he might have arefuge here againgt
thenight.
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Chapter Eighteen

December 25, 2000
Barbara Shepherd

Everything in the commune had gone so smoothly since Isaiah's death that Barbara Shepherd felt uneasy.
She dtill dreamed of the prophet; he was standing as she had seen him lagt, hisarms outstretched, the
tines of the pitchfork emerging from his back, his eyes sad, judging her. But the days were perfect.

The weather had been magnificent with plenty of northern Cdiforniasunshine dternating with rain a just
the right moments. The crops were bountiful, the horses and cattle were thriving, and the televison
audiences had responded to her with an enthusiasm that suggested an unfilled need for afemaerdigious
figure, maybe even amatriarcha God. Perhaps the ancient Greek cult of the white goddess spoke to
something fundamenta in the human psyche.

Even the women whose daily existence she had shared were blossoming under the new regime. With the
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easng of Isaiah's monadtic rules, medls had improved, field labor was less obsessive and intermingled
with other tasks, and Shepherd had inaugurated a series of classes for the women's new leisure hours.
Some of them needed lessonsin reading, but others enjoyed classes on literature, painting and scul pture,
crafts, agricultura and domestic arts, history, women's studies, scripture, particularly the scripture of
apocalypse, and philosophy. That was Shepherd's favorite, and she enjoyed seeing the faces of her
students brightening with unfamiliar idess.

Janet had resisted the changes with every ounce of resentment in her swollen body. But even she had
surrendered to Shepherd's |eadership the day the communa dining table had been inaugurated. At dinner
Shepherd had asked Janet to stand and announced that she would be the person to whom they al should
turn for decisions about the everyday operation of the commune. And then Shepherd had walked to
Janet's side, had put one arm around her waist and a hand on her pregnant belly, and had said, " Janet's
baby will be born on Christmas Day." Janet had trested it as the Second Annunciation, carrying her
burden with an unfamiliar pride and even pleasure, and deferring to Shepherd asif she were indeed the
Angd Gabridl.

It was the kingdom of God on Earth, the Garden of Eden without the serpent, in spite of the fact that here
it was, December 25, and Janet had not yet felt a contraction. Shepherd had never felt so happy, so
needed, so complete. At last she wasliving up to her name. And yet she could not enjoy it.

In the firgt place, there were no men. There could never be any men or the entire enterprise would
collapse. That waswhy dl the feminist utopiaskilled off the men in oneway or another. Occasiondly,
one of the younger women came to Shepherd in the night, looking for comfort, and Shepherd took her
into her bed and held her, nothing more. And yet Shepherd wondered if "nothing more" might turn into
something she might not like, if she, too, might need comfort, if she might grow to gppreciate the softness
of women.

That was part of it. But mixed in with it was the redlity that their little corner of peace and contentment
wasn't cut off from the rest of the world, and the rest of the world was dying from terminal anxiety.
Murder, rape, violence, robbery, immoraity, terrorism, serid killings, mass dayings, war and the threat of
nuclear destruction, plague, volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, weird weether, threats from space,
insurrection, and unrelenting fear about what the end of the year might bring. Six days more before the
termina date, and the world wasfalling apart. Here they were sheltered, protected by the hand of God.
Isaiah might have seen it asasign of heavenly favor; hislittle band had been blessed. But it didn't fedl
right to Shepherd. She had not been born again smply to be pastor to those aready saved.

And that was part of it. Mogtly, however, she felt uneasy about good fortune, asif she didn't deserveiit,
asif oncethe whedls of fate were running too smoothly she had to throw a sabot into the machinery. She
had transformed tranquility into chaos too often not to recognize the symptoms. That waswhy, inthe
end, she had agreed to admit the reporter from this check-out- stand tabloid.

"I want to thank you for the freedom you have offered me to look around and to talk to people,” he said.
The reporter was a"he'"; that wasimportant.

"We have nothing to hide," she said.

"So it would seem,” the reporter said. He was not particularly young nor was he particularly virile or
good looking. He was short and bespectacled and balding and casually dressed, though without the chic
of those who dressed casually as part of the face they presented to the world, or the defiance of those
who deliberately violated decorum. He was smply dowdy. But he was aman.

"Thisplaceisunbdievable," the reporter said. His name was Dan, but Shepherd determinedly thought of



him by his profession; it was like naming kittens: Personalize them and you couldn't et them go. "The
world outsdeisfaling gpart, and here everything seems normd. Better than norma.”

Shepherd nodded from behind Isaiah's desk. She till thought of it as hisdesk. It was built to hisscale,
not hers, and she looked like achild playing in her father's office.

"I'd like to set down roots here mysdlf,” the reporter said wistfully, and then added quickly, "but | know
that's not possible. The only thing—"

llY@l
"I've spoken to Janet. When | leave I'd like to take her with me."

"She'swelcometo go, of course. Any of my flock can leave a any time. But what makes you think Janet
wantsto go with you?'

"She's different from the rest of you."
"She's about to give birth.”

"That, too, and I'd like to provide ahome for her and her baby. That'salaugh, isn't it?' He didn't look as
if hefdt likelaughing. "Janet is sengtive and vulnerable and—I don't know."

"Skeptical,” Shepherd supplied.

"Yeah," the reporter said. "She's got amind, you know? She asks questions. Wants answers. Kind of
likeme"

"Well haveto see what Janet wants," Shepherd said calmly, dthough sheredlized that Sam might be the
serpent she had admitted into her little Eden. Men always ruined things.

"One other thing," the reporter said. "I think you killed Isaiah.”

Shepherd's television gppearances had opened with along shot of the valey in al its sunlit splendor and
peaceful beauty, focusing in dowly on the barn and asmall, black stick figure standing on the pesk of its
shingled roof. Asthe cameragot closer the figure resolved into a person, and then into awoman, and
then into Barbara Shepherd hersdf. When she dmost filled the entire screen, Shepherd went into her
Olympic routine, using the rooftree asif it were abaance beam, and ended with abackward flip.

The scene dissolved into Shepherd seated on the edge of Isaiah's desk, looking into the camera. "That
wasfoolish," shesad. "Asfoolish asthetime and effort | put into the Olympic competitions so many
years ago. But | wasrisking my life to make a point: without faith lifeis meaningless. We can seeinthe
world around us evidence of that inescapable truth. People are dying not because of the violence around
them but because they lack faith. They liveinterror of the future. But those who have faith find meaning in
everything they do; they live unafraid, confident that whatever happensthey are saved, not dreading but
anticipating Judgment Day and the Rapture.”

It had not been a performance. She had had enough of those, on stage and in front of cameras. For this
she had learned no lines. She had said whatever came into her mind, put there she knew not how. She
had not heard the voice of God, as Isaiah had said he had, but she had felt the words welling out of her,
and they were good words, wise words, comforting words. Not threats but promises. Promises from the
heart. She hoped they were the words of God, but they were, beyond a doubt, the words of a daughter
of God.



Afterwards she had felt emptied of whatever had been poured into the vessel she believed hersdlf to be.
Asan antidote to her own fedling of satisfaction, she dwaysturned on theliving roomtelevison settoa
news channel for an injection of redlity. Sometimes one of the other women joined her, but most of them
had cut all tieswith the rest of the world. Janet, to whom she had become oddly attached, joined her
frequently, however, and they listened in sllence to accounts of turmoil and desperation.

