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Chapter 1
CGoi ng Up
Manhattan never sleeps. It doesn't even blink. By three in
the norning, it was as close to lethargy as it ever gets, but
that was still busier than a nursery full of hyperactive kids

wi t h megadoses of sugar and caffeine.

As sonething quite out of the ordinary began, Manhattan | ay
awake in the dark.

#

Slightly past the orbit of Saturn, over forty degrees above
the plane of the ecliptic, ionized particles of the solar w nd
encountered a disruption where none had exi sted before.

Space twisted. An artificial rotating singularity deforned
the fabric of space, bending it in on itself until a black hole
formed. Charged particles that would nornmally have sped directly
t hrough the region, instead began to nove in arcs, nost of which
ended at the singularity. They accelerated as their paths curved
tighter toward the gravitational |ens, speeding faster and faster
as they approached, and, during their final nanoseconds of
exi stence outside the event horizon, spewing X-rays like tiny
di stress calls.

The event horizon blooned to a dianmeter of several hundred
kiloneters before it stabilized. Wile the solar w nd funnel ed
into the region, an enornous bl ack starship energed fromi nside
the event horizon. The starship, alnopst as black as the region
of space it slid out of, absorbed radiation across the entire
spectrumas it spun sedately. As the nearby singularity was
switched of f, the event horizon shrank until it vanished, and the
only obstruction to the solar wind was the ship itself.

The huge squat di sk-shaped ship sported octagonal rather
than circul ar endplates. The disk was about ten kilometers tall
as thick as a snall noon, and the octagonal endpl ates spanned
over ten tinmes that distance. The ship's spin slowed until it
hung notionless in the dimstarlight. The ship then began to
pivot into the solar wind. The black ship kept adjusting its
orientation until one octagonal surface pointed generally at the
di stant yellow G type star. The precise alignment was at the
smal |l blue planet, third fromthe sun. Moments later, the
enornous ship began to accelerate snmoothly toward Earth.

#

The whup-whup-whup fromthe chopper's blades rose in pitch
and volume as the pilot pulled back on the collective, and the
chopper rose a neter off the concrete at the edge of Manhattan
The six passengers were all secured, and the sounds in the



pilot's headphones were positive, reassuring. He let the craft
hover a nonent on the ground-effect cushion as he readjusted his
shoul der strap. As soon as he felt in control, he let the
chopper continue its rise. Below himthe circul ar markings of
Manhattan's East 60th Street heliport began to shrink. As he
rose, he let the chopper turn slowy, and he scanned the space
over nearby building tops. Wen the chopper faced the East River
and JFK International beyond, the pilot pushed on the cyclic
stick and tilted the chopper slightly forward, still rising as
the craft began to nove toward the airport.

The pilot enjoyed the runs between Manhattan and JFK
particularly at tines |like now-the norning rush hour. This was
one of the fewjobs in flying where you could "drive" over the
roads below in Queens. He took a lot of pleasure in passing
slownmoving traffic on the Long |sland Expressway, BQE, and Van
Wck, cruising right over the stalls and backed up sections,

i gnoring pileups and energacharge trucks.

He reached cruising height just before the East River
Bel ow was the Queensboro Bridge, doing its best to jam nore
peopl e into Manhatt an.

A sudden shadow was the first indication of trouble.
Ref | exes took over and he lost a little altitude just in case.

If the passengers conpl ained, he couldn't tell, because the
headphones and the rotor roar would bl ock anything up to a
scream

The helicopter pilot had just convinced hinmself there was no
probl em when a faint pencil of red Iight cut the grim sky
vertically in front of the wi ndshell bubble. He jamed the stick
and tried to veer away, but he had no tinme. The whine of the
rotors suddenly changed pitch as the rotor blades hit the shaft
of laser light. The chopper became a machine gun, firing severed
pi eces of rotor off to his left. In mlliseconds, the slicing
light had whittled every rotor down to half its original |ength,
and then the chopper itself hit the beam A band saw novi ng at
the speed of light, the laser sliced the chopper right down the
m ddl e. The engi ne overhead expl oded as the casing surroundi ng
the whirling conponents split into pieces.

Shrapnel from the expl odi ng engi ne perforated bodies of the
pil ot and passengers as the two hal ves of the chopper began their
plunge to the East River. The pilot hadn't even had tinme to
utter the one word traditionally heard as bl ack box recordings
term nate.

#

Matt Sheehan had heard little nore than the roar of the
A-train subway since it sped away fromthe Jay Street station in
Br ookl yn and | urched under the East River. He'd taken a small
det our through Brooklyn after |landing at JFK and taking the
subway t hrough Queens.

As he stared out the window into the dark, he saw not hi ng
except an occasional utility lanp as the car rocked on its rails.
He was aware of snippets of conversation, but paid no attention
The norning rush hour crowd was so dense, Matt held his small
flight bag in the sane hand that gripped the overhead strap. The
worman in front of himfaced the door, pretending as he did that
it was confortable to be as close as |overs. The nass of bodies
rocked with the notion of the car. Through the front of the car
Matt could see the | ead car making small zig-zag notions.

The woman suddenly turned and | ooked around angrily. She
scanned nearby faces, returning to Matt's. Her eyes were green
Her skin | ooked tanned, but the snooth texture said her



conpl exi on came from parents rather than the sun. She said, "I
really don't appreciate that." Matt got a glinpse of even white
teet h.

It took Matt a nmonent to realize soneone in the crowd nust
have pi nched her or touched her in a way even nore intimate than
the cl ose contact necessitated. He alnost said, "You sound |ike
my wife," but instead he hunched up one shoul der and extri cated
his free armfromthe mass of bodies. He held his hand pal mout.
"I didn't touch you," he said calmy. "At |east not anywhere
except here." Hi s gaze flicked down to where her shoul der
touched his chest.

The woman, whose hair was shiny black, held his gaze a
nmonent before she said, "lI'msorry," and started scanni ng ot her
faces again.

Me, too, he thought as the subway continued to jostle the
riders, a giant hand rocking the crib too energetically. Matt
felt tired. He hadn't slept well on the flight fromMxico City
to JFK, and wi shed he had nmore energy for his detour through
Manhat t an

He I et his eyelids droop closed, then popped them open a
second | ater, when the car lurched violently. The overhead |i ght
went out. In the same instant, a shower of sparks splattered
from somewhere behind him and the scream ng and shouting
start ed.

A runmbling series of |oud explosions sounded, so nany of
them separated by so little tinme that the noise was nore a
hi gh-speed rat-a-tat-tat than distinct booms. Matt felt his body
pushed forward into the woman ahead of him as emergency brakes
decel erated the car, and he felt a sudden breeze behind him The
floor of the car lurched again, and by the time the car jerked to
a stop, the floor seened to tilt toward the rear

As the screanms and shouts finally gave way to angry and
pani cked | oud questions |ike, "What the hell's going on?"
directed to no one in particular, the car jerked several tines
and came to a halt in blackness. A woman's voice split the dark
yelling, "Get your Goddam hand off ne!l"

The echoes from behi nd hi m had changed texture and
| engt hened, as if they no | onger cane from an encl osed car
Peopl e began spreading out, and suddenly a nman cried, "Hey--" H's
voice trailed off until an inpact forced nore air out of his
lungs. A few matches and cigarette lighters pierced the
darkness. At first all they revealed were the forward hal f of
the car and a confused throng of people. And Matt drewin a
breath as he realized what didn't show-the rear half of the car
He pushed his way toward the back as nore cries came fromthat
direction: "Ch, nmy God." "Harry, Harry! \Wat happened?"

As he got closer, Matt realized that the back half of the
car was gone. He swallowed hard. People cowered at the sides of
the vehicle, hanging on tightly and | ooking into the bl ackness
behind the car. A man who apparently was the one who had j ust
fallen got to his feet on the floor of the tunnel and | ooked up
in surprise. Matt reached the severed edge of the car, and the
tenmperature from packed bodi es dropped noticeably. He took a
deep breath and tried to control his fear

The subway car had been sheared in half. The metal edges of
the floor, walls, and ceiling still glowed a dull red fromthe
heat of whatever had done this. Matt had once seen the edges of
a hole created by an arnor-piercing mssile smashing through a
tank wall. That hole rem nded himof these edges, but here were
no curling can-opener edges, just the shaved nubs, |ooking Iike



plastic cut with a very hot knife, a hardware-store 3-D nodel of
how wall s were made. On the floor of the car and on the clothing
of a couple of people apparently in shock, were splatters of what
could only be blood. In the air were nusty snells of machi ne
oil, ozone--and fear.

In the tunnel behind the car, Matt could at first see only
faint reflections fromthe rails. He took a tiny penlight from
his bag. Wth help fromthe light, he junped to the track bed,
careful to stay clear of the extra rail on the outside, even
t hough the power was al nmbst certainly off. A couple of neters
fromthe severed edge of the car he found a nman lying on the
tracks, nmoaning. Matt grabbed a hunk of fabric and pulled the
man's leg so it no longer touched the rail. H s heart pounded in
his chest, but finally it began to slow as the initial adrenaline
rush faded.

The man's right hand was gone, cut cleanly at the wist. He
heard gasps from behind him The wound seened to be partially
cauterized al ready, but bl ood oozed and pul sed into the cinders.
Matt took the man's belt, looped it a few tinmes around the bare
wist, and fastened it tightly enough to bar further blood | oss.
Quietly, in what he hoped was a reassuring tone, he said to the
i njured man, who probably couldn't hear himanyway, "COkay,
fellow, I|'"'mhere. W're going to get nedical help for you
You'll be fine."

Matt played his penlight over the nearby ground, but he saw
no sign of the man's m ssing hand. Behind hima couple of people
junped to the cinder track bed. He called toward them "A man
here needs nedical attention if there's a doctor around."”

He nmoved farther down the tracks. The next couple of neters
coul d have been the aftermath of conbat. There would be no
hel pi ng the people here. What was left of a man had been cl eaved
vertically just to the right of his head. The rest could only be
described as | arge and nostly recogni zabl e pi eces of hunman
bodi es.

Matt had seen casualties this horrible before, but he had
al ways known why. Here he was totally confused. Was this the
result of some terrible accident? Earthquake? The work of
terrorists? Nothing made any sense. Somewhere behind hima
nervous | augh got out of control and turned to a repetitive wail
before it ended with the sound of a slap

He wal ked past the remains and stopped. Instead of the rear
hal f of the severed car, or even enpty rails extending under the
river, here was nothing. The rails thenselves were severed,
butting up flat against a dark wall that conpletely bl ocked the
tunnel mouth. As Matt cane closer, he could feel the heat
radi ating fromthe dull-black surface barring the way. Water
pool ed on the tunnel floor. Were the hell was the rear half of
the train?

As he played his light on the nottled surface, voices behind
himsaid, "What the hell is that?" and "Mther of God."

Matt gl anced behind himand saw an array of tiny flamnes
piercing the black. A man in a business suit stumnbled forward.
"Agatha. Agatha! Can you hear ne?"

Matt wal ked back to the man, passing a couple of onlookers
with lighter flanes flickering. "lI'msorry, but unless Agatha is
in the car you just came from she probably can't hear you. Cone
on. We've got to get out of here fast. W' re probably stil
under the river, and sonmething's cut the tunnel. W could be
fl ooded at any tine."

The suited man shook, his gaze directed toward the bl ocked



end of the tunnel. The man who had lost his hand lay still on

t he ground, surrounded by three people who | ooked at himwith

horrified expressions, but weren't hel ping. Matt noved cl oser
"Help me carry himout," he said to the onl ookers. He

forced his voice to be cal mdespite his urge to run. "It's risky
to nove hi m because he m ght have a concussion or broken bones
fromthe fall, but he's got to get medical attention, and it's

going to be a while before any help gets down here."

"What happened?" asked one of the three, a wonan with dazed
eyes.

"I don't have any idea at all. Maybe a bridge above us
collapsed. | hope we'll find out when we get above ground." He
hoped the prospect of finding out nore when they got noving woul d
appeal to them but he didn't give the bridge theory any rea
credence. This was something worse. How nuch worse, he had no
i dea.

"Take of f your coat so we can use it as a litter," Matt said
quickly to the taller man, who wore a raincoat.

The man didn't respond.

"Come on." WMatt grabbed the nman's arm

The man took the coat off as though in a trance. Matt laid
out the coat next to the injured man.

"Come on," he said as he knelt beside the man. "Help ne
nove him"

Li ke obedi ent automatons the three each gripped a shoul der
or a leg and hel ped shift the injured man onto the coat. Matt
took the edge of the coat next to the man's damaged arm so he
coul d make sure not hing bunped against it. Together the four of
themlifted the man to wai st height and started up the tunnel
"If anyone gets tired, say so before you |l ose your grip. W're
taki ng a bi g enough risk already."

As they reached the severed car, Matt stopped to retrieve
hi s bag, and he found sone passengers were still inside the car
"Somet hing is blocking the tunnel back there. Everyone who can
wal k had better get started. No help is going to be here anytine
soon fromthe way things |look. Walk forward to the next stop
Anyone who's in good enough shape to run should do it and cal
ni ne-one-one. And stay away fromthe extra rail. Mve fast, but
stay calm"

Soneone in the dark said, "My buddy says you can call for
hel p from phones on the tunnel walls."

"I'f you see one, try it. Qherw se just keep going. But
hel p anyone who needs it. Wo can pass the word to the people in
the lead car?" As soon as he heard a voice say, "l can," he and
the others noved forward with the victim Seconds |ater Matt
realized that a blinking minivid "active" |light was tracking them
as they wal ked. Whoever it was even had a pi nhead | anp sheddi ng
dimlight on the tunnel walls. Irritated that someone was
phot ographi ng them he said, "Take your hone novies sonmewhere
el se, why don't you? W need to get out of here."

A fem ni ne voi ce sounded from behind the light. "This is
for WVNBC. What's your name, please?"

The voice seened familiar. As a man with a |lighter noved
closer to the person with the mnivid, Matt saw that it was the
bl ack- hai red woman whose shoul der had bunped agai nst his chest
since the last stop. WMatt nmade no reply.

They maneuvered past the wal kway beside the severed car and
past the lead car. Matt made sure no one was | eft aboard as they
passed. Flickering light illum nated a scattering of possessions
| eft behind. A headphone |lay near a dark spill of blood on a



bench. Soneone nust be in one shoe, because a | one sneaker wth
its laces still tied rested in a corner. An expensive video

pl ayer had been left behind, along with a few coin-sized di sks
that by now woul d have footprints on them A half-eaten sandw ch
wrapped in a deli bag lay flattened on the dirty floor. As they
passed the | ead car, Matt understood why the notorman had been no
hel p. He was dead, snashed agai nst the glass by the sudden stop

Matt and the others were able to wal k without jarring the
i njured man too badly, and they began to head up the noderate
sl ope as quickly as they could without risking further injury to
the victim Steamrose slowy froma grate sonewhere ahead. A
coupl e of other people stayed close to them holding cigarette
lighters and nmatches in turns so the group could see a little of
their surroundings. The woman carryi ng one corner of the
rai ncoat got a couple of offers to have someone el se take her
pl ace, but she turned them down. Ahead of them the other
passengers seenmed to be taking it all in stride. WMatt supposed
living in New York required people to be adaptabl e.

Matt kept wal king, trying to jostle his passenger as little
as possible, as he wondered what they would find when they got
out of the tunnel

#

Rudy Sanchez got a second cup of coffee fromthe machine in
the hall and took it back to his office. The hall was dark. No
one el se was in yet, and Rudy liked to savor the feeling of being
in before the rest of the offices began to fill. He got twi ce as
much done when the buil ding was cal mand qui et as he did when
of fice hours began. Beating the norning rush enhanced the
feeling.

He gl anced out the wi ndow at the stream of cars com ng
across the Brooklyn Bridge and sat down, ready to get back to
pl anning the replacenent for the old generator on the upper east
side. He'd been thinking about how to start the next phase when
he realized somet hing about the sound of the city had changed.

He went back to the w ndow.

At first everything seemed nornmal. Traffic was a little
slow, but that was hardly surprising. As Rudy watched, his eyes
wi dened as a bl ack shape of sone kind canme out from behind the
Chase Manhattan Bank Tower. VWhat the hell? It seened to be sone
kind of craft, paralleling the coastline, and as it noved, it
directed a dimred pencil of light through the dirty air, toward
the ground. Where the pencil touched |and or water, destruction
fol | oned.

In ane Rudy put down his coffee cup and stared. \What the
hel | was going on? He put his face nearer the glass and | ooked
to both sides. Another identical black ship was noving al ong the
coast farther to the north.

Bot h bl ack, w ndow ess craft flew an even course as they
sl anted what had to be high-power |asers toward the Manhattan
shoreline. Rudy |ooked at the nearer craft. Fromjust aft of
the laser's origin, a gun muzzle threw a streamof pellets so
fast and so frequently, there seened to be a brown shaft of |ight
ri ght behind the I aser

A deep runbling sound reached Rudy, quaking the floor under
his feet and vibrating the windows. He had the inpression of
t housands of snall expl osions occurring in the slit opened up by
the | asers.

As Rudy noved to turn on the radio on his desk, the lights
went out.

#



Abby Tersa had left Grand Central Term nal and was on her
way to the United Nations General Assenbly Buil di ng when the
traffic lights went off. Normally she enjoyed the six-block
wal k, but today she stood on the sidewalk in front of the
Chrysl er Building and backed against the wall as the crowd roared
and the car honking intensified, as if to fill the gap caused by
t he sudden absence of subway sounds and the hubbub from freight
el evators and exhaust fans.

Abby had never seen a power failure since she'd noved to the
Bronx three years earlier. |t made her nervous.

She edged al ong the base of the building, feeling the urge
to get to work quickly, but knowi ng that w thout power for
m crophones, anplifiers, recorders, and lights, she wouldn't be
needed for much translating. She was wondering if the power
woul d return anytime soon when she saw the black craft nove from
behind the tall slab of the U N Secretariat Building. The
craft aimed its |aser down toward where the East River net the
Manhatt an shore.

Fi ghti ng down the panic, Abby began sprinting toward the
UN Fifteen years ago she had been in training for the
AQynpics. In a tinmed run during physical education in junior
hi gh, she'd been surprised to |l earn that she was the fastest
runner in her class. Encouraged by her parents, who saw runni ng
as a good thing to balance out all the hours that she spent in
her room studyi ng, she went out for the track team At first she
had rationalized the activity partly because it was one nore way
she coul d exercise her foreign | anguage skills, but she grewto
enjoy the running itself, finding that when she hit her stride
she coul d block all her worries. This tinme she found herself
unable to block the inage of that strange ship.

#

Arseni o Hecher pulled into the right lane fast, finding a
spot that wasn't directly behind a delivery truck. Hs fare, a
white couple with a kid, didn't conplain. Qut-of-towners were
qui eter than the natives.

Arsenio kept watch in the cab's rear-view mrror as the
vehi cl e noved onto the Brooklyn Bridge, headi ng northwest into
| ower Manhattan. The traffic nmoved fast for rush hour, but it
was never fast enough. Sonetines Arseni o thought about finding
somepl ace | ess congested so he could really nove, but when it
cane right down to it, he liked the way New York itself noved.
Anypl ace el se would seem|like a sleepy country afternoon, and he
coul d never go back to that.

Fai nt sunlight hit gray waves cresting in the East River
Arseni o honked a reply to a fell ow yell ow as the other cab edged
past him Wy was the other |ane always faster?

The cab had just emerged fromthe shade of the large bridge
support near the Manhattan shore when a novi ng shadow fl ashed
over the roofs of cars and trucks ahead. Sonmeone nust have been
on a hell of a low path to La Guardia. Arsenio craned his neck
to see what kind of plane it was.

The woman in the back seat asked, "Does this sort of thing
happen a | ot here?"

He didn't know what she was tal king about until he | ooked
forward again, Afield of red tail lights glared at himand horns
began to honk even faster. As he watched, a sparkling red |ight
flashed across a truck ahead of the car in front of him

Arseni o sl anmed on the brakes as the truck expl oded. The
car behind himsmashed into his rear bunper, and the man in the
back seat yelled, "Wat the hell!" as in the rear-view mrror



Arsenio saw a truck plow into the guy behind him The kid began
to cry.

From the corner of his eye, Arsenio saw steam expl ode from
the water at the edge of the river, as though a |long thin heater
lay just below the surface. As the cab finally showed signs of
stoppi ng successfully, the road surface began to tilt forward.
The bridge was coming apart! "Crap!"

The Goddamm bridge was turning into a drawbridge, but
backwards. The section Arsenio's cab was on tilted down. As his
pani c rose, and he janmed his foot on the brakes hard enough to
force the antilock on, he could see cars on the other side of the
break burning rubber as they tried to gun it up the slope.

El ectric motors whined, clinbing to the top end of the scale as
t he wheel s spun, and cars slid backward, snoke rising fromtheir
tires. H's heart raced even faster than the time he'd been
nmugged.

For just an instant, Arsenio thought the cab was stopped
precariously on the slope, but the bridge |urched again, and the
car behind himhit his bunper one |ast tine.

The cab slid off the end of the broken bridge. The screans
fromthe back seat bl ended into one |oud roar

Arseni o cursed uncontrollably, his hands | ocked on the
steering wheel and his foot still pistoned into the brake peda
for the entire time it took before the cab smashed into the
wat er.

#

From hi s darkened office, Rudy Sanchez | ooked out at the
destruction al ong the Manhattan shore. The Brooklyn Bridge had
been severed, two trucks sliced in the process, and cars had
spilled like toys into the river. Boats docked along the piers
had been cut in two as steamroiled into the norning air. Rudy

stood in shock, the dead tel ephone still gripped in one hand.
He had been tenpted to run to hel p soneone, anyone, but now
he just stood, tenporarily | ocked by indecision and fear. It

seened to himthat anything he did now woul d be bailing a tida
wave with a teaspoon. A couple of fires had started where
natural gas lines ran under the East River to Brooklyn, but
cutof f nmechani sns that didn't depend on power would limt the
amount of gas available to burn

The bl ack craft closest to himswitched off the red |ight,
undoubt edly some unbel i evably hi gh-power |aser. The craft rose
swiftly with no vapor trail until Rudy lost sight of it.

The city sounded sick. The occasional runble of a passing
subway hadn't been audi ble for several ninutes. The increased
frantic honking fromcabs and trucks grid-1ocked w thout working
traffic lights nore than nade up for the lack in volune, but
provi ded no confort.

A flicker of black caught Rudy's eye. The craft were
returning. He |eaned forward and could see two nore of them
flying in formation but spreading the pattern as they fell. And
what they were doing was even stranger than before. There seened
to be some filny transparent material stretched between the
craft. They | ooked as if they held some enornpus soap bubble.
What in God's nanme was happeni ng?

The nearest black craft settled slowy toward the shoreline,
stretching its corner of the bubble as it fell. Mnents |ater
the craft hovered over a severed dock. The corner of the soap
bubbl e wi dened, and the edge of the bubble began to pull itself
down toward the shoreline, apparently sealing itself to the
ground or to sone material the ship had deposited in the groove



it had cut earlier. Wthin mnutes, the filmy bubble had settled
into a smoboth seal for as far as Rudy could see. It seened big
enough to be covering the entire island of Manhattan

The bl ack craft rose, noving away from Manhattan as it did.
Anot her one entered Rudy's field of view. Seconds |ater they
both stopped, and stayed where they were, hovering.

Rudy had no warning. 1In one nonment the ships just hovered.
In the next monent a giant flashbulb went off. Rudy could see
not hi ng but sparkles surrounding a large red spot for the next
m nute, but slowy his vision returned. Wen it did, he could
see the bubble was still in place, but now it seemed nore
tangible. It was still transparent, but the reflections seened
brighter and they no | onger wavered.

The hovering craft were gone. As Rudy tried to see where
they m ght be, an enornous shadow crept over |ower Manhattan

#

Julie Kravine took a last few shots with her mnivid, then
shut off the sand-grain light. The image of the stalled subway
cars faded fromher retinae, and she turned to follow the
straggl ers up the tunnel

Ahead of her were the four people carrying the man who had
lost his hand. Julie cringed, just thinking about it again. And
she renenbered the severed bodies they were | eaving behind. She
had taken shots of them too, nmore so that people would believe
her report rather than because they'd be used on the news. She
hadn't felt this anbival ent since she [eft Tom

Julie felt uneasy. The ground runbled with sone

unidentifiable trenble, and things just felt wong. |If the
tunnel coll apse was sone |ocalized catastrophe, she'd be hearing
the runble from ot her subways as they travel ed nearby. |nstead,

the only vibration was that constant faraway trenor.

The runbl e stopped. Suddenly the underground felt
conpletely quiet, unnatural. Something was definitely very
wrong. Julie hurried ahead, following the flickering lights.

She stunbl ed, then got back to her feet and started picking
cinders out of her palnms. The tunnel snelled oily.

She caught up with the foursonme. A couple of nmen wal ked
with them holding cigarette lighters, obviously ready to take
over for anyone who got tired. She turned on her tiny light and
m nivid, capturing ten seconds before turning themoff. She felt
a pride in how well New Yorkers were responding to the trouble.
Her sister in Col unmbus conpl ai ned about the crime rate and the
apparent unfriendliness, but when things got tough, New Yorkers
found ways to cope.

Julie noved to catch up again. She was tired from covering
a late-night hostage crisis in south Brooklyn The good part was
that it had left her with all her recording gear and a noderate
battery charge at just the right tine.

She caught up with the others and turned on her mnivid, set
to voice-only to save the charge. The tall nan who had been next
to her in the subway when it all started gripped one corner of
the raincoat holding the injured man. He was the sane one who
had cal med the crowd with sensible directions and a take-charge
attitude that didn't smack of dictatorship. And he was the sane
one who had declined conmrent earlier. WAs he a cop?

The man was going to be the focus of this piece, whether he
liked it or not, Julie decided. She noved deliberately to one of
the other three people carrying the injured man.

"I"'mJulie Kravine with WNBC," she said to the wonman who
carried one corner of the raincoat. "Wat's your nane?"



"Bette Waylon." The woman wore a dark jacket with the
bracel et cuffs made popul ar in WAy Down and Way Over.

"Can you tell me what you thought when the |ights went out?"

"Nothin' | guess. That 1'd be |late for business."

"Any ideas about what might have caused this?"

"Naw. But we can find out on TV when we get back up."

"Anyone el se here with a theory?" Julie watched the tal
man. He opened his nmouth but he didn't say anything.

Julie noved around until she was next to the tall man. He
gl anced at her, then | ooked ahead.

"And your nanme is, sir?"

The man replied wthout |ooking at her. "Matt Sheehan.”

As she formul ated her next question, Matt added, "And
apol ogi ze for being rude back there. | thought you were just
another idiot with a canera. | guess | was a little edgy."

"I think we're all alittle edgy," Julie said, thinking that
he seemed the | east edgy of anyone down here. "You a cop?"

"A cop? No."

"You seemed to adapt pretty quickly to the situation
What ' s your background?

"I've spent sone time in the service."

"Ah. So, do you have any theories about what happened back
t here?"

The man was silent for a noment and several pairs of feet
crunched gravel on the dark tunnel floor. "Not really."

"Not hing at all?"

"No. Just that |I'mbetting the problemisn't just down
here.”

"Why makes you say that?"

"Just because this section of tunnel goes under the river
It's got to be going through bedrock. Anything generating enough
force to do damage |ike what's back there isn't going to be
confined to one tunnel."

Julie had been so intent on getting pictures and reactions
t hat she hadn't thought rmuch about anything el se, but a sudden
lurch in her stomach told her the man was probably right. An
instant |ater she wasn't so sure the reaction had been nerves.

The ground shook. People carrying the injured man stunbl ed
as they passed through a plume of rising steam

Julie crouched in the dark tunnel, feeling the sane
sensation she felt in an elevator as it accel erated upward.

#

In the Col unbia University Conputer Science Departnent
Bui | di ng, Dr. Bobby Joe Brewster awoke with a start.

For an instant, he felt he was at sea. The desk his head
rested on didn't seemsolid, and neither did the chair he sat in.
He jerked his head upright.

"Piss!" Bobby Joe | ooked at the dark computer screen in
front of him The atnospheric sinulation run had been al nost
conpl ete when he nust have finally fallen asleep. And now he'd
have to start over. The power had gone off, and it had stayed
of f 1 ong enough for his uninterruptible power supply to use up

its charge.
The floor lurched and a stylus on Bobby Joe's desk rolled a
few centineters and stopped. "Wat--"

Ei ther some of the students in his conputer nodeling class
were playing one hell of a trick on him or sonething was really
screwy. He rose and nmoved to the w ndow.

Yup, sonething was really screwy, Bobby Joe deci ded.

He rubbed the sleep out of his eyes and took another | ook



over nearby buil ding tops and wat ched New Jersey sink

"Al'l right, you guys," he said loudly. "It's a convincing
di splay."

He listened for |aughter or some other response. Not hing.
He | ooked out the wi ndow again, first as far to the left as he
could see, and then as far to the right. He'd spent enough tine
in VirtReal sinulations to know what was real and what wasn't.

This was real. But it was unreal
Traffic had cone to a conplete standstill on every road he
could see. In the distance a huge mall vaguely resenbl ed an

aircraft carrier fromthis high up. Boats left their trails in
scumy water. Slowy noving out into the Hudson was a |ine of
t ur bul ence.

He | ooked up as best he could with his cheek flattened
agai nst the glass. Overhead was a solid black cloud. O was it?
The edge | ooked awful ly straight.

Bobby Joe | ooked back at New Jersey. He could see roads
he' d never seen before, and the shoreline was beginning to
di sappear fromview as it fell bel ow nearby rooftops.

Fear forced himinto nervous hunor. This was not going to
be a good day.

#

Anni e Muntz was eating breakfast and watchi ng the norning
news in Queens when the lights flickered and the TV picture froze
on the last frane. Mbdtion out the wi ndow caught her eye.

On the table next to the couch was a thick tunbler with an
inch of Scotch init. She rose and noved closer to the w ndow
for a better |ook, taking her drink with her

At first, Annie thought sonmehow her apartnent buil di ng was
sinking into the ground, because the Manhattan skyline was slowy
but undeniably rising into the air. And the skyline was under a
huge transparent arc, as if all the buildings had been put under
a gi ant cake cover.

As she watched, her knees felt weak. The entire
bubbl e- covered i sl and of Manhattan was slowy rising into the
air. As it continued to rise, she saw what was underneath the
island. Below street |evel was a huge cone that extended even
deeper than the Enmpire State Building was tall

A dozen dark lines led frompoints all around the island up
into the air. Annie's gaze followed the cables and saw an
enornous bl ack ship even bigger than the captured borough
hovering above it. A puzzled expression winkled her forehead.
The al cohol level in her blood was high enough that for a I ong
nmonent she considered the possibility that she was w tnessing the
advertising stunt to end them all

Finally Annie yelled to her husband in the next room "Hey,
Herb, cone here. You really should see this."

#

The rear half of the A-train subway had sustained far nore
damage than the front half. The rear half had crashed into
somet hi ng very hard.

Groans filled her ears as Shirley Ham | burg regai ned
consci ousness. Her first thought was that she'd had a
super-realistic dream about going to work, and then she worried
that she'd overslept. Finally she opened her eyes and nanaged to
convince herself she really was awake despite the fact that she
couldn't see. \Were was Frankie, and what was wong with her
eyes?

Light flickered somewhere to her left. She turned her head
to see where it was comng from and she finally realized that



she really had been on a subway car. So where was she now? The

light flickered again. It was someone with a cigarette |lighter
or a match. Suddenly she realized how hot she was. The air was
stifling. She was still in the car.

Shirley lifted her head, feeling the pull of pain from her
shoul der as she shifted position. Lights flickered from
sonewhere outside of the car. She was in a nass of bodies |ike
some ni ght mari sh orgy.

Shirley tried to extricate herself fromthe mass of bodies.
Wien a nearer flame |lit the darkness, she saw that the man ahead
of her nust have hit the handrail support pole very hard. From
near the front of the car came the sound of someone throwi ng up
and Shirley winced. She'd alnpst rather be dead than be throw ng
up.

Shirley finally managed to free herself. She nmoved over a
few still bodies by supporting nost of her weight fromthe
overhead bar. The door had al ready been forced open. Qutside,
to the right, near the front of the train, lights flickered. She

edged between the car and the side of the tunnel. The car itself
was obviously not sitting evenly on the rails, and it | eaned
toward the opposite side of the tunnel. She passed the end of

the car and wal ked besi de the car ahead, which had jackknifed.
Shirley caught up with a snmall group of people holding
flickering matches and |ighters.
By the wavering |ight she could see that the first car in
i ne had somehow been cut off as though God possessed a gi ant
nmeat cleaver. The crunpled half-car rested against a solid

obstruction blocking the entire tunnel. Two lifeless faces gaped
and stared unseei ng through the bl ood-sneared w ndow.

Shirley stared at the bl ocked end of the subway tunnel. A
man besi de her said, "I don't understand. What's going on?"

Shirley shrugged. She had no answers.

A sudden runbling and creaki ng began. Soneone in the small
cromd said, "It's noving!"

Sure enough, the black barrier at the end of the tunnel was
sliding upward. And outward. Light filtered into the tunnel
and Shirley squinted as her eyes adjusted.

The gap between the tunnel nouth and the upward-noving plate
wi dened. The gap kept on wi dening. Instead of revealing the
ot her side of the tunnel, though, a chasm opened just past the
mout h of the tunnel. Soneone in the group nurmured, "Holy crap.”

The others in the crowmd seenmed as speechl ess as Shirl ey was
until the bottom of the noving shape reached eye level. Mre and
nore light filtered down until daylight finally reached the
bott om of what was an i mense cavity like a strip mne. And
above the void, an incredibly |arge dark shape fl oated hi gher and
hi gher .

Wat er began to spill past the tunnel nouth, but not before
Shirley had gotten a view of gaping tunnel nmouths on the sides of
the el ongated chasm The pair of holes nore or less in line with
the direction the severed subway tunnel pointed had to be the

Hol | and Tunnel, and just to the right was a PATH rail |ine tube.
To the north were another pair of severed tunnels that would be
the Amtrak rail lines. God al mghty.

Even farther north was a trio of tubes, the Lincoln Tunnel
Giny black snmoke poured fromthe rightnost circle. Water began
to slosh past the other tunnel nouths as Shirley's nmind finally
began to come to ternms with what was fairly obvious but very
difficult to accept: all of Manhattan was rising into the air,
| eaving a huge long hole in the ground in the sane shape as the



i sl and.

The waterfall grew | ouder and | ouder, but for the nonent,
the water was noving past the tunnel nmouth fast enough that
little water entered. By that time, the entire perinmeter of the
lip |l ooked Iike N agara Falls.

A man in a sweater and a vest said slowly, "Oh, God. Do you
realize what will happen when the water fills the hole and
reaches this height?"

Suddenly Shirley knew exactly what woul d happen. At about
the sane tinme sonmeone el se said, "We'd better schlepp our butts
out of here!"

A kid in a black jacket said, "We'll never get all the way
back before the water runs down the tunnel and reaches us. W'd
be better off junping in." By nowthe falling water nade a
t hunder ous noi se.

"Yeah, sure,"” said the man in the sweater. "Be ny guest.

Go ahead and junp. |It's like a Goddamm bl ender out there. And
if we wait for the water to reach here, we'll just get caught and
sucked back down here as the water drains into the tunnel."

"W'll, we gotta to do sonething,"” the kid said.

"Right. I'mrunning." The man ran back into the dim
tunnel. Mst of the others followed, and Shirley went, too.

They ran through the nightmare bl ackness until Shirley's
l ungs threatened to explode. They hadn't even managed to reach
the | owest section of the tunnel before the water began fl oodi ng
in. The whooshi ng nmade her heart race even faster. Wnd started
rushing out of the tunnel, and two cigarette |lighters went out.
Col d water swept past Shirley's ankles, and seconds | ater she was
sl oshi ng though cal f-deep water

The water seenmed to suddenly nmove faster, and it swept
Shirley off her feet. The current carried her in total darkness.
Her feet dragged against one wall. Her body tunbled in the
turbulent current. She couldn't tell which way was up, but she
had to breathe.

Shirley had held her breath as | ong as she possibly could by
the tine the current smashed her head agai nst a mai nt enance
panel .

#

Rudy Sanchez stood transfixed at the wi ndow as the Mini cipa
Bui | di ng creaked around himas though in a high wind. Sone
enornous ship above the city was obviously lifting the entire
bubbl ed island into the air. A disturbance spread into the water
in the Upper Bay as though a drain had opened in a giant bathtub
The Staten Island ferry had been noving toward Manhattan, but by
now it had turned 180 degrees and was trying desperately and in
vain to nove south before it was dragged backward into the
depression. Rudy could see a mass of people at the back rail of
the ferry as the crest of turbulent water began to shake the
ferry apart. Rudy had to shut his eyes.

VWen he opened his eyes again, Rudy could no | onger see the
ferry, but as he craned his head and | ooked sout hwest he was j ust
intine to see the Statue of Liberty di sappear bel ow the horizon
| ooking for all the world as if she were wavi ng good- bye.

In |l ess than a mi nute Brooklyn dropped from sight, and
within mnutes Rudy could no | onger see the Atlantic ocean. The
at nosphere slowy shifted fromblue toward bl ack. The image of
the Statue of Liberty still burned in his nenory.

Rudy gl anced at people on the ground. Hardly anyone was
nmovi ng, and al nost everyone seenmed to be staring at the done.

The sky outside the dome now | ooked al nmost bl ack. Rudy



could see stars around the edges of the huge bl ack shape
over head, and on the ground shadows seened sharper than nornmal.
The sun was brighter than he'd ever seen it.

As Rudy watched, the dark shape overhead suddenly grew
wi der, blotting out nmore and nore stars until the only stars Rudy
could see were alnost level with him visible through the side of
the done. His stomach twi sted as he decided the ship towi ng the
city hadn't come closer, but instead they were now underneath a
ship that dwarfed the one that had picked up Manhattan. Rudy
swal | owed har d.

The bl ack shape started to blot out nore and nore stars, as
t hough a huge bl ack cylinder was being | owered around the island.
Rudy wat ched hel pl essly as they were pulled upward into the giant
shi p.

The light fromthe sun was cut off, and Manhattan noved into
dar kness.

Chapter 2
Free Utilities

As unnatural darkness spread over the Manhattan norning,
Dori ne Underwood, the mayor of New York City, watched in shock
fromher west-wi ng-office wwndowin City Hall. Her job demanded
her to expect the unexpected, but this was absurd.

Dori ne had al so been at her desk before the regular start of
t he business day. GCetting in early was the only way she could

keep up with the steady streamof daily visitors and still nanage
to keep the city nechani sns operating smoothly. Long ago she had
| earned the inportance of delegating, but she still had to nake

sure all the tentacles of city governnment waved in a consistent
manner. Her predecessor had served but a single term thanks in
part to snafus like having schedul ed tours of area nedica
research | abs on Aninmal Rights Day.

The changed city sounds had brought her to the wi ndow, where
her body nomentarily seized up. She couldn't breathe, couldn't
swal l ow. She just stood there petrified, on the verge of panic,
as Manhattan rose through the atnosphere.

The darkness was not total. The few buses, cabs, trucks,
and cars stopped on the streets bel ow and not yet abandoned by
their drivers showed twin sets of |anps cutting through the
artificial night.

Dorine woul d have felt nore confortable in the dark. The
dark could let her pretend nothing had changed. None of the
headl i ght s bel ow penetrated the bubble she had seen pl aced around
the edge of the shoreline. Instead, the lights reflected off the
bubbl e, creating a fun-house mrror inage of the panicked city
and nmaking the recent changes inpossible to disbelieve. She
shivered uncontrollably in the warm room

For a monent she closed her eyes in another futile attenpt
to pretend everything was normal. In the self-inposed blindness,
Dori ne Underwood realized that even in darkness the events of the
| ast hal f-hour could not be ignored. She felt lighter

She opened her eyes again and this tine focused on herself
i nstead of on the panic outside. She lifted her arm Her wi st
seened to have strings attached, pulling gently upward. She knew
what that meant--that the island of Manhattan was now i n a weaker
gravity field than Earth's--but she still had trouble accepting
it.

