Destroyer Of Worlds
by Charles Sheffidld

"Neither snow nor rain nor heet nor gloom of night stays these couriers from the swift completion of their
appointed rounds." Those words were not penned by a dedicated employee of the United States Postal
Service. They were written by Herodotos, in about 450 B.C., and he was talking about the postal system
of the Perdans.

Thefirst postage ssampsin the world came long after the first postal service. They were introduced in
Grest Britain, in 1840. They were the Penny Black and the Twopenny Blue, and the picture on their face
was based on the 1837 medal portrait of Queen Victoriaengraved by W. Wyon.

A _reprint_isastamp printed from the origind plate after that samp isno longer valid for use as
postage. Its existence tends to depreciate the price to collectors of the origina stamps.

_Philately , asaterm used to describe the collecting of postage stamps, was aword coined in 1865 by a
Frenchman, Monsieur Herpin. Before that, slamp collecting was known by the less complimentary term
of _timbromania .

Everyonein theworld knows these things. Don't they? That's what Tom Walton seemed to believe when
| first met him.

| went to his shop on 15th Street in downtown Washington in early May, on awarm and pleasant
mid-afternoon. A reporter friend of mine had given me his name and the address of his store, and assured
me that he knew more about stamps than any ten other people combined. To tell the truth, it was only
fathin my friend JlI's opinionsthat persuaded meto go into that shop. The sorefront was ahefty meta
grating over dirty glass, and behind that on display in the window | saw nothing but acouple of battered
leather books and ametal roller. It was adump, the sort of shop you walk past without even noticing it's
there.

Theinsde was no better. Narrow and gloomy, with along wooden counter running across the middle to
separate the customer from the shopkeeper. Bare dusty boards formed the floor and one unshaded
lightbulb just above the counter served asthe only illumination. Cobwebs hung across al the corners of
the celling. Asfurniture there was one stool on my side and atal armchair on the other. In that chair,
peering through ajewdler'sloupe at astamp in itslittle cover of transparent plastic, sat afat manin his
early twenties. At the ring of the shop's doorbell he took the lens away from his eye and gave me afrown
of gredting.

"Mr. Wdton?' | said.
"Mmph. Yer-yes." A quiet voice, with the hint of astammer.

"I'm Rachd Banks. | don't want to buy any stamps, or sdll any, but | wondered if you could spare me a
few minutes of your time. JII Fahnestock gave me your name."

"Mm. Mmph. Yes"

It occurred to methat | should have asked Jill afew more questions. | hadn't, because there had been a
fond tonein her voice that made me think Tom Walton might be an old boyfriend of hers. But seeing him
now | felt sure that wasn't the case. Jill was one of the beautiful people, well-groomed and chic and
dressed alwaysin the latest fashions. Tom Walton was nice looking in achubby sort of way, with curly
fair hair, abeautiful mouth, and innocent blue eyes. But he hovered just on the right side of the indefinable



boundary of fatness beyond which | cannot see any man asaphysically attractive object. Also he hadn't
shaved, his shirt was poorly ironed, and he was wearing abaggy cover-al cardigan that was as shapeless
ashewas. Therewas even asmudge of oil or something around hisleft eye that had come from the lens
he had been using.

Not Jlly'stype. Not at al.

"I have aquestion,” | said. "About a postage slamp. Or what may be a postage stlamp. Jill thought you
might be ableto help me."

"Ah." At least that was a positive sound, atone gpproaching interest. But | till had to get the
preliminaries out of the way. 1'd been in trouble before when | didn't announce at once who | was and
what | was doing.

"I'm aprivate investigator,” | said. "Hereés my credentids.”

He hardly glanced at the card and badge | held out to him. Instead, afaint expression of incredulity crept
across hisface, while he stared first at my face, then at my purse.

"Hmph," hesaid. "Hmph."

Those particular "hmphs' | could read. They meant, you don't look tough enough to be aprivate eye.
Too young, too nervous. And anyway, where's your gun? (Raymond Chandler and Dashiell Hammett --
I'd like to bring them back to life long enough to strangle the pair of them. Between them they ruined the
image)

"I'm investigating the disappearance of Jason Lockyer," | said. | _was _nervous, no doubt about it.
Eleanor Lockyer had that effect on me.

"Jason Lockyer. Never heard of him."
"No reason you would have. Mind if | St down?"

| took his slence for assent and perched on the stoal. Tal and skinny | may be, but high chairswere
medefor legslikemine,

"Lockyer isabiologist,” | went on. "A specidist in algae and dime molds and anumber of other things
I'm forced to admit | know nothing about. Hesfamousin hisown field, aman in hisearly sixties, very
distinguished to look at, and apparently afirst-rate teacher. He's on the faculty over at Johns Hopkinsin
Batimore, asafull professor of an endowed chair, and he has an gpartment there. But he aso keeps an
gpartment here in Washington. Not to mention an gpartment in Coral Gables and half anidand that he
ownsin Maine. Asyoull guessfrom dl that, he'sloaded.”

With some people you can loseit right there. They resent other people's money so much, they can't work
around them. Tom Walton showed nothing more than amild disinterest in Jason Lockyer's diverse
homes, and | went on: "He usudly spent most of the week over on campusin Batimore, and hiswifeis
mostly down in Horida. So when he disappeared a couple of weeks ago hiswife didn't even redizeit for
three or four days. She cdled mein last Friday."

"Why you?Why not the p -- police?'

The question came so quickly and easily that | revised my first impresson of Walton. Slob, maybe, but
not dumb.



"The police, too. But Eleanor Lockyer doesn't have much faith in them. When she reported that he had
disappeared, all they did wasfile areport.”

"Yeah, | know the feding. Same asthey did when my shop was robbed last year."

"'She expected more. She thought when she called them they would run off and hunt for himin dl
directions. Asit wasthey didn't even come to search their gpartment.”

| waslosing him. He was starting to fidget in the armchair and fiddle with the jeweler's loupe on the
counter in front of him. It didn't look as though held had a customer in days, but | probably had two more
minutes, before he made up areason why he wastoo busy to listen to me.

| opened my bag and took out a9 by 12 manilaenvelope. "But | did search the apartments,” | said. "All
four, the one here in Washington and the one in Baltimore and then the other two. No signsthat heleft in
ahurry, no signsof any problem. A dead lossin fact, except for one oddity. An empty envelopein the
Baltimore apartment, addressed to Jason Lockyer -- didn't say Professor, didn't say Doctor, just Jason
Lockyer -- standard IBM Selectric Il typewriter, but there was avery odd stamp oniit. Here."

| took the photograph out of the envelope and dlid it across the counter. It was an 8x11 color print and |
was rather proud of it. | had taken it with a high-power magnifying lens, and after half adozen attempts|
had obtained a picture with both good color balance and sharp focus. The image showed the head of a
black-faced doll with staring eyes and straight hair sticking up wildly like astiff black brush. The doll was
black and green and red, and an oval red border ran around it. At the bottom of the stamp was afigure
"1" and the words, 'One Googol.' My satisfaction at the work was not shared by Tom Walton. Hewas
daring at the photo with disdain.

"It'sacolor enlargement,” | said. "Of the postage stamp. And the picture in the middle there -- "
"It'sagoalliwog.”

That piece of information had taken me hoursto discover. "How did you know? Until two daysago |
had never even _heard of agolliwog."

"l used to have adoll likethiswhen | wasakid." Hewas alittle embarrassed, but the sight of the picture
had brought him to life. "Matter of fact, it wasmy f -- favorite toy.”

"I never knew adoll likethat existed -- | had to ask dozens of people before | found one who knew
what it is. It started out as a character in children's books, you know, nearly a hundred years ago. How
on earth did you get oneto play with?'

"Aw, | guessit wasapretty old doll. Handed down, like."
"I know thefeding -- dl the clothes | ever saw came from my big sgter.”

For some reason he looked away awkwardly when | said that. | reached out and touched the photo.
"Thisisapicture of the stamp, the best one | could take of it. | waswondering what you might be able to
tell me about where it was made, maybe where it came from.”

He hardly glanced at it before shaking his head. "Y ou don't understand,” he said. "Thisisusdless. And it's
not a stamp intended for use asred postage.”

"How do you know?"'

"W, for astart you'll notice that it hasn't been postmarked. It was on an envelope but it was never



intended to go through the mails. More important, agoogol isten to the hundredth. Making a stamp that
saysit hasavalue of ‘one googol' isthe sort of joke that the math class would have done back at
Princeton.”

It had taken me another haf hour to discover what agoogol was. "Y ou went to Princeton?”

"For awhile. | dropped out.”" His voice was unemotiona as he went on: "There are plenty of interesting
stamps that were never intended for postage and don't have currency vaue -- Christmas sedls, for
example, that Holboll introduced in 1903 as part of an anti-tubercul osis campaign. Some people collect
those. But what you have given meisntastamp at dl. It'sjust a_picture of astamp, and that'sawhole
lot different. For instance, you missed off the most important piece.”

"Whichis?'

"The edges. Y ou've blown the main picture up big, and that's good, but to get it you've cropped al four
edges. | can't see how it's perforated. That's the first problem. Then there'sthe materials -- the dyes and
the gum, you can't tell one thing about them from a photograph. And what about the type of paper that
was used? And the watermark. Look, you said you found the stamp in Lockyer's gpartment. Don't you
haveit anymore?"

"l do."

"Then why on earth didn't you bring it with you? I've got dl sorts of thingsin the back of my shop just for
looking at stamps.” He leaned closer across the counter. "If you would let metake alook at it hereI'm
sure | could squeeze out someinformation. There are anaytica techniques available today that no one
dreamed of twenty years ago.”

Finally, some enthusasm -- and such enthusasm! He wasiitching to get his hands on the golliwog stamp.
| wanted to hear more, but whatever miracles he had in the back of the shop were gpparently of no
interest to my stomach. It chose that moment to give along, gurgling groan of complaint. | had
breskfasted on a cup of black coffee and lunched in mid-morning on adry bagel, and it was now after
five. Hunger and nerves. | put my hand on my midriff.

"Pardon me. | think that'strying to tell me something. Look, I'm sorry about not bringing the stamp. It's
locked up in my safe. I've grown so used to protecting origina materials-- if | don't do it, the courts and
the lawyers beat meinto the ground. But if you'll et me pick your brains some more for the price of
dinner..." Hewas going to say no, | knew it, and | hurried on, " -- then I'll go get the stamp and bring it
herein themorning. And if theréswork for you to do -- for God's sake don't destroy it, though -- I'll tell
Mrs. Lockyer that | need you and I'll pay you at the same rate I'm being paid.”

"How much?'
"Three hundred and fifty aday, plus expenses.”

He didn't seem thrilled by the prospect, though it was hard to believe he made that much inamonthin the
gore. | think it was the chance of getting alook at the stamp that sold him, because he finally nodded and
sad, "Let melock up.”

He turned to the unpainted inner door of the store and shielded the lock with hisback while he did
something toiit.

"Not much in there to appedl to your average downtown thief,” he said when he was done. He sounded
gpologetic. "No trade-in vaue, but alot of the things are valuable to me.”



Did Tom Walton spend everything he had on stamps? That idea was strengthened when we went out to
his car, parked in the alley behind the store, and drove off to the Iron Gate Inn on N Street. He drove a
1974 white Dodge Dart rusted through at the bottom of the doors and under the fenders. | think carsare
one of humanity's most boring inventions, but even | noticed that this vehicle was due for retirement.

| wasaregular at the restaurant and | knew the menu by heart. He inssted on studying it carefully, afixed
stare of concentration on hisface. | had the impression that he was more accustomed to food that came
out of apaper bag.