The craziesin the big citieswere till staking the dark city streetslike the living dead. By day they turned
back into ordinary people. The transformation was more frightening than the zombie performance. Crime,
particularly violent crime, was on a parabolic curve like the ascent of the space shuttle. The shuttles il
flew, athough they were patched and shabby; serious space travel was awaiting the arriva of the
ar-to-gpace plane. Meanwhile citizens |ooked up envioudy at the rocketships thrusting themselvesinto
the clean, cold void. They weretied to their homes and possessions, stocking weapons and barring
windows and doors against the depredations of those who stole for drugs and killed for pleasure, while
accidents multiplied on the streets and trash accumulated on the curbs. Civilization was dying initsown
wastes.

The Earth itsdlf seemed to betrying to rid itsalf of the pests that were destroying their own environment,
and the environment of every other living thing aong with them. News of new volcanic eruptions came
amost every day. Sunsets were spectacular, but dust in the upper atmosphere created hot spots and cold
spotsin strange places, and too much rain and snow in some regions of the world and too little in others.
Tornadoes and hurricanes exceeded dl previous records. Forecasters had virtualy given up predicting
anything beyond the next 24 hours.

Earthquakes shook the planet's crust like achild'srattle. Forest fires raged beyond control. Floods
ravaged villagesin Chinaand Indiaand Bangladesh, and citiesin North and South America, while
Europe and Africa suffered from the worst drouth in the century. Millions died but world population
continued itsinexorable increase toward the Mathusian limits of starvation, plague, and war.

The heavens themsalves seemed to be conspiring against the upstarts who had dared to consider
themselves the masters of time and space. The sun broke out in spots like a child with chickenpox.
Scientists talked about solar flares. New comets had been spotted, some as bright asHalley's, and at
least one of them was estimated to pass within half amillion miles of Earth. It could be seen clearly now
without the aid of atelescope. Shooting stars were more frequent than during the August Perseids, and
astronomers speculated that this might imply the possibility of more massive asteroid strikes. Meanwhile,
the sensationa elements of the press were running articles about the possible arrival of hard radiation
from anearby supernova, death hurtling inexorably Earthward whose first warning would beitsarriva.
Running second among unseen assassnswas the possible arrival of amassive black hole gjected from
the center of the galaxy.

When Shepherd could take no more, she had turned off the set and sat staring at the gray square
reflecting her redlity, the room and herself and, often, Janet.

"S0," she had said, "harbingers and portents.”
"Like contractions,” Janet had said, "only some of them arefalse.”

"That'strue. Wewon't know until it happens. The universeis pregnant with the end of things, and these
ggnstel usthat thetimeisnear.”

"I know | should rgjoicein the fulfillment of gpocaypse,” Janet had said. "Theway you tell us. | annot a
believer the way you are, but | can't help but be sad for my baby, who may have only afew daysto live
if you and the othersareright.”



Shepherd had smiled at Janet and reached out to pat her hand. "Thisworld is only preparation for the
next. Imagine being trandated to that life after death without the opportunity to sin or to grieve.”

"With dl its pain and grief, | wouldn't want to have missed out on it." Janet's dark, pregnancy-swollen
face had looked remote and thoughtful.

"Nor |," Shepherd had said, "but that's because we have nothing to compare it with—only our
anticipations of the Afterlife. Anyway, your baby may be the Messiah who will lead usinto the Promised
Land. After dl, thiswill beavirgin birth."

They had looked at each other and laughed, and afterwards they had settled down to discuss the details
of the next week's schedule. Then it was Shepherd who had looked thoughtful, asif planning for the
week of Christmasto New Y ear's had exposed concerns she had tried to bury.

"Sometimeslately you seem far away,” Janet had said.
"I'm sorry," Shepherd had said, looking responsive.
"No, tell me. Y ou know al my troubles.

"Y our troubles are my troubles," Shepherd had said.
"And the other way around. Let me help.”

"If only you could,” Shepherd had said. "1've agreed to adlow areporter to do a story on our little group.
Hell be here—"

"He?' Janet had echoed.

"—tomorrow and stay afew days. Tak to him. Show him whatever he wantsto see. Let himtalk to
whoever hewants."

"But why?" Janet had asked. "Hell lie about us, make uslook like slly fools."

"Maybe," Shepherd had said. "Maybe not. Call it my hair shirt. I'm sorry if it givesyou problems.
Sometimes | get these salf-destructive urges.”

"Even now?'
"Less now than before. Maybe thisisthe last one. Maybe there won't be time for any more.”
"That'sit, in't it?" Janet had said. "Thetime. Like mine, yoursisgrowing short.”

"You'reright," Shepherd had admitted. "Time hasitsfinger between my legs, and | fed thetension
growing. | may not belong here. Like Paul before hismisson to carry the gospd to the Gentiles. You
don't need me—"

"Oh, wedo!"

"—and somewhere e se there may be Gentiles who need to hear the truth, to whom | might make a
difference”

"Your placeishere" Janet had said firmly.

"l had avision once,” Shepherd had said, "but it didn't last. It wasjust amoment of revelaion, and | have



been searching for it ever since. | thought | had found it here, but | waswrong."

"Wewere dl fooled by Isaiah,” Janet had said. It wasthefirgt time she had admitted that 1saiah wasnot a
sant, asif shewaswilling to sacrifice her lagt illusons to Shepherd's need. Or her own.

"I wish," Shepherd had said, "'l heard God speaking to me, telling me what to do, like Isaiah.”

"Isaiah waslying about that, too." Now that she had taken the first step, Janet had been willing to go
the way.

"I don't think so. | think he did hear voices, but it may just have been the other side of hisbrain. | wishiit
weretrue. | wish | had the certainty | had just for afew seconds. But maybeit, too, was just amessage
from the other sde of my brain. | wish | didn't have to guess.”

"What?'
Shepherd had shrugged. "Who the Gentilesare.”

And then Christmas had come upon them, with its cel ebrations and feasts and exchange of smple gifts,
and it had al been fulfilling in away that rose up in Shepherd's chest with almost unbearable yearning, like
the memory of Christmas when you were young and life was smple and you got the one thing in the
world you redly wanted and saw from the expression on your parents facesthat you had made for them
exactly what they wanted, and you were so happy you thought you would die. Even with Dan present
with hisautomatic little cameraand hisamost invisible recorder.

Shepherd felt asense of relief that the subject was out in the open. She was more concerned about what
thelittle man had said about Janet leaving. "I redlize that your paper specidizesin rumors and gossip and
outrageous lies. Maybe that's why | responded to your request after turning down so many others. |
guess | wanted to expose our way of lifeto theworst scrutiny | could imagine.”

"Now, wait aminute," the reporter said. "We're both in the entertainment business, you and 1."

"I suppose you'd think that," Shepherd said. "The difference between usisthat | believein what I'm
doing."

"And| don't?

"Not in the truth. Just in the entertainment. Anyway, you know we have resources, we can afford the best
lawyers, and wewill if necessary."

The reporter got up nervoudly and leaned over the desk. "Buit it wouldn't do your image any good to
haveit dragged through the courts. Why don't you tell me what redly happened? Maybe | can dant it
your way, make it sound, say, justified.”