As a test, she junped. Fortunately her office ceiling was
so high that she didn't hit her head hard enough to hurt. She



fell back to the floor in slow notion, and the time it took her
to fall was so long that she tipped on the way down and | anded
awkwar dly on one ankle before falling to the floor with far |ess
dignity than proper for a mayor of the Big Apple.

Unhurt but astonished, she regai ned her footing and | ooked
out the wi ndow again. Her breath cane in short bursts. Nothing
in the mayor's manual had been adequate preparation for this.

#

Julie Kravine had felt the trenors as she hurried along with
the others in the subway tunnel, and now she, too, realized that
somehow she was rmuch |ighter than before. Walking was no | onger
an instinctive act; she had to concentrate on keeping her bal ance
bet ween steps, and the ground seemed slick. The foursone
carrying the wounded man had all stunbled, tw ce al nost dropping
the victim

One of the nmen said, "What's going on? This feels Iike one
of those lowgravity rides at Epcot."

Flickering lights fromthe cigarette |lighters seened
slightly taller and thinner than before. The tall man who had

nore or |ess assunmed command, Matt, said, "I can't think of any
expl anation. Let's just get this guy to safety, and we'll al
find out."

Julie found herself wanting to participate in the di scussion
rather than just acting as an observer. She said, "This isn't
just sone tunnel cave-in, though, don't you think? |'m nervous."

Matt said, "I'mnervous, too. But there's not nmuch we can
do about it, is there?"

Julie shook her head. Probably no one saw the gesture in
the dimlight.

After a few nore steps, the wonan in the foursone suddenly
said, "Look! Up there! There's a light."

A train. Julie was suddenly nervous. Ws there enough room
for the train to pass without grinding them against the tunne
wal I s? Whuld it crash into their stopped train, killing even
nore people? The worried thoughts all flickered through her
brain so fast that only a second later she realized the idea of a
running train no | onger nade sense.

She was right. Far ahead was the first working energency
light Julie had seen since they left the stalled cars behind.
They rmust be close to the station. Finally they'd find out what
was goi ng on.

#

Matt and the three hel pers maneuvered the man who'd |l ost his
hand up onto the subway platform The man rested on his back
while they clinbed up to the platformeasily in the lighter
gravity.

As Matt picked up his corner of the raincoat again, the
injured man's eyelids fluttered, then opened. "Wat?" he said
groggily. His eyes focused somewhere behind Matt, and his
forehead wrinkled in puzzlement. Matt glanced where the man was
| ooki ng and saw a subway poster fromthe Utinmate Savior Church
showi ng in huge black letters, "Repent!"

Matt | ooked back at the man and said, "We're here. You' ve
got help. Don't worry about anything."

Pain flickered across the man's face, and Matt w shed they
had sonme anesthetic for him The man | ooked to be in his
forties, with thin lips, black eyes, and | opsi ded eyebrows. His
eyes cl osed, then opened slightly and cl osed again, |ike eyes of
a child who wanted to stay up late but just couldn't |ast any
| onger.



Even as they nade their way up the dark stairs fromthe
subway tunnel, Matt saw additional confirmation that whatever had
happened was sonething far out of the ordinary. |If the problem
had been | ocal, they would have found help at the station, or
even before. On their way up, they encountered no one, and the
city sounds seened strange even to him

Car horns filtering down the stairwell didn't sound like the
normal junbled mess of short blasts. Instead, maybe a dozen
horns of various pitch and volunme blared steadily, as though a
dozen accidents had |left drivers slunped over their steering
wheel s.

Matt and the others reached the final stairs to the street
wi t hout finding any lighting other than the occasional emnergency
| anps. Fromthe distance canme the sounds of crying and a mass of
munbl i ng people. The reporter noved ahead of themup the stairs.
Matt watched his footing carefully and kept checking on the
i njured man. \Wen they reached ground | evel, they noved past
some people cowering near the wall, and Matt found the reporter
standi ng there notionl ess, |ooking up

I nstead of the daylight Matt had expected, he found night.
Suspended over Manhattan was a reflected i nage of a darkened city
it only by the headlights of buses, cabs, trucks, and cars
stal l ed and abandoned in the grid-locked streets. The sidewal ks
were lined with people in clunps staring up at the distorted
reflections. Here and there a person lay flat on the ground.
Soneone maybe a hal f-bl ock away wailed steadily. Matt's stomach
[ urched. He could understand the people |lying down; the image
suspended over the city, coupled with the Iow gravity, gave hima
sharp tw nge of acrophobi a.

One of the nen in the foursone wobbled a bit, then
recovered. Luckily the victims weight was rmuch | ess of a burden
than before. Matt glanced around. Down the bl ock was an
anbul ance caught in the traffic snarl

"Let's get this guy down there," Matt said, and pointed.

They threaded their way through the people on the sidewal k
and street. Wen they reached an open area and wal ked faster
Matt al nost | ost his footing. The pavenment seemed too snooth, no
doubt thanks to the low gravity allowing less friction

The anbul ance attendants stood on the pavenent next to their
open doors, both |ooking up at the sky.

"W' ve got soneone who needs your attention,” Matt said to
the driver.

It took a nonment for the driver to focus on Matt and start
to react to what he was saying, but after a few seconds his
trai ni ng nust have taken over, and he and the other attendant
started to put the man with no hand onto a stretcher. Matt
expl ai ned that they hadn't been able to | ocate the man's hand.

The reporter canme up beside Matt as the paranedics started
puf fing nmedication into the man's arm The man's eyes fluttered
open again, and the reporter asked, "Do you remenber anything
about what happened to you?"

The man gl anced toward the armw thout a hand. He licked

his lips and said softly, "I think God's trying to tell ne
something." H's voice was nellow, resonant, despite the
sof t ness.

"What do you nean by that?" she asked, but the man's eyes
cl osed and his features rel axed, no doubt thanks to the
medi cation taking over.

Matt got back to the curb just as a bright light cane on in
the sky to the west of the city. A round spot the size of the



sun penetrated the refl ected i mages above the skyline and began
to grow brighter. A hush fell over the people on the sidewal ks
and in the street.

The "sun" grew brighter and brighter until it hurt to | ook
at it, and the city streets lightened until they were as bright
as day.

When the "sun" reached what seened to be its maxi mum
intensity, the donme started losing its reflectivity, and in
stages began to grow transparent. Matt noved a few steps so he
could see better to the east. The first thing he realized was
that al though his menory told himthe Brooklyn Bridge should be
inview, it wasn't. Rather, all that showed was a stub of the
bri dge.

The done continued to increase in transparency, and Matt
felt his nouth go dry. He could see through the dome, and what
he saw didn't bear any resenbl ance at all to Brooklyn.

Instead, the island of Manhattan rested on a vast gray
plain. 1In the distance was another dome sitting on the plain,
and to its left another. Slightly farther away than the pair was
yet another done. Matt shifted position again as the crowd cane
tolife with screans and | oud voices. He could see two nore
dones in the distance.

Beneat h the ot her dones were what seened to be other cities,
one a junble of prismatic arches, another what |ooked |Iike one
enornous buil di ng, another a mass of needle-thin spires with
hal os near the top, and even someone nuch |less well-travel ed than
Matt woul d have instantly known these cities had never existed on
Eart h.

#

Julie kept her mnivid active and tried as hard as she could
to focus her thoughts on the mechanics of her job. Thank God the
recorder still had a noderate charge. The nminivid optics were
attached to her headband, feeding what they saw into her gl asses
and to the recorder that hung lightly at her waist.

She had made several deliberate pans of the donme over head
and recorded the stalled traffic with drivers mlling about on
Ful ton and Broadway before the artificial sun came on and the
done cleared. Now she used her telephoto on the cities inside
the dones out there on the plain. In one of the nearest bubbles,
whi ch cont ai ned maybe a hundred very | arge pyram d-shaped bl ue
buil dings with irregul ar wi ndows, she could rmake out the notion
of what | ooked to be people.

Light glinted fromthe dome over the blue city, and in the
short time she recorded the scene, the brightest reflection noved
just a hair to the right. The "sky" was brighter over that side
of the dome, as though it had its own "sun" pointed at it but was
shielded fromviewin this direction. She waited a few nonments
and the reflection was again slightly to the right of where it
had been before. In her tel ephoto inmage, she could see a couple
of distant domes that |ooked dark. Sonme domes were sinple
portions of spheres; others were distorted to accomodate tal
structures, the way the tent-shaped donme over Manhattan was.

Julie | ooked back up at the dome above Manhattan. The
bubbl e came close to touching the tip of the southernnost of the
twin towers of the Wrld Trade Center. She noved past a small
crowmd of people on the sidewal k and took some nmore shots. The
honki ng seenmed to have died down a little since she and the
others had gotten up to the street, but people clogged the road,
wal ki ng bet ween st opped trucks and buses, or standing rigid and
| ooki ng up. A couple of people near the intersection were



shouting unintelligibly.

Julie noticed nore eye contact than normal anobng people in
the crowd, as though many of them were silently asking, "Do you
see this, too?" |In the street she recogni zed another journali st
but couldn't tell if he was wearing a m nivid.

"Are you going to be all right?" asked a voi ce behind her
shoul der.

She turned and found Matt Sheehan standing there, his small
flight bag held in one hand. "It's a little too early to tel
right now, don't you think?"

"I meant as far as getting around the city."

"Sure. 1'll be fine. Do you realize that there seemto be
peopl e living under those other donmes?"

"No, but I'"'mglad to hear it. That probably neans they
intend to keep us alive."

Motion in the direction of what was |left of the Brooklyn
Bri dge made themturn in unison. What seenmed to be an enornous
transparent hose was extendi ng down from sonmewhere above, the top
end invisible. Julie turned and saw another hose to the "south."
She turned full circle and could see four different hoses
droppi ng around the island. Presumably nore hoses were dropping
near the north end of the dome, near Harlem and WAshi ngton
Hei ght s.

The end of the nearby hose al nbost reached the flat plain
outside the donme. Julie started her ninivid again and wat ched

t hrough the tel ephoto viewfinder. "That hose, or whatever it is,
is starting to curve," she said for Matt's benefit.

The hose continued to curve until it conpleted a
ni nety-degree turn, facing the dome. "It's comng closer to the
done, " Julie said

As the large transparent tube came closer, the end grewin
diameter. Finally it stuck itself against the side of the done,
maybe fifty nmeters in the air, about as high as the Brooklyn
Bri dge support.

"So are the rest of the tubes,” Mitt said as he turned back
to face the cl osest one.

VWere the lip of the hose touched the dome, a bright ring
formed. The donme material in the circle and just outside the
circle shimered, and then the clear donme material within the

circle nelted away fromthe center until it |ooked as if sone
huge gl ass bl ower had just perfectly forned the spout on a gl ass
t eapot .

Julie was aware of several distant sirens as she stood
wat chi ng the donme material near the hose lose its shimer.

Wthin seconds the donme and hose were back to their normal
transparency, as though they had been connected forever

"What do you suppose those things are for?" she asked.

Matt gl anced at the ring of tubes. "If they want to keep us
alive, we're going to need air pretty soon. 1'd vote for
ventilation."

Anot her set of hoses began to drop fromthe sky. As Julie
and Matt watched, she realized she could feel a breeze when
before there hadn't been one.

"You must be right about the air," she said, then | ooked
around. "Tell ne sonething. Does it look to you like the Iight
has noved since it cane on?"

Matt gl anced toward the
ri ght?"

"That was ny guess, too."

"l al ways wondered what it would be like to live in an ant

sun." "Maybe a little. To the



farm™

"You're kiddin' ne.

Matt | ooked at her. "Yeah, |I'mkidding."

One of the second set of hoses had nelted through the done.
This hose was smaller and | ower to the ground, and whatever was
happening to the done itself was different. Instead of a sinple
hole in the dome, part of the done, or part of the hose, was
extruding a shape into the interior of the done. They watched in
awe for several seconds before Matt suddenly | aughed.

"What ?" Julie asked.

"It's a bird-feeder. That cup is going to fill with water
| bet you--" he hesitated. "I don't know that betting you noney
makes any sense anynore."

Julie | ooked back at the junction and the interior shape as
it stopped nmutating. He was right. A bird-feeder was just what

it looked like. "I've seen a lot of things, but I'mhaving a
tough time believing this is all real."
"Me, too."

Julie heard cries fromsonmewhere in the crowd behind her
She turned and saw several people | ooking and pointing upward.
She | ooked to where they pointed, and she saw shapes appeari ng on
the top of the tent-shaped bubble.

She and Matt watched in silence as what | ooked to be
lettering of sonme kind forned on the dome. Through her
tel ephoto, the large bl ack shapes split into a few snaller
shapes, as though the aliens' paragraphs thensel ves forned
t wo- di nensi onal shapes. The characters were conpletely foreign
to her. Mst of the marks had such ill-defined shapes, they
| ooked nmore like a child' s doodling than actual witing, possibly
al i en pictographs rather than characters.

"Any guesses as to what that says?" she asked.

Matt took a long | ook. "I suppose it nust be a nessage to
us rather than sonme |abel for thenselves, but if it were for
their own use, 1'd be afraid it said sonething |ike, 'Mnhattan
Zoo,"' or worse."

"Worse?"

"Yeah, it could say, 'Laboratory Animals."'"

#

M nutes after the artificial night began, Dorine Underwood

saw the "sunrise" fromher office, and it gave her new hope. |If

their captors were providing light, they wouldn't be preparing to
kill everyone right away. She hoped.

Gven that the city was still alive, she had an organization
to run. Her thoughts still flicked fromtopic to topic in her
typical stress reaction, and she willed herself to cal m down.

She nust be calm Dorine took a couple of deep breaths and
forced herself to | ook for something good in the situation. It
took her several minutes. Finally she decided that the only
slightly good news was that she woul dn't have her day constantly
i nterrupted by out-of -t owners.

She paused for a few seconds and picked up a picture of
Rafael . He was off designing a new theater in C evel and, however
far away that was now. She gripped the picture tightly enough
that the gl ass popped as it pressed nore tightly against the
photo of her husband. "Dear God," she said softly. "Gve ne
strength to do what nust be done. And give Rafael the strength
to handl e--whatever it is that's happened.”

She dabbed at her eyes briefly, then strode into the hall.
No one was going to say Sherilyn Underwood's little girl wasn't
up to anything the Lord threw her way. And she'd be damed if



anyone got an opportunity to say a white mayor woul d be handl i ng
things better. She didn't get to be mayor of New York City by
caving in whenever the unexpected happened.

She found Freddy the night guard still near his post. He
stared out the hallway w ndow conpl etely entranced.

"Freddy," she said softly, and touched his arm

Freddy junped. "God damm. Don't do--" Freddy regained
control. "Oh, it's you, Ms. Mayor. |I'msorry. You just scared
t he--"

"It's all right. | understand conpletely. Something very
strange has happened out there."

"You're damm--er, you ain't wong there, ma'am"

"Look, I've got a job for you. Are you ready?" Seeing the
man's hesitation, she added, "We've got a city to run. Something
bad has happened out there, and the people of Manhattan need us
nore than ever."

"Yes, ma'am You're right. I'mready."

"That's good. What | want you to do is wal k over to Barnaby
Jolliet's office. Tell himl said for himto use his best
j udgrment about getting the police out there to reassure people.
And ask himfor three of his wal kie-talkies so we can talk unti
t he phones are on again. You got that?"

"I got it, ma'am And bring you all three wal ki e-tal ki es?"

"Right. Unless you see Ken Randall. G ve himone. And
when you get back, tell everyone you can find in the building
there'll be a neeting in the planning roomin twenty m nutes--at

nine-thirty. Tell that to M. Jolliet, too, and Ms. Phillipe in
t he Muni ci pal Building."

"You got it, Ms. Mayor." Freddy seened visibly relieved to
see that soneone was reacting as though this were sonething that
could be handled. Dorine hoped the rest of Manhattan woul d react
t he sanme way.

Dori ne went back to her office and | ooked out the w ndow
On the street, a pair of men junped straight into the air. Their
heads must have cleared the second floor before they fell gently
back to the ground.

She | ooked over the skyline. One nore good thing about
this. The air |ooked cleaner than it had in decades.

#

Julie turned off her minivid after training the lens on the
nmessage on the donme. "I hope you' re wong about what it says,"
she said. "I hope it says, 'We'll have you back in twenty-four
hours.""

Matt | ooked at one of the domes outside their own. "Doesn't
seemtoo |ikely, though, does it?"

"No," Julie said. "Damm, | hate to admt this, but I'm
scared. "

"Me, too," said Matt. "Me, too."

Sone of the buses and cars in the street were abandoned. By
now, many drivers had just parked as far fromthe center of the
road as they could, and left their vehicles there.

Matt hesitated. "I was on ny way to visit a friend who
works in the Minicipal Building. You re not going to have any
trouble getting home or wherever you need to go?"

“I"1l be fine. Wo's your friend if | need to get hold of
you?"

"Rudy Sanchez.™"

Julie reached into a pocket. "Here's ny card in case you
need to reach ne."

"Thanks. You take care of yourself."



"You, too." Julie turned, and within seconds she was | ost
in the crowd.

#

Matt wal ked over to Park Row, past City Hall Park, which was
packed with onl ookers staring up at the reflections fromthe
interior of the done. People on the street were slipping and
sliding with the lower friction and the unfamliarity with | ow
gravity. A few people adapting nmore quickly ran with |ong, high
boundi ng steps or junped straight up as far as they could. A cab
surged through a gap in traffic and tried to make a hard turn
but wound up sliding sideways until it mashed the fender on a
stalled truck. A couple of street people slunping on the
sidewal k next to the building pulled their coats nore tightly
around thensel ves.

Matt found the Municipal Building straddling Chanbers
Street. No one questioned himas he checked an office directory
that said Rudy's office was on the nineteenth floor, then started
up the stairs.

The nineteenth floor was a long dimcorridor Iit only by a
few enmergency |l anps and light filtering through office w ndows.
Matt reached the southern end of the hallway and found the nane
tag he'd been looking for. As he hesitated in the hall, a man he
didn't recognize hurried out of the office.

Matt rapped on the door frame. "Hello. Anybody hone?"

From behind a tall file cabinet, Rudy Sanchez appeared.

Rudy had grown up in East L.A , then gotten his degree in
nmechani cal engi neering before entering the nilitary, where Matt
had net him He'd shaved his moustache since Matt had seen him
| ast, and added nmaybe ten pounds, but in the light fromthe

wi ndow, he | ooked fit. "Matt? You're a day early. GCod, it's
good to see you."
"Same here." Matt shook hands, and he smiled despite the

tension. Rudy's grip had | ost none of its strength. It felt
good to see a famliar face in the mddle of all this.

Rudy sighed. "If you had just been a day |late, you m ght
have been spared all this."
"Well, | amhere." WMatt noved to the wi ndow, and Rudy

joined him Fromthis height, he could see a few nore dones
that, fromground | evel, had been hidden behind the cl osest
dones.

Matt said, "God damm. | still can't believe this is really
happening." H s face felt hot.

"I know what you mean. | feel like I"'mdream ng." Rudy
hesitated. "I don't mnd telling you this whol e business scares
ne."

Matt stared at one of the distant domes. "M, too. A

person woul d be pretty damm stupid not to be scared right now. "

"What the hell do you figure's happeni ng?"

"You mean other than the fact that we've been captured by
some pretty advanced aliens?" Matt said with a forced chuckl e.

"Yeah, other than that little detail." Rudy's face showed
the tension running through his body.

"You got me. That they want us alive. Those big hoses out
there seemto be supplying air at a confortabl e tenperature.
Those slightly smaller hoses seemto be bird-feeder water
supplies.”

"Makes sense to nme, too, but for God' s sake why?" Rudy
asked.

"I've got no better idea than you do."

Rudy shook his head. "l've got to go to an emnergency



pl anning nmeeting in five mnutes. Your skills could come in
m ghty handy right now \Want to cone al ong?"

"Fine by me. 1'd like to do be doing sonething. | fee
termnally edgy."
Rudy turned his head. "Is Nadine all right? | thought you

sai d she'd be neeting you here."
Matt stared out the window For a brief nmonment, he was
| ooki ng out the wi ndow of a chalet in the Swiss Al ps, and Nadi ne

was beside him "Nadi ne had a change of plans. She's still in
Cairo. | talked to her a couple of nights ago. She wants a
di vorce."
For a monent Rudy stared out the wi ndow toward the domes in
silence. "Well, | guess you could say she got it, huh?"
In spite of hinself, Matt | aughed.
#

Dorine cut short the pre-meeting nervous conversation and
convened the enmergency session pronptly on tine. Fortunately the
room had a | arge wi ndow so they didn't need artificial |ighting.
The group was smaller than she had expected. No doubt that neant
some people were wal king to work fromstalled subways, or had
gone hone to deal with emergencies there, or had been outside the
borough when it was pulled | oose. Perhaps a fair nunber of
people sinply couldn't cope with the strange circunstances.

She scanned faces in the group. Good. The police
conmi ssi oner, Barnaby Jolliet, was here. She saw people fromthe
city council and the Ofice of Emergency Managenent. "Where's
M chell e Phillipe?" she asked. "Anybody know?"

"No one has seen her this norning," said a man in his late
thirties or early forties. "I don't think anyone senior to ne in
the City Manager's office is in right now |I'm Rudy Sanchez."

"Al'l right. Let's start with quick departnent sumaries and
then go to planning. | suppose we all know equally little about
what's really happening, so all we can do is get this borough
functioning as best we can. There may be a couple of mllion
peopl e in Manhattan right now, and they're going to need
protection, food, water, electricity, waste disposal, nedica
hel p." Dorine scanned faces.

"Bar naby, how do things stand with the police?"

Barnaby Jolliet, a man with a ruddy conpl exion, shifted in
his chair. Despite his slightly blustering manner, and an
occasional unwillingness to adnmit he didn't know an answer,

Bar naby was conpetent and hard-working. "W've nmade a good
start. Al the precincts except for the sixteenth and the
thirty-fourth are in conmunication with wal kie-tal kie rel ays.

W' ve got officers with bullhorns going up all the avenues,
restoring order and telling people we're getting things under
control. W' ve stopped looting in several spots, but so far nost
peopl e don't seemto be trying to take advantage of the
situation. 1t's nore like people are still in shock."

Barnaby held up his wal kie-talkie. "For those of you with
wal ki e-tal kies, stay off channels A through G those are for
police use. Channels Hand | are energency channels. Channel K
is the city governnent party line." He put the wal kie-tal kie on
the tabl e and | ooked at Dorine. "W need to keep people in
check, and we can do that. The tough part is when, not if, we
have a big fire. Wthout water, we're going to be flat out of
luck."

"I know. Good summary. \What about water?"

"Why are we bothering with this?" suddenly asked an ol der
man who Dorine recognized as a long-tinme city enpl oynment worker.



"You're treating this like just another emergency, but it's not.
It's crazy out therel™
"W have to do what we can," Dorine said forcefully.

"Wthout us the chaos will be damn sight worse. There are sone
areas, like yours, and like the tourist bureau, that won't be as
busy as normal, but other groups will be a Iot busier. Anyone

wi t hout something to do should volunteer in another area. Back
to ny question about water."

M chell e's stand-in, Rudy, spoke up. "It looks like the
aliens are making water available to us. One of ny people is
getting a battery-operated conmputer ready so we can find what we
need in inventory. Wth sone |uck, can run hoses fromthe alien
supply into the water nmains. Wth punps we can get it up to near
the sane pressure we had before. 1've sent a team of people out
to shut off pipes to sections that were severed.

"I"ve al so got people on their way up to generators that
shoul d be working, but they'll only run until reserve tanks of
natural gas and oil are enpty. Probably we should restrict the
use of gasoline to enmergency needs."

Dori ne nodded. "Good idea. Barnaby?"

Bar naby nodded. "I'll get the word out."

"What if that water they're giving us is drugged?" asked a
worman next to Barnaby.

Rudy answered. "Then there's nothing we can do about it.

If we don't drink, we don't stay alive. The only significant
amount of water we brought with us is in the Central Park
reservoir, in the pipes, and in storage tanks in sone of the

hi gher buildings. But that and what's in Gty Tunnel Nunber One
won't last long without recycling, besides which, water may well
be | eaking from several tunnels. |[|'ve got soneone checking on
the possibility of using |ocal chemcal labs to distill water

but | doubt we can find a quick way to keep up with the vol ume we
need. "

"Anyt hing el se in your area?"

"Steamwe won't need, as long as the aliens are providing
air at a reasonable tenperature. Telephones will be up once we
have emergency electricity. Sewage will be a problempretty
soon, but 1'll see what we can do. Food's going to be the worst
problem And | can use alnost all the help | can get."

"Noted. What haven't we covered?"

The roomwas silent for a nmonent, then the sandy-haired man
sitting next to Rudy said, "Alien contact?"

"We don't have an office for that," Dorine said lightly.
"Don't you figure they'll contact us?"

"Perhaps. But we can push the process along. That message
on the 'roof'--we should be decoding it. And apparently there's
not only one set of aliens.”

"Ckay, you're in charge, M.--"

"Matt Sheehan.”

Rudy spoke up. "He's on, ah, the same floor I'mon."

"Just a minute," said the man fromenploynment. "Wo is this
guy, and what are his qualifications?"

Rudy said, "Well, for one thing, he's here." After a couple
of chuckl es faded away, he added, "Matt's an arny col onel, one of
t he best organi zers and best | eaders | ever had the pleasure of
serving under when | was still in the Arny."

Matt spoke up. "If anyone else wants the job, | certainly
won't be offended. My feeling is that whatever experts we have
in the city may know how to approach various aspects of the
problem but mght be better utilized if they're free to do the



actual work. What | can do is listen to expert advice, plan, and
get resources available for whoever wi nds up on the team

think I can do that well. And if at any tinme the mayor wants to
put someone else into the job, that's fine with ne. Wuld anyone
el se prefer to do the job?"

Bar naby drunmed his fingernails on the hard bl ack
wal ki e-tal ki e case. "There was a Col onel Sheehan or a Major
Sheehan in the news a couple of years ago. Sonmething in
Paraguay. Alvoranza sonmebody | ed a successful coup against the
new denocratic governnent. An Arny teamwent in and took him
out. They noved in so fast Alvoranza didn't have tine to blink
Are you that Sheehan?"

Rudy opened his nouth before Matt did. "That was him
Order was restored in thirty-six hours. And the only casualties
were a hal f-dozen of Alvoranza's thugs."

Bar naby nodded as he filed away the information.

Dorine let the silence |ast about five seconds before she
said, "All right. What else hasn't been covered?"

The seconds of silence were again broken by Col onel Sheehan
"Someone shoul d coordi nate an anbul ance patrol around the
shoreline, including everything underground, |ike subways and car
and rail tunnels."

Bar naby used his wal kie-talkie briefly to pass on
i nstructions. Wen he was done, he | ooked at Dorine and said,

"I had people on the shore, but we hadn't started on the PATH

tubes yet."
Dori ne nodded. Again a short silence was broken by Col one
Sheehan. "If a team worked on getting all the buses and cabs

back to garages or stations, the streets m ght be passable for
enmer gency vehicles."

"Good." As Dorine scanned the group for someone in
transportation, she found a face and saw an acknow edgi ng nod.

"Anyt hi ng el se, Col onel Sheehan?" Dorine smiled despite the
t ensi on.

"While the police pass the word that people are trying to
restore city operations, maybe they should be telling people to
turn on their TVs and radios to sone |ocal station as soon as
Rudy has a generator back on-line, in case we need to get
information to as many people as possible, or ask for help from
speci alists.”

Bar naby said, "Makes sense," and he used his wal kie-tal kie
agai n.

Dori ne | ooked at Sheehan again. H's dark eyes | ooked cal m
in contrast to nore than half of the people at the neeting. He
saw her | ooking at him and he said, "If there is a supply of
cots avail abl e, maybe some could be placed in the main city
government buil di ng | obbi es so anyone who anti ci pates wor ki ng out
of the office for a while can get some occasional rest."

Dori ne nodded and scanned the group. A woman Dorine didn't
recogni ze rai sed her hand and said, "I can arrange that."

Dorine let the next silence |last several seconds. "Okay,
then. Let's get busy. And, Barnaby, can you get Col onel Sheehan
a wal ki e-tal ki e?"

Bar naby agreed. As people started to rise, a wonman weari ng
a high-neck collar asked, "But what's happening to us? Don't you
want to know?"

Dorine said, "OF course we want to know. But we can't waste
time right now speculating. Once we know the support systens are
in place, we can devote nore effort to the next steps."

The woman was clearly unsatisfied by the answer, but she



didn't press the issue.

On the way out of the room Dorine instinctively brushed her
hand against the wall to turn off the Iight switch. She wondered
briefly how many other habits she'd have to break

#

Rudy Sanchez was waiting inpatiently as the cherry-picker
slowed to a stop and the driver stepped down fromthe cab. Rudy
could have assigned this duty to soneone el se, but he had to be
doi ng somet hing, and he had al ways enjoyed hands-on work nore
t han managenent .

"Sorry it took ne so |ong,
are a little crazy still."

"I don't doubt it," Rudy said. "Okay, here's the deal. |
want to get up close to that." He pointed at the bird-feeder
enbedded in the done over the severed concrete of Pier 17, right
in front of where the Pier 17 Pavilion had been | eft behind when
Manhattan made its nove. Pieces of weckage from severed boats
floated in isolated pockets of water caught near the bubble.

VWhile waiting for the truck, Rudy had suddenly thought about
the people left on the pavilion. They would have been stranded
on their own little rectangular island until help arrived. |If
their tel ephone lines hadn't gone through Manhattan, he could
i magi ne the disbelief on the other end when someone called to
explain that they needed a boat to pick them up because Manhattan
had gone away.

As soon as the driver had nmaneuvered the truck into
position, Rudy grabbed the end of a large hose and tied it to the
cherry-pi cker cage, then stepped into the cage and thunbed the
controls. He glanced at the "sun," which had noved maybe thirty
degrees to the right in the last tw hours.

As the cherry-picker cage started lifting himup toward the
large interior cup that held what he was convinced was water, two
nore police cars arrived, escorting a truck with nmore piping and
the I arge punps he would need. People from his departnent,
assisted by volunteers, started unloading the materi al

The cherry-picker cage noved to where Rudy wanted to be, and
he stopped about fifteen meters over the ground. The cage
bounced nore slowly than norrmal as it cane to rest. Fromhis
pocket he took a pair of vials, and carefully di pped each into
the liquid. Mments |ater he was reasonably convinced he was
dealing with normal water. He filled another set of vials to
send out for chemical analysis. They wouldn't punp this into the
city until the verification was conplete, but Rudy's gut told him
the water would pass all the lab tests, particularly when using
it was the only choice.

The bird-feeder tray was shaped a little |ike an oversized
bat ht ub stuck on the inside of the done, constantly filled by the
hose com ng from sonewhere above. Rudy couldn't see any
nmechani smthat told a val ve sonmewhere to pass nore water or to
shut off, but there had to be one.

He touched the side of the tray. The material felt cool to
the touch. He rapped his knuckles on it, and the sound it
produced felt nmore |ike he had knocked on the side of a huge cube
of material instead of on an extruded piece no thicker than his
thunb. He got no sense of vibration at all; just a sensation
i ke tapping on bedrock. He got out a sharp pocketknife and
purely out of curiosity tried to cut a sliver of the material off
the edge. He could as easily have scraped a sliver of glass off
a crystal goblet by using a sharp piece of cardboard. Finally he
renmenbered the people on the ground.

the driver said. "The streets



He called to the volunteer near a portable generator
connected to a self-primng punp, "Let her rip."

The man yanked the cord, and the noi sy generator sprang to
life, the large stand vibrating on the pavenent. Rudy swung the
end of the hose over the lip of the bird-feeder, and it started
to make noi sy snorkling sounds as water displaced the air in the
hose. The surface of the water in the bird feeder grew
turbul ent, and Rudy pushed the hose deeper. Water started
spewi ng out the hose on the other side of the punp. Rudy let it
run for several seconds, and the water level in the bird-feeder
di dn't dim nish.

"Ckay," he yelled, "now push that red |l ever toward the white
mar k. "

The man did so, and the roar fromthe punmp increased in
pitch and volume. The punp vibrated so strongly that it started
creepi ng al ong the pavenent and had to be restrained. The
surface of the water in the bird-feeder grew nore and nore
choppy, but the water |level stayed where it was. Water shot out
the punp hose into an arc that spanned fifty feet. Rudy was
about to make an educated guess about the velocity that inplied
bef ore he renmenbered that the reduced gravity spoiled his rules
of thumb. Still, his gut told himthat w th enough punps and
hoses | eading fromthe bird-feeders down to nearby fire hydrants,
wat er was not going to be a problem

About the sanme tine he reached that conclusion, another set
of tubes started com ng down fromthe "sky" outside the done.

#

Matt Sheehan wal ked north on First Avenue, past the Bellevue
Medical Center, its white glazed brick reflecting the artificial
sunlight. He had thought about getting a ride, but the | ow
gravity made walking a fairly efficient way to get around. His
knees twinged a bit due to the lunar-wal k notion, but otherw se
his body felt fine. Fromhis belt hung a small wal ki e-tal ki e.

He had come north through Chinatown. At Chatham square the
statue of Confucius had been surrounded by people who apparently
felt that would be as good as anyplace to find answers to the
obvi ous questions. No one had been using the pagoda-shaped phone
boot hs, but the exotic-vegetabl e vendors had been swanped as they
tried to pack up their products.

Matt suddenly checked his watch to nmake sure it really was
still norning, assum ng "norning" nmeant anything anynore. The
"sun's" position made it feel like afternoon, but it wasn't.

He had passed Bel | evue Hospital mnutes earlier. The
frequency of passing anbul ances wailing |ike huge nechani ca
babi es made it obvious they were busily dealing with people who'd
been on the perineter when the city was cut |oose. Wat woul dn't
be as audi bl e was the process of dealing with all the people who
nmust be suffering psychol ogi cal problens that woul d be just as
damaging, if not as imrediately |life threatening.

Al'l along his wal k, he had seen glinpses of crowds to the
east, pressed agai nst the base of the done, peering out at the
other domed cities. Froma distance the throngs |ooked Iike
spectators nerely curious about a construction project. He'd be
willing to bet that al nbst every one of themwould pay a year's
salary to be able to get a glinpse of the dirty East River. Once
in a while soneone in the back ranks would junp straight up
Matt wasn't sure whether the jumping was to get a better view or
si mpl e experi nmentation.

A coupl e of kids rode their bicycles past Matt very
carefully. The low gravity reduced the tire friction enough that



turni ng and stopping | ooked difficult, and the kids seened
nervous. Perhaps they just didn't want to | eave their bikes
wherever they had been. Walking seenmed a nmuch better way of
getting around now.

Once Matt adjusted to the new wal ki ng moti on, he began to
function al nost on automatic, wondering what the hell had
happened and why. But despite trying to concentrate on what
shoul d have been by far the biggest issue, his thoughts keep
goi ng back to Nadi ne.

Matt should have worried nore, he supposed, when she hadn't
objected to being transferred to Cairo, when the assignment to
Argentina woul d have | eft open the possibility that they could
get together if there was a break in the war. At the time, he'd
just assumed she was as fed up as he was with the no-w n drug
wars that few people here seenmed to appreciate.

He'd felt nunb since that call a few days ago. Today, he
felt a stronger sense of purpose than he had in quite a while,
but even that wasn't enough to keep his nmind totally occupied.

He continued north, passing nmore war-zone streets of stalled
traffic and confused pedestrians. Sirens near the entrance to
t he Queen-M dt own Tunnel brought his thoughts back to the city.

At the intersection of First Avenue and 40th Street, a red
Terra sports car alnmost ran himdown as it careened up First,
zi g- zagged around stopped buses and trucks, and swung onto 40t h,
its tires skittering across the pavenent, rather than screeching.
The car alnmost flipped over in the lighter gravity. The driver
gave Matt a rude gesture as though Matt shoul d have known the car
was coni ng and shoul d, therefore, have waited inside.

VWen Matt reached the enornous | obby of the U N  CGenera
Assenmbly Building, it was nearly enpty. A baffled-1ooking guard
wat ched warily as Matt approached. Matt was still surprised to
see so many people functioning on automatic. Apparently New York
had I ess than its share of people who folded up conpletely under
emer genci es.

"Yeah?" said the guard.

"I"ve just conme up fromthe mayor's office. | need to
| ocate several translators.”

"Yeah?" said the guard. A couple of his shirt buttons
| ooked close to popping. The man's eyes | ooked gl azed.

Matt deci ded naybe this guy wasn't functioning quite as well
as he had thought at first. "Yeah. Can you tell ne where |I'd be
likely to find them"

"Ki nda sl ow day here."

"Yeah." Matt hesitated. He was convinced now that the man
was shell -shocked. The man's eyes were virtually notionl ess
except for an occasional blink, and his features were fixed in a

per manent state of confusion. He was reacting to stinuli, but
taki ng no action on his own.
Matt said, "Ckay, |I'mgoing to | ook around, see if | can

find some translators. This is official city business. You got
a problem-" Matt caught hinmself and quickly rephrased the
qguestion. "Ah, that should be okay, don't you think?"

The guard said, "Yeah."

#

Matt was about to give up when a bl onde woman in a
wi ndbreaker and carrying a coll apsible unbrella pushed open a
door to Hanmarskjold Library.

"Are you perhaps a translator?" he asked.

The woman gl anced up toward the donme. "Well, yes. But |
don't have any experience in translating for aliens."



"Well, then, I"'mafraid you won't do us any good. W need
people with at least five years' experience."

The woman was silent for a nonment. "You don't know ne well
enough to tease nme." Her voice held a hint of British English.
Matt blinked, then smiled. "You're perfectly right. | have

no idea why | did that."

The woman smil ed back, revealing even white teeth. Her gray
eyes gave her expression a questioning | ook containing nore ease
than anyone Matt had seen that day. She hesitated, then said, "I
m ght be able to help."

"You really are a translator, then?"

"I's twel ve | anguages enough? |'mreally only qualified in
five of them but |I can at l|east read the others.”

"You're teasing ne now. "

"No, I amnot."

Matt smled. "My name is Matt Sheehan.™”

"Mne is Abby Tersa. And | don't think you actually want
translators if you want to talk to the aliens. You want
linguists or cultural anthropologists. Translators just use what
t hey' ve been taught. You want soneone who can figure out a new

| anguage, | assune."

"Ch. But you--"

"You're in luck. | love the nature of |anguages, and ny
primary background is cultural anthropology. | had to take a
fair number of linguistic courses on the way. Actually, | was
just doing a little nmoonlighting as a translator.™

"Well, good. You're hired." He paused. "I don't nean to
be rude, but we need as nmany people as possible.”

"No offense taken. | can put up a notice in the

translators' conference roomwhere people are nore likely to see
it when they cal mdown."

"Terrific."

Abby di sappeared inside and was back in a couple of mnutes.
"What now?"

"I"'mon foot. Can you handle the walk to the Minicipa
Bui |l di ng. "

Wth a smle Abby said, "I think so."

#

Matt and Abby had al nost reached Houston Street going south
when soneone threw a | arge enpty packing box into their path.

The sl ownotion, long-stride gait they had assuned gave Matt
time to see what was com ng, but no way to react. His feet hit
t he box, which pronmptly spun underfoot, and he went down,
skidding in the low gravity. Froma recessed doorway energed
four grubby young nmen in their late teens or early twenties. Two
of the four had knives in their hands.

Matt tunmbled slowy, his inertia conplicating recovery. It
took himless than a second to realize that any nmoney in his
wal l et was virtually worthless. These guys must have a different
target: Abby. They'd try to put himout of conm ssion, then nove
in on her.