While he read the menu | had an opportunity for acloser look at him. | changed my origind estimate of
his age. Hisinnocent face said early twenties, but his hair was thinning at the temples. (Later, when |
referred to him to Jill Fahnestock as ‘the Walton kid' she stared at me and said, "Kid? He's thirty-two --
three years older than you." "But he looks -- | don't know -- brand-new." ™Y ou mean _unused . | know.
Theres more to Tom than meetsthe eye.")

There was quite abit of him that did meet the eye. "I'm on adiet,” he explained, when he was ready to
order.

"l see" Not beforetime, but | could hardly tell him that. *How long have you been dieting?”
"Thistime?' He paused. "Four years, dmogt."

Then he went ahead, quite unsafconscioudly, to order and eat avast med of humous, cous-cous, and
beer. | couldn't complain, because he was determined to earn his dinner. We talked about stamps, and
only stamps. At first | made afeeble attempt to take notes but after afew minutes | concentrated on my
own food. Therewas no way | would remember dl that he said, and with him as my consultant | didn't
need to.

Stamps are colored bits of paper that you lick and stick on letters, right?

Not to Tom Walton and amillion other people. To the collectors, slamps are an obsession and an
endless search. They spend their lives rummaging through dusty old collections, or bidding on large lots at
auctionsto get asingle stamp, or writing letters al over the world for first-day covers. They havetheir
own vocabulary -- _doubleimpressions _ (where a sheet of slamps has been put through the presstwice,
and the second imprint isdightly off from thefirst one); _mint_ (astamp with its origind gum undamaged
and with an unblemished face); _inverted center  (when astamp is made using two plates, and asheet is
accidentally reversed when it is passed through the second press, so the ssamp's center is upside down
relativeto itsframe); _tete-beche (where a plate has been made with one ssamp upside down in the
whole sheet of samps).

They dso havetheir own versions of the Holy Grail, stamps so rare and vauable that only the museums
and super-rich collectors can own them: the 1856 " One-Penny Magenta' slamp from British Guiana; the
Cape of Good Hope "Triangle" from the 1850's, the 1843 Brazilian "Bull's-Eye," first samp issued in the
western hemisphere; the tri-colored Bade "Dove" issued in Switzerland in 1845; the 1847 Mauritius
"Pogt Office" stamp.

And there are the anomalies, the samps that are interesting because of some defect in their manufacture.
Tom Wadton owned a1918 U.S. Airmail slamp, an example of an inverted center in which the planein
the stlamp's center isflying upside-down. He told me it was very rare, with only one sheet of ahundred
stamps ever reaching the public.

| don't know how much time he spent alone in that store of his but he was starved for company. He
would probably have talked to me dl evening, and to my surprise | was enjoying listening to him. But by



the time we were onto baklava and a second cup of coffee my own preoccupations were beginning to
take over.

"I'm sorry, Tom." | interrupted his description of the '$1.00 Trans-Mississippi' commemorative stamp,
one of hisfavorites. "But I've got to pay the check and go now. | promised Mrs. Lockyer that I'd be
over to see her thisevening at her apartment.”

He nodded. "Ready when you are, Rachd."

He seemed to assume that he was going with me. | hadn't intended it, but it made sense. If | were
consdering adding him to the payroll it was a near-certainty that Eleanor Lockyer would want to talk to
him. (Though | was not sure that | wanted to exposehimto _her )

The Lockyer apartment was out in yuppie-land on Massachusetts Avenue, far from any subway stop.
Tom Walton's car received an incredulous ook from the guard at the main entrance, but when wetold
him who we were going to see he couldn't refuse to let usin. We parked between a Mercedes 560 and
an Audi 5000. Tom carefully checked that al his car doors were locked.

Aswewent insde and entered the elevator | decided that the second cup of coffee had been amistake. |
have an incipient ulcer, and my stomach hurt. Then | decided that the coffee was not to blame. What was
getting to me was the prospect of another meeting with Eleanor Lockyer.

She was on the telephone when the maid ushered usin, and shetook her timein finishing the
conversation. We were not invited to sit down. She was obvioudy preparing to go out, because shewas
wearing along dress and a cape that my year'sincome would not have paid for. | introduced Tom
Walton as someone who was helping me with the investigation. She gave him the briefest of glanceswith
bored grey eyes, dismissed him as a nonentity, and waved her arm at the table.

"Jason's mail for the past two days. | haven't looked a most of it, but you probably want to openit l
and see what'sthere.”

"I'll do that," | said. Tom Walton began to edge hisway over to the stack of |etters and envelopes.

"Right. Y ou've been working on thisfor four days now. | hope you have results. What have you found
out?'

"Quite ahbit. We're making good progress.” Thetonein her voice was so critical | felt obliged to
overstate what | had done. "First, we can rule out any possibility of kidnapping. Wherever he went, his
trip was planned. The woman who cleaned the apartment in Baltimore is sure that there are a couple of
suitcases missing, along with his clothes and toilet articles. She dso thinks there are some spacesin the
bookcases, but she can't remember what books used to be there, though they werein the middle of a
group of books about single-celled plants and animas. Second, he'samost certainly still somewherein
this country. His passport wasin his study here. Third -- the absolute clincher, in my opinion -- heleft his
notes for the rest of the semester with his Teaching Assistant at the university. Fourth -- ™

"But_whereishe ?' sheinterrupted.
"I don't know."

"Andyoucdl that _progress ?Youreteling me he could be anywherein fifty states, millions of square
miles, and you've no ideawhere, or how to find him. That's not what I'm paying you for. What good
doesthat do me?'

"It's part of the whole investigative process. We haveto rule out certain possibilities before | can explore



others. For instance, now that we know he wasn't abducted against hiswill -- Mrs. Lockyer, | don't
know an easy way to ask this; but isthere any chance that Jason Lockyer might have had agirl friend?"

Shedidn't laugh. She sneered. "Jason? Why not ask a sensible question? He hasthe sex drive of a
lettuce. Onewoman in hislifeistoo much for him."

_Youd_betoo much for most people. But that's the sort of thing you think and don't say. Fortunately |
didn't have to ask a'sengble question’ because we were interrupted by aloud whistle from Tom Walton.

"Look at thisletter!" he said. "Professor Lockyer is going to be awarded the Copley Medd of the Roya
Society, for hiswork on bacterial DNA transfer. That'sredlly great.”

It was abreakthrough, of sorts. It proved that Tom Walton was interested in something other than
postage stamps.

But it did nothing for Eleanor Lockyer. She changed the direction of her scorn. "That's just the sort of
nonsense I've had to put up with for five years. Bacteria, and worms, and dimes. If anyone deservesa
medd it's_me , having to live with that sort of rubbish.” The buzzer sounded. Shelooked at her watch,
then a me. "l must say, I'm most disappointed and dismayed by your lack of progress. Y ou haveto do
better or I'm certainly not going to keep on paying you for nothing. Get to work. Look at this apartment
again, and go over that mail with atoothcomb. When you are finished here Mariawill let you out. | have
to go. Genera Shdlstock's limousineiswaiting downgtairs and the General asked meto beontime.”

Shewasturning to leave when Tom Waton said quietly, "Water Shellstock, by any chance?’
"Y es. He's vidting Washington for afew days.”

"Say hello.”

"Hedlo?Y oumean from _you 7'

"Sure. Wdly Shdllstock's my godfather.”

It was a pleasure to watch Eleanor Lockyer's reaction. Her bottom lip went down so far that | could see
the receding gum-line on her lower teeth, and shesaid,”_You . You're... But who?..."

She had forgotten his name, or never registered it when | introduced them.

Heredized her problem. "Well, in business| just use Tom Walton. But my full nameis Thomas Waton
Shellstock. Actudly it's Thomas Walton Shellstock the Fourth, though | don't know why anyone would
care about counting the numbers.”

"The_Pennsylvania_ Shellstock's?"

"That's right. Well, have fun with Wally." Tom turned back to the pile of letters, peering a each oneand
ignoring Eleanor. I've never seen awoman o torn. The buzzer sounded again, thistime more urgently.
She turned toward the door, but then she hurried back and took Tom by the arm.

"Thomeas, I'm having asmal dinner party here next week. I'd loveit if you could come.”
"Send me an invitation. Rachel has my address.”

"Of course. You and..." Sheturned to give me alook of frustration. It meant, | sure as hell don't want to
havetoinvite _you , you'rethe hired help -- but I'm not sure what your relationship isto Thomas Walton
Shellstock, and if you two are screwing | may haveto include you just to get him.



"Both of you," shesaid a last. Tom didn't give her another look, and finally she went out.

"You'd redly cometo her dinner party?’ | said. | had alot of questions but that seemed like the most
important one.

"What do you think? Saying 'send me an invitation' isalot easier than saying no in person.”
"What are the Pennsylvania Shellstock's? She dmost dropped her tegth.”

"Ah." He had finished looking at the slamps on the unopened | etters, and now hewas gitting idly &t the
table. "'Old money, my d-dear," hesaid in afasetto. "Theonly red kind of money.' That's what
people like Mrs. Lockyer say -- and that'swhy | don't use my full name. We happen to have rather alot
of it -- money, | mean, no thanksto me. Isn't sherevolting?"

"I wondered if it wasjust me. When | hear her talk about her husband it doesn't sound like she wants me
to find him. It soundslike she wants meto prove he's_dead ."

"I don't understand why they're married at dl. Y ou said he'sin his sixties, she can't be more than forty."

"Forty-five, if she'saday,” | said. Pure mdice. "Hisfirst wife died -- he's got grown-up kids, and
contacting them is on my agenda. Eleanor knew agood thing when she saw one. No respongbilities, lots
of money -- so she grabbed him."

"No childrenin thismarriage?"
"Perish the thought. Children, my dear, they're such a_nuisance . And having themisso_messy ."

He waslaughing without making asound. "And worse than that, my dear, I'mtold it actualy _hurts .
Rachd, it'snone of my businessbut | think you have a problem.”

"Mrs. Lockyer? Don't | know it."

"I wasn't thinking of that. From what you said it's quite obvious that Jason L ockyer disappeared because
he wanted to disappear. If heintended hiswife to know about it he'd have told her. So now you'retrying
to go againgt what he wanted, just to please her. Doesn't that give you fits?!

"Tom, shesmy _client _."
"So drop her, my dear."

"Right. And find a the end of the month | can't pay the rent. I'm in afunny business, Tom. Some of my
clients are people you'd cross the street to avoid meeting. And | won't even touch the worst cases, the
bitter divorce settlements and the child abusers. But the nice, norma people of the world don't seem to
have much need for detectives.”

Therewas aconscienceingde dl that fat, because after amoment he shook hishead and said, "I'm
sorry. | shouldn't have said that, it's not my business.”

"No, and it never will be. Know why, Tom? Becauseyou're _rich_." | was angry, but most of it was
guilt. Hewasright, I shouldn't be hounding Jason Lockyer just to please Eleanor Lockyer. "Y ou don't
have the same pressures on you. | saw your face when | offered you three hundred and fifty dollarsaday
to work onthis. A lousy three-fifty, you thought, that isn't worth bothering with. Why do you run that
samp store at dl if you don't need money? Why don't you do something _important_?"

There must be abranch of etiquette that says you don't harangue near-strangers; but poor Tom Walton



didnt fed like astranger, so | unloaded on him.