"The more we are persecuted, the stronger we get,” Shepherd said. ""Thou shalt not bear false witness
againg thy neighbor' is the ninth commandment, andThe Book of Common Prayer speaks of ‘our
enemies, persecutors, and danderers.™

Shepherd's cam more than her words shook the reporter beyond speech. "In any case,”" she continued,
"if theworld endsin less than aweek, where will you be then? With another sin on your conscience and
nowhereto publishit.”

"Janet—" he muttered.



But just then aknock on the door preceded an urgent voice saying, "Barbara, come quick. Janet has
goneinto labor."

The reporter had followed her down the hall to the room that had been prepared for Janet's delivery, but
Shepherd stopped him outside the door. "Thisis our baby. Y ou can talk to Janet afterwardsif you wish,
print whatever lies you wish, but thisis our business, and you will stay here or | will have you gected.”

The reporter stopped where hewastold, asif frightened by the intensity of Shepherd's concern.
Shepherd dipped through the doorway and went quickly to Janet's side. Janet aready was focused on
the process happening inside her abdomen, but she recognized Shepherd's presence by a squeeze of her
hand. And then the ancient ceremony of renewal progressed quickly, far too quickly for the doctor to
arrive, and Janet's rel uctant womb expelled its nine-month burden into the waiting hands of the
middle-aged women who drew it forth, and it was aboy, squalling but soon quieted when the umbilical
cord wastied off and severed and the infant was washed and wrapped in ababy blanket and placed in
the arms of hismother.

"Youlook like Mary," Shepherd said, smoothing Janet's hair off her forehead.

"Every new mother lookslike Mary," Janet said. "But you wereright. He was born on Christmas. Do
you think—?"

"Nothing is certain, but everything is possible. Treat him asif he were and perhaps he will be."
"Lifewill never bethe same.”

"Never," Shepherd said, smiling. And then, more serioudly, " The reporter wants you to go with him when
heleaves

"Him." Janet dismissed the notion with aweary movement of her head. "Just because | talked to him.
He's an unhappy person.”

"He'saman.” They both laughed. "I'm glad you're staying,” Shepherd continued. " That makes easier what
I've got to do."

Janet looked up, darmed, forgetting even the baby in her arms. "What's that?"

"I've discovered who the Gentiles are.” Shepherd pulled a square card from the pocket of her skirt. She
put it in Janet's hand. "It's an invitation to the Twenty-First Century Conferencein New Y ork, and what
they call 'the end-of-the-world ball."

"You can't leave us," Janet sad.

"Youwill get dong just fine. I'm leaving my flock in your charge, Janet. I've had my vison. I'm setting off
for Rome™"

"Well die”

"I've had avision about that, too. Y ou will be strong, Janet. Y ou have your baby, and the women will
gather around, and on New Y ear's Eve you will assemble here to end the millennium and maybe, | think
surely, usher in the true kingdom of God. I will think of you and wish | could be with you, but we will all
meet again."

"I'm afraid,”" Janet said, clutching her baby until it squedled in protest.



Barbaratook back the invitation and patted Janet's hand, took one last wistful look at the baby, and
turned toward the door and whatever fate awaited her in New Y ork. Her vision had told her the meaning
of the millennium—it was not catastrophe that had driven the world to the brink of its own destruction but
the fear of catastrophe.
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Chapter Nineteen

December 31, 2000
The End-of-the-World Ball

9 p.m. William Landis stepped out of the express elevator that had transported him, like aredeemed
snner, from the lobby of the World Trade Center to the bar and restaurant at the peak of this manmade
mountain, this towering skyscraper, this one- hundred-and-ten-story monument to international
networking and the power of commerce. Asthe year 1000 had reached its end, believers had gathered
on mountain tops to await the Second Coming; one thousand years later, skeptics had built their own
mountain and assembled at its summit to cel ebrate amoment consecrated in their forgotten faith.

For this occasion the entire top floor of the World Trade Center had been taken over by the
Twenty-First Corporation for its end-of-the-millennium celebration. The tables had been removed to
form aballroom and the main bar was supplemented with smaller tables around the periphery. Between
the bars were buffet tables laden with food that featured awide variety of cuisines prepared by
Manhattan's most famous chefs. On the periphery of the room wide windows during the day had offered
views of awinter ssorm over New Jersey, clouds over Coney Idand, smog over midtown, shipsin the
harbor, and hdlicopters flying below. Tonight the sky was clear, and the sars shone down in dl ther
awesome splendor.

This evening everything was free. The occasion must be costing the Twenty-First Corporation afortune,
Landisthought, not only for the food and drink but for the rent of this prime location on the restaurant's
mogt profitable evening of the year. The public relations benefits could not possbly be worth the cogts.
Landis made amenta note to add to hisfina chapter, when he got back to his hotel room and his
portable computer, a paragraph or two about potlatch and the earning of status by ostentatious giftsand
entertainment. Or maybe the richest corporation in the world knew something he didn't know and was
gpending itsresourcesin afind "you cant takeit with you" gesture,

Just outside the elevator doors stood a Gothic arch carved fromice. It dripped, but the drips were
caught by clear plastic and led to reservoirs at either side. On the arch had been engraved, asif in
marble, and the letters outlined in black to make them readable, "L asciate ogni speranza, voi ch'entrate.”

Landislooked at the inscription, and wondered how many other guests would read, and recognize,
Dante's Latin. On the other side of the arch, a naked young woman wearing a black mask ran squealing
from afat and swesty satyr. Landisfelt abrief chill as he stepped through the archway. Hell had frozen
over.

On the other sde of the arch ayoung man in the quietly €egant blue-and-white corporation uniform
accepted the engraved invitation Landis extended to him. A woman who was passing the entry stopped
and dared at Landis. Shewasin her early forties, perhaps, and behind her gauzy mask and pale
make-up, and asimple crimson, caf-length cocktall gown, was aface and figure that promised
remarkable beauty.

"You're William Landis," shesaid. "Thewriter. | heard your talk this afternoon.”
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He was of medium height and dender, with blue eyes and brown hair, and he was dressed in formal
black. "Guilty," he said.

"I'm EloisHays," shesaid.

"The actress? | saw your play night beforelagt.”

"Guilty," shesad. "You'renot in costume.”

"Thiswasacostume ball?'

"Y ou know it was. The end-of-the-world bal." She put ahand on hisblack-silk deeve.
"Then | am," he said. Helooked down at her hand and covered it with his.

"Y ou were supposed to dress up as your favorite catastrophe,” she said accusingly. "What catastrophe
do you represent?’

"Ladiesfirs," hesad.
"I'm radiation sickness," she said.

"No sores?' he asked. "Leave it to the good-looking women to choose a catastrophe that does not
diminishther beauty.”

"Leaveit to the men to be grotesque,” shereplied. "Or refuse to participate.”
"Wll, asfor that," hesaid, "I am in costume. | decided to come as Satan.”
"Where areyour horns" she said, "and forked tail ?*

"I'm amodern Satan. No externd stigmata.”

"No mask either."

"The devil doesn't need amask. But then, I'm more of adevil's advocate.”
"For what?'

"For hope. I'm not sure thisisthe end of theworld.”

"What makes you think that's hopeful 7

A masked and costumed couple brushed past them, entering the ballroom. The man was dressed like a
Visgoth, the woman like a captive Roman, her robes artfully ripped to display tempting expanses of rosy
flesh,

"Is the thought of the world's surviva that wearisome?' Landis asked.