"Keep running!" he yelled to Abby. He tucked his body as he
approached the sidewal k and roll ed on one shoul der, then his
back. He canme to a kneeling position a nonent |ater, by which
time the nen were noving toward himas fast as they could in the
underwat er nmode forced by the low gravity. Matt stood up, and
just as quickly sat down again. Al four men were noving quickly
enough and awkwardly enough that they windnmilled right by him
Matt managed to hit one man's calf as he sped past, and the nman
went into a slow spin that nade himhit the sidewal k face first.



Matt cursed hinmself. He should have figured that part of
t he popul ation would be the kind to take advantage of a situation
like this rather than going home and waiting for word about what
was going on. Wth four of them he needed a smaller playing
field. He turned, took a couple of steps, and | eapt high, hoping
his instincts would be good enough. His body arced into the air,
carrying himan easy couple of neters higher than the top of the
stalled bus he had ainmed for. He tilted forward, windmlling
wildly to keep from going over face forward, and just in tine his
feet | anded on the roof of the bus. He bounced and ski dded and
cane to a stop centineters fromthe edge of the slick roof.

The thugs weren't very smart; the first one came alone. The
guy in the dirty brown sweatshirt junped up as awkwardly as Matt
had. Matt feinted and punched the guy in the nose, and the guy
started a slownotion spin back to the ground. Matt tipped
backward for a couple of seconds before he regai ned his bal ance.

Two of the thugs, one with a knife, junped up
si mul taneously. They started to approach warily, and behind him
Matt heard anot her pair of feet dinple the bus roof as they | anded.

Chapter 3
Si gnal s and Noi se

The roof of the bus had about the sane area as a boxing
ring, but here the edges of combat territory bordered on a steep
drop to hard pavenent.

At the sound of the feet behind himon the bus roof, Matt
turned, wanting to deal first with the single attacker. But the
person behind hi mwasn't the other thug; it was Abby Tersa. She
hel d her collapsed unbrella ready to use as a weapon. Her bl onde
hair slowy settled beside her face in the light gravity, and
anger had reached those cool gray eyes.

Matt turned back to the two approaching nen. Both of them
| ooked as if they had | ast shaved four days ago wi thout help from
amrror. One of themheld a knife. Another good sign that Matt
was dealing with amateurs--the knife was on the inside. The man
woul dn't be able to take a wide swing w thout damaging his
partner beside him That handi cap woul d be wasted if Matt took
his partner out first, so Matt concentrated on the knife.

The man with the knife noved ahead of his conpanion
possi bly figuring that he'd use his weapon to soften up Matt
first so his buddy didn't have to work up much of a sweat. He
noved toward Matt, but his conpani on noved to catch up, holding
al nost even with him

Matt noved suddenly and directly for the knife-w el der.
Surprise flashed across the man's dark eyes, and he made a feint
with the knife. Mtt took a calculated risk, and the second tine
the man | unged, Matt crouched sideways and ki cked one foot hard
toward the man's kneecap.

The kick connected. In the low gravity, Matt's recoi
ti pped himover, but the nman he'd kicked was no inmedi ate threat.
Matt had heard no grinding crunch when his kick connected, so the
man probably wasn't going to suffer any pernmanent damage, but he
was of f-bal ance and definitely in pain. He lurched in a small

circle, like a bear with one foot in a trap, until he fell off
the bus, his knife flying away in a graceful arc. WMatt got back
to his feet while the remaining man was still watching his

partner's slow notion spill.
The man's unarned conpani on | ooked so shocked, Matt decided
the tine was right for sone psychol ogy. Simultaneously Matt



grinned with the intensity of someone absolutely certain of a
favorabl e outconme, nmoved toward the nan confidently, and slowy
reached inside his jacket. That was enough for the remaining
man. He turned and took a running | eap fromthe roof of the bus
to the roof of a stopped car and kept going.

Matt turned toward Abby, relieved that they were unhurt. As
she took as step toward him the fourth thug sprang into view
He had al so junped too high, and his arc carried himand his
knife in a trajectory toward Abby. The nman was tilting forward a
little, obviously no nore experienced in |lowgravity junping than
t hey were.

Matt started to nove closer to where the man was going to
| and, but Abby beat himto it. Just as the man approached the
edge of the bus roof, Abby sent a strong high kick directly into
the man's stomach. The air whooshed fromhis |lungs, and the
knife went flying harnm essly away.

The man hit the corner of the bus roof. |If he'd been able
to draw a breath already, the inpact would have left him
breathl ess all over again. He grimaced in pain as he slid off
the roof.

When Abby had ki cked, she |ost her balance. She hopped on
one leg, tilting into a backward series of hops that nerely
post poned her eventual fall. "Ch, no!" she cried.

Matt caught her just before she hopped backward off the roof
of the bus. Abby wrapped her arnms around himtightly and
shudder ed.

Abby's hair snelled fresh. Matt pushed a | oose strand back
into place. A long nonment |ater, Abby let go. "Ah, sorry," she
sai d.

"My pleasure."” Matt smiled. "You do that sort of thing a
[ ot ?"

Abby shook her head, and her blonde hair swirled slowy.

Toget her they noved to the edge of the roof where the man
had fallen. He lay on the ground, groaning loudly. Fromhis
position, it was obvious that his fall had been interrupted by a
fire hydrant. |In normal gravity, he might well have suffered a
br oken back. Probably now he just felt as though he had one.

A small crowd gathered on the sidewal k as Matt used his
wal kie-talkie to tell the police they were needed. Wen he
finished, Matt glanced at Abby and said, "Going down?"

Abby nodded and together they |eaped. As they floated back
to the ground, Matt recalled a slownotion junping inage fromthe
remake of The Six MIlion Dollar Man.

#

Stuart Lund awoke in a hospital bed and realized al nost
instantly that his right hand was gone. Severed at about a
thirty-degree angle at the wist, the stunp was covered wth
somet hing that | ooked like a thin | ayer of gauze. He stared at
the stump for a long nmonent, then out of curiosity imagined the
hand was still there and tried to make a fist. The action sent
pain into his wist. He felt a nuscle tighten in his forearm and
then rel ax.

Wth his armstill in the air, he | ooked around. The |ong
roomwas filled with the constant commotion of a too-busy staff
trying to deal with all the problenms of patients occupying two
|l ong rows of beds, but Stuart paid alnpst no attention to his
present surroundi ngs.

A series of images raced unbi dden through his brain. On the
subway, he had been taking advantage of the crush of people to
rest his right hand against the derriere of an attractive woman



farther back in the car. He could still feel the pain where the
hand had been cleaved fromhis wist.

He had regai ned consci ousness while resting on the subway
platformand the first thing he saw when he opened his eyes was
the "Repent!" sign in the row of advertisenents.

Stuart had never been a strongly religious man. |In fact, he
hated the tines when his aunt used to force himto attend
services at the Church of Mdern Christian Discipline.

The sign right next to the "Repent" sign had been a ball et
advertisenent proclaimng, "Dance All You Can Be," but Stuart
felt certain God hadn't been trying to tell himto becone a
dancer.

But there was no denyi ng what had happened to him God had
i ntervened in an unm stakable way. God had cut off his hand to
say, "Sin no nore," but God had left Stuart alive and had shown
himthe "Repent!" sign for sone reason. Stuart didn't feel he
knew a | ot about God, but he did know from Al bert Einstein that
God didn't play dice. God nmust have a definite purpose for
Stuart.

But what was it?

#

Rudy Sanchez | ooked over the Pier 17 punping installation
with satisfaction. A hose ran fromthe bird-feeder into a
generator-driven punp, which sent a steady flow into a nearby
fire hydrant. The hose vibrated with the rush of liquid. The
"sun" had travel ed about 180 degrees around the city since it had
cone on, and about six hours had passed. Unlike the real sun
this one provided no radiant warnth. Moving from shade to
"sunlight" made no change in the tenperature, which was a steady
twenty-five degrees C everywhere air noved freely.

"That's good," Rudy said to Victor Krunkale, a water works
supervisor, a big man with hands so | arge that Rudy imagi ned he
had a hard tine buttoning his shirt. "Can you get your teamto
install at |east another ten setups like this? Then we'll nake
some nmeasurenents and see if we've got enough capacity.”

"It mght take ne three shifts," Victor said. "W had lots
of no-shows today."

"Whatever it takes. Maybe the fire threat will be | ower
since no one's using natural gas, but if we get a bad fire,
peopl e are going to need water even nore than they already do."
Rudy turned to N cholas Dunte, who had been waiting for the |ast
few mnutes. "Okay, let's go see this thing you' re talking
about . "

Ni chol as gestured toward the cherry-picker. They got in and
the driver took them sout hwest past a few severed piers. Before
they reached the place N cholas had told himabout, Rudy suddenly
asked the driver to stop. He got out and approached a discol ored
spot at the base of the bubble. "Just a sec.”

Rudy knelt in front of the patch that had caught his eye.

For a nonent he just |ooked through the clear bubble at the flat
pl ain beyond. Fromhere he used to be able to see Squibb Park in
Brookl yn. Qutside the enclosed city, the featurel ess gray
surface was unbroken except by other dones. Rudy couldn't see
signs of notion in the nearest done, one with scores of

mul ticolored spires. The plain itself had the texture of
matte-finish paint. It showed no reflections, just a uniform
gray surface that could have been di anond hard or bubbl e- gum
soft. The surface of the plain was roughly even with ground

| evel , so the subterranean portion of Manhattan had to be
enbedded in the gray stuff.



Rudy | ooked nore closely at the base of the bubble itself.
In nost places the clear surface extended straight into the slit
between the city and the flat gray plain. Here, however, the
bubbl e gradual |y bl ackened as it approached the ground. Level
with the concrete Rudy knelt on, the bubble was black. Between
there and the clear section seemed to be a boundary | ayer, where
what | ooked to be two kinds of materials flowed together
establ i shing a strong bond.

The seam rem nded Rudy of tinted sungl asses, the kind that
were clear at the bottomand dark at the top, but when he ran his
fingers over the surface he could tell the texture change was
nmore significant than nmere tinting. Above the boundary | ayer,
the done felt perfectly snooth and slick, like clean glass. Just
above ground | evel, the black surface was slightly rough, and it
felt Iike wought iron

Next to him Rudy saw that Nicholas had found a | oose piece
of packing material to kneel on. Nicholas was one of the nopst
capabl e city workers under Rudy, and he was al so probably the
nost fastidi ous.

Rudy got his knife fromhis pocket and applied the blade to
the bl ack surface. He pushed hard on the knife and drew the
bl ade al ong the surface. When he | ooked closely, he could see no
sign that the bl ade had made any inpression

"Got any theories?" Rudy asked.

Ni chol as ran his fingers over the clear part and then over
the bl ack section. He pulled a handkerchief froma pocket and
cl eaned of f his fingers as he thought. Finally he said, "Two
possibilities occur to me. One, this section of the bubble has
been damaged sonehow. Two, the bubble doesn't go all the way
down to bedrock. They nust have supported the section of earth
they excavated to ensure the island wouldn't fall apart when they
lifted us. Perhaps the black material is what was used bel ow
ground, and what we see here is the region where it was fused
into the bubble material."

Rudy stood up and realized they had attracted a small crowd

of curious onl ookers. "Okay," he said to N cholas. "How nuch
farther is this other tube?"
Ni chol as got back up and | ooked sout hwest. "Not far. W're

hal fway there already."

They traveled a minute or two in the cherry-picker, then the
driver stopped, and they got out. N cholas pointed up at a | arge
silvery circle where a smaller opaque hose net the side of the
done.

Rudy and Ni chol as rode the cherry-picker cage upward to the
spot. The cage hung in the air, vibrating slightly as Rudy took
a closer look. Inside the large silvery circle were four nore
circles, two nmedi um ones side-by-side on top, each with a small
circle directly belowit. The large circles were a sonmewhat
dar ker shade of silver

The two smaller circles seened to be controls. Around the
peri meter of each of the smaller circles was a series of dots, a
little like mnute marks on an anal og watch. In the "clock" on
the right, the dot at two o' clock glowed. In the "clock"” on the
left, a dot near three o' clock blinked on and off.

After examining the array of circles, Rudy finally said to
Ni chol as, "Are you thinking what |'mthinking?"

"Probably. If you're thinking about electricity."

As Rudy nodded, Ni cholas took a nultimeter froma pocket in
his overalls. He wi ped sone lint off the display face and handed
it to Rudy. "You want to do the honors?"



"How about if we each take one |ead?"

Ni chol as took the red | ead and Rudy took the black. Rudy
set the multinmeter to "volts" and they each extended their probes
to the large circles above the "cl ocks."

"You feel that?" Rudy asked. He pulled the probe away from
the silver circle and let it snap back again.

"Yeah, it feels like a nagnet. But | really don't believe
t hese probes are ferromagnetic."

Both nen let their probes just hang fromthe silver circles.

"Forty-two volts at eleven Hertz," Rudy said a nonent |ater
even though Nicholas could easily read the display. A snall
green light on the rmultimeter stayed on steadily, indicating a

cl ean sine wave. "You want to try the adjustnent on your side?
Here, this pen is pretty well insulated."
"Thanks anyway." Nicholas took a |ong plastic adjusting

tool fromhis pocket. Carefully he reached forward and pressed
the plastic tip against the dot next to the one that glowed. The
gl owi ng dot went out, and the one Nichol as touched cane on
glowi ng slightly brighter.

The display said a little over fifty volts. "AIl right!"
Rudy said. "Do it again."

The next step up was about sixty volts. N cholas poked one
dot after another until they got 104 volts, then 125 and 150.
Rudy set the neter on the lip of the cherry-picker cage, and
Ni chol as kept going as each successive |ight got brighter and
brighter until the voltage rose to the point where the two nen
didn't trust the meter leads to insulate safely, so N cholas set
t he voltage back to 125.

"Can | use that?" Rudy asked.

Ni chol as handed himthe insulated tool, and Rudy pushed the
dot next to the blinking dot. The blinking one went out, and the
one Rudy pushed started blinking faster than the previous one.
The neter said the new frequency was 13.2 Hertz. 1In a series of
steps, Rudy took the frequency up to about fifty-seven Hertz and
then a little over sixty-eight Hertz as the lights flashed
faster. As a final test, he made sure he could get up to 440
Hertz

"I think we're in business," Rudy said. "W should be able
do anything fromwall-socket to substation. W'IIl probably have
alittle extra work dealing with two-phase instead of three, but
I think we can get fromhere to there." He reached to pull the
neter | eads |oose, but they stayed where they were. "I1'll be
damed, " he said, and | ooked closer. The |eads seened to have
been pushed into the surface of the silvery circle. By pulling
with steady pressure for several seconds, he was able to get the
| eads back out. The silvery surface | ooked totally snooth and
unbl em shed.

Ni chol as | ooked cl osely, too, then raised his eyebrows.

Rudy pushed the controls to |l ower the cage to the ground,
not far fromstill nore onl ookers. Wen the cage reached the
paverent, N cholas let Rudy swing the gate open, no doubt to keep
his hands fromgetting dirty.

#

Abby Tersa was | ooking out the wi ndow of Rudy's office when
he returned. Matt was sitting at Rudy's desk with the Manhattan
yel low directory on the portabl e conputer's screen

"Hell o," Abby said.

Rudy unsnapped an equi prrent belt and set it on the corner of
the desk. "Hi." He wi ped sweat fromhis forehead. "Those
stairs are nurder. Thank God the gravity is low" He cane



cl oser to Abby. "And you are?"
"Abby Tersa." She shook Rudy's hand as Rudy gave her his

nane.

"Abby's our first translator--er, nake that |inguist," Matt
said. "How s it going so far for you?"

"So far, so good. |'ve got several teans working on water
and power. W nay have water to midtown in six or eight hours,
and water in nmost areas in a day. | just pulled back the team
wor ki ng on the ConEd generator up north, because we're being
provided electricity, too. M guess is, we'll be ready to turn

on switches during the next day or two. The biggest problemis
recycling high-voltage cabl e--taking sections fromwhere they're
no | onger needed to where we need them™

Matt said, "There are sone other problens. You know of any
way to make food from nothing but water and electricity? Every
place | saw selling food had a line |ong enough to buy them out.
And | suppose stuff in freezers is spoiling all over the city."

Abby spoke up. "What are people using for nmoney?"

Matt shook his head. "I think it's a variety of things.
Drugs, cigarettes, sex. Sone people are apparently using actua
nmoney. | guess |I'mnot as optimstic as they are that we'll get
back to a place where money will be any good, but who knows?"

Abby said, "If they're supplying water and electricity,
don't you think they'll supply everything?"

Matt and Rudy | ooked at each other as though deci di ng who
got to answer. Matt said, "My guess is you're right. | just
hate not knowing. And if people get too hungry, there's going to
be even worse panic."

Rudy said, "I agree. And |I'm hungry, too."

Matt | ooked at his watch. "Okay, so what do you say to The
Restaurant in Wndows of the Wrld? Wth a hundred stories to
climb, we shouldn't have much conpetition.”

Rudy nodded. "Sounds good to me. Wat about you, Abby?
Hungry?"

Abby scrutinized the two nen. Both | ooked quite serious.
"No, why don't you go w thout nme?"

Matt said, "W can't have that. How about if we eat in,

i nst ead?"

"Well, all right," Rudy said, as though he were naking a
huge sacrifice. He walked to a vertical two-door cabinet and
flung the doors open. "So, what's your pleasure? Breakfast
cereal, pop-norsels, cookies, a banana or an orange?"

Abby approached the cabinet with amazenent. Every shelf was
fully | oaded with food, including several choices of tea,
crackers, Tangy-Treats, and a huge supply of nicrowaveabl e

EverLast snacks. "Did you get sone warning that this was going
to happen?"
Rudy shook his head. "I'mhere a lot of hours. | just

decided I nmight as well be confortable."

Matt said, "He's a workaholic."

"And you're not?" Rudy grabbed an banana and started to pee
it.

Suddenly hungry, Abby took an orange. "You two are old
friends?"

"What is it now?" Matt said. "Fifteen years?"

"Something like that." Rudy took a bite of his banana.
"So, what were you doing when | canme in?"

Matt gl anced at the screen. "W're making a shopping |ist.
Most of it won't do much good until we get power. Ch, that
rem nds nme. Can you put in a request with the mayor to give us a



floor on one of the Wrld Trade Center towers, near the top?"

"A whol e floor?"

"As nmuch as we can get of one, anyway. |'msure a fair
amount of the towers will be used for transient housing, but it's
not like a whole lot of world trade is going to be happeni ng,
ri ght?"

"True. \What for?"

Matt pointed at the wi ndow and the dones beyond. "I'm
feeling a little voyeuristic."

#

The wal ki e-tal kie on Dorine Underwood' s desk crackl ed and
Barnaby Jolliet's voice canme over the speaker virtually
interference free, thanks to the inactivity of nost |ocal sources
of electrical noise. "Mayor?"

Dori ne picked up her unit and pressed talk. "I'mhere."

She turned off the portable conputer she was using to conpile
to-do lists and turned to face the wi ndow as she tal ked. The
"sun" had travel ed al nrbst 360 degrees since it had cone on twelve
hour s ago.

"The megaphone team has reached the north end again, and
they're ready for the next sweep. They were del ayed by some nore
looting on 47th Street, but things seemunder control for now
Any changed i nformati on you want to be in the new broadcast ?"

Dorine didn't need to | ook at her notes. "Yes. The water
pressure in mdtown, including Bellevue, is reported to be
adequate for noderate use. Anyone concerned about dehydration
can get help there, but tell themto stay where they are if they
can. Water should be avail abl e al nost everywhere by noon
t orror r ow.

"Power will probably be restored to the Civic Center area
and to mdtown by sonetinme late tonight. OQher areas will follow
over a period of about two days. Anyone with industrial power
experience who's willing to volunteer to be on a work crew so we
can get nmore power up faster should nmeet at Times Square at
m dni ght or six AM Nothing else right now "

"Cot it. Thanks."

Wt hout taking her eyes off the wi ndow, Dorine reached
behi nd her and set the wal ki e-tal ki e back on her desk. By her
watch the city had nanaged for about twelve hours and it was
still intact. O course, they really had no idea yet how nany
peopl e m ght have been killed on the perinmeter of the city, or
had junmped from wi ndows, or were now going quietly out of their
m nds.

As she sat at her desk, exhausted, the "sun" went out.

The first thing Dorine realized was that one of the two
nearest emnergency |lights had gone dead after this |long without a
charge. The second thing was that the "sun" hadn't actually gone
conpletely out. It was still where it had been, but now it was
much dimer. As her eyes adjusted, she realized the light's
intensity now made it an artificial full noon.

The "sun" had been too bright to look at, so the illusion
was adequate as |long as she didn't think about its circular path,
but the "nmoon" was an outright fake. No craters, no dark seas,
just a uniformdull silver like a distant porthole in a huge
ship. Dorine felt her face grow warner.

Dori ne got up and cl osed her office door and |l ocked it. She
went back to her desk, sat down, and put her head down on
Rafael's picture. Only a minute later in the big and | onely dark
room beneath the light of a silvery nmoon, she cried.

#



Abby Tersa woke in darkness. For an instant, she didn't
know where she was or what had wakened her. Then she recognized
the dark outlines of a desk, a bookcase, and a couple of file
cabinets. She was in an unused office down the hall from Rudy
Sanchez, lying on an unconfortable cot. Then the rest of it cane
back to her, and she suddenly felt |ost, helpless.

| mredi ately she forced away the feelings, swng her |egs
over the edge of the cot, and stood up. At the wi ndow was the
same view of the darkened financial district, lit only by the
glimer of the huge lanp traveling around the city, still on the
dimsetting. NMdtion on the ground caught her eye.

On Chanbers Street a group of eight or ten people wal ked
through the silent street. Puzzled, Abby watched as they
approached one of the cars abandoned near the center of the
street. The group surrounded the car, one at each corner, one at
each side, and one in the m ddl e of each bunper.

As though on signal, their heads all dipped. An instant
| ater the car noved sideways toward the curb. They were carrying
the car. Autonobile theft was suddenly nmuch easier than it had
been. But what could people do with the cars?

VWen the car was fairly close to the cabs and trucks al ready
at the side of the road, the group set the car down on the
pavermrent and wal ked up the street toward the next one in the
m ddl e of the street.

At the same instant that Abby understood the group wasn't
stealing cars, but was in fact clearing the roads, a
deep-throated rumbling noi se sounded for a second and then
stopped. The fluorescent |ights overhead began to gl ow, but went
of f again before lighting fully. That was what had wakened her
Now that the air conditioning fans were off again, the building
once nmore seened artificially quiet.

As she | ooked back out the wi ndow, the runbling started
again, and the overhead lights came on. Lights in Cty Hall cane
on, and lights al ong Chanbers and Lafayette and Park Row came on
too. A whole little section of Manhattan had power.

Across the island, the twin towers of the Wrld Trade Center
remai ned bl ack.

Abby checked her watch. Alnost five A M She noved to the
cot and slipped into her shoes, then opened the office door. She
started toward Rudy's office, but stopped as she reached the open
doorway to the office Matt occupied. Fromthe doorway Abby could
see Matt staring through the window into the darkness beyond, as
t hough he were oblivious to the newly restored power.

She wasn't sure if the attraction to himwas sexual or
maternal . He was an unusual m x of strength and vulnerability.
He nade decisions easily and quickly, but she knew somnet hi ng was
bothering hima lot, something beyond the obvious predi canment.

Abby knocked lightly on the door frame. Matt didn't
respond. She knocked harder, and this time he turned around.

"Ch, hi," he said.

" Good nor ni ng. "

" Mor ni ng. "

"Are you all right?" she asked

"Sure, fine. Just fine."

Sonetimes people can lie convincingly, but Matt didn't seem
to have the energy to try. Abby didn't believe him

#

"I think | see a tube that wasn't there yesterday," Rudy
said. He squinted at the done wall. He was al nbst positive that
dark hose was new. "I need to go investigate. Can you guard the



fort until | get back?" He noved quickly to grab his tool belt.
Abby | ooked up fromthe small photo of the message on the

done roof. "Sure. |If the phones start ringing or if any other

i nguists show up, we still need all the help we can get, right?"
"Right. And Matt should be back in an hour or so I think."
"No problem" Abby hesitated. "Is he all right?"

"Matt? Sure, as much as any of us are. And he's been
t hrough some pretty tough stuff and come out fine. Wy do you
ask?" Rudy buckled the belt.

"No reason." Abby wasn't sure why she lied.

Rudy started for the door. As he was al nost through it,
Abby asked, "Does he have any famly left behind?"

"Hs wife," he called behind him thinking nmore about the
new hose than anything el se.

#

The hose was new. It nmet the done near the East River Park
just south of the severed end of the WIIliansburg Bridge.

Rudy drove onto the grass. As he got close enough to see
that the hose was equi pped with a bird-feeder tub, too, a
cherry-pi cker drove up and N chol as stepped down fromthe
driver's seat. "You saw it, too, huh?" N chol as said.

"Yep."

They stepped into the cage and Nicholas hit the controls.
Rudy | ooked at N chol as's bl oodshot eyes and said, "Didn't you
get any sleep last night?" Rudy had gotten the four hours that
he'd recommended to everyone on the crews. The "sun" had cone
back on at the sanme time and position it had gone on the first
time, so the pattern was obvious: one twel ve-hour rotation on
"sun" and one twel ve-hour rotation on "noon."

"I know what you said," N cholas said, "but | just can't
sleep at all as long as the problens we've got aren't solved.
Haven't you ever been so upset you couldn't sleep?"

"Yeah, but these problens are bound to | ast |onger than
can go without sleep."

The cage reached the brown bird-feeder and N chol as sl owed
their approach. He stopped a foot fromthe edge. "Wy do they
put these things so high?"

"No idea. Unless they think we're much taller. O they
figure the height keeps the nasses away so they don't cause any
damage or get hurt while experts figure out how to hook up
i nternal systens."

"What internal systems do we have that interface to Rabbit
Chow?"

"That's sure what it |ooks like, isn't it?" The tub nust
have held a hundred liters of small green stubby cylinders
smal l er than pencil erasers. Rudy bent over for a closer |ook
The tiny cylinders had the nottled color of old green linoleum
with mrror-snooth curved sides and flat non-reflecting ends, as
though the little pellets were extruded fromtiny tubes in the
| arger hose, and sliced off every centinmeter as the material cane
into the tub.

Wth one hand, Rudy scooped air in the direction of his nose
to try to sense the odor without getting an undiluted dose that
coul d conceivably be dangerous. He snelled not hing.

Rudy took a piece of paper fromhis pocket. Wth one end he
scooped up five of the pellets. As they rested in the curve of
t he page, he carefully folded the paper several tines.

Ni chol as said, "They' ve taken care of air and water. Don't
you suppose this is intended to be food?"

"Yep. But I'mnot sticking that in my nouth until |I'msure



it's safe.”

"But people are running out of food already. You want to
wait until the lab checks it before setting up a way to handl e
di stribution?"

"No. | think you're right. | just want to play safe.
There's nothing wong with working both in parallel. But let ne
make a call and get a cop car to take this up to Bellevue so
that's not the critical path."

Ni chol as nodded, and Rudy used his wal kie-tal kie to make the
request.

"So," Rudy said when he was finished. "Wat are the
choi ces?"

"Well, we can't punp this stuff Iike water. And dependi ng
on how concentrated it is, it may take a lot of work to shovel
and deliver. W could naybe get some industrial vacuum ng
equi prent and beef it up to get the stuff out of here. |'mnot
sure about transportation. Too bad there weren't a bunch of
tanker trucks in the city."

A police siren in the distance cane closer and closer. Rudy
gazed north for a nonent and said, "You know, we do have a | ot of
cenment mxers."

#

The ringing phone startled Julie Kravine.

VWhen power had been restored to the WNBC offices a few hours
earlier, she had inmmediately tried the phones. Dead. Her next
action was to start recharging her mnivid batteries.

The sound of the phone ringing in her own cubicle was
reassuring, a touchstone that for an instant could | et her block
out the reality beyond the short, tan walls.

"WABC, Julie Kravine," she said into the nouthpiece.

"Hi. This is Matt Sheehan. W net on the subway."

"Hell o. How are you doi ng?"

"Fine. I1'massisting in the City Manager's office. | want
to ask you for two favors. | probably should have talked to the
station manager or sonething, but this seened easier."

" Shoot . "

"One, power's up everywhere but the Heights and Chel sea, and
they think they'll get those problenms solved in the next few

hours. We'd like you to start broadcasting the nessage that at
eight PPM the mayor will address the city, and we'd like you to
get a video link set up so she can talk fromher office."

"You got it. I'll need to do sonme coordinating, but we'l
do it. Wat's your nunber?"

Matt gave it to her.

"Ckay, what's the second thing?"

"I need to borrow a bunch of video caneras with |ong | enses
and a bunch of other video gear. A cop car with a truck can be
there in an hour."

"Gonna be doi ng sone big-tinme home videos?"

"I'n a sense."

#

Dori ne Underwood sat at her desk at a few minutes before
eight P.M Behind her a sign listed the audi o channels viewers
could turn to for the five | anguages her speech woul d be
translated into. The overhead office lights and the Iight
spilling in fromthe hallway provided nmore confort than she had
realized they mght, somehow being unm stakable signs that life
went on. She hoped her presence on TV screens in the city would
be a similar reassurance for the residents. That would be
possible only if she was cal mand matter-of-fact, so she took a



coupl e of deep breaths and gl anced at her notes again.

"Madam Mayor, you're on in ten seconds," said one of the
television crew. Six broadcasting organi zati ons were represented
tonight. The man counted down on his fingers...three, two, one.
The red |ight canme on

"Good evening, ny fellow New Yorkers." Dorine |ooked into
the I ens and spoke coolly. "I don't have to tell you how strange
the situation in which we find ourselves is. In fact we stil
don't know the true extent of what's happening to us. ['Il tell

you the official view, just so you don't worry too nmuch about
whet her you're personally going crazy, as | know | felt for a
little while. At 7:10 AM Eastern Standard Ti ne on Tuesday,
March twentieth, 2012, Manhattan was sonmehow cut | oose fromits
surroundi ngs and taken, presumably by sonme very advanced race of
aliens, into a huge ship. Wether we're here as part of a zoo
exhibit, or these aliens thought they were doing the equival ent
of removing a tunmor, we don't have the faintest idea. |'msure
we'll find out.

"What |'mhere to tell you tonight is that we are coping.
As you hear these words, every district in Manhattan now has
electricity and water. Natural gas is apparently going to be
unavail abl e for the duration, as is steam Crews have been out
around the clock, rew ring substations, adjusting valves to
equal i ze water pressure, putting out fires, and shutting gas
val ves to prevent any nore accidents with the gas still in the
pi pes. W have no way of obtaining further supplies of gasoline,
so its use is restricted to authorized enmergency and police
vehi cl es and occasional official business uses such as
transporting equi pmrent needed for utility operations. Anyone
usi ng such vehicles is urged to use themonly if equival ent
electric vehicles are truly unavail abl e.

"Food is probably of primary inportance to everyone, and
want to tell you there is food avail able, and there's enough for
everyone. No one will go hungry. Wat we will be is bored.

"I"'msure you realize we don't have the facilities or the
raw material to manufacture enough food for everyone in
Manhattan. The supply we do have is being furnished by our
captors, as is the electricity and water we are using. W have
no alternative. The food the aliens are providing has been run

t hrough exhaustive testing by doctors at Bellevue. It contains
nmore cal ciumthan nost of us will need, but not so much that it's
unsaf e.

"Twenty minutes after | stop talking, and that won't be too
long now, city cenment trucks are going to start an around-the-
cl ock sweep through the city, stopping at every intersection
They're carrying | oads of small nutrient pills."” Dorine nmuch
preferred that designation to "Rabbit Chow "

"The Bel | evue doctors have deternined that an average adult
can subsist on about a half-liter per day. Anyone can take up to
aliter every time a truck cones around, and we believe the
supply to be unlinmted. W'Il be working on better delivery
net hods, but for now, at [east we can all eat. |'msure that
you're going to find this whole process irritating, fromthe food
itself to the delivery method. But we have to have food, and it
has to be distributed quickly. This is our only choice.

"I do have sone requests. | know that natural food already
inthe city is going to be nore appetizing than what we're being
provided, and | fully expect it will be eaten. What | ask is

t hat you donate any unopened soft food you have to any area
hospital so it can be available for the very young and for the



sick and injured. |In addition, we need to consolidate all extra
supplies of nedication, to make sure nmedicine is avail able for
energenci es and so that until it's needed it's carefully stored
for longevity."

Dori ne put aside a page of paper and | ooked at the next
sheet. "Qther needs exist; | know that and you know that. One
of those needs is housing for people who don't live in Manhattan
At the end of this broadcast will be a series of phone nunbers
for people to call. City enployees will be standing by, ready to
coordinate referrals to area hotels and busi nesses. |f you have
space for a visitor in your home or apartment, please let us
know.

"Another need is information. | know you want to know
what's going on, as dol. |I'll have a status update at this sane
time and channel every night. 1'll tell you the key things we've

| earned. Probably highest on that list is whether we are
contacted by our captors, or if we can translate the nessage on
t he done above us. Also following this broadcast will be a
series of tel ephone nunbers where you can ask questions you'd
like to see me answer. The nost-asked questions that we find
answers to will be handl ed every night.

"City enpl oyees have been working around the clock to make
essential services available to you. | think they've done a
tremendous job. And now | need to ask for your help. W need
special skills in a variety of areas, and again there will be
nunbers to call after this telecast. First of all we need to
deci pher the message fromour captors. Any expert |inguists or
cul tural anthropol ogi sts, or people with experience in
cryptography or mat hematics, are desperately needed. In
additi on, we can use any experts in comunications systens, Vvideo
i mage anal ysis, and physics, as we try to learn as nuch as we can
about our new environnent. |f you've got those skills, please
call and give us a summary of your abilities. And tell us howto
reach you so we can do that when the need arises. W also need
nore volunteers to help with city utility support, and we need
volunteer fire fighters.

"Finally, 1 want to say how nuch pride |I have in you all.

W' ve gone through a terrible m sfortune, and although |'ve seen
reports of looting and crinmes agai nst persons, by far the
majority of you have reacted admirably, by hel ping people in
troubl e, by sharing personal property and resources available to
you, and by generously aiding strangers. That makes nme very
proud. And | want you to know that |aw and order has been

restored. The fire departnent is ready to roll, and all hospita
energency nunbers and hot |ines are functional
"You have all done a splendid job of coping, and I'Il pass

on news of any new devel opnents as they happen
"Good ni ght, Manhattan."
#

Dr. Bobby Joe Brewster turned down the sound on his smal
office TV.

He | eaned back in his chair and put his feet on the desk,
still amazed at how nmuch qui eter the Col unbia canmpus was now. He
consi dered what the mayor had said. It would be an interesting
challenge to try to decode alien transmissions if that was the
goal .

He gl anced at his conmputer. Cut off fromEarth, he'd be
deprived of his constant supply of new prograns and upgrades.
That had to be the worst aspect of this entire ness. The sooner
t hey established comunications, the sooner they could return to



Eart h, perhaps.

Bobby Joe had grown up doi ng everything at a younger age
t han expected, so he had acquired a fair amount of public nodesty
to reduce the jeal ousy of people he was overtaking. Now wasn't
the tine for nodesty, though. He was very likely to be one of
t he best people in the done for what the nmayor had tal ked about.

He took his feet off the desk and | eaned forward to reach
the | oop recorder on the desktop. He had it perpetually
recordi ng so he could always repeat anything fromthe previous
thirty mnutes. He touched the reverse control and sped the
i mge back until the phone nunbers cane up on the small screen
When he found the right number, he froze the image.

As he picked up the phone, he felt excited. |If they got
back to Earth, he could go back to eating real food.

#

Matt stepped out of the el evator onto the 105th floor, five
floors bel ow the observati on deck on the southern tower of the
Wrld Trade Center, just as thankful as he could be that the
power had been restored.

The hal Il way was qui et as he turned toward the south wall,
but the sounds of activity frominside a |large office ahead grew
| ouder as he approached. He entered the room Near the w ndows
was a group of journalists, sone with their [ enses directed at
the scenery outside, sone focused on the activity at the center
of the room all of themunder strict notice that any disruption
to the workers woul d mean i medi at e expul sion

The room rem nded himof a combat operations center, with
| arge wal | -screens covering nost surfaces, but no conbat
operations center he'd ever been in had a view |like that out the
south wi ndow. For a noment, he ignored the activity in the room
and wal ked to the window. Fromhere, the reflections fromthe
top of the bubble were only a hundred neters away, and Matt knew
t he bubbl e al nost touched the WIC observati on deck not too far
over his head.

A dozen bubbl es poked out of the gray plain below Two of
them rose even higher than the Wrld Trade Center. In each
bubbl e, the ground was roughly level with the plain. Matt drew
in his breath involuntarily even though he had seen these dones
before. One done contai ned what | ooked to be a large hill wth
bl ui sh grassy-covered sl opes and scattered bl ack spots that Matt
assuned to be cave or tunnel openings. No recognizable sign of
intelligent |Iife showed on the surface.

The strangest enclosed habitat, to Matt's naked eye, was an
i mpossibly tall and thin bubble surrounding a trio of incredibly
high trees with huge circular, sun-tracking, yellow green |eaves.
In the mddle of the triangle formed by the trees was an alien
version of a city. Huge ropes |ooped around the giant tree
branches suspended a series of woven structures rising vertically
in a colum that seened to be fifty percent taller than the Wrld
Trade Center. String-like tubes fromthe dimrecesses overhead
stretched down and connected at points all the way up and down
t he done, which | ooked nore Iike an inverted test tube than
anything else. Matt wondered if someone in that dome were
wat chi ng him

"I still get the shivers |ooking out there," said a femn nine
voi ce next to him

Matt turned and found Abby standi ng nearby. "M, too.
Sonetimes | just want to refuse to believe it sonehow. "

Abby stood silently | ooking out the wi ndow until Matt said,
"I really appreciate your help in getting things organized up



here. You're a hard worker."

"And you're not?"

Matt smiled and ignored the question. "On the observation
deck, they told me the new canera seens to be fully functional
What does it | ook |ike down here?"

"Take a | ook." Abby notioned himover to one of the wall
Screens.

The screen she directed himto displayed a | arge i mage of
t he nmessage on the top of the donme. Abby said, "Bobby Joe set up
a frame buffer, so we've got this good inmage to work fromwhile
the caneras are busy | ooking at other things." 1In a semcircle
before the screen sat four nore linguists with their conputers,
busily trying to make sense of the nessage. The message itself
| ooked even stranger in close up. Five large shapes were each
conposed of several smaller shapes, which in turn were conposed
of smaller shapes that could have been icons or crude pictures.
Matt had no idea if sone of the sub-elenments were nerely el enents
of characters like the three straight lines in a capital "A" or
i f sonehow even the snmall el enents contained significance of
their own.

"You make anything of it so far?" Mtt asked.

Abby shook her head, and her bl onde hair swayed. "Cbviously
it's going to be tougher than finding clues based on simlarities
to a lot of our known | anguages. Wat we need first is a
concept ual breakt hrough, something that will get us a start on
figuring out generically what kind of message they're trying to
tell us or what basis they have for comunication.”

"This may be a stupid question, but what if the nessage is
reversed? | nean what if it reads correctly fromthe top of the
done, or what if they wite frombottomto top, or sone other
variation?"

"Right now we're trying to stay open to any possibility.

The conputer can easily make mirror-inmge versions and ot her
views, so we can look at it in a nunber of ways."

"I don't envy you your job. | wouldn't know where to
start."”

"I"'mnot sure we do, either. | wish we could see the people
who wote that nessage. W might be able to get some clues from
t hei r appearance."

Motion on a nearby screen caught Matt's eye, and he and Abby
nmoved on. Across one wall was a huge npsaic screen, show ng
hi gh-resol ution views of over a dozen habitats, nost apparently
in normal color, a couple of them obviously fal se-col or
enhancenents. At a controlling conputer where he could see al
the screens was Dr. Bobby Joe Brewster, the el ectronics and video
whi z who had responded to the mayor's calls for expert help. He
hadn't even waited for norning, but had come right over after the
br oadcast and net the crew.