After afew moments he sighed. "All right, dl right. I'll help you look for Jason Lockyer. And why do |
run the slamp store? I'll tell you, | doitto _avoid conversationslike this-- with my own damned family.
They're dl over-achievers, and they went on a mefor years, telling meto go out and change the world --
run for public office, or buy a position on the New Y ork Stock Exchange, or win aNobd Prize." His
voice was becoming steadily louder. "1 don't want todo _any__ of thosethings. | want anice, peaceful
life, looking at interesting things. And no one dseiswilling to let me do that! That's one nice thing about
stamps. The family acceptsthat I'm running abusiness, they stay away and the sampsdon't _harass
you."

That was the moment when | began to revise my opinion of Tom Walton. | had neatly pegged him asa
pleasant, shy, introverted and dightly cooky young man, preferring stamps to people, silence to speeches,
and solitude to most types of company. | didn't think he knew how to shout. Now | saw another side of
him, stronger and more determined. Anyone who got between Tom and what he wanted wasin for a
toughtime.

Maria had heard the noise from another room of the gpartment -- she could have heard it from _any
room, and maybe out in the street. She appeared at the door and politely asked usif we were ready to
leave. We were. Both of us became subdued. Thomas Walton Shellstock (the Fourth) drove me back to
my apartment on Connecticut Avenue. We didn't spesk.

Ashe stopped in front of the building he said: "I hate dl this, Rachel. Redlly hateit. I'm not interested in
looking for Jason Lockyer, and if | see hiswife ever again that will be too soon.”

| reached over and switched off theignition key. "1 know how you must fed," | said. "But | hopeyoull
decideto stick with it. It would be easy for you to say to hell with it, and quit. | feel the same way mysdlf,
but you know | can't do that. For one thing | need the money, and for another | could get acomplaint
that will cost memy license. And | need your help on this-- you can see I'm floundering. Please, Tom.
Don't back out now."

It was unfair pressure, and | knew it. After acouple of silent moments Tom lifted his head to ook up a
the front of the building.

"Oh, hdll," he said. "'If you want to, bring that lousy golliwog slamp around to my store tomorrow
morming.”

(Looking back, | seethisasthe critical moment when | began to use Tom Walton's essentia nicenessto
ease him out of hisshell. And if it was dso the first step in saving or destroying the world, that's another
matter -- | certainly didn't suspect it a thetime.)

| opened the door and stepped out. "Thanks, Tom," | said. "Y ou'reared nice guy and | won't forget
this. See you about ten o'clock. Goodnight.”

| walked away quickly. | wanted to be insde the lobby before he could tell me he had changed his mind.

* k% k% %

| had taken the liberty of carrying Jason Lockyer's newly-arrived mail away in my purse from the
Lockyer apartment. After al, Eleanor had just about ordered meto takeit away and study it.

After two coffees and that conversation with Tom Walton | knew it was going to be difficult togo to
deep (yes, | have aconscience, too). | didn't eventry. | spread out the mail on the kitchen table and



began to go through it piece by piece. About half-past eleven | had a breakthrough, courtesy of the U.S.
Postal Service. It'srare to thank the USPS for dow service, but | wasready to doit.

Although the letters had all been ddlivered to L ockyer's gpartment that morning or the day before, one of
them had been _mailed  nearly three weeks earlier. It should have reached Jason Lockyer long before
he left for parts unknown, but of courseit hadn'.

It bore afirgt-class postage slamp and a near-illegible postmark. | could make out the date and the
letters" CO" -- Colorado -- at the bottom, but the town name was impaossible. The handwritten envel ope
was addressed to Professor Jason Lockyer. Insde was a second envel ope, this time with nothing written
onit -- but there was agolliwog stamp in the upper right corner. And inside _that  was the following

typed message:

_l think it'stimeto give you another progress report, even though it's sooner than | said. Seven and Eight
are running along so-so, nothing much different from what you heard about in my last report. But Nine --
you'd never believe Nineif you didn't seeit for yoursdf. It's till changing, and no one can estimate an
end-point. The crew are supposed to go insde in another week. Marciasays well bein no danger and
shewants usto stay there longer than usua. She's done something new on the DNA splicing, and she
believesthat Nineismoving to atotaly different limit, one with a Strange Attractor weve never seen
before. She thinksit may be the one weve been searching for adl adong. Me, I'm afraid it may bethe
ultimate boss system -- the real Mega-Mother. Certainly the efficiency of energy utilization isfantadtic --
more than double any of the others, and still increasing._

_I tdl you frankly, I'm scared, but I'll haveto go in there. No way out of it. Y ou told methat if | ever
wanted advice you'd giveit. | think that'swhat we al need here, anew look without any publicity. Any
chance you can arrange to come? I'll write again or telephone in the next few daysto keep you
up-to-date. Then maybe you can tell meit'sal my imagination.

The one-page letter was unsigned and undated, but | had the date on the postmark. And | had the log of
Jason Lockyer'sincoming long-distance phone cals at the university and at each apartment. It should be
sraightforward to find out who had written the cryptic note.

By hdf-past one | had changed my ideas about that. The incoming log showed nothing from Colorado
anywhere near the right dates. Asafind act of desperation | at last went to the log of Jason Lockyer's
outgoing calls, ones he had placed himsdlf. | had looked at thislog before, but he made so many calsto
so many placesthat | had not been able to see anything significant.

Sweset success.

It jumped out a mein the first ten seconds of looking. Six days after thisletter had been mailed, Lockyer
had placed a series of four phone calsin one day to Nathrop, Colorado. One call had lasted for over
forty minutes. | checked in my National Geographic atlas. Nathrop was asmall town about seventy miles
west of Colorado Springs. It lay on the Arkansas River with the Sawatch Range of the High Rockies
rearing up to over fourteen thousand feet just to the west.

Nathrop, Colorado.

For thefirgt time, | had a place to look for Jason Lockyer that was smaller than the continental United
States.

Within two minutes| knew | would be going to Nathrop myself. Cdling that telephone number wasa
tempting thought, but there was a danger that it might make Jason Lockyer run before | had achanceto
talk to him faceto face. Thered question was, would | tell Eleanor Lockyer what | was doing? She was



my client, so the natural answer was, yes, she had to know and approve. But now | had to face Tom's
question: did I _want_to find Jason Lockyer for her when he didn't want to be found?

| went to bed. | spent the rest of the night tossing and turning in mixed fedings of satisfaction and
uneasiness.

* * % %

| was standing at the door of Tom's shop on 15th Street by eight-thirty. Nice district. | was
propositioned twice, and would have been moved on, too, if | hadn't been able to show the cops my
license

Tom'swhite Dodge wheezed around the corner at nine o'clock. He saw me and waved before he turned
to park in the aley behind the building. He was eating an Egg McMuffin. I'm not a breakfast person, but |
wished | had one.

"Got the stamp?* he said as soon as he came out of the aley. He was wearing atan sports coat and
matching flannels, and awell-ironed white shirt. His hair was combed and he was S0 clean-shaven his
skin had a scraped look.

"Better than that. | have two of them.”
| explained while he was opening the front door of the store.

"Good," he said. "It's nice to have aspare. It means| won't have to be quite so c-careful with the first
one. And if you want my opinion, you ought to find Jason Lockyer and hear his side of the story before
you tell Eleanor Lockyer adamned thing."

He went straight past the counter, unlocked the inner door, and waved me through.

It wasjust aswdll that | had learned the previous night that Tom was from awedalthy family. Otherwise,
the word that would have entered my head when | stepped through the beige-painted wooden door into
the rear of the store would have been: _drugs . Money had been spent here, lots of money, and in
downtown D.C. big money saysillega drugs more often than you would believe. At the back of the store
was amassve Moder safe, the sort of thing you'd normally seein atop-secret security ingtdlation or a
bank vault. There was awell-equipped optical table along one wall and a mass of computer gear dong
another. Tom explained to methat it was an Apollo image analysis workstation, with adigitizer and raster
scanner asinput devices.

"l can view astamp or amarking ink with adozen different visible wavelength filters" hesaid. "Or in
ultraviolet or multiband infrared. We can do chemical tests, too, on atiny corner, so smal you'd never
know we'd touched it. | have verniersthat will measure to amicron or better, and the raster scanner will
create adigital image for computer processing. | can do computer matching againgt dl the standard
papersand inks."

"And the sofe?"

"Stamps. They're negotiable currency, of course, but that's not the point. The old and rare ones have a
worth quite unrdated to their face vaue.”

Just like Tom Walton.

Hetook the envel ope containing the first golliwog stamp and placed it carefully on alight-table. Those fat
fingerswere surprisingly precise and delicate. As he placed a high-powered stereo lensin position and



bent over it, he said: "Why are you regjecting the most obvious reason at al for Jason Lockyer running off
-- that he c-can't stand his wife? Seems to me he has an excellent reason, right there.”

"If he just wanted to get away from her he wouldn't need to disappear. He had good lega advice before
they married. They have amarriage contract, and if they split up he knows exactly how much it would
cost him. He can afford it. All hewould haveto do is stay over in Batimore and tell hislawyersto go
ahead with the separation papers. If he wereto die, that's another matter. She getsalot more. | think
that's one reason why Eleanor iswilling to pay meto find out what happened. She wants that money so
bad she can tagteiit.”

| watched as Tom grunted in satisfaction and straightened up. He fed the second envel ope carefully into a
machine that |ooked like a horizontd toaster.

"Thethousand dollar version of the old steam kettle," he said. "It takes the stlamp off the cover with
minima damage to the mucilage. Here it comes.” The samp was appearing from the other side of the
machine on alittle porcelain tray. He removed it, placed it between two pieces of transparent film, and
secured it in position on the scanner.

"There's one other reason why I'm sure Lockyer's not planning to stay away forever," | went on. "He
didn't take any check books, and he hasn't used any credit cards. What will he do when he runs out of

money?'

"What about coupon clipping?* asked Tom. And then, when | looked puzzled, "I mean dividends. If he's
like me he gets dividend checks all the time, and he can cash them easlly. All hewould havetodois
change the mailing addressfor receipt of those, and he could live off them indefinitely."

"Damn. | never thought of that. I'll haveto check it."

He closed the cover on the scanner, leaned back, and stared at me. "It's none of my business, but how
did you get into this detective work? And how long have you been doing it?"

"Six years. Two years on my own, Ssnce my uncledied. It wasredly hisbusiness, and | used to hep him
out in the summerswhen | was till in school. When | graduated ajob was hard to find. Tell an employer
you have adouble degree in English and psychology and it'slike saying you have AIDS and leprosy.”

"Butwhy doyou day init?'

"Widl, I've got an investment. Theré's ahundred and fifty eight dollarsfee for the gpplication for aD.C.
license. And another sixteen-fifty for fingerprinting, and thirty for business cards. It adds up.”

| wastrying to tease him, but he wastoo smart and it didn't work.
"Do you make any money?" he asked.

Hewasn't teasing at dl, he was just making conversation while the scanner did itsthing on the stamp. But
unfortunately it _did_work. I've grown hypersengtive about what | do for aliving. | broke up with my
last boyfriend, Larry, over just this subject.

"| pay therent,” | snapped back at him. "And | bought your dinner last night. Y ou say you'rerich but |
didn't seeyou itching to pick up thetab."