"Not to me," she said. Her pae handswere an art form. "Though | wouldn't care very much, | think. But
what better time to end the world than the conclusion of the second millennium?'

"Isthere agood time for catastrophe?’

"If you've spent as many year as| have on the stage, you would know that timing is everything. No one
should linger after her exit line"



The naked young woman raced past them again. She was giggling. The satyr was farther behind and
panting heavily.

"They'reat it dready,” Hayssaid.
Landislooked at hiswatch. "If theworld isgoing to end in three hours, even the minutes are precious.”
Shetucked her hand under hisarm. "Isthat your philosophy? Eat, drink, and be merry?"

"It'soneof them,” hesaid. "I think we dl have abit of that feding. Particularly on an evening likethis.
Besides, who are we to criticize these others? | don't know about you, but I'm not without sn—or at
least ahopefor sin.”

She made aruefully attractive face. "For onething, that fat satyr ismy former husband. For
another—wil, I've dways been fascinated by intellectua men.”

He patted her hand. "And | by actresses. But you're area actress, and I'm only a popularizer of other
people'sideas.”

"Perhaps we should both have faith,” she said.

"In this place where Dante said we should abandon al hope? But if you will be my companion for the rest
of the evening, perhapswe will find faith or hope beforeit isover.”

9:15 p.m. Persistent reports of Russian troops assembling on the border of Georgia have just been
confirmed by United Nations surveillance satdllites. Earlier announcements by the United States met with
skepticism by anumber of nations and denids by the new Russian right-wing leaders. An emergency
meeting of the Security Council has been called, although any action voted by the Council is certain to be
vetoed by the Soviets. Thiscomesat atime of continuing revolution or guerrillawarfarein haf adozen
Latin American nations, the never-ending religious wars of the Middle East, undeclared warsin Southeast
Asda, and the reports of Chinese Army maneuvers near the Russian border. Out of any one of these
could come a provocation that might lead to an exchange of nuclear missiles.

9:30 p.m. The open floor was almost as big asafootball field. It might have dwarfed some groups, but
there were many dancers, most in costume. Strangely, no orchestra played, and each couple was doing a
different step to adifferent rhythm. 1t waslike amedieval drawing of the dance of St. Vitus.

Paul Gentry studied them from his position with his back to one of the broad windows framing the night.
Hewasatdl, dark- complexioned man with gloomy features and eyebrows like black caterpillars. He
wore adark business suit and arope shaped into a noose dangling like atie from his neck. "1 beg your
pardon,” he said to adender, blonde woman standing nearby, "but could you tell me why those people
are behaving likeidiots?'

Sheturned and held out asmall, sealed, plastic bag. Gentry took the bag and looked at it. InsSde were a
pair of earplugswith dias. His eyebrows moved up.

"You put in the earplugs and dia whatever channd you want," the woman said. "There arefifty channdls,
haf for music, hdf for voice. Y ou can listen to your favorite music or news or discusson, or the
commentary to what you see on the screens.”

She waved ahand at the glowing theater-s zed screens spaced around the room above the temporary
bars and in the spaces between windows. One showed places and Streets that seemed Parisian; they
werefilled with people and revelry. A second presented motionless groups gathered on high places;
many of the people were aring at the sky. A third displayed throngsin orienta apparel and appearance,



while others framed mob violence or church services or quick cuts of missiles and tanks and people dying
in battle. One seemed to be portraying various kinds of threats to the continuation of human existence,
from theicy majesty of advancing glaciersto the waterless sands of deserts, from the abandoned children
of crowded dumsto the dime of polluted rivers and seas. Here and there, scattered among the others,
lines of |etters scrolled up screens with news about impending catastrophes like the words written on the
wall at Belshazzar'sfess.

It must have seemed to the dancers on the ballroom floor asif they were located at the center of the
world, asif from thetop of thisartificid mountain they could see around the entire globe. But none of
them seemed to be paying any attention.

"Of course," thewoman said, "the views from other parts of the world are tapes sent back earlier. What
with the record number of sunspots and solar flares, e ectronic communication with the rest of theworld
has been cut off."

Gentry handed the unopened bag back to the young woman. "No, thanks," he said. "I'll spend my last
hoursin this millennium doing my own talking and seeing.” He looked back toward the dancers. "But isn't
it typica of our timesthat they aredl individuas, together but separate, each dancing to hisor her own
musc?'

"Y ou're Paul Gentry, aren't you?" the young woman asked. "The—"
He shrugged his heavy shoulders. "Ecologist. Environmentdist. Give me whatever name you think fits."

She amiled. It was an expression that transformed an otherwise businesdike face. "How about
propheteer? That's what Time cdled you."

"If you like," he said. "And what is your name and occupation?'

"I'm Saly Krebs, and I'm in charge of acameracrew for CNN." She was wearing ayelow jumpsuit that
could have been either evening wear or auniform.

"Where'syour crew?" he asked in his sardonic baritone.
"They'rearound. Y ou just don't see them. What's wrong with individuaism? Aren't people better off?"

"Materidly, perhaps, but actually not in any meaningful sense. In most periods of the past, people have
had enough to eat, and they have enjoyed amuch greater sense of security.”

"We can destroy ourselves,” Krebs said, "but we can choose not to do so. Surely our ancestors faced
perilslike flood, plague, and barbarians over which they had no control at dl. That must have given them
the terrible fear that they existed a the whim of supernaturd forces.”

"They accepted these caamities as part of the natura order,” Gentry said. "The security | am talking
about isbeing part of asturdy socid matrix that is capable of surviving the blows of nature or of fate."

"But not," Krebs added, with ady smile, "of technology.”

"True. Science and technology could be created only by individuas, and once created could not be
stopped until they brought usto this point. To this"" Hewaved ahand at the balroom. "Theidlerich
consuming their idleriches. Isthisthe finest accomplishment of Western civilization?!

"Maybeit isn't very serious,”" Krebssaid. "But it's not contemptible, either. Today people have what no
one ever had before: choice"”



"When people can do anything, they find that nothing isworth doing. People are socid animals. Like
wolves and monkeys, we belong in groups, and when the groups are gone, and the reason for the groups
isgone, we find that the reason for humanity isgone.”

"Whét you see hereisjust asmall part of life" Krebssaid. "The ceremonid part.”

"Ceremony isagroup function we have lost. We get together asindividuals making gestures at group
feding but discover that we cannot redly surrender our individudism.”

"The group should determine what we think and fed?"
"The group thinks. The group fedls. The group survives."
"Why exalt the group above the individud ?*

"What leads to the destruction of the species—indeed, if our best scientists are right, to the destruction of
dl life on earth—isautomaticaly wrong and evil."

"So that is your favorite catastrophe!™

"Sdlf-destruction every time," Gentry said. "That'swhy | wear thisnoose." Hefingered the rope around
his neck.

"| thought that was to make it handy for the lynching party.”
"Me?" hesaidin mock surprise.
"No oneisgoing to be happy when your jeremiads come true.”

"We stand on different sides of most fences, my dear,” Gentry said, "but on this one we stand together.
Y ou know whét they do to bearers of ill tidings."

"That'smy professon.”

"And pointing out the consequences of human folly ismine.”
"Y ou've done very well out of preaching catastrophe.”
"And you've clearly donewell out of reporting it."