"What do you have goi ng, Bobby Joe?" asked Matt as they
approached. Matt had to ask twice to break the man's
concentration.

"Ch, hi. God, isn't this terrific? 1 know people who woul d
have | et someone nail theminto a coffin for a year just to have
a shot at sonething like this. | nean, just look at all those
cities."”

Bobby Joe was in his md-twenties, with blue eyes and a
skul | shaved bald. He radiated excitenment and enthusi asm
Fortunately, fromMatt's point of view, he also radiated
conpetence. Matt still felt he should be calling the man "Dr.
Brewster" after seeing the article in Time Miltimedi a Magazi ne.



Bobby Joe had used computers to find a solution to a
| ong- st andi ng control -system probl em that had baffled nore than
one genius. He'd been a child prodigy, nmoving so rapidly through
correspondence cl asses that he'd been called in for a spot quiz
that lasted an entire day. After that session, no one had any
doubt s that Bobby Joe honestly knew everything he clainmed to
know. He was on the Col unbia staff working with experts at | east
a decade or nore ol der than he was.

Bobby Joe had been a great help in configuring several
caneras and the conputer systens, and Matt was sure his
useful ness was far from ending.

Bobby Joe pointed at a section of the screen in the | ower

left. As he did, the view changed very slightly. "Il've got one
of the caneras cycling through a sequence of sixteen cities. On
each pass, | grab the latest image and plop it up on the screen

I've got the conputer doing sone quick conparisons between each
successive frane, so it can sound an alarmif something
significant changes."

As Matt watched the wall npsaic, one at a tinme the views of
each city flickered as a new i mage repl aced the previous one.
One of the views showed an i nmmense perfect cube with the visible
surfaces divided into a sixty-four-square chessboard pattern
hal f of the squares with a brown tint, half with an orange tint.
Each of the sixty-four surfaces seened to be further subdivided
into sixty-four smaller squares where every other tiny square on
the sides was black. On the top of the gigantic structure, the
non-tinted squares were white.

Two other cities were also cubic, one of themwth |ots of
open air. An enornous structure of girders forned the cube
itself. Thirty or forty horizontal girders at equal intervals
lined each side, and in turn supported sets of horizontal girders
that ran through the cube at each level. Fromthat network of
girders hung individual boxes like small buildings of varying
sizes. The screen had enough resolution for Matt to see
creatures that resenbled large caterpillars. One was in the
process of |eaving one building and going to another by first
spanning the gap with the front of its body, then shifting nost
of its body to the destination, and finally pulling its tail end
in after it.

The other cubic city was one huge building with |arge,
irregularly spaced round wi ndows. Matt couldn't see anything
t hrough the wi ndows.

One of the cities was conpletely concealed fromview All
t hat showed under a very short done was a nound of red dirt
rem niscent of an anthill. Matt assuned the rest of the city lay
under the surface of the ground.

Matt said, "Have you seen any species that | ooks nore
like--"

He was interrupted by a chinming sound fromthe conputer

"Hang on," Bobby Joe said. "W may have sonet hi ng
interesting here." He gave several commands with the keyboard,
and a blinking box formed around one of the city views. That
view grew to occupy half of the large screen. The resolution
made the alien city look like it was just on the other side of a
large window. In very general terns, the city |ooked nore |ike
Manhattan than did nost of the cities. It was generally |evel,
wi t h wal kways on the surface of the ground. On the land lay an
array of nostly conic structures, like |arge tee-pees, some nuch
taller than others. At the top of one of the tallest cones, Matt
could see a light that changed colors in a seem ngly random



pattern, as though he were watching just one square centineter of
a large screen showi ng a TV broadcast.

Bobby Joe tapped on the keyboard, and he centered a small
circle on the light source. "Let's set up a real-tine
osci |l  ograph."

A square appeared on one side of the inage, with a dotted
line between the |ight source and the graph. 1In the graph box
was a vertical spectrumbar, the color ranging fromred at the
bottomto blue at the top, and a continuously noving trace
appeared, showing the color versus tine. The nmoving point drew a
si ne wave extendi ng higher than blue on the scale, and then began

drawi ng what seenmed to be noise. It went back to a sine wave for
a coupl e of seconds, and then back to noise.
Bobby Joe | eaned back in his chair. "I do believe soneone's

trying to talk to us."

Chapter 4
Vi deo Ganes

Rudy stepped up into the cherry-picker cab with N chol as.
The driver took them south w thout needing to be asked.

"Where's the closest one of these new tubes?" Rudy asked.

Ni chol as t ook out a handkerchi ef and patted sone sweat on
his forehead. "About where the Wall Street helipad used to be."

Once they were on the South Street Viaduct, they nmade good
time. The driver stopped the truck in the northbound | ane
closest to the edge of the done. Rudy and Ni chol as took the
cherry-pi cker cage into space over the edge of the viaduct,
nmovi ng cl oser and closer to the connection point between the done
and a blue hose that disappeared into the sky outside the done.
The circular junction | ooked unlike any of the others Rudy had
seen so far. This one seemed to be a transparent menbrane, a
thin layer of flexible plastic wapping stretched across the

openi ng.

Rudy | ooked at it for several seconds before he finally
said, "Okay, | see it. Now what did you want to tell ne about
it?"

Ni chol as smiled smugly as he took a few paper clips fromhis
pocket. "Here, take one."

Rudy di d.

"Now toss it at that menbrane.”

Rudy raised his eyebrows, and then did as N chol as
suggested. The paper clip sailed right toward the nmenbrane and
it hit. After that nothing happened. The paper clip just wasn't
t here anynore.

Ni chol as sail ed anot her paper clip at the menbrane. |It,
too, reached the thin |layer and apparently ceased to exist.

After a nonment of considering the waste di sposa

ram fications, Rudy began to smle, too. "So, what you're
telling me is that pretty soon we'll be able to flush our toilets
agai n?"

#

Abby stared at the recording graph as her spine tingled. A
bright dot on the left edge of the trace fluctuated up and down
as it spewed a fine line to one side. The trace nmoved slowy to
the right and di sappeared as it reached the edge of the box as
new data rem ni scent of an el ectrocardi ogram constantly repl aced
it.

"Il accept your statenent that this inplies an intelligent
nmessage, but it doesn't tell ne anything yet," Abby said. She



| ooked back at the screen showi ng the distant |ight source as it
changed colors. The conical buil ding supporting the Iight showed
a dark line spiraling around it, reaching all the way fromthe
top to the ground. She wondered if it were a spiral staircase.

"Are you recording this?" Matt asked Bobby Joe. Severa
times earlier, Abby had caught Matt staring off into the
di stance, obviously sad, no doubt feeling the loss of his wife
back on Earth. But now his expression was interested, show ng
none of the pain she'd seen before, and she was glad for himthat
he had sonmething to take his mnd off the woman he was so
obviously in love with.

Bobby Joe didn't turn fromhis chair in front of the snall
consol e, but he said, "You' re nuking right."

Matt turned to Abby. "It doesn't nean anything to ne,
either, but I'mwlling to bet Bobby Joe can nmake sone sense of
it." He |leaned over Bobby Joe's shoulder. "Were's it com ng
fron? | mean which done is it? | can see what it |ooks Iike,
but where is it on the plainin relation to us?"

Bobby Joe used the controls to change the view on a big
screen next to the one showi ng the graph. At first the view
i ncl uded just the conical building the light came from but then
he made the camera zoom back nore and nore so the cone began to
shrink to a dot as the done containing it cane into view and
then several nore dones entered the sides of the picture. By the
time the view stopped changing, it was obvious that the done was
one of the farthest ones away.

"Just a sec."” Bobby Joe hit sone nore controls, and the
screen suddenly showed little green "X's at the top of each done.
Then the domes vani shed and the only thing left was the set of
"X's. One of the "X's changed fromgreen to red, the one where
the transmitting done had been. Finally, he tilted the display,
so the band of "X's spread vertically and the ones near the top
spread out horizontally, and Abby could tell Bobby Joe had
sonmehow transl ated the screen image to a crude top view map.

Even as she realized that, a distance narker cane on the screen
showi ng the I ength of one kiloneter on that scale. The nearest
done was about ten kiloneters away. The dome with the |ight nust
have been five tinmes that far away. An octagonal outline showed
on the screen, marking the boundaries of the huge area they were
in. Mnhattan was fairly near the center, and the transmtting
done was near one wall.

"You're saying that dome is, what, over fifty kiloneters
from here?" Matt asked.

"You got it," Bobby Joe said. He sounded pleased with being
able to provide the information. Abby hadn't yet heard Bobby Joe
sound in the least bit disturbed by recent events; in fact, he
seened positively excited and intrigued.

"So, what are they trying to tell us?"

"You got me. But we can try a few things. Let's convert it
to sound, and see what we get." Bobby Joe's fingers played over
the controls, and a nminute later every head in the room popped up
as strange squawks canme over speakers next to the screen. A
second of noise like a radio receiver tuned to an enpty channe
was followed by a second of a clear tone a few octaves above
m ddle C. Bobby Joe listened briefly and shook his head. "Let
me speed it up.”

He traced his finger across a bar on the small screen in his
consol e and the noise increased in pitch to the point that the
tone becane a repeating click, and the sound in between becane
hi gh- pi t ched noi se.



"Okay, let's slowit down." Bobby Joe drew his finger
across the screen right to left, and the noise dropped back to
where it had been and continued getting deeper until the tone was
so lowthat it rattled the tables in the room The runbling in
bet ween becane no nore intelligible.

Bobby Joe hit sone nore keys. "Ckay, let's try sone video.
If we assunme the information between the sine waves is a picture
built out of frame lines like a TV, then--then this is going to
take me some tinme. Gve ne a couple of hours, okay?"

#

Julie Kravine reached the 105th floor in the south tower of
the Wrld Trade Center and the el evator doors opened.

Directly in front of the doors was a guard. He took his

feet off the table in front of himand stood. "I'Il need to see
some I D, miss, if you want to get past here."

Surprised, Julie took out her card. "lsn't this alittle
unusual ?"

"It sure is. But the folks on this floor have already had a
coupl e of crazies cone up to kvetch about how they shoul dn't be

talkin' to aliens.” The man checked her I D against a list that
fit on one sheet of paper. "Al right, Mss Kravine. Down that
hall as far as you can go, then turn and it's the third door on
the right."

Julie hesitated. "And what do you think about talking to
aliens in those donmes out there?"

"Well, ma'am"™ The guard scratched the stubble on his chin.
"I guess if we can talk to them nmaybe they're not all that
strange. And if we can't, what's the harmin trying?"

| don't know, Julie thought as she wal ked toward the room on
the south wall. Wuld they be punished for breaking some unknown
rul e?

The room was even busier than she had expected it to be. On
the perimeter of the roomwere several journalists, sone of whom
she recogni zed. She noticed sone of the screens borrowed from
the station, but sone of the rest of the equi pnent rmust have cone
froma conmuni cati ons conpany or a school. She slipped on her
vi ewfi nder glasses and turned on the mnivid resting on her hip.
The rectangul ar viewfi nder border cane on, and she turned her
head so the optics on her headband woul d catch the center of
activity.

Two nen and two woren worked their computers in front of a
| arge screen showi ng the synbols on the donme overhead. Matt
Sheehan and sone peopl e she didn't know stood behind a bald man
at a control console. The large screen held a rectangul ar array
of flickering black and white confetti. As the man at the
consol e moved his hands across the touch screen, the rectangle of
confetti changed aspect rati o and becane a horizontal bar. 1In a
series of steps, it narrowed and grew in height until it was
square, and then kept changing until it was a vertical bar. The
confetti inside was the only consistent property.

Julie turned her mnivid toward the expanded vi ews of ot her
donmes. One of them covered what | ooked to be gl ass houses.
Inside the structures were creatures that |ooked vaguely I|ike

cockroaches that wal ked upright. In one of the Iarger
structures, behind two or three transparent walls, a group of a
dozen or so of the creatures sat in aring. 1In a small building,
three of the creatures tunbled and gyrated in unison. It was

only then that it occurred to Julie that perhaps even though she
could see through these walls, perhaps the creatures living there
coul d not.



She turned back to Matt and the group at the | argest screen
She caught his eye and he canme closer, bringing with hima
shorter bl onde woman.

"Thanks again for the equi pment |oan," he said. "It's
i nval uabl e. "
"You're welcone. I'mglad it's being put to good use."

Matt introduced the bl onde as Abby Tersa, who was in charge
of several people working on translating the nessage overhead.
Julie shook her hand. Abby seened calmbut ultra-alert, as
t hough she were really enjoying the job.

Julie said to Matt, "Well, I'"'mhere for the return favor
Is there anything you don't want on the news?"
Matt gl anced around. "I can't think of anything that needs

to be restricted. This screen is a display of a signhal we're
getting fromthe donme in that view up there, the one with all the
cones. So far it's not making any sense, but--" Matt suddenly

st opped and | ooked at the screen showi ng the conical buil dings.
"Just a minute."”

Matt went closer to the bald man at the consol e and tapped
his shoulder. "Say, how hard would it be to try to convert that
image to a triangular picture?”

"Triangul ar?" the nman said.

Matt pointed at the screen showi ng the conical buildings.
"Li ke that shape."

The bald nan was quiet for a monent. "Wy not? |[I'Ill give
it a shot."

Matt came back to Julie and pointed at the bald guy.
"That's Dr. Bobby Joe Brewster. He's from Colunbia U, and he's
been terrific for getting this set up.”

Matt pointed to the upper |left dome on the display and
started giving her a rundown on what little they knew so far
about each view. About the tinme he finished the |ast screen
Bobby Joe suddenly cried out, "Yes!"

On the center screen was a triangular screen full of
confetti. Besides the shape of the outline, the only thing
different frombefore was that the confetti was changi ng nmuch
nmore slowmy. Julie didn't see that it was nuch of an
i mprovenent, but she noved closer with Matt.

Bobby Joe mani pul ated the controls as he spoke to Abby. "I

think we're getting closer.” A second later, the triangle began
to shrink and then expand. Abruptly it locked into a fixed size,
and the confetti was gone. |In its place was a distorted view of

somet hi ng that noved slowy down the screen

Bobby Joe continued his efforts, and the screen i mage cane
closer and closer to an imge that made sense. No |onger bits of
pure bl ack and white, the screen becane a gray-scal e view that
| ooked |i ke an ol d phot ographi c negative sliced into horizontal
strips. The slices disappeared as Bobby Joe did sonmething with
his left hand, then the bl acks swapped places with whites, and
t he i mage was suddenly a nonochrone view of a room containing
two peopl e who | ooked very much |ike human bei ngs, one a Latin
mal e.

The mal e spoke. "Lucy? Lucy, is that you?"

The wonman | ooked nervous. "Ch, no, sewmor."”

As the woman averted her face, the man said, "That is you!"

VWhat sounded |i ke an ol d-fashioned | augh track cane fromthe
speakers.

Matt, | ooking incredul ous, turned to Bobby Joe. "That's
what we're picking up fromthe done out there?"

Bobby Joe | ooked up at Matt and gave himthe biggest grin



Julie had seen in days. He said, "Qops, sorry, wong channel."

One of the wonen behind Julie suddenly started to | augh
hysterically, and her |aughter cut off just as abruptly.

#

Matt tapped Bobby Joe on the shoul der. Bobby Joe | ooked up.

"Come with me for just a minute," Mtt said.

Bobby Joe | ooked puzzl ed, but he rose fromhis chair and
fol | oned.

Matt |left the operations center and entered an unused room
down that hall. Bobby Joe | ooked nervous. "I'msorry about the
| Love Lucy recording. It's froma file of stuff | keep."

"It's all right," Matt said. "I'mnot going to hold that
little incident against you, and it'll be forgotten the instant
we get back in that room But if you're going to be of any help,
you are not to waste anyone's tinme with jokes like that. W' ve
been tasked with an inportant job. Wen the pressure's off, |
can | augh just |ike anyone else. Right now we can't afford the
| uxury of unproductive tine."

"I"'msorry. It's just that sonetines |--" Bobby Joe turned
away, then seemed to screw up his resolve, and he turned back to
Matt. "Sonmetinmes | feel like a geek. |1'mnot strong and tal
and macho. And especially in this conpany, I'ma little
intimdated. | guess hunor is what | do to overcone that."

Matt nodded. "I think |I understand. But maybe you're

underestimating us. No one has to be tall or nuscular or
articulate to help us save ourselves. Wat we need fromyou is
your intelligence and your skill. No one is going to be |ooking
down at you because you're not a football player. W don't want
a football player. W need you. W need your skills."

Bobby Joe seened to stand a little taller. "I understand.
"Il do ny best. But just so | understand, is all hunor off
[imts?"

"No. But if it costs us time, or if it unsettles people, or
if it irritates people, it hurts us all right now"

"Under st ood. "

#

Julie watched as Bobby Joe touched the controls again. A
new i nage forned on the screen, this one a view of a planet's
sur f ace.

Noi se in the roomfell to nothing until the only sounds were
t hose of Bobby Joe's hands on the console controls. Colors
repl aced some of the shades of gray, and the picture took on a
fal se-col or ook comon in satellite photos of resources.

The colors nutated for several minutes, and a true-color
nmovi ng i mage fornmed on the triangular screen. |In the foreground
were two conical structures in vivid detail, show ng people
wal ki ng down the stairs. Only these people weren't human. They
made Julie think of humans who had been very badly burned. Their
skin was brown and | eathery, clearly showing a web of white veins
everywhere their skin was visible. The npost unusual feature of
their faces was the single eye, centered just bel ow the forehead.

The vi ew noved sideways, and a bl ack shape appeared in the
air. The sky suddenly changed to a deeper blue, probably because
Bobby Joe was still making adjustnments. The black craft | ooked
exactly like the ones Julie had seen in amateur recordi ngs nmade
as Manhattan had been lifted. The view swng downward and t he
hori zon cane into view Stretching far into the distance were
clusters of cones nuch |ike the ones sitting under the donme they
could see on the other screen. Running between the clusters were
a grid of bridge-like connecting structures. Below the bl ack



ship, a line of destruction followed its path. C ouds of vapor
steaned of f the surface, and a crack opened up, as though an
eart hquake were ripping apart the surface.

The view noved to the left, following the rift in the ground
as it lengthened, and an enornmpus structure came into view It
was a high, square platformsupported by four huge | eaning
colums, each with a stairway w nding around the perineter. The
platformgrew in the image, and it becanme obvi ous that what had
at first seened to be a mottled surface was i nstead a huge crowd
of people. Julie was trying to guess how nmany people m ght be
there, certainly many thousands, when the violent slicing reached
the platform |In what seemed to be super slow notion, a swath of
destruction cut through the nultitudes, and the platformsplit
into two city-sized plates that began to tilt then fall toward
the ground as nmasses of people slid off the edges.

Many seconds passed before the first falling people hit the
ground. A cloud of dust began to rise as the structure reached
the ground and began to crunble. Julie felt dazed, nunb.
Thousands upon thousands of people nmust have died in a period of
one m nute.

Julie was still in shock as the i mage showed bl ack ships
putting a filny bubble in place. The sudden flash of |ight nmade
her blink. Behind her someone was crying.

The recordi ng continued as the | and beyond the edge of the
done | urched and dropped away. Suddenly the inmage started
junping violently. The recordi ng had been taken from near enough
t he edge that whoever was on the canmera side of the lens ran
toward the donme and reached it in tinme to aimdown at the
pl anet's surface.

The planet already seened as far below as it would probably
ook like froma comercial airliner. The planet was
predom nantly gray, with far |ess surface water than Earth. The
view tilted upward and showed a huge bl ack shape bl ocki ng out
nost of the stars. Unfaniliar constellations di sappeared as the
bl ack shape grew | arger

The view tilted back toward the planet, now far enough bel ow
that the thin | ayer of atnosphere gl owed over the curved horizon

Two t hings happened concurrently. Starting at the apex of
the picture, a black band expanded downward and cut off the view
entirely after about ten seconds. During the last three or four
seconds, sonethi ng happened over the planet's horizon. Julie
t hought of a huge lightning stormas seen fromseveral mles
away, but this was on a planetary scale. The air in the thin
band still visible flickered with bright Iight, as though a
fireworks display to end themall had started just out of direct
si ght.

The bl ack band reached the bottom of the screen, and the
view of the horizon narrowed to a slit before it was cut off
conpletely and the image went black. |In the silent room Julie
coul d hear her heart beat.

The recordi ng began all over

Finally Matt swall owed hard, then said to Bobby Joe, "If we
provide you with equivalent recordings fromthe ones made in
Manhattan, can you translate themto this format and send themto
the people in that dome?"

"Probably. It'll take some doing. The hardest part is the
transmtter. Mst of our stuff's intended for transmtting in a
fairly narrow spectrum but | can probably cobbl e sonething
t oget her. "

"Ckay. Let ne know if you need resources you don't have."



Matt turned to Julie. "You ve probably got a fair selection of
amat eur videos at the station. Wen you get a chance, can you
get someone to edit some video equivalent to what they saw, and
get it to Bobby Joe?"

Julie nodded. She still wasn't sure if she could speak

#

Dori ne Underwood faced the canera and worked toward the
concl usion of her nightly nessage. She still had a headache from
a long, angry conversation with Oscar Anklehunt, the U N
Secretary General. GOscar plainly felt the situation was one of
Earth dealing with an alien threat, whereas Dorine argued that
the mayor of the city was the one in the position of dealing with
aliens. As she had nost of her normal network of support intact,
and Oscar was in charge of a large group of del egates cut off
fromtheir home countries, Dorine had never doubted who'd win the
argunent. It just took sone tine to convince Cscar.

He kept insisting on getting all the information avail abl e
to anyone, and he demanded that support be provided himso he, as
the sole representative of the world's collective governments,
could deal with the situation. Wen Dorine had finally had
enough, she asked Oscar how many people reported to him \Wen he
answer ed, Dorine explained that a thousand tines that many people
were in place in the city governnent, all under her direction
all of whom knew their jobs and were getting a steady supply of
new gui dance as nore informati on becane avail abl e.

At the end of the conversation she threw hima bone and said
she could still use nore translators and she'd appreciate his
hel p in sending them her way. GOscar was enough of a statesman to
know when the battle was over, and he finally backed down from
his original demands and promised to help. He was obviously
unhappy to have to be fitting into her plans, but he knew when he
was out gunned.

Dori ne | ooked back at the canera and tried to keep her tone
casual . The audi ence was bound to include people on the verge of
suicide. "...so |I'mhappy to report the restrictions on toil et
usage and water consunption have been lifted. Garbage collection
will start tonmorrow, but | caution you not to throw away anythi ng
that m ght have future use.

"Following this telecast will be a series of nunbers to cal
for nmedical help for withdrawal synptoms. Area hospitals have
al ready responded very well to those who are suffering fromdrug
wi t hdrawal , and they've got specialists ready to help with the
tobacco and al cohol wi thdrawal that's not very far away. Better
get used to it, folks; the supplies have been cut off. Chem ca
| abs and home brew will last just so long. It's only a matter of
time until every ounce of controlled substances in Manhattan is
used up. The area trauma centers have been extremely busy, and
addi ti onal operators are standing by on suicide hot-lines. W
will do all we can to help. And we are going to nake it one way
or anot her."

One thing that gave Dorine even nore faith was a visit
earlier in the day froma senior nmenber of the Italian famlies,
sayi ng they woul d be doing their part in discouragi ng gang
vi ol ence and pitching in for the comon good, just the way they
had done in WVII. A week ago, Dorine would have been pleased to
see the gentleman in jail, but at the noment Manhattan coul d use
all the help it could get. The drug problemwas going to get a
ot worse than it already was, but she didn't want to panic
peopl e.

"On the subject of food, | know there's a sizable nunber of



peopl e who are either too proud to eat anything delivered froma
cenent m xer, or are suspicious of anything provided by our
captors. | understand both of those feelings, but we sinply
don't have any choice. There are too many of us, and too little
conventional food left. W eat what we're being provided, or we
starve.

"And finally, to answer the nost-asked question from
yest erday' s phone nessages, the reason we're trying to contact
other races in this giant zoo or whatever it is, is that we want
to learn as nmuch as we possibly can. That's the sanme reason
we're trying to deci pher the message on top of the dome. | don't
want to hold out any fal se hopes, but we need to keep | earning.
For all we know, by finding out nore and nore about why we were
taken, we can possibly negotiate our return. The point is that
i gnorance | eaves us in the worst possible position.

"There are many theories about why we're here, ranging from
some grotesque biol ogical or sociol ogical experinment to crackpot
i deas such as us being a food supply. W need to find out what
the real answer is. W might not |ike whatever we find out, but
perhaps we'll get sonme answers. |'massum ng that not many
people listening to this broadcast would willingly stay here
forever. We may not have any choice, but sticking our head in
the sand is the coward' s way, and New York isn't known for its
cowar ds.

"Good ni ght, Manhattan."

#

Stuart Lund switched off the television in his hospita
room This wasn't right.

VWhat coul d the mayor be thinking? The nmessage on top of the
done was obviously a nmessage from God. What else could this
whol e busi ness be but the second com ng of Noah's Ark?

The only other possibility was the mllenniumcomnming a
little late, but, one, God could certainly count, and, two, if
this were the mllennium then God woul d have saved only those
wort hy of saving, and while Stuart had high regard for many
peopl e he knew i n Manhattan, he couldn't possibly accept the
nmonurrent al coi nci dence that every single person worthy of saving
happened to be in Manhattan at exactly the sane tine.

He struggled to get out of bed and find his clothes. The
task woul d have been easier with both hands, but Stuart had
flatly resisted the idea of a prosthetic hand. God had rmade him
this way. Who was he to try to reverse God's will?

He had to get out. Woever interpreted the message from God
on the donme above should be soneone called by God, not sone
scumy bunch of scientists.

#

Matt awoke on a cot, high in the Wrld Trade Center, the
dream of Nadine still vivid in his mnd. Her decision still cut
deep, and he found hinself recalling danger signs that he'd
i gnored because he wanted her so nuch.

Nadi ne had al ways been something of a flirt, a woman very
consci ous of her power over nen. Before they were married,
they'd had an argunment on the way to a picnic with other mlitary
personnel assigned to McChord Air Force Base, south of Tacona.
They reached the picnic grounds, a football-field-sized irregular
area partly cleared of trees but surrounded by forest.

Matt had tried to apol ogize for his share of the sharp words
spoken in the car, but when they arrived, Nadi ne was cool
unforgiving. They drifted in and out of conversations wth
friends and casual acquaintances, all the while Matt feeling



frustrated that they couldn't get closure on the argument and put
it behind them As people were getting ready for the big neal, a
mal e of fi cer whose nane Matt couldn't even renmenber anynore
pul l ed a muscle in his back while carrying a huge bag of ice.
Wth hardly any coaxing at all, Nadine volunteered to give the
guy a back rub

Matt watched for a couple of mnutes as Nadine started the
back rub and threw in sone flirting for good neasure. As Matt
wat ched, the pain inside his gut grew and grew, and sonehow
sumoned up that old unrelated feeling fromhis chil dhood, the
feeling that no matter what he did, it would never be enough to
satisfy his parents. After a few mnutes he couldn't stand it
anynore. He had to get away.

He backed away fromthe small group, turned, and strode
toward the woods. As he did, he was aware that he held the slim
hope that Nadi ne would see the hurt, and that she would foll ow
him that nmaybe they could talk and snooth things over. He nade
a point of not going much farther when he reached the edge of the
trees.

He wal ked maybe ten neters into the trees and cane to a
small clearing, barely hearing the cries of birds in the trees,
amazed at how strong his reaction had been. He waited there
twenty or thirty mnutes, feeling that if Nadi ne cared anythi ng
at all about himthat she would have been there by that tine.
Finally the feelings built to the point that he cried, and the
feeling of loss of control just made himhurt that rmuch nore.

VWen he finally recovered, he went back to the picnic area.
The back rub was over, and Nadi ne was casually chatting with a
coupl e of people fromtheir unit.

That night, sex was nore fiery than it had been in severa
weeks. Matt had | ain awake for a long tine afterward, wondering
if that had been Nadi ne's goal, and angry at hinself that he was
so easily mani pul at ed.

Matt took a deep breath, blinked away the recollection, and
swung his feet over the edge of the cot. He stretched and wal ked
to the window. The array of domed cities in the distance focused
his attention on the present.

M nutes | ater he was back in the operations room Bobby Joe
had beat himthere again and was busily engaged at the contro
consol e.

"Any word?" Matt asked.

"None so far. | really think our transm ssion is getting
out there, though."

Matt sat down besi de Bobby Joe. "W've been transmitting
for--" he | ooked at his watch "--coming up on forty-ei ght hours
so far. You'd think that woul d be enough tine for themto
realize we're answering their signal. Wy don't they transmit
something else to tell us they understand?”

"I wish | knew "

"Any chance the atnosphere outside the dome absorbs nore
than we think it does? Maybe our signal is a |ot weaker than
theirs.”

"Don't think so. | can pinpoint the portion of our signa
that's reflecting off that dome, and my conputer and ny gut say
they should be getting just as strong a signal as we are."

Matt | eaned back and rubbed his forehead. He was stil
sitting there when Abby canme in and sat down.

"Good norning," she said.

"H L

"You | ook tired."



"I shouldn't be," Matt said. "I got plenty of sleep. How
are things with your nessage?"

Abby shook her head. "Still no progress. W all feel quite
i nept."

"No one said it would be easy. Woever wote that nmessage

isn'"t very nuch like us, 1'd bet."
"Still, there's got to be a way."
#
"You want to cut a hole through the dome?" Dorine Underwood
said. "lIsn't that a bit drastic?"

The council neeting was slightly larger than normal, since
Matt Sheehan had brought sone of his team al ong.

"I know it sounds that way, Ms. Mayor," Matt said. "But
we've given it a lot of thought and it seems to make the nost
sense. Can | outline our reasoning?"

Dorine hesitated. "All right. It can't hurt to hear it."

"First of all, every indication we have says we're going to
be here for a long tine, if not forever, if we accept the status
quo. We've heard nothing fromour captors except the sign over
our heads, and we've been beani ng nessages via radio frequencies
and broad-spectrumlight in every possible direction, and we
still haven't heard a peep out of our captors. | understand that
t hey m ght have troubl e decoding what we're sending, and we'll
probably have trouble with any nessage fromthem but we've
recei ved nothing. Either they're unaware of our transmn ssions or
they're ignoring us.

"I believe that getting out of this enclosure is the only
thing that mght increase our chances of being taken hone. |If
we' re enough of a nui sance, maybe they won't want us."

"Possibly. But they might just dunp us in space."

"That's a risk. | don't think it's very likely, but that's
arisk."”

Dori ne searched Matt's eyes. She was used to watching
people's eyes. Who was it that said something about eyes being
the window to the soul? He | ooked honest. He had readily
admtted her fear had some justification, rather than just

brushi ng asi de the objection. "Go on, Col onel Sheehan."
"COkay. First some background." Matt gestured at the bald
man sitting next to him "You may recognize Dr. Brewster froma

Time article last year. Dr. Brewster, with a couple of

associ ates from Col unbia University, has nmade an extensive series
of spectroscopi c neasurenments, |ooking at the atnmosphere out
there, between the donmes, and in addition they' ve been able to
make neasurenents of the atnospheres inside nmost of the other
dones. Their findings indicate the air outside between the dones
i s breathable, although at a | ower pressure than in here. About
ei ghty percent of the domes contain various mxtures of oxygen
and nitrogen with mnor amounts of carbon di oxi de, water vapor
and trace gases that won't hurt us. There mght be circunstances
where we'd need oxygen masks, but in general, we'd be perfectly
safe. ™

Bar naby had grown increasingly agitated while Matt spoke.

As soon as Matt paused for a breath, Barnaby said, "Sure, maybe
we can breathe the air, but what about bugs? Wo knows what ki nd
of germs mght get in here?"

Matt nodded. "You're right that that's a factor in this
decision. And it's not just the mcro-organi snms that could get
in here; we could be letting our own gerns | oose on everyone
else. Doctor?" He turned toward an ol der woman near him "This
is Dr. Rosenthal. She's a nolecul ar biol ogist, also from



Col unbi a. "

The woman cl eared her throat. "As M. Sheehan says, this
guestion involves several calculated risks. In our own
experi ence, many mcro-organi sms work on fairly specific targets.
Many di seases that attack humans, for instance, don't have the
slightest effect on nbst other manmals, let alone reptiles,
anphi bi ans, or birds, or creatures even nore different from us.
The odds suggest that mcro-organisms fromalien worlds are
unlikely to be dangerous to us, and vice versa. M. Sheehan's
pl an does invol ve taking precautions, in case we're wong, but in
any event ny feeling is that the risk is smaller than what we
have to gain."

"Thank you, Doctor," Matt said. "Again, one of the key
aspects of this decision is the basic question: are we willing to
l[ive in prison for the rest of our lives?"

Dorine said, "There might well be a significant nunber of
peopl e here who do want to live as long as they naturally can."

"I understand that, Ms. Mayor. Again, our plan would strive
to isolate the people going outside fromthe people staying here,
so that even if there is a health problem it will affect only
the volunteers on the team”

"Al'l right. Go on." Dorine was glad she hadn't had to run
against this man in the |l ast election. He was ready for every
guestion, and had convincing argunents for all his statements.

Her nost recent opponent had been a weal thy man who had gotten
his way so often that his debating skills had atrophied.

"I guess the final reason for wanting to go outside is that
we hope to learn nore fromthe residents in other dones, but
we're having difficulties trying to talk to themfrom a distance.
The linguists feel, and it makes sense to nme, that direct two-way
contact has the best chances of speedy comunication. If I'min
the roomw th you, and | point at a chair and say 'chair,' and
you tell your conputer to record what | said and what object |
pointed to, then we can swap rol es and both sides can begin to
build up a vocabulary. O course, | could have neant 'sit down'
or 'wood' or 'cushion,' but with a face-to-face opportunity, we
can assenbl e enough data to start finding out what's really being
said. Right now, with only one-way comuni cation established,
we' re having a tough tinme doing anything nore than verifying that
one of the other domes experienced sonething |ike what we did.
Also, it could turn out that some of the races that we'd find it
easiest to talk to might be races with no el ectronics
conmuni cati ons equi pnent. A team would continue trying to
establish radio or |ight-beam communications, so we wouldn't be
abandoni ng that process."

"You present a conpelling argunment. But what if we're
unable to cut through the donme?"

"Then we haven't |ost anything, have we?"

#

"You don't really expect to cut through it with that, do
you?" Matt asked Rudy Sanchez. The two men stood on the grass in
Battery Park, looking at a small plastic bubble sealed to the
i nside of the done. Inside the sealed volune was a city worker
wi th an oxyacetyl ene torch ready to go.

"Not really, but we have to try it, right?"

Matt nodded. The first test they'd conducted was to see if
they could scratch the surface with an industrial dianmnond. They
hadn't been able to mar the surface. A sledge hamrer driven
agai nst a tungsten carbide bit didn't do anything except nmake a
ot of noise. A variety of strong acids and bases had done



not hi ng nore than nmake a nmess. The only result froman attenpt
with a strong | aser was a discolored spot on the surface of the
gray plain outside the dome; the laser |ight went through the
done material wthout causing any neasurabl e change.

Rudy responded to a gesture fromthe city worker, and he
rai sed his thunb.

Matt heard the whoosh of the twin gas jet lighting, and
bright white |ight danced on nearby reflecting surfaces. After
about five minutes the light died, the gas jet popped as it shut
off, and the man inside the bubble lifted his hel net and shook
hi s head at Rudy.

"Dam, " Rudy sai d.

Matt sat in silence with himfor a couple of mnutes, as
they waited for Bobby Joe. Bobby Joe was shaking his head as he
appr oached.

"No good," Bobby Joe said. "I've got tenperature readings
fromabout a nmeter fromthe flame, ten neters away, and a hundred
nmeters away."

"And they all read the sane, right?" Rudy said.

"You got it. They all rose a few hundredths of a degree.
What ever that stuff is, it's one superfine heat conductor. W
can't get any one spot hot enough to do any damage because the
heat spreads through it so fast."

Rudy raised an eyebrow in Matt's direction. "I don't think
we' ve got anything that'll do the trick."
Matt sighed. "I believe you. | guess it's tine we went for
a drive.”
#

The caravan of city trucks traveled south in the northbound
tube of the Battery Tunnel, noving deeper as they approached the
bl ocked end. The two | anes in the sout hbound tube bound for
Brookl yn still had too many abandoned vehi cl es cl oggi ng t hem
Two large trucks trailing the procession stopped before the
others did. Teans fromeach truck got out and prepared to build
decontam nation barriers across the width of the tunnel

Power was on here, too, although there hadn't been nuch need

for it recently. The existing Battery Tunnel |ights reduced the
need to bring in additional artificial lighting, and the fans
woul d help to keep the air breathable, at least until, and if,

the crew was near to breaching the barrier to the outside. Matt
listened to the netallic whine of tires as the noi se bounced back
fromthe tunnel walls.

The lead truck pulled to a halt in the right lane, fifty
feet fromthe black seal at the end of the tunnel. Paranedic
teans had renoved the victinms | eft behind when the tunnel was
severed, but the last twenty or thirty feet of roadbed still bore
t he dark stains of blood and oil

To Matt the black material blocking the tunnel |ooked just
like the stuff at the end of the subway tunnel. He wal ked the

final neters to the wall and put his fingers against it. It had
the feel of wought iron. The surface tilted away fromhim so
it was maybe forty-five degrees fromvertical. He pulled a

fingernail down the surface, and felt the roughness. When he
scrat ched sideways, he could feel a series of tiny ridges.

"Can | borrow a hanmmrer?" he asked Rudy.

Rudy set a small tool box on the stained concrete and
wi t hdrew a bal | - peen hanmer.

Matt swung t he hamrer agai nst the black surface. W ought
i ron woul d have absorbed nore of the energy. Against this
surface, the hamrer snapped back as though Matt had hit a cubic



meter of stainless steel. "Doesn't sound encouragi ng, does it?"

"Not really,” Rudy said. Six nore people from Rudy's
organi zati on approached the wall and started their own
i nvestigations.

"How did this |layer get here?" Mitt asked as even nore
peopl e forned several smaller groups to attack the surface with a
variety of techniques.

Rudy shrugged. "W don't know really. No one reported
seeing any material brought down, and I"'msure it isn't a sinple
| ayer of nmelted rock. Quite a few people reported hearing a
series of explosions like you heard. One possibility proposed by
metal lurgists is that the aliens shot a huge nunmber of expl osive
pellets into the cut forned by the lasers. |If the pellets
contained material that sprang into its original shape and fused
t oget her, what we could have is a huge cone underneath the city."

"Sounds a little strange to nme," Matt said.

"This whole business is a little strange. One of the things
the netallurgical folks found is that the material is magnetized,
and that the direction corresponds to the direction the magnetic
flux woul d have been oriented on Earth. That's one reason they
think that for at |east a short tinme, a lot of the barrier
material was fluid, so the magnetic dipoles could nove freely and
align thenselves with the strongest magnetic field present.”

"So, if that theory's true, even if we can't get through
this section, there's a possibility of a gap at the very bottom
of the cone. Al we'd need to do is tunnel down who knows how
far through solid granite.”

"Sinmple, eh?" Rudy grinned. "And we should be able to
figure out how deep we'd have to go. W can measure this
angle--" he pointed to the black barrier "--and we can nmeasure
the angles in other locations. M guess is the hole they cut is
at least a kiloneter deep in the center.”

#
Julie Kravine put her ID back in her pocket and wal ked
deeper into the tunnel. Ahead were flashing yellow |lights of

city maintenance vehicles parked in the right |ane of the tunnel
She turned on her minivid and started recording as a matter of
habi t .

A pinpoint of brilliant light turned on in the distance
ahead, and a shower of sparks flew to one side. The sparks fel
to the ground so slowy, the display seenmed nore |ike faraway
fireworks.