"I've been trained not to,” he said quietly. "That's one of the things | wastold a my mother's knee --
everyonein theworld will try to soak you for aloan or af-free meal, as soon asthey find out youre a
Shellstock. | guess that's another reason why I'm Tom Walton. But I'll buy you dinner anytime you want



to, Rachd "

Which of courseleft me feding like the ultimate jerk. | hadn't bought him dinner -- the Lockyers had,
since it would be on my expense account. And he knew that, yet he offered to buy me dinner out of his
own pocket. 1'd dapped him and he was offering the other cheek.

"Let metell you about the golliwog stamp,” hewent on. | was quite ready to let him change the subject.
"There's more to be measured, but afew things are obvious already. Firgt, look at the perforations on the
edge of the stamp. Even without alensyou can seethat only the top and bottom are perforated, with the
Sdes clean. That meansthis slamp isfrom avertica coil -- aroll of sampsrather than asheet, with the
stampsjoined at top and bottom, not at the sides. And even without measuring | can tell you thisis 'perf
12' -- twelve perforationsin twenty millimeters. Nothing unusual about any of this, though horizontal coils
are more common. What's more interesting is the way the stamp was produced. Take alook."

He moved meto the light-table and showed me how to adjust the binocular lensto suit my eyes.

"See the pattern of lines acrossthe ssamp? That's called a_laid batonne _ paper, awoven paper with
heavier linesin a certain direction. And there's no watermark -- that's a pretty sure sign that these stamps
were never intended for use as commercia postage.”

"So what's the point of them?"

"My guessisthat they were made to identify a certain group of people -- like asecret Sgn, or a
password. Put one of these on the envel ope, you see, and it proves you're one of the inside group. I've
seen it done before, though thisis an unusudly well-executed design for that sort of thing. The choice of a
golliwog supports my idea, becauseit's not asymbol 1'd ever expect to see on acommercia stamp.

Now, look &t the actua design of the golliwog."

| sared at it and waited for revelation.

"There are five main processes used in manufacturing slamps,”" he went on. "First, engraved _intaglio ,
where adesignis cut directly into the surface of the plate -- that's been used for aslong as stamps have
been made. Second, |etterpress, inwhich thedesignisa_cameo , apattern raised in relief abovethe
surface of the plate. Third, lithography, which uses water and an dily ink drawn on astone, or actually on
ametda surface prepared to smulate stone. Fourth, embossed, where adieisused to givethe stamp a
raised surface. Fifth, photogravure, where the lines are photographed onto afilm covering the plate, and
then etched onto the surface as though they were an engraving. Clearly, what you are looking at thereisa
photogravure.”

Clearly. To him, perhaps. "I'll believe you. But | don't see wherethat takesus.” | waslosing interest in
stamps and itching to head off for Colorado. | didn't have the gdl to tell him, though, not when he thought
what he was doing was important.

"It takes usto avery definite place." All sgnsof ssammer had gone from Tom'svoice. "To Philadephia.
Y ou see, there aren't al that many people who do the design work for stamps. And I'm ninety-five
percent sure | recognize the designer of that one you're looking at. | know his style. He likes vertical
coils, and helikesto do intaglio photogravure. His nameis Raymond Sines, and if you want meto I'll call
Ray right now."

Why hadn't he told methat to Sart with, instead of giving me the rigmarole about _intaglio _and
_cameo_7? Because heliked to talk about stamps, that's why.

| stopped pretending to ook at the golliwog. "I'm not sure what talking to Raymond Sineswould do for



me. How well do you know him?"
He hestated. | waslearning. Hesitation in Tom Walton usualy meant uneasiness.

"So-0. I've met Ray afew timesinformally, at the Collectors Club in New Y ork City. HEs a pretty
peculiar guy. Very smart, and aterrific artist and designer. But when he gets away from sampshe'sa
one-subject talker. He's a space-nut, and afounder member of Ascent Forever -- agroup who design
gpace habitats.”

"I don't see that taking us to Jason Lockyer. Do you redize that yesterday | had no leads and now | have
two? And they go off inwildly different directions.”

"Two'salot better than zero. And | think you may need them both."

| saw his point. Nathrop showed a population of less than five hundred people, so if Lockyer wastherel
couldn't miss him, but it was dso awilderness areawith hundreds of square miles of land and very few
people. Soif he_wasn't_in thetown...

"I'm afraid you'reright,” | said. "It could be that whoever wrote the | etter to Lockyer was just using the
Nathrop post office mail box and telephone. What do we do if we go there and find nothing?"

"We come back. Do you have the letter with you? If so, I'd like to seeit for myself.”
| handed it over and watched while heread it. "Make any senseto you?”

He shook his head. " Strange Attractor?”

"l know. I've never heard the phrase before.”

"I have. | cantell you what it means a the Scientific American levd. It'samath-physicsthing, whereyou
keep feeding the output of a system back in asanew input. Sometimesit convergesto a steady state --
an atractor; sometimesit goes wild, and ends up unstable or with total chaos; and sometimesit sort of
wanders around aregion -- around a strange attractor. The type of behavior depends on some critical
system variable, like flow rate or chemica concentration or temperature. It's obvious from this|letter that
the writer isinvolved in aset of experiments -- but it's anybody's guess as to what field they'rein. And
Mega-Mother?' He placed the | etter back on the light-table. "Maybe he's using 'Strange Attractor’ to
mean something different from what 1've seen before. | don't think we're going to get much out of this."

"I'm not, that'sfor sure. And it'sirrelevant. I'm trying to find Jason Lockyer, not solve puzzles. Uselessor
not, | guess| have to head for Colorado.”

"Will you hold off for one day -- so | can make aquick run up to Philly. Ray Sines has his own engraving
shop thereand | want to drop in on him."

"What do you think he can tell you?'

"If I knew, | wouldn't be going.” Tom took a blank envelope over to the typewriter next to the safe and
typed his own name on it. Then he removed the golliwog stamp from the scanner, placed athin layer of
gum on the back of it, and carefully stuck it on the envelope. Finally he placed the letter from Colorado
indgdeit. "I'll call Ray now and tell him I'm interested in tracing works by an early American engraver.
That's quite true, and he's bound to be interested. And during the meseting | want him to catch alook at
this" He hed up the envelope. "And welll t-takeit from there"

* * % %



| had expected Eleanor Lockyer to quiz me about my proposed travel and give me agenera hard time,
Instead she was sweet and reasonable, and didn't ask me one question about where | was going, or why.

"Tdl Thomasthat theinvitaionisinthemall,” shesad. "It will bejust asmdl, intimate group, no more
than adozen.”

“Il tell him." (I didn't)

He wanted to drive to Philadelphiain the Dodge death-trap. | talked him out of it by suggesting that if we
went by train we could fly straight to Denver after our meeting with Sines. Tom seemed surprised that |
wanted to go with him, but he didn't seem to mind.

"Just don't say too much about stamps or engraving,” he said.
Theleast of my worries.

Ray Sineswas younger than | had expected, a thin, red-faced man of about thirty who suffered
premature baldness. He was attempting the disastrous trick of training the remaining strands of hair to a
pattern that covered hiswhole head, and every couple of minutes he ran hishand in acircular motion
around his scalp. Thetop of his head looked like arotary shoe-polisher. His office, above an industria
warehouse, reminded me of Tom's store, dusty and shabby and somehow irrelevant to what went on
there.

He showed pleasure and no surprise at our vist, and he and Tom went off at once into their polite
sarabande of talk about Gibbons and Scott and Minkus catal ogs, the location of the printing equipment
of the legendary Jacob Perkins of Massachusetts, and the newly-discovered stamps of the 1842 City
Despatch Post of New Y ork City. | sat on the edge of my chair, drank four cups of coffeethat | would
later regret, and itched for Tom to get to the real business.

After about an hour and ahdf | redlized the dreadful truth: he wasn't going to do it. The envelope and the
golliwog stamp were therein Tom's case, standing by hisleg -- and it was going to stay there. He had
had no trouble devising atheoreticd plan to startle information out of Ray Sines, but when it cameto the
act he couldn't bring himsdif to begin.

Findly | reached down, hoisted the case, and placed it on Tom'slap. "The catalog. Don't you have a
catalog in here that you want to show Mr. Sines?'

Tom glared at me, but he was stuck. He opened the case and peered insgde. "'l don't know if |
remembered to bring it,” he said. While Sineslooked on he lifted out alayer of papers and placed them
on thelow tablein front of us. On top was the envel ope addressed to him, with its prominent golliwog
samp.

Snesdared a it and hisfacelit up. "1 didn't know you were amember!" he said to Tom. Then he gave
me aquick and nervous |ook.

"Yes" Tom started to say. "Both of us-- "

"Member of what?' | rapped at Sines. If thiswere a secret organization any sdlf-respecting member
would check astranger's credentials before admitting its existence.

For answer, Sines reached behind him and produced awholeroll of golliwog stamps. "My design,” he
sad proudly. "I worked harder on thisthan on any commercid assgnment. It'sal right, you can talk to
me. | was one of thefirst people that Marciaalowed in. When did you join?'



Tom looked & me beseechingly.
"I camein about four months ago,” | said. "Tom's arecent acquisition, he joined just amonth back.”

"Terrific!" Sinesleaned back in hischair and beamed at both of us. "'If you haven't been out to the site
aready, therésared treat in storefor you."

| reached into my purse and waved our airlinetickets at him. "We're on our way there now. Maybe you
cantell us, what's the best way once we arrive at the airport?’

Hefrowned a me. "lsn't someone meseting you?"'

We were moving onto tricky ground. | had an urge to get out quickly, but we needed information.
"Everyone hastheir handsfull," | said. "There seem to be problemswith one of the systems-- Seven, is
it?"

"No, it'sNine" Herdaxed again. "Yes, | hear it'still doing funny things. WEll get theright one
eventudly. Where areyou flying to?"

"DG’I\/H."

"Pity. Y ou should have flown to Colorado Springs. Either way, though, you'll have some pretty high
driving ahead of you. Take Route 285 out of Denver until you meet Route 24 into BuenaVista. Go north
from there and you should see the Site on your |eft, up on the dopes of Mount Harvard.”

"How far from Nathrop?' | asked.

"A few miles. But if you get there, you've gone the wrong way out of Buena Vista. Pretty good stesk
restaurant, though, if you do make thewrong turn." He frowned. "If you would like meto cal ahead and
try to arrange -- "

"No. Please don't." | took Tom's arm and stood up. "We'd hate to make a nuisance of ourselves before
we even arrive. And wed better go now, our plane leavesin an hour and ahalf.”

"You'll need acab." He stood up, too. "I just wish | was going with you. Give me acal when you get
back, tell mewhat you think of things out there. For me, it's the most exciting thing that's happened in my
wholelife”

He escorted usto the entrance of the building. "Ascend forever!" he said as we left, and raised hisarm.

"Ascend forever!" | replied, but Tom said nothing. As soon as Sineswas out of sight and sound he
exploded a me. "l hate that sort of thing!"

"Youthink | enjoy it?" | had the caffeine shakes and | needed to go to the bathroom. "I know we lied to
him, but what did you want me to do? Break down and explain to Sinesthat we went thereto trick him?"

Hedidn't reply. But | suspected that it was not the lying that had him upset. It was me, pushing the
attache case at him, pushing him to do something dien to histemperament. Hed never believe me, but |
was as upset about that as he was.

* * % %

Denver's Stapleton Airport is at five thousand feet; our drive south and west from there took us steadily
higher. Within the hour we were up over nine thousand, with snow-capped mountainsfilling the sky
ahead. | had never been to Colorado before and the scenery bowled me over -- magnificent country, like



moving to adifferent planet after the rampant azaeas and dogwoods of May in Washington.