She laughed. "It's no wonder people find you fascinating. Y our ideas are so unrelievedly pessmidtic that
anything that happenscomesasardief.”

A dow smile broke the dour lines of hisface. "My dear, I'm glad you find me fascinating, but why are we
gtanding here talking when we could be making love?"

Krebs laughed. "'l said 'people,’ not me. Besides, I'm working.”
"Y ou won't dways be working."

"We've been filming and recording this conversation,” Krebs said. "May we have your authorization to
telecatt it?"

Gentry smiled. "Everything | say ison therecord. Including my fina suggestion.”

"End of interview," shesaid into the air.



"But not, | hope, the end of our relationship.”
She offered him the possibilities of an enigmatic smile.

"The only time we have a certain grasp on redlity,” Gentry said, "iswhen we hold each other, pressed
together flesh to naked flesh."

9:45 p.m. The reputation of environmentaistsisnot what it used to be. Like the boy who cried "wolf,"
they have shouted "catastrophe" once too often. FromSlent Soring toThe Population Bomb andThe
Poverty of Power , their texts have rai sed spectersthat, though frightening, turned out to be only
skeletonsin the closet. Undeterred, Paul Gentry, the most prominent of the breed today, recently called
attention to asubstantia die-off of plankton in the Gulf of Mexico, asharp declinein krill production off
Antarctica, anincreasein radiation to which the average citizen is exposed in hislifetime, and an increase
inacid rain after the small reduction that followed governmental restrictions on cod-fired generating
plantsin the early years of this decade. He haslots of other data, but it al adds up, he says, to death by
pollution in the next century. In the next decade, he says, we should expect such problems as decreasing
agriculturd yieldsin a period when water has become scarce and fertilizer has become amost
prohibitively expensive, adecrease in an already limited harvest of seafood, and an increasein the
wholesde destruction of wild life. That is, he says, if we don't destroy ourselvesfirg.

10 p.m. Murray Smith-Ng stood at the seafood buffet loading his plate with shrimp and sdlmon. Hewas
short and round, and his gray eyes glittered. He was dressed in the dark cloak and conica hat of a
medieva astronomer, but his face had been darkened asiif by a severe burn. Nearby but at a respectful
distance, like awdll trained dog awaiting his master's signal to be fed, was ayoung man dressed in the
scorched rags of anuclear survivor. They displayed to good advantage his dender legs and muscular
chest. Hisnamewas Lyle, and he had been a student in Smith-Ng's seminar on catastrophism.

"Dr. Smith-Ng, may | help you to some of thislobster?" Lyle asked.

Another young man, dressed in imitation fursto look like an ice-age savage, paused in the process of
picking up aplate. "The Dr. Smith-Ng?' he asked.

"I'm sure there aren't any others,” Smith-Ng said.

"The catastrophigt?'

"The only one of those, too."

"Maybe you could answer a question that's always bothered me,” the young man said.
"If I can," Smith-Ng said.

"| thought catastrophe theory was amathematica discipline.”

"Oh, itis" Smith-Ng said, setting down his plate to wipe mayonnaise from his chin. He picked up the
plate again. "At leadt, that's how it started. Gradually people began to see practica applicationsfor the
mathematics, and that'swhere | did my work."

"What kind of applications?' the young man asked.
Smith-Ng popped a shrimp into his mouth. ""Read my book, young man."

"Like volcanoes and meteor strikes," Lyle said impatiently. "Plagues and wars. Tornadoes and
earthquakes."



"Some processes are continuous,” Smith-Ng said around amouthful of poached sdmon. "They can be
charted asfamiliar curves: straight lines, sines, hyperbolas.... Some are discontinuous. They start
suddenly and bresk off just as abruptly.”

"Like chain reactionsand critical mass,” Lyle said. "And the dinosaurs.”

Smith-Ng gave Lyle thelook of respect reserved for the good student. "And other lifeforms,” he said.
"The dinosaurs are Smply the most dramatic. For acentury after Darwin published histheory of
evolution, scientists believed that evol ution proceeded at the same even pace: as conditions changed,
certain secondary genetic characteristics were selected to cope with them. Scientists of that kind were
caled 'uniformitarians or 'gradudists.’ Then, with the discovery that certain species, and at some periods
most pecies, disgppeared smultaneoudy and, in evolutionary terms, dmost overnight, evolutionists al
became catastrophigts.”

"If you had readCatastrophe: Theory and Practice , you'd know that," Lyle said.

"The discontinuous process is more prevaent than we ever suspected,” Smith-Ng said, "dthough there
was evidence enough around. Learning, for instance. Everyone had noticed that no matter how much you
learned, you were dtill in astate of ignorance until something magical happened and dl you had learned
suddenly fel into place. Everyone had observed the plateau theory of learning but pretended that learning
proceeded smoothly.”

"It was the same way with catastrophe theory,” Lyle said. " Suddenly everybody was a catastrophi<.”
"Some earlier than others,” Smith-Ng said.

"But don't the times have something to do with it?" the other young man said.

Smith-Ng lifted hisface from his plate.

"I think | read that somewhere," the young man said.

"Some ideas seem to have a better chancein certain periodsthan in others,” Smith-Ng admitted
cautioudy.

"Now | remember," the second young man said. "In aseries of articlesWilliam S, Landis has been
writing about catastrophe, he quotes atheory about 'steam-engine time' that he attributesto afellow
named CharlesFort."

"'In seam-engine time people invent seam engines,” Smith- Ng said. "And he appliesthat to
catastrophism. 'In catastrophic times, people invent theoriesto explain catastrophes.’ But what you've got
to understand isthat Landis's book is catastrophism masquerading as uniformitarianism. It merely pushes
the origin of the catastrophe back to the mystical. The questions remain: What changes the times? What
brings about the sudden acceptance of thistheory or that? | prefer to put my faith in something | can
measure.”

Landis and Hays had stopped nearby, unnoticed, to listen to the conversation when they heard his name.
"The question is, Smith-Ng," he asked now, "what catastrophes do your theories predict for the end of
thisevening?'

"Y ou must be William Landis. | recognize you from your photographs,” Smith-Ng said genidly. "Of
course you would be here. Thiswill make agreat concluding chapter for your book."

"If it dl doesn't conclude here" Landissaid. "But what's your prediction? Surely you have run everything



through your equations.”
"Asfor catastrophes,” Smith-Ng said, "1 predict al of them. But not for quotation.”
"Y ou certainly won't be quoted if you are no more precise than that,” Landis said and smiled.

"Y ou heard my talk thismorning,” Smith-Ng said, "l saw you in the audience. And that wasfor the
record.”

"Y ou weretaking in terms of centuries,” Landis said. "Can't your theory do better than that?"

"And you want to pin me down to hours? Ah, Landis" Hewaggled apudgy finger at him. "But if you
indst, | would hazard a guessthat the world will end promptly at midnight.”

Lyle chuckled appreciatively.

"But how?' Landis persisted. "That's too quick for anew ice age or the hothouse effect. Meteor? Nova?
Nuclear war? Can't you pinpoint it alittle better than that?"

"By the Second Coming, of course," Smith-Ng said and laughed. But he sounded asif he would be
pleased if histheories were proved correct, no matter what happened to him or the rest of the world.

Lyleeyed him asif hewerethe end of Lylesworld.