Rudy Sanchez sat on the back bunper of a city electrica
truck. He looked tired. Julie got within a couple of yards of
hi m bef ore he | ooked up and smled as though he were glad to see
her. Too many peopl e | ooked away when reporters arrived.

"Hi," he said.

"H, yourself. Hows it going?"

"Slow. Very very slow. O not at all, depending on your
poi nt of view"

The sparks were still flying in the air near the barrier
ahead. "Don't you think you' re gonna' be able to cut through
it?"

"I just don't know. Isn't that the kind of answer reporters
hat e?"

"Not when it's honest."

"It's honest. We've tried acid, dianond-tipped bl ades,
torches--" he jerked his thunb toward the sparks "--wel ding

equi pnent.  Not hi ng. "
"Why keep trying if you're sure it's inpossible?"



"'Cause |'mnot sure. Different materials have different
weaknesses. Maybe we'll find a weak link."

"Sounds |ike wishful thinking to ne."

Rudy was silent for a monent. "Maybe so. But you renenber
paper newspapers from when you were a kid?"

"Sure."

"You ever try to tear out an article on part of a page? |If
you did, you probably noticed that tearing the page vertically
was easy. But tearing across the page was dam near inpossible
to do, at least in a straight line."

"Yeah. So?"

"So the paper was stronger in one direction than the other
because of the way the fibers lined up. Oher materials are |ike
that, too. Sone of themyou can pull on the ends really hard and
t hey can support thousands of pounds of tension, but bend themin
two and they snap just like a little piece of wood. W need to
figure out howto snap this stuff.”

"You know you did that very well?" Julie said. Rudy |ooked
puzzl ed, so she went on. "Wen |I talk to technical people, nopst
of themeither don't try to explain very well because they want
to feel superior, or they really do try to explain, but they
sound like they're reciting their doctoral thesis--they don't
know how to explain things to people who don't talk their
jargon."

"Well, thanks. You do your job well, too. |'ve seen
reporters who ask all the questions and just absorb the answers
i ke some nechanical person. O they ask questions to inpress
t he audi ence. You seemto care about what you're hearing. And
you think about what you hear. You've asked sonme pretty
interesting questions in the |ast few days--questions that should
be occurring to the people you' re asking, but you beat themto
it."

The |ight sparking against the barrier went off. Julie felt
unconfortable with the conmplinent, and said, "Yeah, well,

t hanks. "

A guy Julie hadn't seen before approached and said to Rudy,
"No luck. That was six cycles of hot and cold, and it stil
| ooks exactly the sanme."

"k, thanks" Rudy said. He made a mark on his clipboard.
"Can you tell Verhogan it's his turn?"

"Sure thing." The man went back toward the barrier

"What's next?" Julie asked.

"The surface seens to be made up of a huge nunber of
filaments, all running fromthe surface down to wherever they al

nmeet, all fused together; we can feel the ridges, like a beaded
curtain dipped in glue, only a lot smaller. Verhogan's built a
very strong spreader. |It's got tiny grippers neant to catch on

those little ridges, so maybe we can pry a gap between
filaments."

"You gonna' go watch?"

"Yeah. This one | was a little nore curious about."

As Julie walked with Rudy toward the black wall, a truck
backed up against the surface. On the rear of the truck was a
device with wide jaws made from shiny netal. Julie aimed her
mnivid at the contraption, watching light glint fromthe fine
rows of teeth.

Once the truck was parked tightly against the wall, the
driver got out of the cab and wal ked around to where a big
electric winch was nounted on the side of the truck.

Rudy | owered his voice slightly. "The winch will drive



apart the two grippers, if we're lucky."

Julie couldn't see much with the truck covering the working
area, but she left her minivid on. The driver of the truck
| ooked at a snall display screen as he adjusted two wheel - handl ed
controls. Wen he finished, he pushed a button next to the
wi nch, and then quickly nmoved back fromthe truck.

The wi nch made grinding noises for a few seconds before the
noi ses dropped in pitch and the wi nch began to work harder
Several more seconds went by before there came a | oud sproing as
somet hing in the nechani sm gave way, and the w nch began to race.

"Didn't sound real good to nme," Julie said.

"Me, neither," Rudy said.

A few nminutes later, after the truck had been driven
forward, two workers verified that part of the nechani sm had
broken and the wall was unaffected.

"How many nore ideas do you have?" Julie asked.

"Not too many," Rudy admtted. "But it's always the | ast
one that works."

" Al ways?"

"Usually. 'Cause the clich, is that when you get something
that works, that's when you stop trying."

#

The | ast one worked.

Rudy felt like he'd been working five days w thout sleep
when he got word that the dipole oscillator was ready to try. He
was having trouble working up enthusiasm but he went for a | ook
anyway.

Julie Kravine was back down in the tunnel, obviously eager
to find out the results. She wasn't nuch younger than Rudy, but
he felt Iike an old man in the face of her obvious energy.
"What's this one gonna' do, Rudy?"

"Well, it's alittle Iike a m crowave oven, except that what
we' re cooking is outside the oven. A nicrowave oven heats things
by creating an oscillating field that nmakes water nol ecul es want
toline up with it as it changes polarity over and over. Once
the water nolecules start twi sting back and forth like that, the
friction with other nol ecul es nakes heat. |It's the nodern
equi val ent of rubbing two sticks together

"This thing does it a little differently. 1It's set up to
make nmagnetic domains twi st back and forth, like an old bulk tape
eraser, except nuch stronger and much nore focused. The theory
is that if we can generate enough internal heat and nmake enough
nol ecul es bounce around, then maybe we can weaken that stuff.”

Julie | ooked pleased with the description

Next to the black wall was a |large nachine with a
cone-shaped extension pointed right at the wall, al nost touching
it. As Rudy and Julie watched, Dr. Brantower, a wonan in her
fifties, gave a go-ahead sign. A click sounded from sonewhere,
and an intense humri ng sound filled the tunnel. A spot on the
black wall right in front of the cone began to glow brightly. It
stayed bright for five seconds, at which time the sane click
sounded, the humm ng di sappeared, and the spot on the wall faded
back to bl ack

Dr. Brantower and a man Rudy didn't know went over to
exam ne the spot. After a minute or so, Dr. Brantower called

out. "Hey, Rudy! The surface texture is changed!"
Rudy felt a surge of energy, and suddenly felt younger than
Julie. They went over to the wall, and Julie played her mnivid

over the surface while Rudy took a close | ook. Sure enough
i nstead of the black ridged surface, a spot the size of a



fingernail was slightly gray and the ridges had been snoot hed

over. As Rudy watched, Dr. Brantower took a nearby fl at-bl ade
screwdriver and prodded at the surface. Particles flaked off

i ke dust, and Rudy's heartbeat quickened.

"Al'l right!" Rudy shouted. "You're a genius, Doctor."

Dr. Brantower |aughed w th delight.

Ten minutes later, Rudy and Julie and a crowd ruch | arger
than before watched froma distance as the cone slowy drew a
pl ate-sized glowing circle on the black wall.

VWiile the circle was cooling, a quick lottery picked a |ucky
wi nner for the person who got to swing a sledge hammer at the
center of the circle. Fortunately the wi nner was a nuscul ar nan.
He swung the sl edge hanmer so hard Rudy worried about the head
flying off, but the head hit squarely in the center of the
circle. The circle of material stayed where it was but it
clearly vibrated in the second or two after the bl ow

A cheer went up in the crowd.

As soon as they verified that the |atest gas readi ng around
the hole was safe, Rudy and several others went for a closer
| ook. Around the entire perineter, the black material had
crunbl ed away. What showed in the gap | ooked |ike a sheet of
dirty wires running up and down. As Rudy watched, one of the nen
pried | oose a single fiber that had nore give than piano wre.
Soneone else inserted a crowbar and tried to break the fiber. It
stretched w t hout breaking.

"CGet a jack," Rudy said.

In mnutes, a jack was in place, and one of the workers
slowy notched it up one click at a tine, pulling one end of the
crowbar. When the strand had stretched about a foot, the man
pushing on the jack began to strain harder, and just as it seened
the strand would prevent himfromclicking the jack one nore
notch, the strand snapped and the crowbar clattered to the
ground.

"That's it!" Rudy shouted. "That's it! This may take a
while, but nowit's just a matter of brute force and turning the
crank." He took a deep breath and gl anced at Julie, who | ooked
as happy as he felt.

Just a few minutes later, though, as Rudy watched the crew
start to cut a | arge door-shaped hole in the black wall, he
realized that he was also a little scared

He hoped they were really doing the right thing.

Chapter 5
G ay Goo

Li fel ess autonobiles lined both sides of the street as
t hough sone nearby rich collector had | ong ago run out of space
to house them

Matt Sheehan's car dipped its nose as he drove south, noving
into the left |lane of the northbound half of the Battery Tunnel
The Manhattan digital audio station had been out of comm ssion
since they had been brought here, and the |one FM station
currently on the air faded into static as he noved deeper. That
was just as well; the song rem nded himof a |long hike he and
Nadi ne had nmade outside of Rio. As he reached the columm of cars
and trucks parked in the right lane, a cop flagged hi m down,
| ooked at his face, and told himabout a parking space just ahead
of a truck parked about thirty neters ahead.

On foot Matt passed through the decontam nation station
where his skin and cl othes were m sted by a noxi ous conbi nation



of ingredients recommended by nmenbers of the Board of Public
Heal th, none of whom as far as Matt could tell, had never comne
through in person. He alnbst wi shed he was back in the WIC with
Abby and the other |inguists, but his help didn't seem needed
there, and he was curious about the black barrier

Beyond the decon station were a few nore trucks parked on
the right. Near the black barrier clustered a small crowd.

Matt came up behind Rudy and Julie, who sat together on a
| arge box. He tapped Rudy's shoul der and exchanged hellos with
the two of them who both seemed in good spirits. Julie's
m nivid was inactive for the noment.

"Shoul dn't be long now," Rudy said. He pointed at the |arge
square outline in the black barrier. "They' ve weakened the base
material all around that doorway, and they're cutting the
i ndi vidual strands holding the top in place."

"I"'mglad | got down here before they finished."

"Any change in the transm ssion?"

"Nope. Bobby Joe doesn't know what to make of it. | don't
understand, either. |If they want to talk, what we're sending
back should be a pretty clear hello." Matt rubbed the nuscl es at
t he back of his neck. "Bobby Joe's a strange bird, though."

"What now?"

"I'f he had his way, instead of transmitting the capture
pictures, |I think we'd be sending them Silly Sheila cartoons.

"Can't you just see the expressions on their faces when they
decode this?" he says.”

Julie smled, and said, "But he's a smart guy."

"No doubt about it. He's invaluable. He's just one of
t hose guys who takes a little nore supervision than average.
bet if he was married and had kids, he'd have themtotally
confused. But, boy would they have interesting expressions."
Matt | ooked back at the crowd near the black barrier.

Rudy hesitated. "You look tired."

Matt took his gaze off the clunp of workers and | ooked at
Rudy. "Alittle. | guess we all are.”

About the sanme tine, someone in the crowd near the barrier
called out, "W got it!"

Rudy and Julie got up, and the three of them noved forward.
Julie turned on her mnivid. Wrkers pried at the top of the
square outline and slowy a very thin section of black materi al
still attached at the bottom tilted out fromthe rest of the
barrier like a drawbridge pivoting outward froma castle wall
Reveal ed behind the section was the sane gray nmaterial they had
seen covering the plain.

The bl ack square tilted all the way down until what had been
the top edge rested agai nst the stained pavenent. Al ong the
hi nged junction were exposed hundreds of tiny fibers. The sheet
of black material |ooked paper thin, but it hardly flexed when a
massi ve construction worker put his full weight in the center of
it and bounced on his steel-toed work boots a couple of tines.
"M ghty strong stuff,"” the guy said.

Now t hat they had breached the barrier, Matt was nore
interested in the gray material. |If it had anything like the
strength of the black sheet, they still had a long job in front
of them

A wor ker wearing gloves swng a hamrer lightly at the gray
wal I, then | ooked carefully at where the hamer had silently hit.
He swung again, harder, and Matt heard a soft dull thud. Wen
t he hanmer canme back, Matt could see a shadowed indentation on
the gray wall, and he felt relief, convinced the gray stuff was



going to be easier to deal wth.

Rudy stepped onto the black sheet. He pulled out a pocket
knife and put on a pair of gloves. The knife blade seened to cut
into the gray surface fairly easily. Seconds |ater, Rudy shook a
smal | wedge of the gray stuff off his knife and into a beaker
held by a womman in a long white lab coat. Rudy glanced at the
faces of the work crew. "Good work. The chemists will tell us
pretty soon how safe this stuff is, but so far it looks like it's
going to be easy going fromhere on out. Take a break if you
want . "

Most of the group drifted away, but one nman offered Rudy a
very long screwdriver and said, "Want to see how deep you can
go?"

Rudy took the screwdriver, put the point against the face of
the gray substance, and leaned into it. The screwdriver buried
itself to the handle. When he pulled it back out, the bl ade was
clean. He |ooked toward Matt and said, "This stuff seenms to have
t he consi stency of nodeling clay."

Matt took a closer |ook. An hour later, he was stil
standi ng near the exposed gray material, talking with Rudy and
Julie, when the wonan in the white [ab coat canme back and told
Rudy that the stuff was safe unless anyone tried to eat it. The
pH was neutral, it wasn't flammable or explosive, it didn't
generate dangerous particulates |ike asbestos did, and it didn't
gi ve of f any dangerous gases. Her summary was that it was as
safe as nmodeling clay. She took sonme nore of the gray stuff back
to the lab with her, to do nore extensive testing.

Rudy called the crew back to work and passed on the sunmary.
He used his knife again and, as though the occasion was a bizarre
wi ne and cheese party, cut small wedges for everyone to exam ne
"If we're going to tunnel very far, we've got to cut through
quite a few neters of this," he said. "l'd appreciate your
t houghts on the best ways to do it."

Matt held a sanple of the gray substance in his hand. It
didn't feel sticky. He squeezed it, and it flattened just |ike
soft clay. He stretched it, and it thinned to the dianmeter of a
pencil before it broke. The two halves nixed together easily,
| eaving no sign that they had been separated. He sniffed the
materi al and detected no odor

O her peopl e nearby subjected the nmaterial to sone
i mprovi sed tests, like putting a glob on the floor and hamreri ng
it, and lighting a match under a piece. The hamered piece
| ooked like flattened nodeling clay, and the heated piece turned
darker until it |ooked |ike discolored clay that was stiffer than
nor mal .

Finally a man with a shovel stepped forward. He put the
edge of the shovel against the wall and planted his heel firmy
agai nst the back end. Wthout too nmuch trouble he renoved a
shovel ful of the gray stuff and plopped it onto the pavenent.
"Maybe we just dig," the man said.

#

Abby canme up behind Matt as he stared out the wi ndow of the
Wrld Trade Center command post and said, "How about dinner
t oni ght ?"

He turned and smiled. "You haven't found any horde of rea
f ood have you?"

Abby wasn't sure what there was about his smile, but it
al ways nade her want to smile back. "lI'mafraid not. But we
could picnic on the roof. That would be a change."

"Sure. Wy not?"



They still had an hour of "daylight" |left when they reached
t he observation deck. Matt carried a plastic liter jug of water
and Abby carried a jar of food pellets and a couple of paper
cups. They wal ked up to the highest |evel of the deck

"Wuld this table suit you, nonsieur?" She gestured toward
t he near by open space.

Matt | ooked around the enpty observati on deck and at the
dones beyond. For just a second, his eyes took on that faraway
| ook that she hated to see. "You sure you don't have anything
with a view of the Hudson?"

"Don't | wish."

They sat. Abby |ooked at Matt, and thought nore seriously

about the question. "You think it's really possible that we may
see the Hudson agai n?"
"I wsh 1l knew [|I'mnot sure | can handle a steady diet of

this stuff for the rest of ny life." Matt gestured at the jar of
food pellets.

"How s it goi ng down bel ow?" Abby asked as she took the cups
and poured water for them both.

"By the tine | left, they had dug a tunnel about two neters
deep into that putty-like gray stuff outside. |If everything goes
well, | expect they'll reach the surface tonorrow. "

Abby popped a foot pellet in her nouth. It was as tasty as
a pencil eraser, as brittle as a calciumpill. "And then what?
Whoever steps outside gets picked up and put back in the cage?

O gets sizzled by enornous huge insect zapper?"

Matt took a couple of the food pellets. "l guess that's
possible. W don't really know how cl osely they're watching
what's going on. Rudy suggested spreading a tarp over a jeep,
and painting it the same shade of gray as the plain. |'m not
convinced yet, and in any event we've got to get to the surface
first."”

"I want to go, you know." Abby | ooked at hi mover her cup
of water. She felt surprisingly relaxed, enjoying the
opportunity to be alone with Mtt.

"On the trip to the other done?"

"Of course.”

"Coul d be dangerous." Hi s gaze nade her want to be in
danger with Matt rather than perfectly safe w thout him

"That's very true. That's why | thought you' d be especially
eager to hear about volunteers."

Matt grinned.

Abby knew right then he'd been teasing her and that the
answer was yes. She could read that nessage far easier than
witten words. God, why had she never nmet anyone like this
before? "Wel|?"

"Well. Well, we have to have a linguist."

Abby felt a brief tremor pass through her body, but wasn't
entirely sure whether it was the result of know ng she could go,
or knowi ng she could go with Matt. She covered her reaction by
t aki ng anot her drink of water.

"Thanks for not teasing ne too |long."

"Tease you? GCod forbid. You're teasing ne."

"Wuld you like that?" Wthout even realizing what she was
doi ng, Abby noved cl oser to him

Matt's expression was cheerful as she | ooked into his eyes
froma closer vantage point. Hi s expression slowy becanme nore
serious, as Abby said nothing, and she felt sure she could see
the longing in his eyes. Wat she couldn't tell was whether Abby
was at the front of his brain, or if his wife took that position



She found it nmore difficult to breathe.

Finally Matt said, "If circunstances were a little
different, I'd like that a lot."

Abby's courage suddenly faltered, and she didn't feel up to
aski ng hi m whi ch circunstances he was referring to. She could
easily imagi ne how bad she'd feel if Matt went on to rem nd her
that he was nmarried

#

Manhattan is home to over 100 nationalities, nost of which
seem honmogeneous only to the outsiders. One such diverse group
is the Native Anericans. Mny of themrallied at the American
I ndian Community Hone Gallery on Broadway north of SoHo.

From Arapaho to Iroquois to Sioux to Zuwi, they gathered at
their island within an island for nmutual support and to conpare
theories. At any tine of day, there would al ways be at |east a
few groups of people tal king, singing soft chants, or sinply
sitting near each other. Mre than a few of them nade jokes
about how first the white man stole Manhattan fromthe |ndians
and now soneone el se seenmed to have stolen it again.

#

A cop let Rudy pass. Sonetinmes when Rudy wal ked from one
pl ace to another, he could let his thoughts drift, and for a
brief time he could inagine everything was the way it used to be.
He had worked hard to escape that tiny two-bedroom house in East
L.A., and few things here rem nded himof the small hones in the
barrio. He'd told Matt and Abby his store of food in his office
was because he spent so nuch tinme there, and that was partly
true, but the main reason was one he seldomadnmitted to hinself.
After a chil dhood of competing with too many people for too
little food, he had wanted never again to feel hunger for very
long. The irony of now having to subsist on the alien food
pell ets was not |lost on him

Al t hough he enjoyed its cosnopolitan life a lot, Rudy had
never expected to wind up in New York. In fact, he had heard so
much about it that he had once told Matt he'd never consider
l[iving in New York unless he had so rmuch noney he could afford
his own zip code.

As soon as he stepped past the decontam nation barrier the
t hought s di ssipated. He | ooked ahead, and he knew somet hi ng was
wWr ong.

He was early, as was his habit. None of the tunnel-digging
crew had arrived yet. He reached the guard who' d been on duty
and found the man asl eep. Rudy wal ked cl oser to where
pol e-nounted trouble lights glared harshly near the tunnel nouth.

Actually it could no longer be called a tunnel mouth. Were
yesterday a short tunnel had been cut into the gray material, now
t he square opening in the black wall was filled with the gray
stuff, and gray goo had flowed from beyond the barrier into the
Battery Tunnel. Looking a little like gray toothpaste squeezed
t hrough a square hole, the gray goo forned a thick alluvial fan
extendi ng over a nmeter fromthe opening.

Rudy knelt near the gray material and pressed a hamer into
the stuff. It still possessed the nodeling clay firmmess, but
reason told himit mnmust really be a fluid, albeit an extrenely
vi scous one. He found a small pebble on the pavenent and pl aced
it about a centineter fromthe edge of the gray goo. He watched
the gap. He couldn't detect the gap actually shrinking, but
several seconds later he could tell that it was in fact smaller
t han before.

He wal ked over to the dunp truck and clinbed up until he



could see inside the back. What had been a pile of chunks of the
gray stuff now | ooked nore |ike gray cake batter poured into a
pan. The high point was in the mddle, but the stuff was
obviously flowing slowy, gradually working its way into the
corners. Another day and it would probably be level. d ass took
years to fatten the bottom of wi ndow panes. On the viscosity
scale, this stuff was nmuch nearer cold nol asses than gl ass.

Rudy remenbered the piece of the gray goo that sonmeone had
burned the day before, and thought about how it had seened
stiffer. He retrieved an oxyacetyl ene torch, turned on the gas
jets, and lit it.

At the edge of the gray goo that had now covered the pebble,
he played the torch over the surface and watched it darken and
shrink back. He found another pebble and placed it about a
centimeter fromthe new edge.

As he noved around the fan-shaped spread of goo, heating the
edge with the torch, he heard sounds of surprise as the
construction crew began to arrive.

Ni chol as showed up within an hour. By then the goo had
spread no farther. Instead it |ooked |ike dough rising, confined
by a darkened perineter. Wrkers were just finishing the job of
putting a panel in front of the opening and bracing it in place
to minimze the flow

"l got your nessage," N cholas said. "I left Emile in
charge. Fortunately things are going smoothly."

"Thanks for coming down," Rudy said. He gave N cholas a
qui ck summary. "So, you got any ideas on how to tunnel through
this stuff safely?"

Ni chol as shook his head and noved closer to the gray goo.

He performed sone of the sane tests that Rudy had done, but
Ni chol as's tests were conducted at pencil length or with the aid
of gloves. Finally he canme back to Rudy.

"I may be thinking of some of the same things you are,”

Ni chol as sai d.

"That's fine. | just didn't want to precondition you."

"Well, the obvious first. The tunnel walls have to be
braced, just like we were working in dirt."

"Right." Rudy wasn't sure if it was his inmagination or if

Ni chol as had shuddered slightly when he said, "working in dirt."

"COkay. This stuff seenms about half as heavy as water, so
that means the pressure at this point is about half of what it
would be in water this deep. W're roughly, what, thirty neters
bel ow the surface. At one-half atnosphere for every ten
nmeters--" N chol as pushed up his sleeve and exposed a wi st
calcul ator. After pushing a few buttons, he said, "Eventually
you' re going to have somet hing near fifty tons pushing on that
panel . "

Rudy nodded.

"But the depth is the only real nuisance. If we were to go
back up top and dig just underneath the bottom of the bubble.
you' d have a lot | ess pressure. You should be able to tunnel
pretty easily there."

"True, but we've got a |lot easier environmental contro
where we are. Plus, if we are being watched, this is a | ot
safer.” Rudy thought a minute, then snapped his fingers. "I bet
if we wanted, we could tunnel all the way to the next done just
bel ow the surface w thout nmuch trouble at all."

"Except for the nuisance of having to get rid of the stuff
you dig out. And getting fresh air all that way."

"W m ght have ways around that. Near the surface, the



pressure woul d be | ow enough that maybe we coul d just push our
way through it. That way we wouldn't risk being seen on the
surface. "

"And bracing the walls would be a | ot easier near the
surface. "

"Actually, we mght not have to."

"I think you' d better explain, boss."

Rudy reached down and picked up a piece of the gray matter
di scol ored from being heated. He rapped it against the wall,
then handed it to N cholas, who grabbed it with a handkerchief.
"There's a chance that we already have the bracing material we
need. "

#

Bobby Joe Brewster |eaned back and exam ned the cl ose-up
vi ews of individual dones on the | arge display before him

One wi ndow on the screen showed the first dome in what Bobby
Joe thought of as the grand tour--the bubble al nbst about ten
kilometers away, directly south of Battery Park. \Whatever these
peopl e | ooked like, they nmust |ike the outside even | ess than
Bobby Joe did. He hadn't seen any sign of activity since he
started scanning. The done | ooked to be only a tenth the size of
t he one over Manhattan, but the building inside dwarfed every
human structure. The done held but one giant building, a cube
that nust be half as tall as the World Trade Center towers.
Irregular rows of |large round wi ndows hel ped himl earn nothing
about the interior of the building, because he couldn't see in.
He stared at the patterns made by the wi ndows, and wondered
vaguely if they spelled anything.

Bobby Joe adjusted his controls, giving nore power to the
transmitters directed toward that dome. A scan of the receivers
wi th antennas pointed at the dome said they still had detected no
reply.

Bobby Joe absently reached for the plastic plate beside the
consol e and grabbed the | ast couple of food pellets. He popped
themin his nmouth and took a drink of water fromthe soft-drink
container. It would have been easier to use a glass, but the
gaudy decorations on the triangular container made himfeel |ess
cut off fromhis normal diet.

He wi ped his nouth and | ooked over at Abby where she sat at
a conputer terminal with the screen displaying the alien nessage.
Before his conversation with Matt, he'd have been tenpted to
share his theory with Abby that the aliens took Manhattan
| eavi ng behind a ransom demand, and that the Earth was refusing
to pay.

#

VWen Matt reached the bl ocked end of the Battery Tunnel, he
| ooked around for Rudy, but saw no sign of him Even nore
workers than last tinme bustled about in controlled chaos. A
faint runmbling shook the pavenent, an indication that sonme of the
subways were running again on a vastly reduced schedule, minly
carrying outpatients between hospitals and hone.

The smaller tunnel through the black wall and into the gray
goo | ooked different, nore like a large m ne shaft except for the
gradual curve upward. Four-by-eight plastic beans |ined the
wal I's, floor, and ceiling. Three people wearing hardhats wth
lights came out of the shaft. Rudy was the third. He talked to
a wonan who jotted down notes as she listened, and then he | ooked
up and saw Matt.

"I think we're getting the hang of it," Rudy said as he cane
closer. He took off his hardhat and scratched his scalp. "It's



like tunneling through very slownotion water. The cutting is
easy, and as long as we're quick, the stuff doesn't rush back in.
W' re heating the sides as we go. Cooking the stuff makes it a
little like very tough rubber. That al one nmight be enough to

mai ntai n the tunnel shape once we get hi gh enough--where the
pressure is |ower."

"Geat. |'msure glad sonmeone |like you is in charge of it."

Rudy shook his head. "I sure didn't feel that way when
cane back down here and saw that gray stuff flowing out. |
shoul d have t hought about that possibility. |If we had been
di ggi ng fast enough, we m ght have wound up trappi ng workers at
the end of the shaft.”

Matt put a hand on Rudy's shoulder. "I'mconfident you'l
do everything right. 1've always been nore sure of you than you
were. "

"And vice versa, now that | think about it. Want to take a
| ook inside?"

"Sure."

Matt foll owed Rudy to the mouth of the shaft. A half-dozen
tubes and cabl es converged from various points and entered the
tunnel along the floor. He didn't have to stoop inside the
tunnel, despite his height and the hardhat.

They squeezed to one side as a worker on the way out hurried
past .

Rudy pointed to the wall formed by adjacent vertical plastic
beanms. "Behind those beans is a fused | ayer of permaseal, and
past that is the goo itself, heated enough to seal it. Sone
mat eri al - properties fol ks are conducting nore tests right now,
trying to see how the strength varies as a function of the
tenmperature and duration of the heat. They're also trying to
judge whether it's likely to change back. | think this section
is safe no matter what, but closer to the surface we can probably
get by with a lot less effort. W've gone to around-the-clock
operation so the goo doesn't have time to make trouble."

They wal ked up the noderate incline, and Rudy said, "W
woul d have cut it steeper, to get to the easier path earlier, but

this will make it safer to get stuff in and out of the tunnel."
They edged past a worker maneuvering a wheel barrow | oaded
wi th chunks of the goo. At intervals, small lights hung froma

cord fastened to the ceiling beams. By the tinme they had passed
ten of the lights and clinbed what Matt guessed to be ten neters,
they reached the working end of the tunnel

The final ten neters of tunnel were even wider than the
section they had gone through. Al the surfaces showed rough
hewn gray material. At the very end of the tunnel, a worker
pl ayed a torch back and forth over the surface of the wall in a
regul ar pattern. Just back fromthat point, a snmall team
wal | papered the floor, ceiling, and walls with shiny sheets of
material. Between the wallpaperers and the finished tunnel
anot her small team set plastic beans in place. The |ast couple
of finished beans didn't | ook as even as the rest to Matt, and he
assuned they woul d be pressed into final alignment by the goo
itself as it pushed harder and harder fromthe outside.

As Matt and Rudy watched the goings on, they had to make way
for an enpty wheel barrow and then a pair of workers with a |arge
drill.

One of the workers said to Rudy, "We're ready for the test
hol e. ™

Rudy said, "Good. Go ahead," then turned to Matt as the nen
nmoved past and began to set up their equipnment. "They're going



to drill to the surface so we can get an air sanple from out
there. You can stay if you like, but this is new, so we could be
in for some surprises.”

Matt said, "I'll stay. That's part of the reason | cane."

A couple of mnutes |later one of the drillers gave Rudy a
high sign. Rudy took a small box fromhis shirt pocket and
pressed a switch on it. The lights in the tunnel wi nked off and
then rapidly back on several tines, then came back on steady.
Rudy raised his voice. "W're about to drill a test hole to the
surface, so anyone who's not involved should take a rest break."

As soon as a few workers had left the area, the drillers put

on nose masks, aimed the long drill bit vertically at the roof of
the tunnel, and turned on the drill. The drill noved fairly
easily up toward the ceiling as gray grit fell slowy to the
tunnel floor. Wen the drill got near the ceiling, they stopped
it, freed the bit, and attached an extension, which they then
tightened into the drill, and continued.

By the time they had gone through a stack of extensions, the
drill finally began to turn faster. "I think we're there!" one
of the workers shouted.

Running the drill in the opposite direction, and renoving

and stacki ng extensions for several mnutes, left themwth their
original pile. As the bit itself finally came out of the hole
and they shut off the drill, Matt could hear the whistling of air
escapi ng just before a worker slapped a small silver square of
permaseal over the hole. The sound stopped, and an indentation
formed in the pernaseal. Moving quickly, the other worker
retrieved the rounded end of a hose. The pernaseal cover cane
off the hole, and the pair of men ran the hose up the hole unti

a white ring around the hose nmet the ceiling, |eaving about two
nmeters of hose, capped with a threaded stem

Matt could still hear a soft hiss of escaping air, but a
wor ker stuffed what | ooked |ike real nodeling clay into the small
gap around the hose, and the sound died.

"Okay," Rudy said as another worker brought in a punp
connected to a long extension cord. "Now for the interesting
stuff.” As soon as the punp and hose were connected, he noved
cl oser and notioned for Matt to follow

Rudy switched on the punp, and a light next to a gas
canister lit. Over the throbbing sound, he said, "R ght now, the
hose is nostly full of our own atnmosphere. |'m punping gas from
the hose into this canister, and I'lIl give it a safety margin."

The punp throbbed for a couple of mnutes before Rudy
flipped a switch. The light near the first canister went out,
and a light next to a second, nmuch smaller canister lit. After a
few nore seconds, he turned off the punp. "Ckay. W've got a
sanmpl e of the atnosphere up there. The only other thing we need
now is the pressure. He flipped another couple of swtches, and
a lanp illumnated an attached pressure gauge. The black digits
rose quickly to 0.60 and then clinbed nore slowy, settling on
0. 642 at nospheres.

"CGood," Matt said. The first report he'd gotten had said
the pressure was probably in the sixty to seventy percent of
Earth normal range, and it was conforting to get agreenent. "And
how soon does the | ab say they can anal yze this?"

Rudy detached the cani ster containing the outside gas
sample. "A few hours. Part of that is just transit tine."

Rudy gave directions to one of the workers who had brought
in the punp. The woman di sconnected the hose and sealed it, then
wheel ed the punp back down the tunnel



"I don't know that there's much nore to see right now, " Rudy
sai d.

Matt nodded and they started wal ki ng down the sl ope, out of
the tunnel. They passed several workers returning to their jobs.

Back in the open Matt said, "You' re doing great. Everyone
seens to know exactly what to do, and everyone's efficient. But
that's no surprise.”

"Thanks. By the way, | should have a real surprise for you
in a day or two."

#

Matt pulled the city car into the artificial sunshine and
left the Battery Tunnel behind. He probably should have gone
directly back to the Wrld Trade Center, but people there knew
their jobs, and they were doing all they could. He needed a few
m nut es al one.

He stepped on the accelerator, and the electric notor whine
rose smoothly. Mnutes later the car clinbed the ranp onto the
nearly deserted West Side Expressway. WMatt pulled over to the
right and stopped. He wondered how | oud the honki ng woul d have
been if he'd done that just a few days before. Al the streets
had at | east one |lane cleared for energency vehicles. |In places
t hat nmeant abandoned cars had been forced onto the sidewal ks.

He | ooked back at the mass of buildings. He was stil
pl easantly surprised at how well the residents had adapted. To
be sure, the nunber of shouters was up a little, but street
musi ci ans and mi nes and nagi ci ans and poetry readers were out in
force, doing their part in giving the public sonething to take
their mnds off the situation. And they were probably getting
far nore attention than normal, which had to be rewarding. The
political and religious cranks were out in force, and they al
seemed to like the current situation even |ess than Matt did.

In the distance he could see some kids playing basketball.
They'd had to fashion an extension froma pipe, so the hoop and
backboard were two or three tinmes their normal height. The kids
bounced around the court as though it were a huge tranpoline and
they were in slow motion. The scene pronpted a vague
recol l ection of sone kid' s novie fromlong ago about basket bal
pl ayers able to junp three to five neters in the air.

For many people, the reason to continue their day-to-day
routi ne was now gone. Crine had risen slightly to take up sone
of the slack, but the volunteer lists were overflow ng for
virtually every city function that needed nore hel p than nornal .
A bl ack market flourished, but since noney neant nothing, the
trading was limted to exchanging services or an
ever-di m ni shing supply of |uxury goods and consumabl es that were
used up, worn out, ingested, or burned.

Matt | ooked through the dome at the bubbles beyond, and he
t hought of Nadi ne.

Sure, they'd had their share of argunents, but who didn't?
He realized now that having her abruptly say she wanted out when

he had thought things were okay cut several ways. It made him
question his judgnent about everything. |If he was that close to
her and still couldn't see the inevitable, what did that nake

hin? And why couldn't he drive her fromhis mnd when he had a
much | arger problemto face?

Angry at hinself, Matt | ooked back at Manhattan and tried to
force Nadine fromhis mnd. Several blocks away, a crowd had
gathered at an intersection. He wondered vaguely what the
attraction was.

#



Stuart Lund raised both arms to the cromd. He had found
t hat al t hough peopl e | ooked away if they saw himin an everyday
context, here the stunp on his right armwas a virtual nagnet for
attention. Wth a deep, resonant voice, he said, "CGod is tal king
to us. Are you listening?

"He talked to nme in the nmonents while he was taking us away.
He took ny hand, and he told me to repent."” Stuart |iked that
line. GCod had taken his hand, in two senses. But he wasn't too
proud of it. God wouldn't approve of that.

"Surely everybody here knows about Noah's Ark. Well, here
we are on Noah's Ark Two. God will put us back on the Earth as
soon as He's scrubbed it clean once again." Already Stuart saw
conprehension flicker across a new face or two, and he knew he
was gai ning. God had, obviously, been all-knowi ng when he
realized that Stuart could convey Hi s nessage well. The streets
held hardly any traffic now, so the crowd was free to spill into
the intersection.

Quite a few of the people in the crowmd watched Stuart
intently, a couple of them unconsciously rocking back and forth
as they stood. No doubt the crowd was every bit as agitated
about recent events as Stuart was, and people just needed a
direction for their energy to be focused.

Stuart didn't stop to count the faces, but as he maintai ned
frequent eye contact with everyone who had stopped to listen, he
was sure there were nore than fifty people listening. People
| ooked scruffier than New Yorkers nornally had before, partly
because of the fact that it was harder to do | aundry now, partly
because sone of the people seemed to think this was sonme kind of
vacation, that they had been relieved of their daily
responsibilities. Most of these people |istened attentively,
possi bly aware, as Stuart was, that this cataclysmc event had
gi ven them new responsibilities. Stuart drew a breath and
conti nued.

"But not all of us are listening to God's word." Stuart
gestured at one of the closest domes. "We're here, anpng God's
ot her chosen people. Al of us will be restored to our own

sparkling clean worlds. But not if we tanper. Not if we're
di sobedi ent .

"CGod obviously wants us to stay here until He is ready for
us to go back. God has obviously put H s word over our heads.
But there are people who are trying to escape this encl osure,
trying to pretend they are on an equal footing with God. And
they're trying to interpret God's word with no assistance from
the religious community that surely is ready to help.

"Even as | talk to you, these people, with the mayor's
consent, are putting us at risk. Their egotism their sheer
arrogance, is going to nake God deci de He has nade a
m st ake--that none of us should be allowed to return to a
pristine Earth. |If they continue, they will kill us all!l"

#

Abby wal ked beside Matt as he | ooked for Rudy. They found
himfinishing a conversation with a couple of workers.

Rudy | ooked up, saw them and smiled. "W're just about at
the surface,"” he said. "Cone on and take a |ook."

Matt gl anced at her, and she nodded. Matt said, "Lead on."

Rudy gui ded them past the nmotor-driven winch and toward the
tunnel mouth. "Since you were here | ast, we added the winch to
hel p bring out the stuff we've dug and to carry up nore wall
lining material."

"Ww, " Abby said as they got into the tunnel



"Some view, huh?" Rudy said. "This will take us a few
m nutes. You're |ooking at about a ten-story clinb.” The tunnel
ran straight through the gray goo, clinbing at a thirty-percent
gr ade.

It rem nded Abby of a |ong escal ator tunnel, but this one
was | onger than any she'd been in. Fromhere, the top of the
tunnel was just a point of light.

The trio passed an enpty wheeled cart as it rolled down the
tunnel floor, bouncing lightly fromone plastic beamto the next.
Cabl es at both ends connected its handles to a |line overhead.

Rudy said, "Walking up and down this kind of a grade without
stairs will use some nuscles you m ght not normally use. Don't
be too surprised if you're a little sore tonorrow. "

"That seenms funny," Abby said. "Wth the light gravity it's
hard to i magi ne anyone straining a nuscle."

"Yeah, that's what | thought, too."

They finally reached the top of the tunnel, where it w dened
into a square room about three nmeters on a side. A horizontal
brace at wai st height spanned the room One end of the brace net
the plastic beanms formng the wall. The other side of the beam
braced a | arge square panel on the opposite wall. Protruding
fromthe ceiling was a periscope. The level floor and ceiling
were lined with plastic beans. At the base of two of the walls,
steel beans rested on the fl oor

Rudy went to the periscope and swng the eyepi ece toward
Matt and Abby. "Want to take a | ook around?"

Matt gestured to Abby to go ahead.

Thr ough the periscope Abby got her first view of the
Manhattan dome fromthe outside. By turning the periscope, she
saw a ground-1level view of the flat gray plain and a coupl e of
other domes in the distance. She let Matt take his turn.

Abby | ooked back down the tunnel while Matt was occupi ed.

It sonmehow | ooked even | onger fromthis perspective.

"What are the |-beans for?" Mitt asked when he finished with
t he peri scope.