Tom was lessimpressed. He had been here before -- "skiing in Vail and Aspen, while tried to persuade
the family that they weren't doing me any favors by sending me. | finally managed to break aleg, and that
didit."

On the plane and again in the car we best to desth what we learned from Ray Sines, and what we knew
or surmised about its relevance to Jason Lockyer's disappearance.

"Ascend Forever isin the middle of this" said Tom. "Or perhapsit's asubgroup of them. Morelikely
that, because they're going through a procedure to keep it abig secret, and that's quite impossible with
thousands of participants.”

"A pretty childish procedure, don't you think? | haven't run across specia stamps and secret symbols and
hidden messages since | wasin high school.”

"Y ou'd never make a Freemason. And | knew abunch of people at Princeton who were still into private
codes. Let's go on. They have some project -- "

" -- agroup of projects. Remember Seven, Eight and Nine. Which also meansthere's probably a One
through Six -- "

" -- OK, at least nine projects, but they're probably &l doing Smilar things. There is some sort of
devel opment activity associated with them and it's out in the Colorado mountains, west of Nathrop and
BuenaVida It's pretty big, visblefrom afair distance. And it'sin some sort of trouble -- "

" -- or part of it is. Remember, Seven and Eight are doing fine. It's Nine that's off, enough to want Jason
Lockyer to come out and take alook at what's going on.”

"And he'safamous biologist. But the projects have something to do with strange attractors. Not to
mention the old Mega-Mother." Tom shrugged. "Y ou're the detective. Can you put it together?!

"Not aclue. Unless Jason Lockyer has other talents, and the group are calling on those to hel p them.”

Grasping at straws. We both knew it and after awhile we dropped it in favor of general chat. We
uncovered atota of three common acquaintances, not counting JiI Fahnestock, and we agreed that
except for JIl we liked none of them. Hefound out, to his horror, that the purple mark on my left forearm
was the scar of abullet-wound, inflicted when aman | approached in achild custody casefired at me
without warning. ("Cocaine" | said. "He was carrying eight ounces of it, nothing to do with child custody.
| wasjust unlucky -- or lucky, depending on your point of view.") | found out, with equa horror, that
Tom carried no hedth insurance of any kind and did not proposeto get any. ("Hedlth insuranceisfor
people who don't have money. Obvioudy, it costs more on average to buy insurance than it doesto be
sck -- otherwise, how could insurance companies stay in business. Hedlth insurance is abourgeois
concept, Rachel." That last sentence was to annoy me, but thistime | handled it better.)

He ate when he was happy. So did |. Thefact that he was forty pounds overweight while | wastoo thin
to please anyone but a clothes designer was lost on neither of us.

Eventualy we stopped talking and smply sat in companionable silence. Tom was one of the rare people
whose presence you enjoy without speaking.

BuenaVigtacamefindly into view, atown that couldn't be more than a couple of thousand people. For
the past half hour we had scanned the mountains ahead of usfor any anomalies and seen nothing, even
though it was aglittering spring day and visbility was perfect.



| had been driving, because we were renting a Toyota Cdicaand since | was consdering buying onel
wanted to see how it handled. When we reached Buena Vista |l stopped the car at what looked like a
genera purpose store on the main through street.

"Y ou need to buy something?' said Tom.
"Information. Want to comein with me?"

The bored youth behind the counter knew ingtantly what | was talking about. " The Observatory, you
mean,” hesaid. "You can seeit from the road, but you have to look hard. Take the road north and ook
for agrave cut off to the left. That goesdl the way on up, you can't missit." He stared a us. "Y ou'll be
working there?'

"No. Jugt vigting."
"Ah. They say they're making a spaceship up there, one that's going off to the end of the universe.”
"I don't know about that. Well see.” | bought two cans of coke and we | eft.

"So much for the big secret,” Tom said when we were back in the car. "They're practically running guided
tours

"If you want to hide something, disguiseit as something else that local people don't much care about --
like an observatory.”

Tom up-ended his can of coke. Heinhaled it more than drank it, in onelong gulp. "What about the
paceship?’

"Safe enough. No onein their right mind would believeit." We had amgjor decision to make aswe
drove up the winding gravel-covered road. Would we barrel on up to the entrance, or would we leave
the car and play Indian Scout?

Wediscussed it for another minute, then compromised. A complex of buildings stood on the south-facing
dope of the mountainsde. We parked the car three quarters of a mile away, where the top of the blue
Toyotawould barely be visible over the top of thefind ridge. | led the way aswe waked until we had a
good view. The location waswell above ten thousand feet, and three minutes walk up the dight incline

left us gasping.

There were five mgjor structures ahead. Three of them were large, hemispherical, geodesic domes, made
of glass or plastic. Two of those were transparent, and we could see shadows inside where trees or
shrubs seemed to be growing marked off by triangular support ribbing of painted metd or yellow plastic.
The third dome was apparently of tinted materia, and itswall panels gleamed dull orange-red. The three
domes stood in roughly an equilatera triangle, each one sixty feet across, and at the center of that triangle
were two more conventional buildings. They were white and square-sided, with thelook of prefabricated
or temporary structures. | counted seven cars parked outside the larger one.

A diff breeze blew from the west, and even in the bright sunlight it wastoo cold to stand and watch for
more than afew minutes. In that time no one appeared from any of the buildings or domes, nor wasthere
evidence of activity within.

We went back to the car and sat inside. | put my hand on my stomach. The coke had been amistake. |
had the jitters and a pain that ran from my solar plexus around the lower right-hand side of my ribs.

"What now?' said Tom. He looked like the detective, calm and confident. His question probably meant



he had made up his own mind what we ought to do.

| burped, in asladylike away as| could manage. "If Jason Lockyer isinside one of those buildingsit
won't do us any good to st here. And if Jason Lockyer's not insde, and he's athousand or two thousand
milesaway, it fill won't do usany good do St here.”

"My thoughts exactly.” It was histurn to reach out and turn acar'signition key. "Let'sdoit, Rachel. Let's
go up there and take the golliwog by the horns."

| eased up the dope at a sedate twenty miles an hour, dl my attention on the road. Halfway there, Tom
sad, "Hold on aminute. 1s something wrong with my eyes?'

| stopped the car. It took afew moments, then | saw it, too. The orange-red dome had changed color to
adarker, muddier tone, with rising streaks of deep purple withinit. Tom and | looked at each other.

"WEell never find out from here," | said. | let in the clutch -- badly -- and we jerked forward again. We
crept al the way up to the larger building and parked in theline of cars. | did an automatic inventory. A
new Buick, two old Mustangs, a Camaro that had been in an accident and needed body-work, two VW
Rabbits, and an ancient Plymouth that made even Tom's car look fresh off the assembly line. The same
sort of mix as| might expect to seein aWashington car park, but with abit more Buy-American. Theair
was clear, the sunlight blinding, and there was not a sound to be heard. Living in the city you forget how
quiet real quiet can be. We walked over to the building -- duminum-sided, | now saw -- almost on
tiptoe. My pulse rate was up in the hundreds, and | could fed it in my ears, the loudest sound in the
world.

"Ingde?" whispered Tom.

| nodded and he led the way. The front door was closed but not locked. It opened to a big |obby about
twenty feet square, spotlesdy clean and containing nothing but half a dozen metal-frame chairs. Aswe
paused | heard a clatter of footsteps on the duminum floor, and a man carrying a couple of thick
notebooks came hurrying in. Tom and | froze.

"Well, thank Heaven," the new arriva said. "I didn't know anyone was coming out. Weve been so
short-handed this last week I've been on continuous double shifts."

New Y ork accent, Cdiforniatan. He was no more than twenty-two or twenty-three, and he was wearing
an dl-white uniform like amedical orderly. Thefirst impression was of aclean-cut, clean-living lad who
should have been carrying an apple for histeacher along with his notebooks. A closer ook added
something different. He had a spaced-out glassy starein hiseyes, alook that | had seen before only
among the ranks of the Moonies and the Hara Krishnas.

"Hrgvigt?' hesad.
Tom and | nodded. | hope | looked as casual and at ease as he did.
"Great. You'll loveit here. I'm Scott.”

"Rachd," | said. As| took his outstretched hand the insde of my head madeits own swirling list of
mysteries: vanished professor -- -golliwog stamp roll -- observatory -- spaceship -- biology experiment
-- strange attractor -- religion -- sanctuary -- lunatic asylum.

What was | missng?

"I'll tell Marciayou're here." Scott had shaken hands with Tom and was heading off dong a passageway.



"But let's settle you in first, and then find something for you to do.”

Wefollowed him to along room with adozen beds and a shower and toilet facility at thefar end. ™Y oulll
deepinhere” Scott said. "Make yoursaves comfortable. I'll be back in five minutes.™

| sat down shakily on one of the beds. Hard as arock. "Prison? Military barracks? Hospital? Tom, we
were crazy to come here."

"Don't you want to find Lockyer?' Tom shook his head. "Not prison, not hospital. Boy Scouts, or the
dormin Vermont summer camp. Kids away from home for abig adventure, mummy and daddy miles
away. But they've gone unisex."

"What _is_thisplace?’

"I don't know. Sounds like Marcia's the kingpin, whoever sheis. Or queenpin. Or camp counsdllor.
Everyone defersto her, even Ray Sines." He went across to the window and stood gazing out &t it. "My

imagination, or isit changing again?'
| followed his pointing finger. Thethird dome was now amottled and virulent green. A flowing column of

darker color seemed to be rising steadily through the paint on the dome. Before we could discuss what
we were seeing Scott came hurrying back in.

"Right," he said. "A quick look around, then introductions will have to wait until tonight. Well need
uniforms”

Heled usto an array of tall lockers at the end of the room. While he watched -- no thoughts of privacy
here-- Tom and | took off our outer garments and replaced them with aseptic-looking white uniforms
identical to the one that Scott was wearing. Tom had alittle trouble finding one that fitted him; the
members of Ascend Forever were presumably an undernourished group.

When we were dressed to Scott's satisfaction he took usto the entrance hall -- and back outside the
building. Tom gave me aquick glance. Why bother with sterile clothing if we were going to be outside?
Answer: gerility was not the point; uniformity was.

We marched to one of the three domes and peered in through the transparent wall panedls. | saw a
doping floor with alittle fountain at the upper end, close to where we were standing. A trickle of water
ran across the dome'sinterior and vanished at the other side. The rest of the floor was covered with
dusty-looking plants, growing haf-heartedly in alight-colored soil. The plantslooked tired, and dightly
wilted. In the center of the floor stood the skeleton of amuch smaller dome, with only half itswalls
paneled, and within that Structure three human figures were bending over what looked like a computer
console.

A telephone handset hung on the outside of the dome, and Scott reached for it. "New arrivals,” he said.
"Any changes?'

The three figuresinside straightened to Stare out at us and waved agreeting. "Welcome aboard.” The
voice on the phone was young, friendly, and enthusiastic. "Nothing specia happening here. Weve been
trying to find out what's wiping out the legumes, but we don't have an answer. Oxygen and nitrogen down
alittle bit more -- till decreasing.”

"Still trying changed illumination?”

"Judt finished it. We're putting in a bit less power from the ceiling lights, we're making it longer
wavelength. Wewon't know how it worksfor awhile.”



"No danger, though?'

"Not yet. No matter what, we'll have another couple of weeks before we begin to worry. But it'sapain
to seeit go thisway. Three weeks ago we were pretty sure this one would makeit."

"Maybeit will." Scott waved to the peopleinsde. "WEell keep trying, too. Now that | have some help
maybe I'll have timeto run an independent analyss.”