10:15 p.m. The mathematician who titleshimsdlf a" catastrophigt,” in a speech today to the fancifully
named "Twenty-First Century Conference" a the Twenty- Firgt building in New Y ork City, caled
attention to what hetermed "asharp rise" of one-haf degreein the world's average temperature over the
past decade. The speaker, Dr. Murray Smith-Ng, noted that the rise in temperatureis paraleled by a
smilar risein the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere over the same period. He called these
increases " catastrophic changes' and an indication of what he caled the beginning of the "greenhouse
effect” that will turn Earth into an embalmed twin of Venus. Disagreement was registered from the floor,
however, in particular from one expert in atmaospheric phenomenawho said that his measurements and
caculationsindicated the beginning of anew ice ageinstead.

10:30 p.m. Barbara Shepherd presided over agathering of true believers on the roof top of the
skyscraper. The weather was comparatively warm for December, but the tars, dightly distorted by the
ar currentsrising past the sdes of the building, glittered coldly overhead.

The terrace was protected from the gulfs of space by awaist-high wall. Tracksfor the tower's movable
window-washing machine ran dong the edge of thewall. A turntable occupied each corner. Steam issued
from chimney pots scattered here and there about the roof, asif there were adirect connection with the
nether regions. In the middle of the roof was aturnip- shaped metd tower and a sixty-foot metal pole for
microwave transmissions. The meta pole was studded with ten red beacons.

Shepherd stood on a platform draped in white linen facing the forty-odd chairs dmost filled by her
audience. She wore aflowing white gown with wide and digphanous deeves. When sheraised her arms,
they looked like gauzy wings. The platform had been placed close to the south wall of the terrace.
Sometimes she looked asif she were about to soar above the audience like Gabrid.

Landis and Hays stood in the distant doorway by which they had reached the tower'stop. "Has she
redly logt touch with redlity?’ Landis asked softly.

"She saysthat she'sfindly found it,” Haysreplied.



"Thisisthetimeforetold,” Shepherd said, needing no amplification, her voiceringing asif it werethe
ingrument of Gabrid itsdf. "Thisisthe day of judgment. Scarcely more than an hour remainsfor the
people of thisworld to repent their sinful ways and accept savation. Ninety minutes from now the world
will end, and everybody will be sent to their eterna homes. To heaven, to hell. It isour choice, each one
of us"

She paused, asif gathering her thoughts, and then continued more quietly. "When | wasagirl," shesad,
"| thought that the purpose of life was to shape my body into a perfect instrument, so that it would do
whatever | told it to do. And | worked hard, and | came as close as anyone.”

"Y ou can't get much close than Olympic gymnastics," Landiswhispered to Hays.

"And then | thought that the purpose of life was to understand the way the universe had been created and
the laws by which it worked, and | went to school and learned everything | could.”

"Can you imagine going from the Olympicsto aPh.D. in philosophy from Berkeley?"

"And then | thought that the purpose of life wasto express my crestivity, and | became an actress and
lived other peopleslivesfor the sake of audiences.”

"Shewas a pretty good actress, t0o," Hays said, "but she ran out of parts and maybe out of her range."

"Each of those thingsin turn proved to befolly, and | decided that the only purpose of life wasto seek
pleasure, and | logt mysdlf inthat.”

"That was what she wasredly good at," Hays murmured.

"And | nearly lost mysdf for dl eternity,” Shepherd said, "but now | know that the only purpose of
exisenceisto prepare usfor thelifeto come.” Her voicelifted afraction. "And that timeisalmost a
hand. All we need isbdlief and faith."

"Where do you think al thisisleading?' Hays asked.

"I don't know," Landis said, looking at hiswatch, "but it's getting on toward eleven. Do you want to go
join the revels—or perhaps find aquiet spot for some conversation?”

Hays shivered and he put hisarm around her shoulders. "It'slike agood play,” she said. "I've got to see
the curtain go down. Anyway, what better place to greet the new millennium than the top of this
mountain?'

10:45 p.m. The approaching end to the second millen- nium of the Christian erahas produced a
resurgence of religion, including increased attendance in forma church services and unscheduled
outbresks of what has been compared to the mania of the Middle Ages, such as speaking in tongues, fits,
snake handling, and preaching on street corners. A kind of public resignation to the end of the world,
however visudized, has been accompanied by an outbreak of militant fundamentalism in some Chrigtian
countriesaswél asldamic nationsin the Middle Eagt, involving an increase in terrorism, aquest for
martyrdom, and the threat (or promise, as some seeit) of Armageddon. One of the most unusua public
conversions has been that of Olympic athlete, actress, playgirl Barbara Shepherd, who plansa prayer
mesting for the top of the World Trade Center during an exclusive, invitation-only End-of-the-World
Ball.

11 p.m. The pace of the evening acce erated as the hands of the invisible clock passed eleven in their
inexorable progression toward midnight. Food and drink of al kinds was constantly replenished in dl the
bars and buffets. Drugs were dmost as openly available asdcohal, and only dightly lessin evidence than



the food and drink; in some of the bars, they werelaid out to be smoked, inhaed, or ingested, or, even,
with the aid of neatly clad nurses and sterile syringes, injected.

But thiswas not ajunky's paradise. These were the world'sleading citizens, and the drugs were
available, like thefood, only to enhance their enjoyment of this moment that would not come around
again for another thousand years. To be sure, afew, out of boredom or terror, or loss of self-control,
over-indulged themsalvesin drugs as some did in food or drink, and rendered themselvesinsensibleto
the approach of the millennium's end, collapsed in acorner or nodding in achair or over atable like any
common drunk. One died of an overdose, and another of a cocaine seizure. If the world survived this
millennium, the Twenty-First Corporation would betied up in courts throughout the century from which it
took itsname.

Some sought their surcease in other ways. Sexua couplingsthat earlier in the evening had been
consummated discreetly in staircases and rooms made available in the floorsimmediately below, began to
overflow into more public areas and to be joined by third and fourth participants as the evening
proceeded. In some places the floor became a sea of writhing bodies, asif the protoplasm that had
evolved into the shape of humanity was returning, in the space of afew hours, to the amoebaike stuff
fromwhich it had come.

"Thereismoreto this of panic than of passon,” Gentry said, looking on from the periphery.
Krebstook adeep breath. "I'm beginning to fed abit of that mysdlf.”

Gentry amiled, lifting his eyebrows at the sametime. "The panic or the passion? Are you ready to take
me up on my offer?’

"And join the anonymous hegps of flesh?”

"l wasthinking of something alittle more private.”

"| thought you werein favor of groups,” she said.

"Even primitive societies gpproved the privacy of some functions.”
Suddenly she pointed to the balroom them. "lan't that—?"

"l believeitis" Gentry said, tracing her finger to the shape of atall, lean person in the sepulchrd costume
of Deathitsdf. "It'sthe President, al right. It would be difficult to hide that figure and that way of
moving."

"By why ishe here?' Krebs asked.

"lsn't everybody?' Gentry responded.

"Even you and me, yes," she said distractedly. She spoke into the microphone pinned inconspicuoudy to
her lapel. "Bob," she said, "get acameraon that figure of Degth dancing with the willowy lady in green.
That's got to be the President, and that's not thefirst lady. LIoyd can do what he wants with it, but we're
goingtofeedittohim."