Rudy gl anced at one of the beams. "To keep us fromfloating
to the top. | didn't think about that right away, but when we
first got this section conpleted, the ceiling was about a neter
under the surface. Wen we checked again, the distance had
shrunk to about ninety centineters. Then | finally got smart.
Especially with this top section having a bigger volunme, we're
essentially a big bubble in nolasses. As long as what's in the
bubbl e wei ghs | ess than the same vol une of goo, we slowy float
upward. |If we load this place down too nuch, we'll sink. Get it
just right, and we'll float at a constant depth."

An idle cable suddenly tightened, then started to nove, and
a pulley mounted to the ceiling braces began to rotate as the
cable reeled, bringing something up fromthe bottom

"Time for ny surprise," Rudy said. "Help ne nove this
beam "

As Rudy spun a handl e several turns, the beam across the
room | oosened. Matt | ooked puzzled as he hel ped Rudy nove the
beamto the edge of the room Rudy noved aside the plate
covering nost of one wall and exposed a large circle of gray goo
alnost as tall as the roomitself

Abby | ooked down the tunnel. Something |arge was bl ocking
nost of the light, | eaving only the occasional overhead |anps to
show where the tunnel was.

As the shape coming up the tunnel grew | arger, Rudy said,
"Ckay. Now you've got two choices. W can cut through the roof



here according to plan, and start wal king on the surface. And
then we run the risk of sinking slowy into this stuff if we're
forced to stop for a while. And we run the risk of being

det ect ed.

"Or we can get there beneath the surface with the borer."

Matt | ooked as though he was about to start asking questions
when Rudy waved himsilent. Seconds |ater, an enornous
contraption with a round plate on the front end swung slowy from
the tunnel into the room Rudy clicked a button on a small box
in his pocket and the contraption came to a halt.

Abby and Matt wal ked sl owy around the machine, in spots
havi ng to squeeze between it and the wall. The thing, a nodified
conpact tank, was about the size of a car, but nore boxy and
wi ndowl ess. At the front end were two huge disks, taller than
the rest of the contraption, even taller than Abby, and about a
hal f-neter thick, nounted adjacently like two large truck tires
on the sane axle. At the back Abby could see tank-1ike treads.
Shiny tubing ran froma large tank forward into a naze of punps
and cables. Near the lower rear was a huge box | abel ed "Fue
Cell."

Rudy cautioned themto back into the tunnel for just a
m nute. He reached up and unsnapped a cl asp, and the device
settled onto the floor. He pushed some nore buttons on his
renote, and the tank-like thing went into action, nmoving toward
the circular surface of gray goo. The huge round front of the
contraption lined up with the exposed round patch of goo, and a
| ong plunger slowy tel escoped fromthe rear of the unit until it
started to push against the braced wall and then halted. A
mechani cal whine grew | ouder, and Abby realized the outside disk
on the front of the contraption was being pushed into the exposed
goo.

Several seconds later, the front disk had pushed directly
into the goo, and less than a minute later the disk behind it was
covered, also. Rudy pushed sonme nore buttons, and the plunger
retracted into the body of the machine. Abby and Matt came back
into the room

As a couple of Rudy's crewsilently joined themin the room
the contraption suddenly noved farther into the wall for half a
neter, stopped, then resumed, again tunneling through the goo.
She smled at Matt's expression of wonder.

"Rudy, you're a genius," Matt said softly.

The borer was disappearing into the round tunnel it created.
Soneone had stuck a bunper sticker on the rear end. "I brake for
aliens.”

Rudy | ooked as pleased as a kid who'd just learned to ride a
bi ke. "Thanks. W don't know for sure yet, but it should be
able to do about a kiloneter an hour. The front disk contains a
pi ston. The back di sk expands when it stops, to anchor the unit,
and it heats the goo around the perinmeter, making it tough
enough, we think, to maintain the tunnel shape. Wile it's
anchored, the piston pushes forward to nake the tunnel slightly
| onger. When that cycle is complete, the piston retracts, the
back di sk conpresses, and the treads take it forward for the next
step. Wen we heat the goo, it oxidizes, turning darker and
getting nore dense. It also flows and expands very slightly, so
I think we've found the best way to nove through it."

"You're really a genius," Mtt said again.

"I didn't do this on ny own. | just helped design it. Wth
the entire resources of Manhattan available, there isn't nuch we
can't do. W think that with this size of tunnel, surrounded by



the much denser rubbery goo that we get when we heat the stuff,
that the tunnel will float just below the surface. So, if you

want, you can tunnel to the next done. What we'll have to be a
little careful about is not letting it sit in any one place too
| ong, because it's so heavy."

Rudy grabbed a hand-drill with a long bit, entered the round
tunnel, which was already a few neters deep, and waved themi n.

It was darker since no lights had been installed, but Abby could
see circles around the perinmeter every half-neter or so. Rudy
drilled straight up through the roof of the tunnel. Mnents

| ater cane a whoosh of escaping air.

Rudy hurried back into the roomand retrieved a gray pipe
with a knobby end. He pushed the plain end into the hole, and
then aimed his hardhat light at the end sticking out. "Since the
at nosphere out there is tolerable, we'll put a pressure seal in
this room and all you need to do is every once in a while put in
one of these ventilation fans so you'll have breathable air no
matter how | ong the tunnel gets. W' ve got two nodels: a bl ower
and a sucker. This one's nmeant to suck air into the tunnel. And
it's got a built-inlight. The pipe itself is a wapped up sheet
battery.

"The bl ower nodel is simlar, but it has a tube that drops
to the floor, so those will handl e carbon dioxi de exhaust. Even
t hough carbon di oxi de's heavier than oxygen, the air mixes enough
that you won't actually have a carbon dioxide |layer at the bottom
of the tunnel. If we put these in alittle closer together than
necessary to get just enough oxygen, it should all work out
fine."

The borer had continued to nmove while Rudy expl ai ned. Abby
was sure it was noving at the equival ent of a very slow wal k.

Matt's grin was infectious. "Rudy, you' re a nuking genius."
He | ooked into the darkness of the tunnel the borer had left in
its wake. "l guess we're about ready for the strangest journey

we' ve ever had."
Abby | ooked at the di sappearing borer and felt a tiny chill
"Or maybe the second strangest."

#

Ten days after the capture, Dorine Underwood gave the team a
brief send-off. "I want you to renenber that we'll have a | arge,
heavily arned teamready to follow you if you run into trouble."

"W appreciate that," said Matt. "I know you'd like to send
a larger teamto begin with. |In some ways | agree, but | have to
admt, I'malittle glad the oxygen linmitation forces us to go
with a small nunber. That puts fewer people at risk, and it
shoul d | ower the chances of our being detected."” Despite sone

strong opi ni ons anong Dorine's advisors, he had successfully
argued for his choices on the team justifying Rudy on the basis
of having been the key designer of the borer, plus his genera
engineering and mlitary skills. Contacting the residents of

ot her domes without someone |ike Abby woul d have been pointless.
Bobby Joe would be there for help with el ectronics and science,
since some of the conmunication attenpts mght well need to tap a
common under st andi ng of how t he uni verse wor ked.

Julie and several other journalists stood at the rear of the
conference room capturing events on video for the rest of the
popul ati on.

Dorine | ooked at the map on her wall. It showed the
i ntended route through the dones. Wth her concurrence, the path
headed toward the dome that was transmtting, veering near sone
of the dones between Manhattan and the destination donme, mainly



dones the tel escopic survey had told them contained civilizations
that | ooked the nmost simlar to human life.

#
Matt used his wal kie-talkie to tell the people back in
Manhattan all was well. In the darkness ahead, the borer
continued its jerky assault on the goo. Behind himwas Abby, lit

by the headlights of a small electric cart driven by Bobby Joe
Brewster. And behind Bobby Joe was the | ongest pipe Matt had
ever seen. Far in the distance, Rudy's hardhat | anp bobbed as he
wal ked toward them catching up fairly easily. The limted space
overhead denied himthe | owgravity |ope, but he was doing fine
with the | ean-way-forward- and-keep-fromfalling gait. Everyone
wore a knife, to be used to cut thenselves out if the tunne

wal I s coll apsed. Their shirts and pants sported numerous small
pockets, each with a snapping flap

Abby's soft voice rose above the nechani cal noises fromthe
borer and the electric cart. "Too bad Rudy didn't design a borer
that cut square tunnels. | keep turning ny ankle." The tunne
wal | s absorbed the sound, unlike an actual pipe that woul d have
generated netal lic echoes.

"You could drive," Mttt said.

"And deprive Bobby Joe?"

Matt could feel her smle in the dimlight. Driving for
hours at parade velocity would be grating for him too. But
Bobby Joe had been an urbanite for so long that driving was a
change of pace.

Rudy caught up and sat on the rear deck of the small trailer

towed by the cart. He put the drill back in a tray on top
"Ckay. The last air punp seens to be working fine. And the
readi ngs say we still have plenty of oxygen."

The snmell of the air in the tunnel nade Matt think of a
cl ear, warm day hi gh enough in the nmountains that the pollutants
were rarer than they were in the city. They had all adjusted
easily to the reduced pressure, since the oxygen content of the
gas outside was slightly higher than on Earth. Fortunately it
wasn't enough higher to make fire a severe risk. The air
tenmperature was a few degrees higher than the new Manhattan norm
but with short sleeves and Iimted exertion that wasn't a problem
ei ther.

"Great," Matt said. "Bobby Joe, how nuch farther?" One of
the things Matt had | earned so far was that Bobby Joe didn't |ike
bei ng call ed BJ.

Bobby Joe consulted a small display resting on a | edge near
the steering wheel and added, "Just about a kilometer."

That meant they'd covered al nbst nine kil onmeters, or roughly
twi ce the east-west width of Manhattan. Matt's legs felt tired
despite the low gravity. He probably woul dn't have been t hat
tired if they had wal ked briskly the whole way, but sonehow the
shoppi ng-nmal | pace fatigued himnore.

They coul d have let the borer continue ahead unattended and
then catch up fromtime to time, but Matt didn't have enough
confidence in it yet. |If the heating element failed to operate
for sone reason, the borer mght just start to sink into the
depths of the goo, a submarine with no ball ast tanks.

Fromtime to time, Matt pushed hard on the tunnel walls to
convince hinmself they were indeed the stiffer formof the gray
goo, and that they wouldn't soon start closing in. The warnth
| eft behind by the borer was conforting. The human body was
heavi er than the goo, so without that barrier they would
eventual ly sink to the neutral buoyancy depth, however far down



that was, but not before they were left trying to breathe gray
goo.

Hal f a kilometer later, they stopped | ong enough to unfold
the porta-potty for those in need and to drill another air punp
hole. By the tine they caught up with the borer, they were
al nost at the done.

"How about if you let nme take the | ead?" Rudy asked.

That was fine with Matt. He and Abby foll owed as Bobby Joe
cal l ed out distances and Rudy controlled the borer's path, trying
to guide it into a curve that just touched the done.

"I've probably got up to thirty neters of slop in these
readi ngs, " Bobby Joe said.

Rudy said, "That's all right. |If we have too hard a tine,
we can drill another air tube and take a closer |ook."

"Fifty neters...forty meters.”

The tunnel began to curve noticeably over the next couple of
m nutes, bearing right, so they could graze the side of the done.

Matt | ooked back and deci ded the tunnel had curved about
thirty degrees and risen slightly. A nonent |ater, the nearest
[ight behind them wi nked out as they continued the curve. The

cart's headlights illum nated Rudy and the borer
"Thirty meters...twenty meters.”
They curved still nore.

"Ten nmeters. We're turned eighty degrees.”

Rudy kept the tunnel straight fromthat point. Seconds
|ater the noise fromthe borer shifted. It seemed to be sl ow ng
down for ten or twenty seconds, and then resuned its nornal
noi se.

"I think we're there," Rudy called back

As Matt and Abby cane forward, the tunnel began to curve
slightly to the left, follow ng the edge of the donme. Rudy
stopped the borer and backed it up a couple of neters. Bobby Joe
stopped the cart, and Matt and Abby crawl ed past the trailer and
the cart to get up to where Rudy stood.

A coupl e of swaths of black showed at about shoul der hei ght
on the wall nearest the done. WMatt |ooked closely, and his
hardhat lanp illum nated the famliar black barrier texture.

"Time to surface, Captain?" Bobby Joe asked.

"Actually it's 'Colonel,'" Rudy corrected.

"That's right? You're really a col onel ?"

Matt said, "Yes, but I'ma little out of my jurisdiction
"Matt' will do just fine. And, yes, I'd say it's time to
surface. "

"Al'l right! 1'lIl get the stuff.”

Matt and Abby exchanged grins.

Monents | ater Bobby Joe was back with a kit of tools. Rudy

put on a pair of goggles, and then grabbed the drill. At the top
of the tunnel, he drilled a vertical hole. Mmnents later, |ight
filtered through the small hole. Rudy inserted a periscope and
took a brief look. "Want to see?"

Abby and Bobby Joe took the next |ooks. Wen they were
finished Matt put his eye to the periscope. Directly in front of
him less than a neter away was the edge of the bubble. "G eat
wor k, Rudy."

Rudy picked up a circular saw and plugged it into the
extension cord fromthe power supply on the cart. The other
t hree backed up as Rudy applied the saw to the tunnel ceiling.

In less than a minute, he had a rectangul ar pi ece of goo cut
| oose, and diffuse light made the tunnel brighter. They could
see the dome rising and curving out of sight fromwhere they



stood. Rudy applied a torch to the edge of the goo to keep it
fromspilling into the tunnel, and Matt had Bobby Joe get the
cart so they could stand on it.

Matt pulled a gray tarp froma bag of supplies. Wen the
cart was in place, he clinmbed up onit, holding the tarp over his
head as he rose. A nonment later, his head and chest were above
the plain. He reached up and taped two corners of the tarp to
t he outside of the bubble, then pulled the other two corners away
fromhis body. |In the distance was the Manhattan done | ooking
qui et and calm He heard nothing except his own breath. The
sheer distance of flat nothingness felt eerie.

Rudy handed him a couple of rods. Matt took one, slipped it
into a sewn pocket in one corner of the tarp, and stuck the rod
into the gray goo. He did the same thing with the other rod and
the fourth corner of the tarp, and they had a snmall square roof
that should stay up for an hour or so before the rods sank into
t he goo.

Matt | ooked back inside the donme and experienced a renewed
awe at seeing a structure not built by humans. The huge square
bui | di ng i nside | ooked enormus now, where before in the nonitor
it had sinply | ooked big. The building was bathed in deep bl ue
light |ike moonlight. The video canera had corrected for |ight
| evel s, but to Matt's unassisted eyes the scene was dim

The [ arge round wi ndows held no hint of what m ght be
inside. On the ground, an irregular series of planters contained
vegetation that | ooked both alien and dying. Perhaps the plants
were in fact perfectly healthy, but the tightly curled bl ack
| eaves and the gnarled and wiry bl ack branches | ooked pathetic.
As before Matt could see no sign of life aside fromthe pitiable
veget ati on.

Matt stepped down, and the others each took a turn. \When
Rudy finished, Matt said, "Ckay, Bobby Joe, how about if you get
up there and try out your communication toys."

"Sure thing!" Bobby Joe took a couple of boxes fromthe
rear of the cart and clinbed into the opening. He spent al npst
fifteen mnutes maki ng di scouragi ng noi ses, and then finally cane
down.

He set the boxes back on the cart. "Nothing. | beamed in
both light and RF, in a range of frequencies. | listened for
everything | could. Either they don't hear us, or they're
i gnoring us."

Matt took a large wench fromthe cart, and clinbed up. He
took a long ook for any sign of activity before he finally
tapped the wench against the bubble. It made a bong like
bouncing it against a battle-cruiser hull. He swng the wench
harder. Ten times he swung it, slightly harder each tinme. The
| ast bong m ght have been heard back in Manhattan

For several nore mnutes, he stared at the silent building,

still seeing no signs of activity. He clinbed back down into the
tunnel .

"Very strange. Enough of these dones are so obviously
popul ated, 1'm having a hard tinme thinking our captors took an

enpty building, so | don't know what to think. Either these
fol ks heard us and they're ignoring us, or maybe they're
di fferent enough that they don't even have ears. O they don't
hear in the same range we do. O they've got sone cultural thing
about goi ng outside. "
"Or talking to strangers,"” Abby said.
"Does this all nean what | think it means?" Rudy asked.
"Probably," Matt said. "I think we need to know what's



going on, and | don't see any alternative but to go inside and
take a [ ook around."

Chapter 6
Anybody Hone?

Abby swal | owed hard as she gripped one corner of the square
slab of solid-feeling dark-gray material Rudy had cut fromthe
tunnel roof. Matt, Rudy, and Bobby Joe each took the other
corners. The four of them pushed the slab back into place, as
t hough fitting a very thick and stubborn ceiling tile into the
lid of the world's |ongest coffin.

As the tunnel darkened again, Abby felt the claustrophobia
tighten its grip on her lungs. As a kid, a friend of hers,
Christie something, had closed a trunk lid while Abby was |ying
inside. The inability to stretch her arns and strai ghten her
| egs was even nore frightening than the snothering darkness.
Instantly she was afraid the trunk was soundproof and her friend
woul dn't hear her cries for help. Abby screamed and not hi ng
happened. She screaned again, pounding on the inside of the
trunk lid. The lid was i mmovable. Panic electrified her and she
suddenly i magi ned staying stuck in that position until she
starved, or until she went crazy, which m ght happen first.

At the nonment when she'd given up hope, her vocal cords
rough fromscreaning, a |ine of white had appeared, and the trunk
lid swng upward. Abby choked. She stuck her |egs out the side
of the trunk so the lid couldn't close again, caring not one
little bit how her legs nmight get hurt if her friend tried to
close the Iid again. But there was her friend, hel ping her out,
as startled by Abby's reaction as Abby herself had been

"Good, good. That's got it," Rudy said finally, when the
tough bottom of the slab came fairly close to matching the
surroundi ng edges of the tunnel ceiling. He got a torch from one
of the tool bins on the cart and applied the flame to the seam
around the slab. The gray goo flowed together in the seam |ike
ice creamnelting between counter-top tiles, and in places Abby
could no |l onger see where the edges met. Rudy pushed a
ventilation fan through a hole in the center of the restored area
and seal ed the goo around it.

"Ki nda nessy," Bobby Joe said of the uneven seam

From what Abby had seen of the constant ness that seened to
foll ow Bobby Joe around, he was a fine one to talk. The only
t hi ng about himthat always seened clean was his bald scal p.

Abby told herself Bobby Joe was probably the only one on the team
not totally repulsed by the zipper-lock plastic bags they carried
for emergency elimnation.

Rudy put down the torch and turned to Matt. "Wen we cut
t hrough the wall and tunnel to the surface inside that done,
we're going to have to put the dirt sonewhere. |If we want to be

able to bring the borer back through this tunnel at some point,
we're going to want a small side tunnel to dunp the dirt in. |
guess it's about time we arranged that."

"How nuch time will that take?" Miatt asked. "It's been a
| ong day."
Abby gl anced at her watch and realized Matt was right. It

was already after 11 P.M, and they'd started early. Suddenly
she felt tired
"Shouldn't take nmore than fifteen mnutes,” Rudy said.
"Ckay," Matt said. "Wat's involved?"
"W back up the borer maybe ten neters fromwhere we stopped



it, then turn it as nmuch as we can while we tell it to go forward

again."

"Let's do it."

Bobby Joe backed up the cart and the trailer while Rudy
operated his hand control. The treads on the borer nade a

slightly higher-pitched noi se when they noved in reverse, and
Abby saw the back of the borer slowy cone out of the darkness at
the end of the tunnel. It got within a few neters of them before
Rudy halted it.

Rudy pushed anot her button and the plunger, a head-sized

circular plate on the end of a pipe, extended toward them "This
shaft normally forces the borer away froma wall and into the
opposite wall, but we can use it another way."

Fol  owi ng Rudy's instructions, Matt, Abby, and Bobby Joe
joined Rudy and they took positions along the plunger. Wen Rudy
gave the signal and started the borer noving forward again, they
all pushed as hard as they could against the side of the plunger,
to curve the borer's path nmore sharply than it could handl e on
its own. Bobby Joe rested his back against the tunnel wall and
pushed with his feet. Abby's shoul der bunped agai nst Matt's and
tingled even after the contact was |ost.

The plunger noved a few centineters deeper into the tunne
as the borer made | abored noi ses. Abby was afraid the pressure
they exerted wasn't enough, but a monent |ater she had to shift
position because the plunger began to nove slowy toward the
opposite wall as it continued to pull farther into the tunnel

"Looki ng good!" Rudy said.

Bobby Joe fell to the floor as the plunger noved too far
away, and Matt, Rudy, and Abby strained harder to maintain the
curve. Soon the plunger was against the tunnel wall, and for the
next couple of mnutes the four of them nanaged to keep the end
of the plunger against the wall as the borer pulled forward.

In another mnute Rudy said they could et go. They slowy
followed the borer into a tunnel that grew darker and darker

wi thout the light fromthe cart adding to the small lights on
their hel mets.
Sure enough, the tunnel split into a "Y." For a nonent Abby

felt as if they had been mniaturized and put inside an artery
junction in a human heart. Rudy stopped and ran his hand over
t he narrowest section of the junction, hal fway between the top

and bottom "l'd better get the torch. This section mght be
too weak to hold. And the tunnel face in the dead end hasn't
been heated, so I'll have to torch that nmanually. W can

probably | eave the borer parked about eight hours w thout
worrying too much about it sinking."

"Sounds good," Matt said. "When you're done with that, we'd
better get sone rest."

Wil e Rudy was busy with the torch, Matt, Bobby Joe, and
Abby retrieved sl eeping bags fromthe cart. The sl eeping bags
and the flickering torchlight brought back a sudden nenory of the
one canping trip Abby had been on, a disastrous weekend when she
was seven. Her parents had gone through a |long series of
vacation experinments, |ooking for something they would both
enj oy, alnost always finding out that one but not the other |iked
the nost recent try.

VWen they'd tried sailing, Abby's father loved it, but
Abby' s not her got seasick and | acked the coordination to naneuver
qui ckly as the boat canme about. She had been dunked twi ce in the
frigid water off the coast of Mine before they gave up on
sailing. Wen they tried horseback riding, her father had been



doing all right until his nount rode under a stout branch. Her
fat her conpl ai ned about back pains for nonths after the fall.

At first the canping trip had seened |ike a success. Aside
from being out of breath for about three solid hours as they
hi ked, all three of them enjoyed the clean air, glinpses of
squirrels and birds, and the absence of the deep runbling sounds
of the city. It was only when they were setting up canp that
t hi ngs began to go wong. When they'd | oaded their packs with
several tins of food, her dad had seen several pop-tops, so he
didn't think to bring a can opener for the rest.

Trying to open cans by using rocks and keys and ot her
instruments at hand managed to get tenpers so high that no one
paid nuch attention to the building clouds. Abby had been amazed
at how qui ckly the weather could change fromstill, clear air to
a drenchi ng downpour. Trying to sleep and stay warmin a wet
sl eepi ng bag was a never-to-be-forgotten experience. By four the
next norning they were all nore than ready to get up and start
back for the car. And then getting |lost on the way back was a
vocabul ary-bui I di ng experience that got her father angry enough
that Abby worried that he'd have a heart attack

Abby laid her sleeping bag and air mattress on the curved
tunnel floor and pushed the switch on the punp. She sat on the
floor next to it and watched as the nmattress popped into shape.

Abby hoped this canping trip was going to be better than the
| ast one.

Monents | ater she lay down on the air mattress and tried to
go to sleep. Sleep nornally cane easiest if she was tired but
not too tired, and right now she was too tired. O too worried.
She saw her parents' faces in the blackness, and she w shed she
could be with themagain, even if they were in the sane nood they
were in on the canping trip.

She wondered if she'd ever see them again, and she w shed
that she had some way of telling them she was safe. For now.

#

The arched entrance to Tenple Emanu-El at Fifth Avenue and
65th Street had set a new record for the nunber of people passing
through in a twenty-four-hour period.

As with nost places of worship, the crowd included a fair
nunmber of non-believers who were here for their first tinme, or
their first tine in years. The crowd also included a number of
Jews who believed Elijah woul d announce the Com ng of the Messiah
on a Passover. Wth the recent upheaval comng so close to
Passover, many of those sanme people wondered if now was the tine
t hey had been waiting for.

#

Matt woke before his watch alarmwent off. On the cart ten
meters down the tunnel, the small utility light they had left on
provided a faint glow that was just enough to highlight shapes of
ot her sleepers on the tunnel floor. Matt touched the Iight
button on his watch, and the nunbers said it was ten m nutes
before they were due to get up. Matt sat up and crossed his
legs, trying to be quiet, but inpatient to be on the nove.

The nearest sleeping bag rustled. Abby's soft voice said,
"How are you doi ng?"

"Ckay, " he whispered. "You?"

"“I''m nervous about going in there."

"Me, too. The three of us can go in first and get you on
the second trip."

"No." Abby's whisper was intense. "I should be there, for
all the reasons we've tal ked about. | just had to be honest."



She was right. Wen they encountered aliens, they still ran
the risk of accidentally saying sonmething |ike, "Your food | ooks

like rancid axl e-grease,"” when trying to say, "It's not safe for
us to eat your food." They had to tread carefully when for al
t hey knew a casual touch on the cheek m ght be tantanount to
suggesting sexual relations. "You're sure you're going to be
okay?"

"Positive. But thanks for being synmpathetic. | wasn't sure
if much of that went on in conbat."

"Wll, we're not in conbat."

"Yet."

Suddenl y Bobby Joe's voice carried through the tunnel
"Tinme for work."

Matt shook his head. He |ooked at his watch again and said,
"Ckay, Bobby Joe.™

After breakfast, the first order of business was an air
barrier across the tunnel |eading back the way they had cone, to
prevent contam nants in the atmosphere here frominterfering with
anyone trying to reach themwi th nmedical help. If the earlier
renote readings were right, the pressure in the done they were
about to cut into was slightly higher than that between the
donmes. Unchecked, the atnosphere fromthis dome would flow into
the tunnel and out to the open space between the donmes. And
despite the fact that the oxygen content should be sinilar
letting the different mixture shunt into the open space could
very possibly show up on their captors' sensors.

The barrier consisted of a frame built from four
quarter-circle arcs, which, when fastened together, forned a
circle just enough larger than the tunnel that it was a tight fit
agai nst the gray goo. Two layers of thin plastic were anple to
keep the air flow negligible.

As Matt and Abby got the air barrier in place, Rudy drilled
an air hole to the outside and pl aced one of the blower punps in
it so there'd be a dependabl e source of oxygen blowing in from
the outside, no matter what the done contained. After a few
m nutes the punp had built up enough positive pressure that
Matt's ears popped, and the punp began to sl ow down.

Matt hel ped Rudy ready the dipole oscillator as Bobby Joe
cleared off the tray on top of the cart, positioned it by the
proposed opening to the done, and scraped the goo off a square
portion of the flat black barrier, a neter on each side., making
a black window in the tunnel wall. The black surface |eaned
toward them perhaps forty degrees fromvertical. Wile Bobby
Joe drove ahead and dunped the scrapings in the side tunnel, Rudy
rolled the dipole oscillator into place.

Wth the device, Rudy drew a one-neter square on the bl ack
surface. The air in the tunnel grew noticeably warmer as the
device travel ed along the bl ack surface, leaving a gray |ine
behi nd.

VWen the gray |ine of weakened barrier material was
conpl ete, Rudy got out the tool he called "the cutter" and
positioned it at one of the top corners of the gray outline. He
switched it on, and it began to turn, strong tiny hooks snaggi ng
i ndi vidual fibers, pulling themslowy around a spool, and
stretching themuntil one by one they finally broke. The process
was |ike cutting a very strong section of screen door whose wres
ran only vertically, and sounded like fingernails run over the
teeth of a conb.

Cutting the fibers along the one-neter line took al nbst a
hal f-hour, so they all took turns holding the cutter. Near the



end of the cutting, Rudy stood as far back as he could while
cutting the final fibers.

Wth a crowbar Matt popped the top of the black square | oose
fromthe rest of the black barrier

The bl ack square tipped forward into the tunnel, revealing a
square meter of hard-packed dirt. Rudy folded the black square
down as far as it would go. Bobby Joe scooped out enough nore
goo from near the bottom of the opening so the black square woul d
fold down toward the tunnel floor instead of sticking out into
the tunnel. Matt applied a torch to the newy exposed goo.

Rudy got out the drill. "Okay. | guess it's tine to check
the air in there.”

Matt unhooked the air punp at the top of the tunnel and

inserted the periscope. "Still no sign of activity up there," he
said nmonents |ater.
Rudy switched on the drill and slanted the long bit toward

t he surface. The bit tore through the dirt with little
resistance, and dirt spilled into the tray on top of the cart.

In less than a minute Rudy was pulling the bit back out. As the
bit came out, a flurry of dust spurted into the tunnel, and Matt
could hear the rush of air flowi ng through the hole. The barrier
plastic billowed away fromthem and held, and a second later the
air flow stopped. Rudy stuck a hose into the hole. Matt's ears
popped agai n.

On the near end of the hose was the gas analyzer. 1In less
than a m nute, Rudy gave the other three a thunb's up. "We're in
business. Nitrogen's a little higher than we thought, and
argon's just a little higher, but we'll be fine. Best of all,
it's about twenty-three degrees C "

Matt and Rudy took turns with the drill, making a series of

slanting holes in a square pattern just inside the opening in the
bl ack barrier. Dirt spilled into the tray atop the cart, and
dust swirled in the air.

VWhen the outline was cut, Rudy and Matt attacked the dirt
with shovels and within minutes had excavated al nost a cubic
meter of dirt. Bobby Joe drove forward and they dunped the dirt
into the dead-end tunnel

To Matt the dirt itself |looked just like dirt on Earth.

What was different was the network of black roots. One |ong root
| ooked like a rope with knots every several centineters, but was
surprisingly easy to cut with the shovel

By the time they could see a head-sized col um of dim blue
light filtering through the hole to the surface, they were al
coughi ng steadily as the dust hung in the air.

Anot her twenty m nutes was enough to dig a neter-square
opening fromthe tunnel to the surface inside the donme, and by
that time the dust was nore nmanageable. A few nore shovel ful s of
dirt were enough to make a small | edge at waist |evel

The tunnel section containing the borer had drifted a little
lower in the goo, so Rudy noved it several neters fromits old
position. As he finished attaching adhesive nounts to the bl ack
barrier and to the door they had cut open, Bobby Joe canme back
fromdunmping the last load of dirt into the side tunnel, and Matt
| ooked at the faces of the trio. Rudy seened wary but ready.
Abby appeared nervous and determ ned. Bobby Joe could have been
ready to take his winning lottery ticket to claimhis check

Now t hat they were about to enter another dome, everyone
wore a hol stered pistol in addition to the scabbarded knife. In
addition, from Abby's belt hung her conputer, pre-loaded wth
conmuni cati on aids she'd devel oped during the |last week and with



several |anguage translation prograns. It held only two

gi gabytes of mmin nenory and a 400-gi gabyte solid-wafer outboard
menory, and she had conpl ai ned several tinmes about running out of
storage. On her other hip hung her mnivid recorder, and on her
headband were affixed the mnivid optics.

"I's everyone ready?" Matt asked.

They all said they were.

"All right. W've talked about this before, but I want to
say it one last time: when we step past this barrier we are a
mlitary unit. What | say goes, and it goes instantly w thout
argunent. |s that clear?" Matt | ooked only at Abby and Bobby
Joe. He knew Rudy didn't need this

Abby nodded. Bobby Joe said, "Yes, sir. Absolutely, sir."

Matt | ooked suspiciously at Bobby Joe and deci ded he was
hearing sinple, genuine eagerness, nothing nore.

"And i f anything happens to me, Rudy is your |eader."

He got nore agreement. He had repeated this in hopes that
the brief mlitary orientation he' d given themwould be enough to
et the group function snoothly. |If trained mlitary people with
the sane skills had been available, he would have felt it
necessary to use theminstead, but adding nore mlitary personne
to the teamwould put that rmuch nore strain on the oxygen
avai | abl e through the ventilation pipes, and the larger the party
entering the done, the greater the possibility of them being
viewed as a threat.

Matt used his wal kie-talkie to tell guards at the Manhattan
airlock they were about to enter the dome, then quickly
doubl e-checked the itens on his belt. He renpved his hardhat.

"All right. W're ready" he said. |In the light gravity, he
hopped onto the | edge, then slowy stood upright in the di mblue
light. His shoulders cane level with the ground, and he | ooked
up at the nearby building. He could hear nothing but the faint
rush of noving air, probably coming fromthe ventilation hoses
attached to the done. The air was confortably cool but snelled
unpl easant, vaguely sul furous.

The buil ding was several tinmes wi der than the biggest
shopping nall Matt had ever seen. Fromthis perspective, it
could be as tall as the Wrld Trade Center, but the height was
harder to judge. The huge circul ar wi ndows showed not hi ng but
reflections. "Hello!" Matt yelled.

No sudden scurrying, no startled rustling. The building
seened as dead and silent as before. High overhead a di m bl ue
light outside the dome shed noonlight. Matt |ooked around. In
the direction the Manhattan done shoul d have been sat a cl oser
done obstructing the view

Matt waited another ten seconds, then said softly, "Al
quiet." He junped straight up. As his feet cleared the surface
of the ground, he spread his legs. He |anded gently on the
surface, straddling the hole, then noved forward.

Rudy' s head appeared in the hole, and Matt gave hima
cone- ahead si gnal

Abby was next. She | anded on the ground and | ooked around.

Bobby Joe was last. He didn't spread his feet quite wide
enough. He alnost fell back in the hole before Matt and Rudy
each grabbed one arm and pulled himup

Rudy grabbed the end of a cord and pulled on it. The black
trap door they had cut through the barrier started to sw ng
closed. As the gap narrowed, Rudy's feet slipped on the uneven
ground, but he got trap door conpletely closed.

Rudy fixed an adhesive cable holder to the end of the cord



and stuck it against the interior wall of the dome. Matt arned
the tension alarm and they were ready. Anyone trying to |eave
the done without entering the right conbination should sound an
al arm heard back at the Manhattan airl ock

"Al'l right, people," Matt said. "Let's go."

Matt took the lead. Abby fell in behind him w th Bobby Joe
behi nd her, and Rudy trailing.

The foursome wal ked toward the building. 1In the dimlight,
t hey cast dark-blue shadows that nade Matt think of old cheap
films that shot "night" scenes in daylight with a filter. Not
far fromthem a ranp lead up to a water-filled bird-feeder

They had wal ked |l ess than five neters when the dirt ended
and they stepped onto a snmooth surface, a textured plaza
surrounding the building. As Matt glanced to his left at a
planter filled with the scrawny bl ack growh he'd seen froma
di stance, a bright light swtched on.

"Whoa! " said Bobby Joe.

Matt spun nervously, his heart beating faster. He |ooked
for the source of the light, wondering if they'd triggered it or
if soneone within had spotted themand finally reacted. He
rel axed when he realized that neither explanation was right.

The light cane fromthe blue "sun," which had just sw tched
from"night" to "day."

As soon as everyone understood what had happened, jittery
expressions turned a little |l ess nervous. Matt mnoved forward.

Now that Matt's eyes had adjusted to the brighter light, the
pattern on the plaza fl oor no | onger |ooked |ike random pai nt
splatters. A variety of circle sizes covered the surface, but
inside each little circle were markings that | ooked nore |ike an
unfam |iar | anguage than haphazard marks. The surface no | onger
| ooked clean, either. Two long irregular cracks ran through the
pl aza floor fromthe edge all the way to the buil di ng.

Abby got out her nminivid and captured several images. She
startled Matt by junmping straight up in the air, nore than five
nmeters, but then Matt realized she was recording a | arge view of
the patterns so she could try later to deci pher them She
floated gently back to the ground and flicked off the mnivid.

The bl ack vegetation in the planters snelled vaguely Iike
mnt and rotten eggs. Matt kept his distance as he thought about
Venus flytraps and ot her strange vegetation on Earth.

Up close, the building seened to be finished with a
seam ess, textured material resenbling blue Astroturf except that
t he individual blades forned regul ar geonetric patterns of boxes
within boxes. It took Matt a nonment to realize that all the
little blades were positioned with their flat surfaces
perpendi cul ar to the rays fromthe "sun

They approached the nearest huge entrance, a half-circle
wi der than a Manhattan bl ock. At ground | evel was an alternating
series of blue and gray vertical stripes, each a nmeter w de and
three neters tall.

As they canme nearer to the wide array of stripes, the
cl osest gray stripe slid upward, a door opening. Mtt could see
not hi ng i nsi de.

Matt wal ked through the doorway, followed by Abby, Bobby
Joe, and Rudy. As Rudy stepped through the door, it slowy
lowered into its original position. Mtt was suddenly afraid of
being trapped. He noved toward the door, and it opened again.

Inside it was just as quiet as it had been outside.

Interior blue-tinged lanps set in rows high on the walls were so
nunerous that no one had a shadow anynore. |Inside the huge



bui | di ng was anot her building. The "lobby" was a very tal
thirty-meter gap between the exterior shell and the interior
bui | di ng, which seened to be as tall as the outside shell.

Ahead, an open corridor lined with blue lights Iled straight into
the interior building and dwindled to a point. Al ong the wall of
the interior building, a stairway with half-neter-w de steps and
no guard rails zig-zagged all the way up to the ceiling.

Hal fway to the ceiling, one of the huge circular w ndows
admtted blue Iight.

"Maybe there's no one here," Rudy said.

Bobby Joe said, "Maybe these fol ks have pretty strong
feelings about drop-in conpany."”

The team fol |l owed Matt into the interior, and they noved
into a corridor with a ten-neter-high ceiling.

They wal ked twice the length of a football field before they
found any break in the walls. A perpendicular corridor stretched
into the distance in both directions. At the far ends of each
hal | way were squares of |ight no bigger than a fingernail viewed
at arm s |ength.

"You see that flickering?" Rudy asked.

"Yes?" Matt said softly.

They all |ooked at the light spilling froma door cut into
the cross corridor. They moved to the door. |Inside, a big
barber pole rotated slowy. Fromthe pole extended horizontal
one-neter rods, which dropped snoothly as they noved around the
pole. At the floor, they disappeared into a slot, one every
three or four seconds. A half-nmoon opening on the ceiling showed
the I evel above, and the turning rods canme through the opening
above just as fast as they di sappeared into the slot bel ow.

"I don't think we have a word for it," Mtt said finally.
"My guess is the closest is '"escalator' or 'elevator.' Maybe
"escalifter.'"

Rudy said, "lI'd go along with that. |If that's right, this
nmust be the down side. Maybe there's an up sonewhere near."

They found the up on the opposite side of the main corridor
It | ooked just the same except that the rods rose as they turned
around the central pole.

Abby said, "Maybe everyone is upstairs for some reason."

"Certainly possible,” Matt said. "I think we'd better give
it atry. Let's go. Be ready to get off at any tine, but I
don't plan on stopping until we see sone indication of life."

Abby said, "I'mgoing to let nmy minivid run." She quickly
snapped on a collar and attached the tiny black mnivid optics to
the front of it, pointing it straight ahead, its tiny lens
looking like a jewel set in a square of onyx.

Matt said, "All right." He noved to a position where rods
periodi cally passed overhead on their way up. He let the first
rod go by, then grabbed at the next one to cone al ong.

Hi s body lurched into the air, putting pressure on his grip,
but a second | ater the pressure relaxed and he felt nothing but
the gentle centrifugal force as the central pole lifted himand
the rod higher and higher. Cool air rushed at his face. He
nmoved cl oser to the central pole and the force dimn nished.

The rod carried himthrough the open senicircle in the roof,
and in the next half turn put himin a position where his feet
woul d conveniently hit the floor if he were to let go. The
180- degree turn had showed hi m not hing but anot her enpty
corridor, though, so he held on

He | ooked up and realized the semicircle cut into the next
ceiling was oriented 180 degrees fromthe one he'd just cone



t hrough, neaning that for soneone who |lost a grip, the Iongest
possible fall would be only one floor, conmpletely safe, given the
[ight gravity.