He hung the handset back on its closed stand and pointed to the panel next to it. "Thisisal new," he
said. "And ared improvement. We have dua controls now, insde and outside. Temperature and
humidity and lighting levelsin the dome can be controlled from this panel here. When we started out, dl
the controls wereinsde and it was ared pain. If there was no crew we had to send someone through the
arlock whenever we wanted to vary the interior environmenta conditions.”

He started towards the middle of the complex. "Anyway, that's Eight," he said aswe walked. "Not going
too good now. Sevenisalot better.”

"What happened to One through Six?" asked Tom.

"They went to stable end-forms, but they weren't ones that humans could live in. So we brought the
crews back outside, closed down the operations, and re-used the domes."

He didn't notice Tom's raised eyebrows, and went on, "But Ningsthe interesting one! I'll warn you now,
though, you won't see much of the inside of it from here. Welve had to shipa TV camerato theinterior,
to supplement the audio descriptions, otherwise we'd be short of data. But welll take alook through the

panels, anyway."

We were closing on the strangest of the domes, and now | could seethat itswall panels were neither
painted nor made of opague materias. They were coated on the inside. Scott went to atelephone setin
the wall -- in that respect thiswasidentica to the other dome.

"Marcia?' hesad. "New arrivals. How about clearing a patch, so we can take alook insde Ning?'

The coating of thewall panelswas closein color to the way we had first seenit, an orange-red with a
touch of brown. While we stood and watched, acircular cleared patch began to appear on the wall panel
closest to us. Soon we could see a hand holding a plastic scraper.

"Tough coating," said awoman'svoice. "A good ded tougher than yesterday.”

The clear patch wasfinished and about afoot across. In the middle of that patch afrowning black face
suddenly appeared. It was that of awoman, with protruding eyes and black straight hair that stuck out
wildly indl directions.

We hadn't found Jason Lockyer; but we had found the inspiration for the design of the golliwog stamp.

"New arrivals" said Scott again. The tone of his voice was quite different from the way it had been at the
other dome. Now he was respectful and subdued, amost fearful.

Thistime there was no cheery wave. The golliwog face stared hard a& me and Tom. "What chapter?' said
agruff voice through the handset.

We had no choice.
"Philadelphia” | said.



"Y our names?"
"Rachd Banksand Tom Wadton."

_Theway to the car was around the dome and then dead ahead. We could beinit in thirty secondsand
driving down the mountain. On the other hand, Scott was acclimatized to ten thousand feet and we were
not. | couldn't run more than fifty yards without stopping for breath, and overweight Tom was sureto be
inworse shape..._

While those thoughts were running through my head the face on the other side of the pand had
disappeared. We stood there for about thirty seconds, while my instinct to run became stronger and
stronger. | was al ready to shout at Tom to make a break for it when Marcias face appeared again at
the panel. Already the wall was partly coated, and she had to use the scraper again to clear it.

"I'vetold al the chapters," she said. "I have to approve any new members_in advance_of joining -- and
certainly in advance of being sent here. We must check on you two. And while that's being done we can't
afford any risks. Building Two, Scott. Y ou're reponsible for them.”

There was no doubt who wasin charge. And | had waited too long. | half-turned, and found that Marcia
had used her brief absenceto cal for reinforcements. Four men were on their way over to the dome, al
young and tanned and fit-looking.

Tom looked to mefor direction. | shook my head. Marcias check on us was going to show that we
were not members of whatever group she led, we could be sure of that. But thiswas not the time or
placeto look for an escape. | suddenly redlized something | should have been aware of minutes ago: the
car keyswerein my purse -- and my purse was back at the lockers with the rest of my clothes. Thank
God | hadn't told Tom to run for it. | would have felt like the world's prizeidiot, Sitting inside the car
while our pursuers came closer and | explained to him that | had no way to start the engine.

We were escorted, very politely, to the second and smdler of the two white buildings. | noticed for the
first timethat it had no windows.

"Thisisjust part of the standard procedure,” said Scott. He was embarrassed. "I know everything will be
al right. I'll check as soon as| can with the group leader in Philadelphia, and then I'll come and let you
out. Help yoursdlf to any food you want from the refrigerator.”

The door was thick and made of braced luminum. It closed behind us. And locked.
We were standing in aroom with three beds, a kitchen, and one other door. Tom went acrossto it.
"Locked," he said after amoment. "But padlocked on _this _side. Where do you think it leads?"

"Not outside, that's for sure. Probably upstairs. It wouldn't help, though -- there are no windows there,
ether." | went acrossto the refrigerator and found a carton of milk. | had savage heartburn and what |
would have redly liked was aMylantatablet, but they were dso in my purse. | was proving to be quitea
klutz of adetective.

Tom was il over at the door. "It's wood, not duminum. And nowhere near as strong as the one that
leads outside.”

"Good. Can you break the damned thing open?’

"Break it!" He stared at mein horror. "Rachel, thisis someone's private property.”



"It sureashell is. Tom, | know you were brought up to regard personal property as sacred. But we'rein
afix. That bloody golliwog woman isal ready to serve us on the half-shell, and | don't give ashit about
property. Bresk it." | was drinking from the carton -- most unhygienic, but | was past caring. "Whatever
they plan to do with us, | doubt if adding abroken door to thelist of crimes will make much difference.
Havefun. Smash away."

"Well, if you'reredly think we haveto." Tom was still hesitating. "All right, I'll do it. With luck | won't
need to do any actua smashing.”

He wandered over to the kitchen area of the room and found a blunt knife. The door's padlock was held
in position by four wood screws. It took him only three or four minutesto remove dl of them. He swung
the door open and we found we were looking at the foot of atightly spiraling Staircase.

"We can't get out thisway," | said. "But there's nothing better to do. Let'stake alook."

He went up the gairsin front of me, clutching the central support pole. On the second floor we cameto
another door, this one unlocked.

Tom opened it. We were looking at a carbon copy of the room below, but with one important difference.
At the table in the kitchen area sat aman with aloaf of bread and alump of cheese -- Edam, by the ook
of it -- infront of him. Next to those stood a bottle of red wine, and the man facing us had afull glassin
his hand and was sniffing at it thoughtfully. When the door opened he looked up in surprise.

| think | was more surprised than he was, though of course| had no right to be. | knew him from his
picture. We were looking at Jason Lockyer.

* k% k% %

The introductions and explanation of who we were and how we got there took afew minutes.
"And it seemswe'redl stuck here" | said.

"Wdll, there are worse places,” said Lockyer. We had set a couple more chairs around the table and
were dl ditting there. "1 ought to apologize, because of coursethisisall my fault. When | look back | can
see | sarted the whole damned thing."

Hewas asmadl, neatly-built man with agood-humored face and the faint resdua of a Boston accent.
Thefact that he was locked up, with no ideawhat was likely to happen to him next, did nothing to ruin
his appetite. His only complaint wasthe quality of thewine. ("California'burgundy,” he said. "It shouldn't
be alowed to use the name. It's no excuse to say winelikethisis cheap. It ought to be _free .")

"Threeyearsago," hewent on, "l wasinvited to give atak to theloca chapter of Ascend Forever in
Batimore. | had no ideawhat to say to them, until one of my best students -- Marcia Seretto -- who was
aso amember of the society, mentioned the society's interest in establishing stand-alone colonies out in
gpace. That would imply acompletely stable, totally re-cycling environment. After that it was obvious
what | had to talk about.

"Most people know that one fully re-cycling environment, driven only by energy from the sun, dready
exigs. That's the biogphere of the planet Earth. What | pointed out -- and what got Marciaso excited
that she amost had afit -- wasthe existence today of other biospheres. They were small, and they only
supported life a the microbe level, but they were -- and are -- genuine miniature ecospheres, relying on
nothing but solar energy to keep them going. The first oneswere made by Clair Folsomein Hawaii in
1967, and they're ill going.”



"Smdl?' | asked. "How smdl?'

"Y ou sound like Marcia. Smdll enough to fit in thiswine bottle. The origina sdlf-sustaining ecospheres
lived in one-liter containers.”

"That's_smal_," sad Tom.

"You aso sound like Marcia._Too smal_, she said. But she asked meiif it would be possibleto design
an ecosphere that was big enough for afew humansto livein -- and live off, in the sense that it would
provide them with food, water, and air -- but not much bigger than ahouse. | told her | didn't see why
not, and | even sketched out theway | would go about designing the mix of living organisnsto doit. You
need something that does photosynthesis, and you need saprophytes that help to decompose complex
organic chemicasto smpler forms. But with an adequate energy supply there's no reason why an
ecosphere to support humans hasto be Earth-sized.

"Marciagraduated, and | thought she had taken ajob somewhere on the West Coast. | didn't worry
about her, because she was the most charismatic person | had ever met. She seemed able to talk the rest
of the studentsinto doing anything. It turned out that | was right but | had underestimated her. The next
thing | knew, | had aletter from another one of my students. He wanted to know what end-forms were
possible when you started an ecosphere with agiven mix of organisms. The answer, of course, isthat
today's theories are inadequate. No one knows where you'l finish. But it wasthefirst hint | had that
something had gone on beyond my lecture. | sent him areply, and aweek later in my In-Box at the
university | found aletter with an odd stamp onit, like a caricature of a black-faced doll."

“A golliwog,” | sad.

"So| learned. | dso redlized that it looked alot like Marcia Theletter said that | was the officia founding
father of the Habitat League. I've seen stuff like that before, slly student jokes. So it didn't worry me. But
_then_| began to receive anonymous letters with the same stamp. And when | read those, | began to
worry."

"Wesaw one" | said. "It was sent to you but the mails fouled up the delivery.”

"The person who wrote them said that Marcia had set up her own organization within Ascend Forever,
with its own chapters and its own sponsors for funding. She had organized acamp in Colorado -- this
one -- and they were following my advice on setting up sdlf-sustaining ecospheres that could be used asa
model for space habitats. | replied to him, saying the Colorado mountains were not abad site, but they
weren't the best.”

"Why not?'

"Simulated space environment,” said Tom, before Lockyer could answer. "If you want to match the
spectrum of solar radiation in low earth orbit, you should go as high as you can and as near the equator
asyou can, where the sunlight is less affected by the atmosphere. Somewhere in the Andes near Quito
would beided."

"Y ou're amember of the Habitat League?' Lockyer wasworried.
"Never heard of them until today. But I've read about space colonies and habitats."

"Then you probably know that you have to do things alot differently than they're donein the Earth's
natural biosphere. For example, the carbon dioxide cycle on Earth, from atmosphere, through plants and
animals, and back to the atmosphere, takes eight to ten years. In the ecospheresthat | helped to design,



that was down to aday or two. And that means other changes -- mgjor ones. And _that_ means
unpredictable behavior of the ecosphere, and no way to know the stable end conditions without trying
them. Sometimes the whole ecosphere will damp down to alow level where only microbid life formscan
be supported. That happened in thefirst haf dozen attempts out here. And there was dwaysthe
possihility of ared anomaly, athriving, stable ecosphere that ssemed to be heading to an end-point equa
invigor to the Earth biogphere, but grosdy different fromit.”

"Ecosphere Nine?' | said.