11:10 p.m. The New Genes Laboratory in California has announced the development of ahybrid whest
that ressts drouth and heat and mogt, if not al, diseases, including mosaic, but most important fixesits
own nitrogen fertilizer with the aid of symbiotic bacteria. The National Disease Control Center in Atlanta
hasissued a generd warning to physicians about anew vira infection, popularly caled the Moscow flu,
that is affecting large centers of population and particularly school children. Itsvictims display many of the



symptoms of influenza but the disease has produced early mortality rates higher than pneumonia, AIDS,
and what was once called Legionnaires Disease. A consumer watchdog group blames the new disease
on genetic experimentation, and a spokesman for the Preservation of Democracy, on Soviet
bacteriologicd warfare.

11:20 p.m. Smith-Ng had progressed to the meat buffet and loaded his plate with rare roast beef. He ill
was followed by the two young men. "lan't that the Presdent?" Lyle asked suddenly.

"Of course," Smith-Ng said, swalowing. "Y ou can tel by the men in dark suits around the edges of the
crowds."

"What do you make of that?" the other young man asked.
"Either he thinks he won't be recognized, or he doesn't care,”" Smith-Ng said.

"Why wouldn't he care?" the other asked. "When the activities at this place get reported, nobody present
will be ableto get eected garbage collector.”

"Maybe the news that he wasn't here would be worse politicaly,” Lyle said. "Asif hewasn't invited.”
"Now you're beginning to think like a catastrophist,” Smith-Ng said. "But not enough like one."
"What do you mean?' Lyle asked.

"What if acatastrophe occurs?' the other young man said. "Then it wouldn't matter, and he might aswell
enjoy himsdf." He gestured at the displays of flesh and folly. "Like everybody dse.”

"And?' Smith-Ng prompted in his best Socratic manner.
"And what, Sr?' Lyle asked.
"And what if he knowsit?' Smith-Ng concluded with gluttonous satisfaction.

Lylelooked at the figures on the balroom floor asif he had just begun to consider the possibility that
catastrophe theory might turn into redlity.

11:30 p.m. The Orbital Observatory adds some new con- cerns as the western world approaches the
end of the second millennium of the so-called Chrigtian era: sunspot activity has picked up after the
relative quiet of the past decade, an indication, say some authorities, of possible solar ingtability that might
result in asolar flare or even an explosion that could wipe out dl life on earth. Nonsense, say other
experts; that hot ball of gasesin the sky isgood for another eight billion yearsyet. An increase or
decreaseinits output of afew per cent could befata to life on earth, however. The Observatory dso is
watching a possible explosion at the heart of our Milky Way gaaxy that might reach us any day now; or
amassive black hole gected from galactic center could be upon us before we know it. Meanwhile, work
is pressing toward completion of the world's pioneer space habitat, which some proponents say isthe
firgt step toward insuring humanity's surviva, perhaps even itsimmortaity. The good news, at least for
some, is that the Observatory now has discovered a second star, other than earth, with planets, and
confidence is growing among some cosmologists that the formation of planets, around some kinds of
suns, at least, isanormal process.

11:35 p.m. On the highest terrace, Barbara Shepherd's voice had grown more intense as midnight grew
closer, asif, indeed, some truth was struggling for expression, some message was demanding to be
heard. Members of theinforma congregation had shifted uneasily from smilesto frowns, from chuckles
and comments to uncomfortable glances at their neighbors, and some had left for more enjoyable



pastimes. Others, asif hearing about what was occurring on the terrace, had arrived to take the empty
places, and dmogt every chair wasfilled.

"Thisisthe millennium described in Reveations. For athousand years Satan has been bound and cast in
the bottomless pit. Now that millennium has expired and Satan has been loosed to deceive the nations of
the earth and to gather them together to battle. Isthis not the world we see about us? Deceived by
Satan? Gathered to do battle?"

Hays studied the people seated in the chairs. "Are al these people believers, do you suppose?”
"| think they're here for the same reason we are,”" Landis said.

"And why isthat?" Hays asked.

"To see how far she'sgoing to go.”

Shepherd raised her wings. " Can we doubt the predictionsin Reveations? That fire will come down from
God out of heaven and devour us al? Some of you think that when the fire comes down from the sky
that it will be missles and hydrogen bombs raining down upon us, that we will be destroying oursalves,
but it will be God's fire and His triumph—and our triumph, too. Because the devil who deceived uswill
be cast into the lake of fire and brimstone, and wewill al bejudged.

"If you think that | am afraid to be judged, you areright. | have sinned.”
"That's certainly true," Landiswhispered.

"I have fornicated, and | have committed adultery,” Shepherd said. "I have profaned the temple of my
body with drugs. | have born false witness and denied my God. | have broken dl of the commandments
and discovered othersto bresk that would have been commandmentsif the ancient Hebrews had known
about them. But fearful or not, | welcome judgment as the beginning of the eternd glory to come.”

She had been a beautiful woman and she was beautiful now, filled with a passion asrea as any she had
experienced in the arms of aman. It shook her body as she spoke and made her voice tremble. "In that
day of al days, wewill stand before the throne of God, we the dead, smdl and greset, and we will be
judged by the works written in the book of life.

"The seawill give up its dead, and desth and hell will deliver up their dead, and every person will be
judged according to their works. And whosoever is not found written in the book of lifewill be cast into
thelake of fire. And soit isup to you. Will you repent before it istoo late? Will you write your namein
the book of life? Will you join mein life everlasting? Or spend eternity with Satan in thefires of hell?

"Becauseif you do not believe me, if you do not believe that Satan walksthe earth, if you do not believe
that thefire of God will rain down on the earth thisvery night, if you do not believe that thisisthe day of
judgment and that this begins our eternd livesin heaven or in hell, look yonder!" She stretched out one
gauzy arm toward the space near the door.

"There stands Satan with his paramour!”

In spite of themsealves, the audience turned to look at the figures of Landis and Hays watching the scene
with detached fascination. " She recognized you," Hays muttered.

"Andyou," Landissad.

11:40 p.m. The World Energy Council announced today that the price of oil, which began its present



climbin 1997, has reached $150 abarrdl. For al except specia or emergency needs, oil no longer is
classfied asafud. After the panicky hiatus of the 1980s and 1990s, the United States has resumed
building nuclear generating plants. The rest of the world, which now boasts 90 per cent of

nucl ear-generating capacity, never stopped. Generating plants that once burned oil have been abandoned
or converted to cod, sometimesin aliquefied form, in spite of the cost in human lifeand acid rain.
Synthetic fuels once more are being pursued. Meanwhile research pressesforward into the elusive
thermonuclear processfor fusing hydrogen. Laboratory operations have demongtrated that the theory
works by getting back more energy than is consumed, but so far efforts to scale up the methods to
commercia size have proven too expensive. The search goes on, however, since success would solve the
energy problems, now pressing hard on the arteries of the world, for the next thousand years.

11:43 p.m. The balroom floor was crowded now that the magic hour had amost arrived, asif the
assembled guests were seeking the protection of numbers or the sacrament of ceremony. The filmed
scenes flickered from screen to screen around the walls in dizzying procession until they blurred into a
continuous panoramaof motion uniting al the places of the world into one frantic montage of anticipation.