The ride continued. He swung up into another deserted
corridor. As the pole carried himupward and through the next
sem circul ar opening, he saw bel ow himthat Abby was just being
carried into the level he was departing.

Matt corkscrewed up through another enpty corridor, and
another. The corridors all looked virtually identical. He
passed floor after floor, growing nore and nore puzzled at the
| ack of activity.

VWen finally his feet cleared the |level of the roof, he
said, "All off on this level," and released his grip. The
corkscrew escalifter notion pushed himup in a gentle arc. He
stunmbl ed when his feet hit the floor

Matt noved out of the way as Abby let go and windmlled
until she had her bal ance. Bobby Joe fell when he got off, but
Rudy managed to avoid stepping on his head.

They stood under a snmall pavilion roof, wth doorways on
four sides. Matt hel ped Bobby Joe to his feet, and they al
wat ched the top of the escalifter for a moment. As the rods
neared the top of the rotating pole, they pivoted downward unti
they were vertical, at which tinme they seened to nelt into the
rotating colum. WMatt turned away, and the four of them wal ked
out onto the flat surface of the roof.

They coul d see another done fairly close, probably the down
version. |In the distance they could see seven other pairs of
escal i fter domes, and by nmoving several neters, Matt could see an
ei ghth set, so from above the nine pairs of domes would be
centered in each of the squares of a tic-tac-toe grid.

In the distance was the top of the Manhattan donme, showi ng
only the top half of the Wrld Trade Center towers and the tops
of some of the other tall buildings. The Manhattan done itself
seened to clear the highest points with a margin of no nore than
ten percent of their height.

"Where is everybody?" Bobby Joe asked finally.

"I't's spooky," Abby said.

Matt shook his head. "As long as we've got a clear shot at
hone, let ne give theman update.” He took the wal ki e-tal kie off
his belt and pressed talk. "Mnhattan base, this is Rover."

He rel eased the switch, and listened. Nothing.

He tried again, and listened again. Still nothing.

Matt | ooked closely at the unit. The battery-charge
indicator said it should be fine, and he couldn't see any sign of
damage. He turned to Bobby Joe. "Any ideas? It doesn't seem
likely they wouldn't be |istening."

Bobby Joe made a quick check and confirmed that Rudy's and
Matt's wal kie-tal kies could talk to each other with no trouble
and that the batteries were alnost fully charged.

"So," Matt said. "Are we out of range? W haven't gone
that far since we left the tunnel."

Bobby Joe said, "My guess is that it's not the range. | bet
it's the dome. | bet the dome doesn't pass RF in this frequency.
W know it passes light, a lot farther up the spectrum but we
don't actually have any proof that we can transmt stuff |ike
this through it. Maybe that's why we haven't picked up any RF
signals fromother donmes. And maybe that's why we haven't gotten
any answers to the RF we've been sending."

"Ckay. But that still leaves us with quite a few questions.
Li ke where is everybody?"



Abby unsnapped her minivid and pointed it at the done above
them Matt | ooked up and saw what | ooked to be an identical copy
of the nessage on the roof of the Manhattan done.

Matt | et Abby finish taking a few seconds of video before he
said, "I think it's tinme we went back down. But let's take the
center shaft." He pointed toward it. "Bobby Joe, how s your
bl ack box working? Any chance of us getting |ost?"

Bobby Joe took a unit the size of a slice of bread fromhis
belt and inspected the readings on it. People at Col unbia had
provided the inertial guidance unit and calibrated it for the
| ower gravity. "W should be fine. |In case you're curious,
we're a little over 300 nmeters up."

"Al'l right. Let's go."

#

Stuart Lund was actually enjoying hinmself nore than he had
expected to. God had dealt hima painful blowwth the | oss of
hi s hand, but Stuart was making progress with his street-corner
prosel ytizing, and that progress made himfeel nmore worthwhile
than he had felt in a long time. A couple of acolytes followed
himas he wal ked toward his normal street corner and tried to
decide how to start his norning speech

VWhen he had wakened this norning, he'd interrupted a dream
In the dreamy an old man with long white hair had said to him "I
am Heed ne. Soon all will be right."

The old man had carried a clipboard held to his chest with
one arm the way school kids in old Norman Rockwel | paintings had
carried their school books. O, now that Stuart thought about it,
the way Mbses was illustrated carrying the ten commandment
tabl et s.

Near the end of the dream the old man had turned the
clipboard so Stuart could see the front, which bore a copy of the
strange nessage on top of the done.

According to the news reports, the Mayor had dozens of
peopl e working on translating the nessage. O course they had to

be wong, no matter what they decided in their ignorance. If
even one of the team had been receptive, as Stuart was, they
woul d al ready know what Stuart now knew. | am Heed ne. Soon

all will be right.

Stuart reached the corner of Broadway and 12th Street and
found a crowd al ready assenbl ed, waiting patiently. The crowd
was even larger than it had been when he quit the day
bef ore--another sign from God that Stuart was doi ng what was
expected of him In fact the crowd was starting to run out of
space.

Stuart was ready to start naking demands of these people.
It wasn't enough for themto nerely listen and excl ai m agr eenent
when it seened appropriate. They needed to take actions just as
Stuart hinmself did. He decided on a sinple test.

He raised his arns. Voices rippled through the crowd as
some of the regulars caught sight of him Seconds |ater many
faces had turned toward Stuart. "W are too crowded here," he
said. "Follow nme up the street to Washi ngton Square Park."

Stuart began to wal k south. He didn't |ook back, but he
kept watching the store wi ndow reflections. Wthin seconds the
gli npses he caught of the crowd told himthey were in fact
fol | ow ng.

Good. Next he needed to ask them for sonething | arger.

Maybe the first thing he should ask was that some of them
stop operations at the Wrld Trade Center. |If the Mayor's people
trying to interpret God's word were left to thensel ves, with al



the tine in the world, they would eventually decide they had to
say sonething. They wouldn't be able to interpret what the
nmessage really meant, because they were going about it all wong.
But they woul d have to save face. They would have to nake up
somet hing that seemed plausible to thenmselves to justify their
wor k.

This nmust not be allowed. Stuart would ask his people to
di srupt activities there, to rem nd those people they were really
trying to interpret the word of God. This was a good plan, he
decided. And if his followers would indeed be willing to take
this action on his behalf, that would tell himeven nore clearly
that he was doing the work of God, and that God was hel ping him
do what nust be done.

And if that worked, then he would have to deci de what the
next step mght be.

#

As the group approached the pair of escalifters in the
nm ddl e of the roof of the huge building, Abby realized she was
feeling nore nervous than she had when they first entered the
done. She tried to figure out why.

It could be just that sonething was so very wong here. |If
somet hi ng bad had happened to residents of a city that had been
here | onger than Manhattan, maybe that meant Manhattan was soon
to suffer even nore badly than it had already. O rmaybe it was
her natural enpathy maki ng her inagine feelings that whoever
lived here might have had. Unless they were hiding for sone
reason, a whole city of people seened to have vani shed. Had they
known what was happening to then? Did they go one at a tine,
| eaving the survivors to dread their turn, at the same tine
powerl ess to affect what was happening to their friends?

Abby shivered in the cool air and forced her thoughts back
to the m ssion.

She st opped suddenly, wondering again why there was no sign
of the residents. She had wondered if they were hiding inside.
That could still be true. She realized she had stopped, and she
started novi ng agai n.

They finally reached the dome covering an escalifter

"I's everyone ready?" Matt asked. She hadn't seen that
faraway | ook on himonce since they had entered this done. She
wasn't sure whether the strangeness of this place kept himfrom
dwelling on his wife, or if being in a "conbat" role was enough
to make himignore everything el se until his teamwas safely out.

Matt stood at the edge of the cutout in the roof and grabbed
one of the rods as it swung past him and he was on his way.

Abby took a breath, and grabbed the next one.

She floated for a second as the rod pushed her down through
the weak gravity field even faster than she woul d have fallen the
first neter or two. Then her body was noving down at the sane
rate as the rod, and she felt the weak pull of gravity and the
outward force as she spun around the central pole.

They went past several floors that |ooked exactly like the
ones they had al ready seen. She was starting to assune they'd go
all the way to the ground when Matt rel eased his grip and
shouted, "Let's get off here!"

Monents later the four of themstood in the deserted hall way
next to the escalifter

Matt | ooked down the hall. "This building just can't be
not hi ng nore than hal l ways and those few circul ar roons, whatever
they are. There's too nmuch wasted space. | think we need to do

alittle nmore exploring.”



They wal ked about twenty neters before Rudy said, "Wiit a
mnute." He ran his finger down the wall. "What's this?"

VWhen Abby | ooked cl oser and nmoved her head to just the right
pl ace, she could see a hairline crack running floor to ceiling, a
seam narrower than the ones between adjacent wall panels in her
parents' house.

Matt wal ked down the corridor about twenty neters and then
cane back. "There seemto be pairs of them About a neter
apart, a pair every couple of nmeters. Are you thinking they
m ght be doors? O just sone construction artifact."

Rudy | ooked at the floor, then at the ceiling. "Well, right
about here, doors would nake a | ot of sense.”

Abby pressed on the wall. She noved down the hall way,
pushing on the wall every second or so, looking to see if the
wal I showed any other features. Aside fromthe thin seans, the
wal | was just |ike the sandpaper surface on the ground fl oor
apparently unbroken.

Matt said, "If these |lines define the edges of doorways, |
wonder if the doors are anything |ike what we came through on the
way in." He put his palnms against the surface and pushed upward.

A meter-wi de section of the wall fromfloor to ceiling slid
upward. Abby drew in her breath.

Through the gap she could see interior blue lights, smaller
versions of the ones in the hall.

No sound canme fromwithin. Matt stepped cautiously through
t he doorway. Abby followed, her heart beating nuch harder than
bef ore.

A corridor ran straight back fromthe doorway. About ten
nmeters farther along the corridor, it w dened, but Abby coul dn't
see what was around the corner. Matt stopped and turned back

"Bobby Joe, | want you to stay here, under the door. W don't
want to take a chance on getting sealed in here."
Bobby Joe | ooked grateful not to have to go in. "Yes, sir."

As Matt, Abby, and Rudy went forward, Abby smelled a strong
unpl easant odor, reminiscent of a refrigerator |eft unplugged and
closed. The corridor opened onto what seened to be living
quarters.

This section was wi der than the spacing between doors. |If
every door led to quarters, they nust be jigsawed into place,
some with the quarters closer to the main hallway than others.
On a | ow pedestal was a one-neter-by-two-nmeter cushion. About a
nmeter above it was a platform hol di ng what coul d have been a
chair and a desk. The chair was a cushion about as thick as
Abby's wist. Near it was a U shaped desk nounted about a

quarter meter off the platform Agai nst the wall was a col um
of small drawers. On the wall was a design with a big square
beside a big circle. Inside the |large square was a small er

circle, and inside the large circle was a smaller square.

"I"'mgoing to get pictures of what's in the drawers, if
anyt hing," Abby said. She hopped up to the platform and reached
forward to open the | owest drawer.

Inside it was a disk like a conpact with buttons on the
front. She pulled it out and set it on the desk. "Could be a
renote control unit? O a comuni cator?"

Abby made sure it was in the field of view of her mnivid
for a second, then tried the next drawer. It contained a red
ball that felt rubbery. She showed it to Matt and Rudy, then put
it back. As she checked the |ast drawer and found it enpty, Rudy
said, "I think you fol ks should see this."

Abby followed Matt into an adjoining room In the center of



the roomwas a circular stand covered with an uneven | ayer of
solid brown fur. The unpl easant odor was stronger here.

"What do you think--" Rudy was saying as he nmoved around to
the far side of the room "Uh oh."

"What ?" Matt asked.

Rudy pointed at the floor. Abby squeezed cl oser and saw
that Rudy pointed to an oddly shaped knife, its bl ade al nost
covered with green foam

"Ch, CGod," Matt said. "That's not just sone covering of
fur, is it?"

Abby's throat was raw, and she felt |ightheaded. "You
mean- - "

Matt used one foot to prod at the fur atop the circular
base. Abby felt she was going to vonmit when Matt's toe noved a
| ayer of the brown fur enough to reveal the glassy green eyes,
nmottled snout, and rictus of a creature with a head shaped
vaguely li ke a badger's. The skin and fur were |iquefying.

"CGod," Rudy said faintly.

"I"ve got to get out of here," Abby managed to say.

"Let's all get out of here," Mtt said.

Matt quietly told Bobby Joe what they'd seen. About five
seconds after Bobby Joe had noved from his position on the door
it slowy and silently lowered into the cl osed position.

In six nore tries, Matt and Rudy encountered two nore dead
aliens, both positioned simlarly to the first.

"Let's get out of here," Matt said.

As they started back toward the escalifter, Bobby Joe said,
"Do you think they were murdered or they committed suicide?"

Matt | ooked at Abby and said, "Theories?"

Abby said, "I don't think |I've really got any nore than you
have to guess with. If they were all murdered in the sane place
and the sanme way, that could indicate an incredibly busy
mur derer, or an organi zed approach, conducted by a team of
murderers. You'd think at |east a few of the victins night have
struggl ed nmore or have been caught in some other location. And
that woul d mean that maybe the nurderer or nurderers are likely
the only ones we'll find alive.

"Suicide makes a lot nore sense to nme, but I'mreally just
wi I dly guessing. The fact that they each had their own weapon
nearby, the fact that they all died in the sane |ocation, in the
same way, suggests suicide."

Bobby Joe said, "Makes sense. But why? | nean we're not
really happy to be here, but we're doing the best we can."

"Could be Iots of reasons. Could be their religion
predi cted somet hing cl ose enough to what happened that they're
doi ng what's expected of themin that situation. Could be they
just couldn't handle captivity, being shut in. That one in
particul ar i s questionable, because a building like this would
generate the feeling of being shut in all the time. | don't
know why. 1'd just guess that it was suicide."

Tal ki ng about it had hel ped Abby relax. By the tine they
reached the escalifter, she felt ready to descend. She foll owed
Matt, and seconds |l ater her body rotated snoothly around the
central shaft as the device carried her deeper into the heart of
t he conpl ex.

They passed nore corridors on the way down, but when they
wer e about hal fway down to the ground level, she started to snell
that horrible snmell from before, and they cane through the top of
an enornous circular room perhaps as wide as a football field.
As Abby turned she saw a section of the wall covered with a large



2-D photo of what |ooked to be two buildings. They came cl oser
to the floor, and she saw a sea of brown fur

Her arms felt weak. She tightened her grip on the rod,
suddenly afraid she'd fall. Dead bodies were everywhere.
Hundr eds of them thousands.

Matt shouted up, "Abby and Bobby Joe stay on and don't get
off until the next floor. Rudy, get off with ne."

"No," Abby heard herself shout. "I can handle it."

By then Matt had let go and hit the surface of the floor.
The pol e spun another revol ution, and Abby let go. She skidded
out of the way, and Bobby Joe got off, then Rudy.

She turned to Matt. "It's okay. | think I can handle it--"

Matt | ooked furious.

"Ch, cone on," Abby said. "You don't have to protect--"

"That's not the issue." WMatt's voice was harsh, cutting
harder than she'd ever heard it. "W're operating on mlitary
rules. | gave you two an order." Hi s gaze w dened to include
Bobby Joe.

"But | really don't--" Abby stopped suddenly, realized what
he was tal king about. She suddenly felt small.

Matt took a deep breath. Abby could see himwlling hinmself
to relax. He said, "Listen to me very carefully. This is not
about power. This is not about protection. This is not about
men versus wonen. \What it is about is safety and surviving.

When we're out here and | give an order, | want to know you'll
obey it. Wen we get back to base, you can question it all you
want, and you can quit, but out here | have to know you'll do
exactly what | say. For all you know, | had just seen an arned
eneny or sonething equally hazardous. |If |I don't phrase it as a
conmand, you can ask questions. |If it's a command, you've got to
act onit. Right then. Any questions?"

Abby swal | owed and shook her head. "None. You're exactly
right."

Bobby Joe said, "Understood."
Matt visibly rel axed.

Abby said, "I really do understand. | realize why it's
necessary, and |'mready to cooperate. | guess it's taking ne a
little time to adjust to a nmilitary style, but |I'mready.

Real ly."

Matt nodded. "Okay." He took a deep breath. "All right,
as long as we're all here, anyone got any theories?"

Abby swal | owed and forced herself to |ook at their
surroundi ngs. None of the furry bodies were closer than ten
nmeters, but beyond that perinmeter, there must have been
t housands. The four humans wal ked in a small circle around the
escal ator as Abby tried to ignore the nauseating snell.

Each body rested on one of those little couch things. This
room coul d have been a huge neeting hall. Near many of the
bodi es she could see small cups on the floor where they had
apparently fallen. Blue drops of some |liquid showed near severa
of the cups.

"What do you think?" asked Matt after a long silence.

"I really don't know enough to explain this. But it |ooks
i ke some horrible Jonestown or Tekafganton," she said softly.

Matt said, "You mean a mass suici de?"

Abby came around to where the huge picture covered part of
the wall. It showed two huge buil dings, judging fromthe
relative size of the buildings and the two groups of snall
creatures standing in the foreground. One of the buildings was a
very |l arge cube, the other a big cylinder. As Abby stared at the



picture for a nonent, at the creatures in the foreground, she
recalled the picture in the roomseveral floors above, and
suddenly felt very cold. "Ch, no. Ch, CGod."

"What ?" Matt asked. "Wiat is it?"

Abby hesitated. "I had a flash. | don't know I'mright,
but it's one way of explaining what's happened. | m ght be just
|l ooking at it with a human point of view, but--"

"Go on."

"Look at the picture. That square building on the right.
That's this one--the one we're in. Those creatures in front of
the building. They all have solid brown fur, and that ruffling
al ong the forehead, like the creatures here. Now | ook closely at
the creatures in front of the cylindrical building."

"They | ook the sane."

"No. Look closer. Look at their nmouths, their snouts,
what ever. Look very closely."

Matt was silent for a moment. "You nean it |ooks |ike
there's some gray in the fur there? The ones in front of the
cylindrical building have touches of gray fur the others don't?
And none of them have those ridges along the forehead?"

"Yes." Abby's body shook as she said the word.

"I still don't get it," Matt said finally.

"You renenber that picture up above? The one with the |arge
square and the large circle?"

"Yeah. "

"This is still just a guess, all right? There could be lots
of other explanations. This is just one possibility."

"Yeah. "

"It's possible that the gray fur around the snout and those
forehead ridges distinguish one sex fromthe other. | think it's

possi bl e that the square and circle mght represent sonething

t hat distinguishes their sexes. Those are big ifs, but if I'm
right, it could be this entire building housed only one sex, and
that the circular building | eft behind housed the other sex. |If
that's right, those Goddammed aliens who took us--who took
them-took all of one sex and |eft the other sex behind."

Chapter 7
A Tree G ows

Surrounded by death and silence, Matt stared at the picture
of the pair of buildings. The churning in his stonmach said
Abby's theory was probably right. The idea that nenbers of one
sex would kill thenmsel ves when stranded w thout the opposite sex
was extrene, but it sonehow fit with the idea that the sexes
woul d live in separate buildings. Wether Abby's theory was
right or not, the fact was the residents here were dead, and that
probably wouldn't be true if they had been left al one.

In the stunned silence, Rudy said, "I bet you're right.
Whoever captured us could Ilift one of those buildings, but taking
both, separated by that nuch di stance, woul d have been too nuch.
| wonder if they know what they've done."

"Or if they care," Abby said. "The transm ssion we saw
earlier made it look Iike they go in fast and renove all their
targets just as fast as they took Manhattan."

"I'f they moved slowly, no one would be left in the city when
they took it," Rudy said. "Except maybe a few crazies."

Finally Matt said, "Let's get out of here."

They lined up in their original order, and Matt grabbed an
escalifter rod, letting it take himdownward into the conpl ex.



He spun through floor after floor, alnost nunb with shock at the
idea that their captors had taken citizens of only one sex.

Ei ther they had noved so quickly that they had no tine to
determ ne the magni tude of the m stake they were making, or they
had known what they were doing and didn't care.

Matt spun through floor after deserted floor, the feeling of
horror growing inside him At |last he reached the ground fl oor
and rel eased the rod. Seconds |ater the foursone stood together
quietly. Matt no longer worried that the still building held a
possi bl e anbush, but he wi shed he could trade that former feeling
for the bitter gnawing in his stomach that he now felt.

As they reached the corridor leading to the outside and Matt
saw how long it | ooked, he sighed, staring into the distance. He
wondered i f being separated from Nadi ne woul d be any | ess painfu
if she had still wanted to be together. They'd been wal king for
a few mnutes when Matt becane aware of the feeling of being
wat ched. He glanced |l eft and saw Abby's gaze on him

"Are you doing all right?" she asked softly.

"Sure. I'mtough."” Matt said the words with a light tone,
bordering on self-nocking. He didn't feel very tough right then
and he knew Abby knew it.

#

Stuart Lund canme down fromthe second floor just two ninutes
before the service was supposed to begin, and he found that once
again they had outgrown the nunber of chairs. People stood in
t he back of the large room |eaning against the walls, and every
chair was occupi ed.

The cl anmor of conversations died as Stuart wal ked fromthe
back of the room up the narrow aisle toward the spray-painted
m crowave packi ng box that was now his lectern. He took pride in
recognizing it as a lectern when nost people incorrectly called
it a podium

Stuart had a nmenber of his congregation to thank for the
space for the church. Warehouses had been gradually getting | ess
and | ess useful at the same tinme Stuart's fol k kept grow ng.

Bet ween services, Stuart still took to the streets, but now he
took with himeach tinme a different handful of people to act as a
crowd seed.

Stuart had realized early that few people liked to be the
very first to stop and listen, but if they could pause near the
back of a small throng, they felt secure enough that they m ght
stay ten or fifteen mnutes, and by that time many of them were
hooked. By having sone of his congregation start the "crowd,"
the new arrivals assenbl ed that nuch sooner

Stuart reached the front of the large roomand turned to
| ook into the eyes of the closest people. The people here were
excited, as excited as he was that in this tinme of need they had
a chance to be a part of what God wanted themto do.

Today he would talk to them about the expedition outside the
city, and he knew they woul d be as upset about it as he was, as
soon as they understood that trying to get closer to God was no
nore acceptable now than it had been when the Tower of Babel was
att enpt ed.

#

By the time they left the large building, Abby's thoughts
had cleared a little.

The horror she had felt earlier remained, but she now felt a
little additional enotional distance fromwhat she was nore and
nore sure was the terrible fate of the residents here.

As they'd wal ked, she'd noticed Matt's faraway expression



return several tinmes, and she wondered if the division of the
sexes was a particularly painful rem nder of his wife being |eft
back on Earth. Abby was irritated with herself because she
couldn't deny that she was attracted to the man. Maybe it was
because he seenmed to be a mx of strength and vul nerability much
like she saw in herself. Mybe it was sonmething as stupid as the
warnth she felt when he gave her that floodlight snmile

Even the bl owmup after she had di sobeyed his order hadn't
shaken her feelings. She'd known i mediately he was right, and
somehow she knew that if their positions had been reversed he
woul d have been just as accepting of criticismas she had been

The bright "sun" was still on as they wal ked to the opening
they'd dug in the ground. Rudy's cord was still fixed to the
nmetal di sk stuck on the inside of the done. Rudy sprayed a
pocket aerosol tube on the edge of the disk, and nonents later it
slid down, then popped off the transparent bubble surface.

The bl ack door into the tunnel opened. Abby took another
| ook through the bubble as Rudy dropped into the hol e and
di sappeared. The gray plain could al nbst have been a huge
stagnant | ake, unrippled in dead calm a congeal ed sargasso sea.
From the roof, Manhattan had | ooked nmuch they way it had | ooked
fromStaten Island Ferry, except for being a little farther away
and a little clearer since the air between the dones was cl ean
Now Manhattan was gone agai n, hi dden by another dorne.

When it was her turn to go down, she alnmpst didn't want to
enter the tunnel again, but she did. She put on her hardhat.

Matt stayed on the surface, and she could hear himcalling
Manhattan on his wal ki e-tal kie. Several seconds |ater he joined
the rest of themin the tunnel, where he tried his wal kie-talkie
again. This tine the speaker crackled with a reply.

"Manhattan base. What do you need?"

"I need a comm check. Can you count to fifty for ne?"

"You got it. One two three--"

As Matt noved back up into the cutout in the dome, Abby
heard, "four five six seven--" The "eight" faded, and she heard
not hing nore as Matt pulled the black door closed. Severa
seconds passed before Matt opened the door and cane back into the
tunnel. "...twenty-four twenty-five..."

Matt clicked his walkie-tal kie, but the other end counted
all the way to fifty before they took a break to listen

Matt spoke into the wal kie-talkie. "The clear bubble
material cuts off your signal. Even with the squelch all the way
down, | couldn't hear anything when | was inside the bubble. The
bl ack barrier material reduces the signal but doesn't stop it."

"Under st ood, Rover."

Matt gave the people back in Manhattan a summary of what
they had | earned so far, and what they suspected. A long silence
ensued. When they finally acknow edged what Matt had said, he
term nated the call, then helped as all four of them seal ed the
bl ack barrier cutout back into place. Rudy stripped the
protective layer off a length of supertape and carefully applied
the material to the seam giving the glue a few seconds to set.

The tunnel felt downright gloonmy with only the hardhat
lights and the light fromthe cart.

"What next?" Bobby Joe asked.

Matt | ooked at Bobby Joe, then Rudy, then at Abby. H s gaze

still on her, he said, "W'd better start for the next done."
#
"Those people are still out there!" Stuart Lund said.

"Every day they spend on this foolish journey, the greater the



risk that God will punish all of us." Stuart's voice was a
little hoarse fromtrying too hard to project.

On faces in his congregation, Stuart saw anger and fear
And that was good. These people should be as angry and as
fearful as Stuart was, because only when they felt would they
begin to act.

"The Battery Tunnel no |onger serves any purpose that
benefits humanki nd," Stuart said in the deliberately understated
style he'd adopted. So many pul pit-ravers had tried their voca
cords on the American public, Stuart was convinced that soneone
out side of the nold woul d be taken nore seriously. "Once it |ed
to Brooklyn, but Brooklyn is beyond our hearing, beyond our
seei ng, beyond our touching." Stuart continued to speak
carefully, getting the crowd angry, preparing to divert that
anger to where it would do the nost good. A young boy perhaps
ten years old sat between two adults, and the boy | ooked as angry
as his parents did, which was a good sign that Stuart was really
reaching them He thanked God for preparing himwth the
t echni ques of persuasion

In the row just behind the young boy sat an expressionl ess
man, a short man with a crew cut. Stuart's gaze caught the man,
and for just an instant the short man's eyes w dened. A diffuse
warnth spread through Stuart's chest. These people would do
anyt hi ng he asked.

"Now t he Battery Tunnel |eads to damation. Now it points
the way of the snake. W must stop this outrage against God."

Stuart kept working the cromd to a higher pitch of fear and
anger. After the service, he was rewarded with a great honor; a
group of about ten of the congregation nembers who tal ked anong
thensel ves at the back of the roomcane to himw th ideas of how

to discourage use of the Battery Tunnel. One of the ideas was
just Biblical enough that it appealed to Stuart.
#

As the borer perforned its slownotion magic, Matt grew
i npatient. Fast cars and high-speed jets were nore to his taste
than this creeping assault on the gray goo. As a passenger, he'd
once taken enough gees in an F-22 to drain a fair amunt of bl ood
fromhis brain before the automatic systens detected the sane
t hi ng happening to the pilot and reduced the thrust. Here he was
in danger only fromaccidentally falling asleep. Even the diet
was tedious. The trailer behind the borer held a | arge supply of
not hi ng but food pellets and water.

"What brought you to New York?" he asked Abby, who wal ked
just ahead of himin the dimlight.

"Feet . "

"Ckay, you don't have to talk about it."

"No, that's not what | neant,"” she said. "I went out for
track when | was in school. | was already interested in

| anguages and linguistics at that point, and ny fol ks encouraged
me to do sonmething physical so | didn't stay cooped up with ny
studies all the time. Eventually it occurred to ne that |I could
use running to nmeet nore people fromother countries if | was

| ucky enough to nake the A ympic team"”

"And did you?"

"No. | cane close, but | just didn't spend enough tine at
it for one thing. You don't get on the teamunless you're pretty
si ngl e-m nded about it and work a lot of long hard hours. But |
did get to the point that | liked running a lot. Mnhattan
seened like a place | could run, and at the same tinme | could
nmeet a variety of people. The nelting pot is still bubbling in



Manhattan. "

Matt sm | ed.
"Once | got here, | started to get bored just running the
same course all the time. | wanted to run wherever | wanted to."

"Could be a little dangerous, dependi ng on where you want ed
to run. A beautiful woman by herself in a deserted place."

"Vell, I"'mnot beautiful. And a lot of times it doesn't
matter whether you're a man or a wonman as long as you're a
stranger. But that's why | took self-defense classes."

Matt didn't respond to her inaccurate statenent about
beauty. "So that explains your skill when we were on the way
back fromthe UN. "

"Yes. No one's going to tell nme where I can run and where
can't."

Matt could hear the smile in her voice even though her face
was | ost in the darkness ahead, and he smiled, too. Abby
rem nded himof a girl who had lived next door to himwhen he was
growing up in Omaha. She hardly knew Matt existed, and at the
time Matt had been gangling, constantly unsure of hinself, while
Tam had been poised, pretty, and popular. But what had been
i nportant was that Tam knew what she wanted to do, and she went
out and did it. She was intelligent and funny and caring. She
and Abby seened to have a lot in common. After Matt's thoughts
had strayed to the past and returned, he wondered how nuch damage
i s done because girls grow up faster than boys.

"So, what did you do when you were grow ng up?" Abby asked.

Matt hesitated. "I go into trouble a lot. | guess you'd
say | was kind of wild."

Abby was silent.

Matt went on. "My dad was killed in an accident. He was on
an Armmy training exercise when his helicopter crashed. | was
eight. Mmidolized him She didn't want anything to do with a
"repl acenent . ' "

"So you grew up w thout a father?"

"Mostly. He was gone a lot even before that. But |I'm not
trying to blame ny behavior on that. | don't really know why I
did the things | did. Mybe | needed an outlet for my anger
Maybe | figured nothing mattered. Here a good man died in a

sensel ess accident. | don't know "
"What ki nds of things did you do?"
"' Crimes against property,' the police called them | never

hurt anyone, but there were a | ot of busted mail boxes and broken
wi ndows in ny nei ghborhood. Things Iike that."

"But you grew up." It was a statenent, not a question

"Yeah, | did, | think. Maybe there's hope for Bobby Joe,
huh?"

"\What happened?”

"It's funny. One day | was feeling particularly angry, |
ki cked over a big section of a fence a couple of blocks fromny
house. | started to | eave and | | ooked up. | saw the man who
lived in the house. He'd been watching ne froma wi ndow. He
| ooked, | don't know, just sad. | went honme that night, waiting
for the police, knowing they'd be there at any minute. 1'd had
enough trouble with themalready that | was sure |'d be sent
somepl ace for a few years. | considered running away. | lay
there the whole night, trying to decide what 1'd do when they
came for ne."

" And?"

"And they never cane. The guy didn't call them | walked
past his house the next day, and he was out there fixing the



fence. | went closer--1 nean what could I |ose? He |ooked up at

me--he had a couple of nails in his nmouth. | knew he recogni zed
me, but he didn't say anything. | just stood there and watched.
Finally he said, 'Something |I can do for you?'"

Matt took a deep breath. "I still don't really know what

changed right then--whether | realized that people did pay a
price even though I didn't hurt anyone directly--or if | realized
that things do matter--that just because ny dad died in an
accident that didn't nmean the whole world was sensel ess, maybe."

"So?"

"So | said, 'Can | hel p?" He | ooked up at ne and consi dered
that for a mnute. Finally he said, 'You can put that new post
in that hole and then pour cenent around it.' So | did. | worked
a couple of hours with him and he didn't say a word. | cane
back the next day and we nailed up the boards and painted them
When the whole job was done, | finally got up the nerve to ask
hi m why he hadn't called the cops.

"He | ooked at the new fence, and he | ooked back at nme. And
then he said, 'Looks like |I nade the right decision, don't you
t hi nk?" "

Abby was silent as they continued wal ki ng.

Matt cleared his throat. "I stayed real busy that sumer.
| patrolled the nei ghborhood, and whenever | saw anyone doi ng any
work on their place, | stopped and asked if | could help. The

first couple of people | asked turned me down, but pretty soon
peopl e understood that | wanted to do exactly what | said
wanted to do."

"I think that nmust have taken a | ot of courage," Abby said

at | ast.

Matt was trying to decide what to say when Rudy called from
somewhere ahead of themin the tunnel. "Time for another air
vent."

"I can do it this time," Matt yell ed back

"You got it."

Rudy appeared in the gl ow from Abby's hardhat |ight and he
handed her the bag of tools. She passed them back to Matt.

"See you folks in a few mnutes,"” Matt said as Rudy went
back toward the cart.

"Any problemw th ne hel pi ng?" Abby asked.

"No problemat all. | don't need nuch hel p, but the conpany
is nice."

Matt set the bag on the tunnel floor and made a qui ck check
to ensure everything he needed was there before he started
drilling. It all I|ooked good. He took out the drill and
inserted the long bit.

He reached up, aimng his hardhat light at the tunnel roof
where the bit dug into it. Abby ained her headl anp upward, too,
and when Matt gl anced at her, the reflected light spilled onto
her face, and he could see that instead of |ooking at the dril
bit she was watching him It was so tenpting to try to get
closer to Abby, to help w pe away the pain fromthe way Nadine
had left his life, but it wouldn't be fair to hinself or to Abby.
If he tried to use Abby to fill that gap, he wouldn't know if he
was responding to her or to the situation. And it would just
hurt Abby if it turned out he was reacting to the past instead of
t he present.

Abby' s expression changed, as though she were about to say
somet hing, and Matt realized he'd been staring at her for severa
seconds. She | ooked so appealing, even with the hardhat covering
nost of her hair. He |ooked back up at the drill bit, which was



al nost all the way through

"Abby," he said, unsure what he really wanted to say. "I'm
glad you're on this--mssion."

Her lips parted, then closed again. Finally she said just,
"So am|."

The drill bit quit giving resistance as it broke through to
the top. Matt switched off the drill and pulled out the bit as a
small rain of flakes of goo swirled to the tunnel floor

Abby knelt and retrieved a new air tube fromthe bag, and as
Matt took the bit out of the drill, she pushed the tube into the
opening. The last tube had been for intake, so on this one they
attached a flexible hose and taped it to the tunnel walls so it
cane near the floor. Matt attached a fan, and set it to exhaust.
As it started to humsoftly, he applied flane fromthe torch
around the junction between pipe and the goo, sealing it agai nst
| eaks.

Abby held the bag as Matt put the torch back inside.

"Thanks for the help," Mtt said.

"Any tine," Abby said. "Any tinme at all."

#

Twenty bl ocks north of the drug center of Manhattan, on
138th Street, the Abyssinian Baptist Church was as crowded as
every ot her church.

Over fifty people waited in a roomfilled with menorabilia
fromthe days of Adam C ayton Powel |, Jr.

Shirl ee Bat hconb fidgeted as she waited with her parents for
t he peopl e ahead of themto clear the sanctuary so they could
attend a service and the people behind themcould follow The
sound of voices raised in song reached her as she stared at a
pi cture of Powell shaking hands with an old mayor of New York
Shirlee felt better knowi ng the current mayor was bl ack, but she
wasn't sure if it made much difference when whoever brought them
here wasn't tal king to anyone.

The idea that they had been brought here to be slaves had
occurred to Shirlee, but she'd discarded the idea as being too
horrible to contenpl ate.

#

Abby was getting really tired of the confines of the tunne
by the time they reached the next dome. Except for the fact that
the smoot hly bored hol e was cl ean, the experience was |like slowy
traveling for kilometers through a sewer.

They had arrived after a | ong day, and they decided to wait
until the next norning to cut through the gray ceiling. After
dreans of rats so large they al nost bl ocked the way, and of
flying above an inmense field of grass, Abby felt noderately
rested but highly inpatient as Rudy cut the square opening to the
surface just outside the dome they wanted to visit.

The foursome got the slab of goo out of the way. Wen it
was Abby's turn to | ook outside, she | ooked up and up and gasped.

Ri ght next to their campufl aged cutout was a dome that m ght
have been only as big around as a big city block, but it soared
into the sky far higher, she was sure, than the towers of the
Wrld Trade Center. On the other side of the bubble material was
a trio of huge trees whose bases sat in an equilateral triangle.
Large circul ar leaves all faced the "sun," a yellow sh bright
light |ike the one over Manhattan

Suspended by vines or ropes slung over stubby tree branches
was a city with a far different texture than the previ ous one.
Here and there in the web-work of ropes were woven structures
vaguely like grass huts, but many of which were far |arger



Fi gures noved high in the air, crossing on ropes, descending or
ascendi ng on | arger, knotted ropes reaching fromlevel to |evel,
i ke ornamental strings used for decoration on the biggest tree
in the universe.

None of the beings were close enough to see clearly with
unassi sted vision, but she had the inpression of thin-Iinbed
peopl e, rather than apes or sinmlar primates. She put on her
m nivid viewer, then cranked up the tel ephoto.

Centered in the jittery frame was a spindly alien tree
dweller. As the alien's arns reached for a rope, light filtered
t hrough a fl eshy web extendi ng between the torso and the arm
Recording all she could see, Abby panned the mnivid until she
was startled by the much-larger inmage in her view inder

She blinked, then started reducing the tel ephoto
enl argenent. One of the aliens had apparently noticed her. It
was a child, judging by the smaller size conpared to the other
bei ngs she'd seen

The alien cane closer, watching intently as it jostled down
a rope. It stopped and cocked its head in the famliar posture
of a human getting a different perspective on sonething it
doesn't see clearly or doesn't recognize.

Abby directed her voice through the roof of the tunnel
"Someone's coning to investigate. "

"Does it | ook hostile?" Matt asked from bel ow.

Abby | ooked back to confirmher first inpression. The
approaching figure noved quickly toward her, not fast enough to
be a predator on the run, not slow enough to be trying to sneak
up. Nothing |ike a weapon was visible. 1In one hand the alien
carried sonething vaguely like a whip, but it didn't seemto be
using it as a weapon. The end of the cord seened to want to
naturally forma coil with several loops. GCccasionally the alien
woul d snap the cord toward a branch or rope just out of its
range. The snapping notion would uncurl the end of the cord and
it would wap around the branch it had been ainmed at. The alien
woul d use the support provided by the weak connection to the
branch, and when it had noved far enough that it no | onger needed
the support, it pulled the coiled section | oose so it was ready
to use again.

"No, it doesn't," Abby said. "And there are nore on the
way. "

From higher up in the tree city another couple of the
smal l er versions of the aliens started down to | ook at Abby.
Their bodies were all spindly, with taut skin over promn nent
bones. One alien fromeven farther up junmped froma linb, spread
its arms, and glided about ten nmeters down to a grid of ropes
strung between the trio of trees.

As the first couple of curious tree dwellers reached the
ground and approached, at |east a dozen nore were on their way
down to investigate. Abby didn't notice any of themcalling to
ot hers, but the group kept grow ng.

Abby backed agai nst the surface of the goo as Matt joi ned
her. Wthin a few mnutes at |east a dozen short aliens and a
couple of tall ones stood against the inside of the bubble,

i nspecting Abby and Matt, curiosity plain in their expressions,
despite mottled skin that on a human woul d have probably denoted
sone terrible disease, and an enaci ated | ook that for hunmans
woul d mean death couldn't be far off.

"Think it's time for your conputer?" Mtt asked.