"Youvegot it. That one wasfirg established four months ago, with itsown initial mix of macro and micro
lifeforms. Almost from the beginning it began to show strange oscillatory behavior -- cyclic patterns of
development that weren't exactly repeeting. It reminded mewhen | saw it of the famouslife cycle and
aggregation patterns of the amoebic dime molds, such as_Dictyostdlium discoideum_, though you may
be more reminded of the behavior of the Belousov-Zhabotinsky chemical reaction, or of the Oregonator
and Brussdator systems. They dl have limit cycles around stable attractor conditions.”

| guess he saw the expression on my face. "Wdll," hewent on, "let'sjust say that the behavior of
Ecosphere Nine origindly had some resemblance to phenomenain the literature. But it isn't in astable
limit cycle. The man who wrote to me was worried by that, because he was one of the people who
would livein Nine's habitat. He called me and asked if | would make atrip out here and ook at Nine,
without telling anyone back home where | was going -- he had promised to keep this secret, just asdll
the others had.

"l agreed, and | must say | was fascinated by the whole project. When | arrived here, ten days ago, |
was greeted very warmly -- dmost embarrassingly warmly -- by Marcia Seretto, and shown Nine with
great pride. In her eagerness to show me how my ideas had been implemented it did not occur to her
immediately to ask why | was here. Nine was doing wonderfully well as a possible space habitat, easily
sugtaining the three humansinsdeit. But | redlized at oncethat it hadn't stabilized. And it has il not
dabilized. Itis_evolving_, and evolving fast. | have noideaof itsend state, but | do know this: the life
cyclesin Ecogphere Nine are more efficient than those on Earth and that meansthey are biologicdly
more_aggressive . | pointed that out to Marcia, and five days ago | recommended action.”

A door dammed downstairs and | heard a hubbub of voices.
"What did you recommend?" asked Tom. Heignored the downstairs noise.

"That the human occupants of Nine be removed from it at once. And that the whole ecosphere be
serilized. | appeded to the saff to support my views. But | didn't redlize at the time how thingsare run
here. Marcia controls everything, and | think sheisinsane. She violently opposed my suggestions, and to
prove her point that thereis no danger she hersalf went in to Ecosphere Nine. Sheisthere now, together
with the man who brought me out here. And sheinsisted that | be held here. No one will say for how
long, or what will happen to me next."

There was aclatter of footsteps on the spira staircase and Scott burst into the room followed by the
other four who had brought us here. Hisface was pae, but he was obvioudy relieved when he saw all
three of us quietly seated at the table.

"Youlied," hesaid to me. "Y ou have nothing to do with our Philadel phia chapter, or any other. Y ou have
to come with me. Marciawantsto talk to you. Both of you."

"What about me?' said Lockyer.
"She didn't say anything about seeing you."



"Wédll, | need to talk to her.” He stood up. "L et'sgo."
"We're not supposed to take you."
"Wewon't goif Lockyer doesn't,” | said quickly. "Y ou'll haveto drag us.”

Scott and the others looked agonized. They weren't at dl the typesto approve of violence, but they had
to follow orders. "All right," said Scoitt at last. "All of you. Come on.”

Heled the three of us downstairs, with the others close behind. | expected to go back to the dome and
peer in again through a cleared patch of wall panel, but instead we headed for the main building. | looked
across a the dome. It was dmogt four in the afternoon and the sun was lower in the sky. The dome's
interna lights must be on, for its panels were glowing now with amottling of pae purplesand greens.

When we had entered the main building earlier in the day it had seemed deserted. Now it swarmed with
people. The entrance area had been equipped with a48-inch tv projection screen, atv camera, and
about twenty chairs. Men and women were Sitting on the chairs, staring silently at the screen. They were
al inther early twenties and they al had the same squeaky-clean airhead |ook that we had first noticed in
Scott.

Asthe main attraction we were led to chairsin the front row, and found oursalves staring up at the
screen.

What we were looking at had to be the interior of Ecosphere Nine. There was a purple-green tinge to the
air, asthough it werefilled with microscopic floating dust motes, and as the camerainside Nine panned
acrosstheinterior | could see peculiar mushroom-shaped plants, three or four feet high, rising from the
floor. And that floor was nothing like the soil we had seen in Ecosphere Eight. It was afuzzy, wispy
carpet of pae green and white, as though the whole area had been planted with afalfa sprouts. Asl
watched, the carpet rippled and began to change color to adarker tone.

Lockyer grunted and leaned forward, but before the color change was compl ete the camera had zoomed
inon threefigures sitting on the floor near the far Sde of the dome. It focused il closer, so that only
Marcia Seretto wasin thefield of view.

She must have been able to see exactly what was happening in the room we were in, because she at
once pointed her finger a us. "l gave no ingructionsfor _him_to be brought here," she said in ahoarse
voice. Thegalliwog face was angry. " Can't you obey the smplest directive?”

"The other two refused to come without Professor Lockyer." Scott was closeto grovelling. "I thought the
best thing to do was bring dl three of them.”

"I was the one who insisted on being here, Marcia," said Lockyer. Hewasnot at al put out by her
manner and he was studying her closdly. "And | was quite right to do so. Y ou have to get out of Nine --
at once. Takealook at yoursdlf, and listen to yourself. Look around you at theair. Y ou'reinhaling
sporesdl thetime, theair isfull of them, and God knows what they'll do to you. And look at those fungi
-- if they are till fungi -- like nothing you've ever seen before. The habitat is changing faster than ever.”

She glared out of the screen at him. "Professor Lockyer, | respect you as ateacher, but on matterslike
thisyou don't know what you are taking about. | fed fine, the peoplein herewith mefed fine Thisisjust
what we have been looking for, asmall habitat that will support humans and is perfect for usein space.”
She waved her arm. "Take aclose look. We have more efficient energy utilization than we ever dreamed
of, and that means we can make more compact living environments.”



"Marcia, didn't you understand what | said?" Lockyer was not the type to raise hisvoice, but he spoke
more dowly and clearly, asthough to asmdll child. ™Y ou're not in a stable environment, as you seem to
think. Y ou areinvolved with a different attractor from any you've seen before, and everything in the
ecospherewill be governed by it. You hear me?_The habitat isevolving_. And you form part of the
habitat. If you remain there, neither | nor anyone el se can predict what is going to happen. Y ou haveto
get out -- now."

Sheignored him completely. "Asfor you two," she said to meand Tom. "I don't know why you came
here and | don't much care. Y ou represent a sheer nuisance and I'm not going to alow you to interfere
with our work."

"So what are you going to do with us?" | asked.

"We don't owe you one thing. No one asked you two to come here, no one wanted you to come here.
Well decideif you leave and when you leave." Her protruding eyes bulged farther than ever and she
rapped out: "What we're doing is more important than any individud. But I'll listen to you. If you can offer
any reason why you shouldn't be held until we're ready to let you go, tell me now."

Theforce of persondity, even through atv link, wasfrightening. It made my nervesjangleand | could
think of nothing a al to say. The surprise came from Tom.

"Professor Lockyer was your professor, wasn't he?' he said quietly. "The spiritua father of the Habitat
League

"What of it?"
"He provided you with the origind ideafor habitats, and the origind designsfor them. He's one of the

world experts on microbid life forms, far more knowledgesble than anyone here. When he saysit's
dangerousin Nine, shouldn't you believe him?”

"| repect Professor Lockyer. But he has no experience with habitats of this Size. And he's wrong about
Nine" Marciaglared a us. "Anything s2?"

When we did not speak she nodded and said, " Scott, take them back. All three of them. And then | want
you here"

Within ten minutes we were back upgtairsin the windowless building and sitting again at the sametable.
Thethick outer door on the ground floor had been locked, and two women members of the project had
been left outside as guards. They had aradio unit with them, and knowing Marcias syleit wouldn't have
surprised meif the two of them were expected to watch us al night.

Lockyer picked up hiswineglass, still haf-full from our rapid departure. " At least we know where we
arewith Marcia”

"She'samaniac,” | said. "How long does sheintend to stay in that habitat?"
"Maybe months. Certainly weeks."
"Continuoudy?"

He nodded. " She hasto. That's the whole point about the habitat being a complete ecosphere. She's part
of it, and if she leaves she upsets the therma and materia balance. Also, anyone who goesin and out
provides adisturbance of another type, too: they carry foreign organisms. Evenif it'sonly bacteriaor
viruses, every new living entry destroysthe totaly sedled nature of the habitat.”



| was ligening with half an ear and trying to think of wayswe might get away. But Tom cameto full
attention and grabbed my arm hard enough to hurt. "Are you saying what | think you are?' he said to
Lockyer. "When Marcia Seretto comes out of Ecosystem Nine, shelll bring out with her anything that
happensto bein there.”

"Roughly speaking. Of course, I'm talking mainly at amicro-organism level. She won't come out carrying
plantsand fungi.”

"But you have no ideawhich part of the habitat isthe 'aggressive part. For al you know, when Marcia
and the others step out of that habitat they'll be carrying with them the seeds of something that is more
efficient and vigorous than the natural biosphere here on Earth. The damned thing could take over the
whole planet. 1t'll be the Mega-Mother they talked about in that letter, wiping out the natura biosphere --
and maybewewon't beabletoliveinit.”

Lockyer put down his glass and frowned at thetable. "I don't think so," he said at last. "The chances are,
any ecosystem that worksin the habitat won't be well-suited to control the Earth's biosphere. If it were, it
should have occurred naturaly during biologicd history.”

Then hewas silent for amuch longer interval, and when he looked up hisface wastroubled. "But | am
reminded of onething. Marcia had an excellent understanding of recombinant DNA techniques. If she
has been using them, to create tailored formsthat provide efficient energy utilization and amore efficient
ecosphere...”

"Then well dl bein trouble when she comes out -- and the longer she staysin there, the worse the odds.”
Tom jumped to hisfeet. "We can't risk wiping out Earth life, even if the chances are only oneinamillion
that it will happen. We have to get the people out of Nine -- and Serilizeit.”

"Sure. How dowe get out of _here for darters?' | said.

But Tom was aready rushing down the spird sairs. By thetimel followed him he was hurtling towards
the heavy outsde door. He hit it at full speed, dl two hundred and thirty pounds of him. It didn't cavein
or fly open, but it certainly shivered onits hinges.

Tom hammered at it with both fists. "Open up!" he roared. "Open up!"

Only anidiot or ageniuswould expect jailersto respond to acommand like that, but the Habitat League
members were different -- or maybe they were just used to obeying orders.

"What do you want?' said anervousvoice.
"Wehaveto get out. Thereésa-- af -- firein here.”

There was ascream of horror from the other side of the door, and the rattling of akey. Before the door
could fully open Tom was pushing through. The two women were standing there, mouths gaping.

| tried to move past Tom. | knew what would happen next. He could never bring himself to hit awoman
and hewould just stand there. They had been foolish enough to let us out, but now they would either
shout for help over the radio or run for the other building -- and they were used to being at ten thousand
feet. We would never keep up. It was up to me to stop them.

| had underestimated Tom. He reached out and grabbed the girls by the neck, one in each hand. Whilel
watched in astonishment he banged their heads ruthlesdy together and dropped the women half-stunned
to thefloor.



Thiswas Tom, the gentlest of men! | stared at him in disbelief. | thought, Y ou've come along way,
baby .

But he was off, blundering away in the semi-darkness towards the dome that housed Ecosystem Nine.
"Take care of them," he shouted over his shoulder. "1 need five minutes.”

They didn't need much taking care of. They were down in the dirt, flinching away when | bent towards
them. | picked up the radio and swung it by its strap against the wall of the building. The case cracked
open and the batteries flew out. When | bent over one of the women and grabbed her arm, she moaned
in fear and wriggled awvay from me.