Here and there fights broke out between men and between women, and even between men and women,
over drunken insults or sexual privileges. Women were raped, sometimes by groups of men, and
occasionally a man was attacked by a group of women. Wegpons carried for show were put to ancient
uses;, men and women, injured, staggered away for aid, or dead, lay where they had fallen. Blood seeped
into sticky puddles, and vomit and excretions dried upon the floors. Uniformed attendants who had
worked diligently at keeping the tablesfilled and the complex clear of refuse had stripped away their
emblems and joined the melee struggling desperately to forget the desperate hour. Here two thousand
years of civilization disintegrated into barbarism.

And otherswent on with their own lives, pursuing their own visons of catastrophe.

11:45 p.m. Vulcanologists have had a great deal to watch recently. Old volcanoesin Hawalii, Mexico,
Italy, lceland, Indonesia, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, Chile, and Japan have erupted or shown signs of
imminent activity, and new vol canoes have opened smoking fissures. So far none has demonstrated the
destructiveness of Mt. St. Helensand El Chichon in 1983, but vulcanologists do not rule out that
possibility. One or more eruptionsthe equa of Krakatau in 1883 or Tamborain 1815 might inject
enough ash and smoke into the atmosphere to riva the nuclear winter predicted by many scientistsin the
1980sto follow anuclear war.

11:47 p.m. On the bal cony Krebs listened to her earphone and then |ooked quickly at the ballroom floor.
"Hesleaving," shesad.

"Who'sleaving?' Gentry asked.

"The Presdent. Asif hé'sin ahurry. One of the Secret Service men ran over to him and spoke aword or
two—nobody could pick up what was saild—and he's amost running out of here.”

Gentry shrugged. "It probably doesn't mean anything. Maybe he doesn't want to get caught in the
midnight crush.”

She made aface a him. "Y ou're supposed to be theredlist.”
"Areyou ready then for my redism?'

She looked at him for amoment without speaking, and then she said, "If you were anybody else, | might
say 'Y es,' and to hdll with the job. But if the world survives I'm going back to the Midwest and find a
more meaningful way of life, and you, for dl your above-it-al earnest cynicism, you use people—you use



lifeitsdlf—for your own sdfish satisfactions”

He seemed speechlessfor the first time that night, and then he said, without his customary condescension,
"Do you think | don't know that? My cynicism doesn't come out of superiority, but out of fear. I'm afraid.
I've dways been afraid.”

"Maybe s0," she said, "but you'll haveto livewith it like everybody else. I've got to go. I've been told
there's something happening on the roof top."”

11:50 p.m. Astronomers today announced the discovery of anew comet that promisesto be larger and
brighter than Halley's comet. The comet, asyet unnamed, may be making itsfirst passthrough the solar
system, possibly disturbed initsbillions of years orbit in what is known as the Oorts Cloud by adistant
companion sun to Sol caled by some scientists "Nemesis™” Priminary calculations indicate that the new
comet may pass closeto earth, but darmist reports of a possible collision have been dismissed by
scientistsas "next to impossible.”

11:52 p.m. Smith-Ng looked up from the dessert table in the restaurant on the second ba cony. "What
did you say?" he asked Lyle, who il tagged along behind him.

"The President. He's gone. What does that mean?"

"Maybe nothing,” Smith-Ng said, wiping aglob of whipped cream from his upper lip. "Maybe
catastrophe.”

"Shouldn't we—couldn't we—find some place quieter? More done?" Lyles teeth made an uncontrollable
chattering sound, and he put his hand on Smith-Ng's shoulder asif he were steadying himself.

Smith-Ng looked at Lyle and then toward the ceiling asif seeking guidance. He placed his hand
tentatively over Lyl€'s. Hisface gpproached the young man's asif moved by some externa power, and
he kissed him with the curiosity and then the intensity of an unsuspected passion he had just discovered.
Hedrew back asif he could fed hisworld shattering in pieces around him and shook himself. "I
understand that something interesting is happening on the roof," he said shakily. "Perhaps we should go
find out what itis."

11:54 p.m. On the eve of the Twenty-First Century the United Nations Office of Population announced
that the world's population has passed six hillion. Of these S billion, it said, more than haf were
undernourished and one billion were actudly starving. Thesefigures, a spokesman said, raise serious
guestionsfor world peace as well asfor the number of deaths by starvation and disease if world
population doubles again, as predicted, in the next thirty-five years.

11:56 p.m. By thetime the cameras arrived, the audience had swollen tofill al the chairs and the standing
room that surrounded them. Krebs with Gentry behind her had reached the terrace just afew moments
earlier, and Smith-Ng and his disciple were only afew steps behind.

The terrace had rippled minutes ago with the news of the President's hurried departure, but now it was
quiet with the hushed expectancy of something momentous about to happen, asif by listening hard one
could hear thelagt grains of sand trickling through the hourglass of the universe.

In the balroom five floors below, the crowd wasfrantic in its effort to greet the new millennium with life
and laughter, like savages a the dawn of civilization trying to frighten away disaster with noise or appease
it with celebration. Below Saturnaliawasin progress. Here on the roof top a congregation as solemn as
that of any true believers awaiting the day of judgment on mountain top was contemplating the eternd.



People were here because of who they were, choosing thiskind of celebration rather than other kinds
below, because of the occasion and its star-reaching site, and because of Barbara Shepherd. She stood
now like asacrificia virgin, her hymen restored with her faith, her arms outstretched, her hands clenched
into figts, her voicelifted in exultation.

"Now has the moment come," she said, "thetime arrived, the stroke of the clock about to sound aswe
listen. Now we must demonstrate our faith or lose dll faith forever and be forever damned. Faith can save
usyet. Faithwill save us. Havefath! Havefaith!™

"I'm frightened!" Hays said to Landis.

"What are you frightened of 7' he asked gently, tightening hisarm around her asif to create afortressfor
two.

"Everything," she said. "Theworld ending. The night exploding. Bombs. Change. Everything.”

"Don't beafraid,” he said. "Maybe we found each other too late, your sense of the drama of life and my
search for its purpose. But if we make it through thisnight, | have a suggestion: let's create anew world,
for oursalves and whoever wantsto join us."

"I'dlikethat," shesad. "If wemakeit through.”

"I'm frightened, t0o," he said. "But it's not catastrophe I'm afraid of. What | fear is our love of
catastrophe.”

Barbara Shepherd turned and ran toward the back of the platform like the acrobat she once had been.
As she reached the middle, she did aflip backward, landed on her feet, and flipped again. The second
took her off the end of the platform. For an instant she seemed to disappear from view. Then her figure
regppeared, propelled upward with surprising speed, head high and facing the audience with the
composed features and confidence of asaint, rising, risng, clearing the railing that surrounded the roof
top and floating freein the air beyond it. Her gown fluttered; her arms reached out and, like wings,
seemed to support her body in the crystdline air, even to lift it toward the heaven she addressed.

The audience waited, shocked into immobility, shocked out of skepticism, expecting miracles and fearing
them, fearing catastrophes and expecting them.

But as the stroke of midnight sounded and maddened noise broke out in the city below and inthe
ballroom behind like celebration or like explosions and machine guns and the screams and drying cries of
victims, and the spinning world seemed to hesitate in anticipation of catastrophe, the figure of Barbara
Shepherd fdtered inthe air beforeit fell, with growing velocity, glittering, through the night.

TheEnd
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