"Ingde,” | said. With Lockyer's help -- he had findly sauntered downstairs and out of the building -- |
pushed them through the door, dammed it, and turned the key. Then | walked -- dowly, | might need my
wind in aminute or two -- towards the main building. Tom had said he needed five minutes. If anything
had been sent over the radio before | destroyed it, | wasn't sure | could guarantee him five seconds.

| sneaked closer in the gathering darkness with Lockyer just behind me. The door of the building
remained closed, and there was no sign of activity there. | crept forward to look in the window. Three
people sat quietly reading.

"The dome!" said Lockyer in an urgent whisper. Then he moved rapidly away from me.

| looked after him. The third dome, the one that housed Nine, was glowing bright pink in the night. The
internd lighting level had been turned way up.

After one more glance at the main building -- dl il quiet there -- | headed after Lockyer. If one of the
project teams happened to be outside, they would surely be drawn to the bright dome. | could help Tom
better therethan | could anywhere else.

He was standing by the dome controls and trying to peer in through one of thewall pandls. The telephone
wasin hishand but hewas not using it.

"Can't get any response,”" he said when he saw me. "I called inside, told Marciato get the hell out of there
while they could. But not aword back. Not one word.”

| saw that theillumination level on the control pand had been turned to its maximum and the internal
temperature was set at erilization level -- ahundred and twenty Celsius, hot enough to kill any organism
that | knew about, hot enough even to destroy the Mega-Mother. The panel control knobs were broken
off and lay on thefloor.

"Tom, youll kill them.”

"I hope not. | warned them. I'm not going to stop. | won't stop until Ecosphere Nineis burned clean, and
anyway | _can't_stopit -- | buggered the controls here." He turned to Lockyer. "These people dl

respect you, they'll at least listen. Go back to the building where they have the tv, and see what's going on
ingde Nine. Tdl them al that Marcia hasto get out in the next ten minutes, otherwise shelll be cooked.”

Lockyer didn't flap easily. He nodded and set off without aword. | stood around uselessfor awhile, and
finally followed him. There was nothing to be done here and at least | could confirm what Lockyer said to
the others.

The door was wide open when | got there and the building reception area was empty. Lockyer stood
frozen in front of the big tv screen. It was till turned on, with the dome's camera set to provide agenera
view of theinterior. The glare of lights at their maximum setting showed every detail.



Nine had changed again. No part of it resembled any Earth plant or anima that | could recognize. The
floating spores were gone but the air was filled with tiny, wriggling threadworms, supported on gossamer
strands attached to the walls and ceiling. The fuzzy carpet of green and white alfafa sprouts had gone,
too, passing through a color change and ariotous growth. The sprouts had formed long, wispy tendrils of
purple-black, threading the whole interior and wriggling like atangle of thin snakes acrossthe floor and
up thewalls. They were connected to the squat mushroom plants, and small black spheres hung on them
like beads on a necklace.

Theincreased lighting level seemed to be driving the whole ecosphere to afrenzy of activity. A crystdline
slver framework of lines and nodeswas forming, linking al parts of the domeinto atetrahedrd lattice.
The habitat pulsed with energy. As | watched anew wave of black spheres began to inch their way
towards the middle of the dome, where agreat cluster of them sat on alumpy structure near the dome's
center.

It took me afew seconds to recognize that structure. It was formed of Marciaand her two companion
crew members.

They sat quietly on the floor of the dome. Black spheresformed a dense layer over their bodies, and long
tendrils of wriggling white grew from ears, mouths, and nogirils. Their skins had awrinkled, withered
look.

| grabbed at Lockyer'sarm. "We have to get back to the dome," | exclaimed. "Turn off the heat. Marcia
and the othersare ftill insde and they're..."

They're dill dive, | wasgoing to say. But when | looked &t them | could not believeit.

"No point now," said Lockyer in ahushed voice. "It'stoo late” And then, till capable of objective
analysis, he added, "Drained. Drained and absorbed. They are on the way to becoming part of the
ecosphere. It's evolving faster than ever, accepting everything. Look at the wals."

| saw that the dome's wall panels had an eroded, eaten look. Where the gossamer threads were
attached, the hard pand materiad was being dissolved. In places the plagtic support ribbing was dmost
eaten through. Given alittle more time, Ecosphere Nine would bresk free of the dome's constraint and
have accessto the vast potentia habitat of Earth.

But Ninewould not be given time.

Theinternd temperature was rising rapidly. Aswe watched the support tendrils began to writhe and
convulse. The slver network shivered. Black spheres were thrown free and rolled around on the floor,
pul ping delicate filaments beneath them. Asthe mushroom structures split open, gecting ablack fluid that
gpattered acrossthe interior, it was easy to see the ecosphere as one great organism, sucking in more
and more energy from the blazing lights and fighting desperately for surviva while the temperature went
up and up.

(There was aclatter of footsteps and two men and awoman came into the room. Lockyer and | hardly
noticed them. They sensed that something final and terrible was happening and they joined us, Saringin
horror at the tv screen.)

Ecosphere Ninewaslosing its battle. The black spheresinflated and burst, throwing off puffs of vapor
like popping corn asthe interna temperature rose above boiling point. Gossamer threads shrivelled and
fdll to thefloor, long tendrils writhed and withered. In the blistering hest the broken mushroom structures
sagged and dwindled, sinking back to floor level.



Steam filled the interior, and in the find momentsit was difficult to see; but | waswatching when the last
spheresfdl away from Marciaand her companions, and the tendrilstrailed limp from their open mouths.
What remained was hardly recognizable as human beings. Their bodies were eaten away, corroded to
show the staring white bones of chest and limbs.

And then, quite suddenly, it ended. Tendrils dowed and drooped, sphereslay on thefloor like burst
balloons. The silver lattice disappeared. Inside the dome, nothing moved but rising steam.

Lockyer felt hisway towards one of the metal chairs and collgpsed into it. The three camp members next
to him clung to each other and wegpt.

| went outside and called to Tom. "Areyou dl right?"

"I'm fine but | can't seeinto the dome. What's happening?'

"It'sover," | said. "It'sdead. They'redl dead."

And then | leaned over in the cold Colorado night, and vomited until | thought | was going to die, too.
| thought that was the end, but of courseit wasjust the beginning.

No one could think of deep that night. There seemed to be athousand thingsto do: policeto be
informed, familiestold, the interior of the dome ingpected, the bodies recovered.

But none of this could begin until the morning, and some of it would take much longer; the dome needed
at least forty-eight hoursto cool before anyone could go inside.

Tom, Jason Lockyer and | went back to our former prison and sat at the table, talking and drinking wine.
| didn't ask the vintage or the pedigree, and | didn't care what it would do to my stomach or my liver. |
duiced it down -- we all did.

"Thank God it'sover," | said, after severad minutes of slence.

Lockyer sighed. "Back to therea world. Pity in someways, | quitelikeit here. Y ou've no idea how
complimented a professor fedswhen his students appreciate him enough to take histeaching and actually
_implement_it. I'll be sorry to leave.”

Not aword about wife Eleanor, waiting with her claws out back in Washington.

"l don't think you should leave," said Tom. "Infact, | don't think any of us should leave. It would be
irresponsble”

Hewas ditting with his shirtdeevesrolled up and hishandsin abowl! of cold water. There were greeat
bruises on them, from where he had hammered on the metal door, and his fingertips were bloody from
tearing off the dome's control knobs.

"But there's nothing to do here now," | said. "With Marcia dead the group will break up."
"I hope not. | hopethey will dl stay here” Tom looked at Lockyer. "Thejob's not finished, isit?’

Lockyer shook hishead. "1 think | know what you mean and no, it's not finished. Thereisno
self-contained ecosphere that can support a human population.”



"Who cares?' My mind was boiling over with ahundred dreadful images from the interior of Habitat
Nine. | couldn't get out of my head the thought of Marcia and the others, invaded by the organisms of the
habitat. Had she realized what was happening to her in those final few minutes before her mind and body
succumbed? | hoped not.

"If I havethe choice" | went on, "I'll never look at an ecosphere again -- never. Let the Ascend Forever
people have their fun, but keep me out.”

"That'sthe problem," said Tom. "We can't stay out. No one can. We destroyed Ecosphere Nine, but this
group isn't the only onetrying to create salf-contained habitats. There must be a dozen others around the
world."

"At least that," said Lockyer. "The Habitat League used to send me newdetters.”

"Fine" | didn' like the expresson on Tom'sface -- dl the softness had gone fromiit. "L et them play. That
doesnt mean_we _haveto."

"I'm afraid it does," said Tom. "If the endpoaint for the biologica forms of Ecosgphere Nineisastable
attractor, it can arise from awhole variety of different starting conditions. So if people keep on
experimenting, Nine can show up again. We were lucky. Nine didn't break free and come into contact
with Biosphere One -- the whole Earth -- but it came close. If one did get free, you couldn't stexilize the
Earth the way we did with the chamber.”

"But that seemslikeacase _againgt_ fooling around any more with the ecospheres” | protested. "'If more
habitats are made here they'll add to the danger of awild one getting loose.”

Lockyer and Tom looked at each other. "She'sright, of course,” said Lockyer. "But so are you, Tom.
We're damned if we do and were damned if we don't. We have to keep working, so we'll understand
way's that ecospheres can develop and learn how to handle dangerous forms.”

"And we need to find a biosphere that people can liveinin space,”" said Tom. "Weregoing to need it --
in case anything like Nine ever getsfree on Earth.”

* * % %

That was two months ago. Tom, Jason Lockyer and | went back to Washington, but only to clean up
unfinished business that the three of usleft behind. Then we returned to Colorado.

Amazingly, nearly half the saff of the project dected to stay on. They are adedicated group, putting the
project ahead of everything. Even before Marciabrainwashed them, they were al space fanatics. Thanks
to them, the project picked up again with hardly a hitch. Ecospheres Ten, Eleven and Twelve are dready
in operation. None of them looks particularly promising -- and none looks anything like Nine.

Naturaly, every aspect of ecosphere development is closely monitored. Jason Lockyer supervises every
biological change and approves every technique used. It is hard to imagine how any group could be more
caeful.

And Tom runs the whole show -- shy, introverted, overweight Tom Walton. But heisnot the man | met
in his stamp shop in Washington. He haslost thirty pounds, he doesn't sammer, he never mentions
stamps. He does not have Marcias domineering manner, but he makes up for that with his sense of
urgency. And if he pushes others, he pushes himsdf harder. Like Ecosphere Nine, heis ill changing,
developing, evolving. Hewill become -- | don't know what.

I'm not sure | like the new Tom Walton -- the Tom | helped to shape -- aswell asthe old one.



Sometimes| fed that |, like Marcia, created my own monster, so that now under his leadership we must
al play God, the Builder of Worlds.

And aso, perhaps, their annihilator.

(It was Jason Lockyer, the camest and most cerebra of our group, who recalled Robert Oppenhelmer's
quotation of Vishnu fromthe _Bhagavad Gita , at thetime of the testing of the first atomic bomb: "I am
become Death, the Destroyer of Worlds.")

Which brings my thoughts, again and again, to Marcia. How much did she understand at the very end, as
Ninetook her for its own and the world around her faded? Surely she knew at least this much, that she
had created amonster. But Ninewas _her _monster, her baby, her private universe, her unique creation,
and in some sense she must have loved it. Loved it so much that when logic said the ecosphere must be
destroyed, she could not bring hersdlf to do it. She must have somehow justified her actions. What did
she say, what did shethink, how did she _fed , inthoselast minutes?

| hopethat | will never know.