Abby nodded and took it fromher belt. She snapped it open
and unfurled the screen. She switched the power on, and a col or



2-D startup i mage cane up on the screen. She ained the screen
toward the still growing group of aliens and called up the first
i mage.

The screen was thin enough that she could see the inmage
t hrough the back of the screen and verify that it was the right
one. The image was a side view of Manhattan, one chosen to match
what it |ooked like fromthis general direction. Next to the
done stood a human man and woman. Abby pointed to herself and to
Matt, and then pointed at the couple on the screen. She pointed
at Manhattan in the picture, and then pointed at the real thing
in the distance. She watched the aliens as she pointed at
Manhattan and saw eyes nove, telling her these people knew what
pointing nmeant. A cat would stare at your fingertip, but these
peopl e | ooked at where she poi nted.

She triggered the next image, an artist's conception of a
top view, showi ng Manhattan under a dome. The image began to
shrink and nore domes canme into view Abby found the one with
the small round shape, pointed to it, and pointed inside the
done.

The picture of the couple was superinposed on the screen
near the Manhattan done, and the couple began to nove slowy
across the screen, leaving a dotted |line behind them They
stopped next to the small circular dome. Abby again pointed to
Matt and hersel f.

The next image showed a side view of the edge of the done.
In a series of steps, a circular tunnel formed beneath the
surface of the goo, a hole forned in the tunnel roof, and a human
stood up showing half of its body. Next the human went back
inside the tunnel. A hole formed in the tunnel wall, | eading
t hrough the underground barrier and com ng out on the surface of
the ground inside the dome. The final inmge showed two peopl e
sitting opposite each other, an effort to convey the idea of
di al ogue.

As the sequence conpl eted, Abby saw i ndeci pherabl e
expressions on faces beyond the clear barrier. Seconds |ater
one of the tallest aliens began to back up. Instantly everyone
in the group was doing the sane thing. They all backed up unti
they were perhaps ten neters fromthe barrier, and then all nade
gestures that were fairly easy to interpret as inviting. The
aliens put palnms down and mmcked pawing in the dirt, or perhaps
scoopi ng somet hing toward them

Matt said softly, "Does that seemas friendly to you as it
| ooks to nme?"

"l suspect so. 1'd say they understand, and they're ready
for us to cone inside."

"Can you see any reason why we shoul dn't proceed?"

"None. We don't have any guarantee that they're as peacefu
as they seem but | don't expect any warner wel come anywhere."

"You want to stay here and keep them conpany? | think we
can nove a neter along the tunnel and cut through there."
"Sure."
#

Light filtered through the stubby tunnel to the surface.
This time the air pressure inside the tall dome was about the
same pressure as in the tunnel. The cutting and diggi ng and
sanmpl ing had gone well, rmuch like going into the first done.
They had sealed the hole in the top of the tunnel as soon as they
coul d see through the new hole.

Matt | ooked up through the gap and began to feel nervous.
He trusted Abby to start conmuni cations as snoothly as possible,



but there were so many unknowns.

Bobby Joe brought the cart back after dunping dirt in a new
side tunnel, and Rudy and Matt cleared out a few nore shovel fuls
of dirt.

They were ready. Matt still felt uneasy, but he couldn't
thi nk of any reason to delay, so he noved down the tunnel far
enough to get some quiet as he called Manhattan base and gave
them a qui ck update.

Matt and Abby were again the first two out of the tunnel
They stood on the wiry grass next to the tunnel nouth, breathing
in the sweet scent of grow ng vegetation, |ooking into the clear
white eyes of a group of at least forty of the aliens. The nmix
of the group had shifted toward the adults. Mre tall aliens had
arrived, and several of the shortest ones had clinbed back up
into the arboreal conplex.

From here Matt couldn't help but think of Jack and the
Beanstal k. The trio of trees extended into the inverted test
tube, stretching far taller than Matt had i magi ned was possi bl e.
He couldn't renmenber how tall redwoods managed to get on Earth,
but if this city had come froma |lower gravity planet, he
supposed the limts to vertical growh would be | ess severe

"Next," Matt called into the hole in the ground.

Bobby Joe Brewster cane up as cautiously as a child on his
best behavior at an adult gathering. Finally Rudy reached the
surface. He fastened the "door" closed, and hopped lightly to
the surface. The four of them stood together, all acting as
carefully as innocent suspects facing a cop's |oaded gun

The tallest aliens were slightly taller than Matt. The few
remai ning shorter aliens all came at |east up to shoul der height.
Al'l bare-chested, they were dressed bel ow the wai st in what
appeared to be one very long turban-like strip of cloth about as
wi de as a hand, wapped in strip after strip ankle to hips to
opposite ankle. Their all-white eyes formed an unconfortabl e
rem nder of cheap horror videos, but nothing about them seened
threatening. Their noses were darker than the rest of their
faces, and their arms and heads showed no indication of body
hair. Maybe Bobby Joe shoul d have been the spokesperson instead
of Abby.

As soon as the humans were all notionless, Abby said,
"Hello." Alien heads turned to | ook at each other, but that was
the only reaction until a gap forned in the wall of aliens.

Between the two small groups of aliens, a lone alien stood.
This alien's nose was even darker than the others', and he | ooked
even nmore fragile than the others. The alien nmade what Matt took
to be a come-ahead sign. |In accordance with the plan made
earlier, Matt didn't react. He waited for Abby's direction
Only in the event that he felt defensive action was necessary
woul d he resune control inside the done.

Abby said softly to her human conpanions, "I think we're
being invited in. Let's go."

Abby stepped forward in the lead, followed by Mtt, then
Bobby Joe, then Rudy. |If they were stepping into a trap, that
was too bad, but all had agreed earlier that the humans had to
act as though the people they nmet were friendly until proved

different. It would be all too easy to create hostilities when
probably no one in the domes wanted to be here. Matt's
expl oration team had to be treated as expendable. |If the worst

happened, and they were killed, the base teamin Manhattan woul d
know whi ch done was hostile, and would keep any of the
i nhabitants from reachi ng Manhattan



As the four of themwal ked, Matt was aware of the aliens
i nspecting himas carefully as he | ooked at them The group of
tree dwellers forned | oosely around them sone wal king by their
si des, sone ahead, sone behind. Soft sounds of novenent cane
from above themin webbing between the trees.

Their | eader reached the base of one of the enornous trees.
At | east a dozen knotted ropes or vines hung down | ow enough to
curl on the ground. A couple of the tree dwellers grabbed ropes
and began to pull thenmsel ves up. The |eader nade anot her
cone- ahead gesture and began clinbing, too.

Matt and Abby gl anced at each other and then foll owed the
aliens up into the tree city. dinbing was easy in the |ight
gravity, nore like lifting a twenty-kilo weight with a rope and
pulley than like lifting one's weight in normal gravity. The
tree was probably as big around as fifty tel ephone pol es bundl ed
t oget her.

Matt and Abby reached the rough equivalent of a floor in an
Earth buil ding. Ropes supported by the three trees were woven
together in a | oose cat's cradle grid-wrk dense enough to break
the fall of anyone dropping froma higher Ievel. The area
bet ween the trees was about the sane as a football field squashed
into a triangul ar shape.

The tree dwell ers above them continued clinbing, so the
humans foll owed. WMatt couldn't hear any sound that seened |ike
voi ces, just the rustling noises of other clinbers.

They canme to the next |level and here the grid-work of ropes

was denser. In addition, several woven huts rested on the grid,
each with a series of support ropes |eading fromthe upper
corners of the huts up toward the next level. They kept

cl i mbi ng.

At each of the next few levels the huts grew nore numerous.
When the aliens stopped clinmbing, they were on a level with one
very large hut resting on a dense grid of ropes. The
frail-looking tree dweller wal ked onto the grid, stepping on the
thi ck ropes and grabbi ng occasi onal overhead ropes to keep
bal anced. Abby foll owed, and Matt foll owed her, relieved that
the low gravity and frequent |ayers of grids would be forgiving
if they happened to fall through one of the openings in the grid.

Matt gl anced back and saw Bobby Joe and Rudy foll ow ng.
Bobby Joe | ooked as nervous as if he were treading a high wire
wi t hout a net.

They reached the hut w thout Bobby Joe having a cardi ac
arrest fromhis obvious fear of heights, and they entered through
permanently open cutouts. Inside was a smaller hut, with cutout
doorways offset fromthe exterior doorways, perhaps to cut the
wind, or tolimt visibility. The floor was virtually solid now
Matt coul d see slices of light through it, but saw no danger of
falling or even losing his balance. The floor swayed al nost
i nperceptibly as people near himwal ked. Openings in the ceiling
served as skylights. Each of the square cutouts had dark squares
right next to it, as though the covers could be pulled closed
when necessary.

In the center of the large interior hut was a | ow circul ar
tabl e at about knee height. Already seated at the table were
three frail-looking aliens. The alien who had | ead them sat at
the table next to them Al so around the perinmeter of the table
were four vacant cushions nmade of rope and | eaves. Matt was
i npressed with them having exactly the right nunber, and wondered
what m ght have happened if their party had contained five people
or some ot her number. Maybe they'd accidentally brought the



soci al |l y acceptabl e nunmber of diplomats.

The alien who had | ed them here gestured at the cushions.

Abby said, "Let's take seats, shall we?"

As the four humans sat down at the table, the rest of the
tree dwell ers who had accompani ed themsilently noved to the
wal I s and sat on the floor around the perinmeter. Matt wondered
if they were observing or protecting.

Matt and Abby took the center two cushions on their side,
wi th Bobby Joe and Rudy sitting on the two outside. The four
peopl e across the table fromthemdidn't | ook friendly, but
neither did they | ook hostile.

One of the four, the one with a mark shaped vaguely like an
oct agon on one cheek, |eaned forward and turned over a square
flap in the center of the table. On the reverse side of it was
apparently a witing surface. The alien traced a fingertip along
the surface, and a line formed, just like on an old nmagic slate.

The fingertip continued its travel, and the line turned into
atall, thin upside-down "U " Next to it the alien drew a
semcircle. Beneath the open ends of the two curves, the alien
drew a long straight Iine form ng a base on which both curves
rested. The alien | eaned back and gestured at the draw ng.

Abby | eaned forward and put a fingertip on the hem sphere.
She drew her finger in a path fromthe inside of the hem sphere,
under the long line, and then up into the tall upside-down "U. "
The Iine her finger nade was wi der than the ones the alien had
drawn. One of the tree people | ooked puzzled, and Abby said

softly, "I think naybe they originally thought we night be the
aliens who run this ship."
The tree dweller drew several horizontal lines in the "U

starting at the bottom At the sixth line it added a snall
circle. Then it continued the |ine Abby had drawn, noving from
the ground up to where they all now sat.

Around the pair of domes, Abby drew a very large circle.
Then she continued the original line by noving her finger from
inside the "U' and not stopping until her finger was conpletely
outside the large circle.

Al'l four aliens simltaneously rocked their heads from side
to side. Matt glanced at Abby, and she | ooked puzzl ed.

Wth a slow, cautious novenent, Abby rempved her conputer
fromher belt. She set it on the table and just left it there
for a few seconds, as though she were trying to make it plain
that it was not a weapon.

The aliens stopped their head-rocking notion and | ooked
closely at the conputer. Abby unsnapped and unfurled the screen
positioning it so they could see it. She snapped on the power
Swi t ch.

Suddenly the air was filled with scream ng. The aliens
across the table put their hands to their heads and screeched
like cats in pain. One of them keel ed over backward. The aliens
at the edge of the roomwere reacting, too. Sone of them
staggered to their feet, at the same tinme holding their heads in
t hei r hands.

"Turn it off!" Bobby Joe yelled.

Abby | ooked bl ank for an instant. As Bobby Joe noved to
turn off the conmputer, Abby finally reacted and noved even
faster. Her fingers hit the switch, and the screen went dark

Around the room the cries started dropping in volune. The
aliens across the table | ooked stupefied. Ones near the edge of
the roomstarted to recover and began to approach, nenace clear
in their stance now



Bobby Joe said urgently, "Don't touch the computer.”

Matt said, "Mve back slowmy. Abby, tell us what to do to
| ook as unthreatening as we can."

"Keep down," she said. "Keep your hands in front of you
where they can see them Don't nove quickly."

"What the hell happened?" Rudy asked.

Bobby Joe tal ked quickly, quietly. "I think they're
telepathic. That's probably why they haven't tried speech on us.
That's why they all seemto decide the sane thing around the sane
time. | bet when the conmputer turned on, whatever RF it | eaks
was enough to bonbard the receptors they use for telepathy. W
just did the equival ent of spraying themw th sound or |ight way
past their threshold of pain."

Matt said, "Abby, you' ve got to figure out how to convince
themit was an accident."

Aliens fromthe perimeter of the roomcontinued their angry
approach. The aliens right across the table still seemed dazed,
except for the one who had fallen. That one renai ned notionl ess.

"I think you're right." Abby slowy pointed at the
conputer, then nade a gesture of sweeping it away from her, as
t hough she didn't want it near her. Then she put her hands to
her head and imtated the aliens' screanms. She backed away from
the conputer and pointed at it again. "That's all | can think of
for now'

Maybe it was enough. The tree dwellers fromthe perineter
managed to | ook | ess nenacing, and halted their approach. They
now seened intent on the conputer. A couple of them noved to the
one who had fallen, gently picked up the alien, and noved
carefully out of the hut. Slowy the three remaining at the
tabl e began to show signs of recovery. One of themtapped its
temple a couple of times, and then shook its head.

Matt gl anced at one of the doorways and realized that the
energency had attracted many nore aliens. He glanced at another
doorway. They were surrounded by a huge group now, but the group
was still.

In the tenporary calm Rudy said, "But why didn't the
conput er bot her them when--oh, we were outside the done."

Matt said, "Score one for our captors' planning. |If the
dones didn't block RF, we m ght have pointed a directiona
broadcast at a race like this and maybe have killed them all
And in case it's not obvious already, don't anyone try to use a
wal ki e-tal ki e inside this donme."

Very gradually the aliens in the roomseened to relax. Matt
was very grateful they were dealing with an intelligent race; had
thi s happened with peopl e incapabl e of understanding the concept
of accidents or unintentional results, the four of them night al
have been dead by now. And the next party to cone here could
easily nake the sane nistake all over again.

One of the tree dwellers used a short |oop of rope to pul

t he conputer over to the opposite side of the table. Matt and
the others made no objection. Wen things had cal ned down a
little nore, Abby reached slowy forward to the draw ng board.
In an unused area she drew an outline of the computer on the
outside of the dome. Radiating fromit she drew a series of
jagged lines in all directions. The lines that went in the
direction of the dome stopped at the edge of the city.

She drew a jagged line through a stick figure inside the
hem sphere. Next she drew a simlar line through a stick figure
inside the "U " Next to the stick figure she drew another figure
on its side.



Matt thought he saw conprehension on the faces across the
tabl e, but he couldn't be sure.

A spindly tree dwell er pushed through the crowm near the
doors and entered the room The alien sat down and took the
pl ace deserted by the one who had fallen. Matt realized there
was probably no need for Abby to repeat what she'd drawn so far
not with a tel epathic race.

One of the aliens took the pad and turned it over. \Wen the
pad was upright again, the previous draw ngs had vani shed. The
alien drew a large circle, and then proceeded to indicate that
t hey had been cut | oose fromthe surface of a planet and pl aced
here. Abby traced a series of draw ngs that showed the sane
t hi ng had happened to Manhattan

VWhen Abby finished, the alien again used a | ong, bony finger
to draw. On the perineter of the planet they had cone from it
drew a series of cross marks.

"I don't know what that means," Abby said. "I think we're
getting near the point where I'mgoing to have to generate sone
pictorial vocabulary."

Matt watched as Abby nade a dot and wote a numeral one next
toit, then made two dots and wote a two. He followed al ong
wi th her, generally understandi ng what she was conmuni cati ng, but
his attenti on wandered when they weren't actually |earning any
specific informati on about their circunstances.

During the next several hours, Abby managed to | earn that
the tree dwellers had been in captivity for about a decade, Earth
time. Shortly after that, the session was interrupted.

"They want us to follow them" Abby said.

The four humans followed six of the tree dwellers out of the
nmeeting roomand up to the next level of cat's cradle rope grid.
There their hosts approached a raised, cross-shaped platform on
which laid the body of a tree dweller who Matt thought was the
one who'd been at their table earlier. Wth the aid of a small
version of the magic slate, Abby confirmed the identity. Cod,
the first city they entered that was occupied by living people
and they'd already killed someone. He felt sick

Anot her tree dwell er approached with a small tw g that
burned at one end, and Matt suddenly realized how nuch damage
fire could do to this city. He |ooked up and saw that on the
| evel above them a large group of tree dwellers stood around a
huge ring of what |ooked |ike | arge water balloons nade from skin
or some translucent plant tissue.

The tree dweller with the burning stick reached the body on
the platform The alien applied the flame near the body's feet,
and in nonents the exposed surface of the platformwas in flanes.
Inside the flickering brightness, the body darkened and burned.

The tree dwellers in a ring around the platformhung their
heads, so Matt did the sane. The fire burned for five or ten
m nutes, and when it died out, nothing remai ned except an uneven
pil e of ashes, not even bones.

Two tree dwell ers approached, scooped the ashes into a small
pan, and then poured water from a bl adder into the pan and
stirred the ashes. They poured the remai nder of the water onto
the platform where it hissed and then grew quiet. The sl udgy
m xture of water and ashes was spread on the bark of the nearest
tree.

VWen they got back to the neeting room one of the tree
dwel |l ers made marks on the pad, at which tinme Abby said, "They
say it's time to eat a neal. | think they understand we
shouldn't risk trying their food w thout some testing."



Matt asked Abby, "Do they mind if we send someone to get our
f ood?"

Soon Abby said, "No. That's fine."

Matt | ooked at Rudy. "Wuld you do it?"

Rudy nodded. He left in the conpany of a couple of the tree
dwel | ers.

VWhen Rudy got back, the four humans and the four tree
dwellers ate a neal, each species using its own food. Matt was
gl ad they had their own supply, not just because he knew it would
be safe, but al so because the tree dwellers' food pellets snelled
i ke sonmething that had been in the refrigerator too |ong.

Not long after lunch, Abby was able to determine that the
tree dwell ers had not yet been able to decode their nessage from
the captors, either. She suggested that with only one | anguage,
and with a reliance on thought nore than a witten vocabul ary,
the tree dwellers mght be the last to decode it

By md afternoon, Matt's attention was begi nning to wander
The tree dweller they had killed wouldn't have had to die if this
expedi tion hadn't been undertaken. And all they'd |l earned so far
was what they had expected--that other cities had received the
same treatnment as Manhattan.

Abby was | eani ng over drawing a couple of synbols on the
sl ate when suddenly she jerked upright. "Ch, God."

"What's the matter?" Matt asked.

"Ah, ah, | don't want to say. Mybe it's nothing. | just
renmenbered that the cremation platformwas cross-shaped. The
cross may be their synbol for death."

"So?"

"Let me try to find out sonething. [I'Il tell you as soon as
| actually know anyt hing."

Abby quickly scratched |ines through everything she'd been
wor ki ng on and started a new drawi ng. Her fingers trenbled as
she drew.

The tree dwellers drew figures in response.

After about ten nore minutes of interaction, the blood
drai ned from Abby's face. On the pad was anot her version of the
large circle with a series of crosses around its perineter

Abby turned toward Matt. "Ch, God. The rest of them were
killed. 1've been praying there's a chance | was wong, but I
don't think so." She took a deep breath. "They know this
because they're telepathic. I'mstill a little uncertain on tine
units, but as near as | can nmake out sonething like twenty days
after they were captured, while this ship was still near their
planet, fire rained fromthe sky, and every single person
remai ning on their planet was killed."

Chapter 8
Armed and Danger ous

Two nen picked their way through steam passageways and sewer
tunnel s beneath the sout hern-npost section of Broadway.

Fl ashl i ghts powered by rechargeabl e batteri es generated beans
that cut through the haze, form ng crude |ight-sabers whose
poi nts danced on the dark walls ahead.

Benny Kel |l ermund, the man follow ng, was a short man with a
crew cut and a boxer's build. He'd wanted to be in the Mafia,
but entrance requirenents had toughened to the point that he
didn't qualify. He had a reputation for unpredictability, and
neither of the two guys he knew well enough to reconmend hi m had
been willing to do so.



Lucky Stiles, the man in front, had the body of a fighter
and the charmof an IRS agent in the niddl e of a tax-evasion
audi t.

Benny took a long final drag and finished his | ast
cigarette, which was probably to be nearly his very | ast
cigarette. Instead of flicking the end into the scumy water
filling the trough that ran along the center of the tunnel
Benny stuffed the last quarter inch of tobacco into his pocket.
Later in the week, he'd assenble the remnining sections into the
| ast cigarette he m ght ever snoke.

Benny cleared his throat. He'd been trying to breathe
wi t hout paying attention to the stench, but he'd been

unsuccessful. He wasn't all that crazy about opening his nouth,
but he was curious. "How come you don't get |ost down here? It
all looks the same." Hi s voice generated spooky echoes.

"Practice, practice, practice," said Lucky.

Benny shut up. H's back was sore from having to bend
forward to bal ance the bulky | oad he carried, but Lucky carried a
simlar |oad, and he wasn't conplaining. They passed dark side
passages and turned corners fromtinme to tinme, but only once did
Lucky seemin doubt about which way to turn next. Cccasionally,
light filtered dowmm froma grate high above, but nmostly it was
just dark. Benny didn't shine his Iight down any of the side
tunnel s or unexpected cavities. He preferred not to know what
t he darkest corners held.

Benny's adrenaline | evel was up, but his pulse was close to
normal . Even though the Mafia wouldn't take him he'd found his
own ways to belong. He'd forned a street gang, and he'd done
jobs like this often enough that it was al nost routine, except
for being underground. He felt good, knowi ng that when he was
finished, the mayor woul d think twi ce about doi ng anything that
m ght cause their captors to retaliate. People shouldn't be
rocking the boat. They could all have a nice life in Manhattan
The island was all he knew of Earth, and all he cared about on
Earth. The preacher was right; rocking the boat could only cause
troubl e.

Sonet hi ng noved in the water as Benny and Lucky noved al ong
a new section of tunnel. Benny made a point of not |ooking, but
he couldn't help think of the stories of baby alligators flushed
down toilets. Alligators were nean enough as it was. \What if
t hey remenbered being flushed down a toilet?

"Are we al nost there yet?" Benny asked. Hi s voice generated
nore nmetallic echoes.

"If you gotta take a leak, you can just turn left."

"I"'mfine. Just curious." No way was Benny undoing his
zi pper down here. He wasn't even sure if he'd keep his shoes
when he got back to the surface

"We're cl ose, okay?"

"Okay." Up on the streets, Benny felt equal to Lucky,
someti nes maybe nore than that, but down here he felt reliant on
Lucky. Here Lucky was clearly the expert.

Benny started to shift his load to his other shoul der, but
realized that would make wal king in the curved tunnel difficult.
Sonet hi ng behi nd Benny scraped agai nst concrete. He didn't | ook
around, but the hair on the back of his neck bristled. Benny
could hold his own in any fight, but this place made him
di stinctly unconfortable.

They passed a series of iron rungs set into the concrete,
| eadi ng up into the darkness, and for a few seconds Benny
regretted watching the Aliens filnms so many tinmes. He al nost



wi shed he had a flame thrower.

The explosives in his shoul der pack seened to grow nore
awkward by the minute. 1In the light gravity, the pack wasn't too
heavy, but the bulk still made it hard to turn or stop instantly.
He fol l owed Lucky into another tunnel, this one with a huge
nunber of pipes of varying sizes running along the I ength of the
tunnel roof. His foot kicked a candy bar wapper aside, and his
next step generated the crunch of a beetle or a roach being
ground into the cenent. Benny wasn't about to stop and decide
whi ch.

After another few mnutes, Lucky actually had to stop and
consult a small map before pointing into a tunnel that seened to
sl ope perceptibly downwar d.

At the other end of the tunnel was a junction where six
tunnels met, and Benny coul d feel vibrations through the sol es of
hi s shoes.

"Here," Lucky said as he unshoul dered his pack and started
to put it on the ground. At the last mnute, he hung the strap
on a bolt holding a pipe at chest |evel

Benny acted as a nurse to Lucky's doctor inpression as Lucky
requested materials fromthe packs and he carefully set theminto
position. "Packet," neant Lucky wanted another greasy,
pl astic-w apped brick of explosive. "G ue," neant |ucky wanted
the glue gun to fasten sonething into place, once a fuse, once a
tiner.

This part of the trip made Benny the nost nervous. Not many
of Benny's friends called himthings Iike "imginative," but he
sure was. He could see hinmself and Lucky getting blown to bits
by just a quick accident. The wong thing dropped, the timer
begi n defective. For all he knew, accidentally putting the
expl osive next to a hot pipe would trigger it.

I f Lucky shared Benny's fears, he kept themto hinself.
Seconds | ater Lucky finished his work, and they noved down
anot her tunnel. A couple of mnutes later, Lucky was again at
wor k.

"Ckay, that just about does it," Lucky said finally.

Benny realized he was sweating. "You're sure that'll do
it?"

"Sure |'msure. That huge pipe there? It's the one of the
tunnel ventilation tubes. When this baby goes--poof--it starts

suckin' air fromright here down into the tunnel. And that first
job, back in the other tunnel? That'll rupture the biggest
water-line for blocks around. This whole tunnel will be flooded,

and guess where the water's gonna want to go?"
"So, how nuch tine do we have?"

Lucky | ooked at his watch. "About two--two and a half
m nutes. "

"What? Let's get the hell out of here!"

"Fine by nme."

Lucky hoisted his pack and started noving back the way they
had come. Benny was right behind.

"Hurry it up, will you?" Benny said.

"Keep your pants on. Oh, did | say two minutes? | neant
twenty mnutes."” Lucky laughed his screwy |augh, sounding |ike
somet hi ng hal fway between a hiccup and a bel ch

"You noron."

"Had you going. Am|I right?"

"Cet outta' here.”

For an instant, Benny considered tipping Lucky into the
trough of scumy liquid flowi ng al ong the bottom of the tunnel



but he knew he'd never find his way out on his own.

He foll owed Lucky through turn after turn, thinking of ways
to get even. A pair of red eyes illumnated by his flashlight
took his mnd off the problemtenporarily.

"Hol d up," Lucky said suddenly. He stopped so abruptly
Benny al nost bunped into him Lucky turned so Benny could see he
was | ooking at his watch. "Should be just about now "

Benny listened carefully, suddenly too aware of the creaks
and slithering sounds and the soft buzzing that could have been

flies caught in a big spider web nearby. "Wy should | believe
you this--"
" Shhh!"

And then it canme. Two dull cracks, then silence, then a
sl ow t hundering noi se as the runbling made the tunnel walls
vibrate. Git fell fromthe ceiling, and sonewhere a pipe
cl anked three tines.

"Yes!" said Lucky.

"Al'l right!" Benny turned to face the way they had cone,
and the runbling seened a little louder. He visualized the water
flooding into the Battery Tunnel. That should give the mayor

second t houghts about whet her she shoul d have peopl e down there.
"You're a wizard," he said softly.

"Tell me somethin' new, " said Lucky.

The two nmen noved off into the tunnel. Cccasionally Benny
| ooked back nervously, a little worried that he'd see a wall of
water comng toward them |If that happened, it probably woul dn't
even matter that he couldn't swim

#

Bl ood pounded in Matt's ears. "Their entire popul ation
kill ed?" he said, disbelieving.

Abby | ooked fromthe alien diplomats to Matt. "Yes. They
heard the dying screans of a planetful of their race. A lot of
what they heard wasn't coherent, but they got the strong
i mpressi on of the whol e at nosphere being on fire. Froma live
person there's always a residual amount of noise. Only when
someone of their race dies does that person go conpletely silent.
And silence is what they heard afterward. |'m amazed they
haven't all gone mad."

"CGod above," Matt said slowmy. "How sure are you that
you're correctly understanding then? And is there any chance
that the bubble being in place is what cut off the rest of the
transm ssi ons?"

Abby said, "lI'mvirtually positive |I'm understanding them
correctly, but I'lIl try to go at it a different way to make
absolutely certain.”

As Abby started drawing on the tree dwellers' slate again,
Rudy | eaned forward and caught's Matt's attention. Softly he
said, "As horrific as that sounds, we do al ready have sone
evi dence that suggests what they're telling us is true."

Matt thought for a nonent. "You're tal king about the
flashes of light over the horizon in the transm ssion we
recei ved? What we figured was a huge |ightning storn"

"Yes. If our captors really do destroy the planet after a
city they take is off the surface, that |ightning storm could
have been caused by them That |ightning storm could have been
somet hing far worse."

Abby exchanged several nore draw ngs before she said, "Wat
|'ve already told you has to be the right interpretation. These
peopl e could be Iying to us, but | really think that's what
they' re saying."



Matt nodded. "Do these--people--'hear' anything from our
capt ors?"

Monents | ater Abby said, "No. They've never been able to
conmuni cate wi th anyone who's not a nenber of their race.
Apparently they can 'hear' electrical noise when it's generated,
but to themthat's all it is: noise." Abby hesitated. "God, |
hate to even think this, but it's the obvious conclusion. If the
peopl e on their planet were destroyed after the city was
captured, and that was what happened to the peopl e who've been
transmitting, that probably neans the same thing--the sanme thing
has happened to everyone on Earth. O that it m ght happen soon
if it hasn't already."

Matt felt suddenly as if he'd been punched. He felt very
old and afraid. The other three nmenbers of the hunman conti ngent
were silent for a long nmonent, no doubt trying to get over the
shock. Under his breath, Matt said, "Jesus, not Earth."

Finally Matt sumoned strength and said, "But why would they
be doing this? Wy would they take a city and then destroy the
rest of the popul ati on?"

Rudy said, "They could be killing the rest to nmake sure no
one ever tries to get the cities back."

Bobby Joe fidgeted. "If all these cities constitute a
gigantic zoo, then they could represent an investrment. |If you
had a collection of anything, wouldn't it be worth nore if it
contai ned the only ones in existence?"

Matt | ooked at Abby. "These people say it took about twenty
days between the city capture and the destruction of the
popul ation. But the transm ssion we received fromthe other domne
makes it seemthat it started i mediately. | wonder why the
difference.”

Abby shook her head.

The aliens watched quietly as the humans tal ked.

Matt | eaned toward Bobby Joe. "If the dome stopped RF from
t he conputer, how does it transmt whatever frequencies are used
for their tel epathy?"

Bobby Joe spread his hands. "Can't tell for sure. |If their
telepathy isn't confined to Iine of sight, it could be that it
uses | ong-wave RF and the dome stops only short wavel engths. It
could be tel epathy uses spread spectrumtransni ssion, and again
the done cuts only part of that. Could be they were sendi ng
t hrough the bl ack base material instead of the done."

"W've got to leave," Matt said suddenly. "Can you tel
them we' ve got to get out of here right away? |If there's a
chance that Earth is still alive, we can't just sit here."

Abby hurriedly made nmore marks on the drawi ng board, and
wi t hi n seconds the humans were being escorted out of the neeting
room

As they descended the knotted ropes, Matt tried to inagine
reasons their captors would destroy the remai ni ng popul ati ons on
their home planets, but he could think of nothing that nade
sense, at |east nothing that would make sense if their captors
t hought |ike human beings. But there was no reason at all to
bel i eve their captors shared anythi ng about the human outl ook

Large crowds of the tree dwellers watched fromeach of the
| ayers the human team passed on the way down, no doubt as curious
about humans as the humans were about them and no doubt al
awar e the humans were | eaving suddenly.

The team reached the ground, and Rudy noved to open the door
into the tunnel. One at a tine they dropped down into the hole
and noved sideways into the tunnel. As Rudy and Bobby Joe fol ded



t he bl ack cutout back into place, Matt wal ked al ong the tunne
toward the still borer for a full mnute before he swi tched on
his wal kie-talkie, just in case the frequency it used was harnfu
to the tree dwellers.

"Manhattan base, this is Rover," Matt said into the mke

"Go ahead, Rover."

"We've got bad news, and we're comi ng back. Pl ease contact

t he mayor and request an energency session in--" Matt nade a
quick estimate. "--in about four hours."
"WIl do. Wsat's wro--hey, what the hell!" The Manhattan

transm ssion cut off abruptly.

"Hel |l o, Manhattan base. Hello!" Matt took his thunmb off
the transmt switch and |istened. Not hing.

"Hell o, Manhattan base. This is Rover. Do you read ne?"
Still nothing. Wat the hell was going on? He left the
wal ki e-tal kie on and went back to the others.

"W've got nore problens," he said. Abby, Rudy, and Bobby
Joe stopped what they were doing and | ooked at him "The
transm ssion from Manhattan base was just cut off."

"What the hell is happening?" asked Bobby Joe.

"This is unbelievable," said Abby.

"True. But it's happening."

"What's the next step, then--go back?" Rudy asked.

Matt thought for several seconds. "Abby and | are going
back. W need to get back to Manhattan and have a qui ck neeting
to deci de what we should do next. Rudy, | want you and Bobby Joe
to keep the borer going as fast as you can. Keep heading for the
done that's been transmitting, and we'll catch up as soon as we
can."

Rudy said calmy, "You al ready know what the nmeeting is
goi ng to decide, don't you?"

"Yeah, | think so. |If in fact this ship does grab cities
and then destroys the planets, the only way | can think of to
keep Earth from being destroyed, if it hasn't been already, is to
di sable this ship."

#

St. Patrick's Cathedral was a bew | dering m xture of calm
and turnoil. As a round-the-clock prayer vigil continued, the
crowds were heavier than ever before as five to ten thousand
peopl e vied for the space neant for 2500. Around the perineter
of the church had been established prayer centers for people who
couldn't fit inside the church, under its enormous vaulted
cei ling.

A group of at least a thousand people sat in a huge circle
around the statue of Atlas that stood between St. Patrick's and
the Rockefeller Center. The deacon who stood on the statue's
base as she read prayers and tal ked to the crowd was convi nced
that well over half the crowd wasn't Catholic, but she didn't
care. Sonetimes it took extraordinary events to get people's
attention.

#

Abby's legs were getting tired. She guessed that Matt was
even nore tired, but he hadn't conplained and she wasn't about
to.

They' d been running nore than an hour through the tunne
back to Manhattan. The [ow tunnel ceiling prevented | ong, high
strides and forced theminto a | eaning-forward-al nost-falling
gait that also nade her neck sore. Fortunately, running in the
tunnel was easy on the feet, like running on an endl ess strip of
cork. Matt ran in front and Abby matched his pace. They'd stil



heard not hi ng nore from Manhatt an

"Uh oh," Matt said.

Abby sl owed as quickly as she could. By the time she was
stopped, she realized that something was wong with the tunne
floor. The entire stretch they'd run along had the nornal
circul ar shape, like a huge pipe. Here, the bottom of the tunne
was fl attened.

Just as she realized what the problem nmust be, Matt

confirmed it. "The tunnel must have a | eak up ahead."

Abby's hardhat |ight penetrated the dark tunnel. Where they
stood, the circular passage was flattened on the bottom |ike a
coin hit by a hamrer on the bottom edge. The goo spreadi ng
al ong the floor | ooked deeper ahead. "It |ooks |like the tunne
di ps down."

Matt | ooked behind them and then ahead again. "I think

you're right. The extra mass of the goo that's in the tunne
makes it heavier than normal, so it's sinking."

"So that might pull the ventilation pipes belowthe
surface. "

"I'f it sinks very nuch, that's true. | just hope the tunne
isn't blocked conpletely.”

Matt started noving ahead again, nore slowy this tine.
Abby fol | owed.

The | evel of the goo on the tunnel floor gradually grew
higher. At the sane time, the tunnel dipped slightly deeper
Wthin a mnute, they reached the point where the goo filled the
bottom half of the tunnel, and they had to start crawing on
t heir hands and knees. Abby felt her lungs grow col der as they
noved forward and the cl earance dininished to not nuch nore than
a half-neter. She could no | onger see past Matt to tell what it
| ooked |i ke ahead.

"Stop," Matt said. "It's getting even tighter ahead."

Abby stopped, extrenely grateful they weren't going any
deeper. Now that she was no | onger noving forward, she was aware
t hat her body trenbl ed.

Matt reached for his wal kie-tal kie and started speaki ng.
"Rudy, this is Matt."

A moment of silence was followed by, "I read you. What is
it?"

"The tunnel has sprung a leak. W're maybe a kiloneter from
Manhattan. |'m guessing the breach is around one of the
ventilators; that's what the odds suggest anyway. |'m hoping
there's still enough cl earance for Abby and ne to get through it.
If we get stuck, we can try to use our knives to cut to the
surface, but it would be better if you could back us up. If you

don't hear fromus in fifteen mnutes, get back here double-tine
and help us out, all right?"

As Matt spoke, Abby's chill began to spread again. She was
al ready squeezed far tighter than she ever wanted to be.
VWher ever she | ooked, she saw the image of that trunk lid closing.
She i magi ned getting stuck right where she was as the goo noved
inultra-slow nmotion to fill in the tunnel conpletely.

"You got it," Rudy said. "l can start nowif you want."

"No, | think I can see far enough that the gap begins to get
bi gger on the other side of the |eak."

"Al'l right. Standing by."

"Thanks." Matt called back to Abby. "I'd suggest you hang
your wal ki e-tal ki e around your neck, to make sure you can get to
it. It's going to get alittle tighter before we're through.”

Matt hesitated. "Are you going to be okay with this?"



Abby shut her eyes and forced herself to say, "Sure." Now
she had a terrifying i mage of herself stuck in the tunnel, not
totally unable to nove, but too traunmatized to go forward or
backwar d

"That's good. Depending on how tight this gets, | may need
you to help pull ne back out."

Abby bit her Iip.

"Al'l right," Matt said. "Let's go."

Abby followed Matt as they were reduced to crawling though
the nearly blocked tunnel. Her head kept hitting the tunne
roof, and she i magi ned Matt was al ready neeting resistance from
both the floor and ceiling. She closed her eyes and tried
desperately to i magi ne she was crawl i ng across a desert, sand

bel ow her, and nothing but niles and mles of sky above her. It
didn't work. Her breath came in ragged spurts.

Ahead of her Matt grunted. "I think we're alnost at the
tightest spot. It does look like a leak fromaround a ventil ator
tube." He made audi bl e straining noises as he pushed hinsel f
farther into the narrowing fissure. Abby's heart beat at double
time. If he was taking this calmy, then she could, too. She
had to.

Finally Matt said, "Yeah, here it is. |'mgoing to use ny

matches to try to seal it as long as we're here.”

Abby coul d hear himhacking with his knife, no doubt
clearing some of the | eaking goo away fromthe pipe. She tried
to think about a hot bath or a run through Central Park, but al
she coul d focus on was one norbid thought. Even with the |eak
seal ed, the extra goo in the tunnel m ght nmake the tunnel heavy
enough to sink right here. The nore the tunnel floor dropped,
the nore the goo could start pulling closer to the center of the
depression, forcing the tunnel to sink even faster, and further
accel erate the process of the goo flowing toward the m ddl e.

A match flared ahead of Matt. Light flickered through the
gaps around his body and off the narrow walls for severa
seconds. The nmatch went out, and Matt |it another. After what
seened a long span of minutes, he finally said, "All right. |
think that's got it."

Matt crawl ed forward again, his straining noises even
| ouder. After noving another half-neter into the gap, he called
back and said, "I think I'malnmost through, but | can't quite
make it. Can you brace yourself and put your hands agai nst ny
feet so | can push just a little farther?"

At first Abby couldn't speak. "But what if you get stuck?"

“I'"'m hopi ng that won't happen. And |I'm hoping that now the
leak is sealed, if | do get stuck, it'll only be a matter of tine
until the goo flows far enough that | can get free. Just make
sure you don't go so far that you get stuck, too. One of us has
to have our hands free."

"You're certain you want to do this?"

"No," Matt admitted. "But |I've got to. And | really think
we can make it."

Abby wanted to scream but she couldn't. She was petrified,
her muscles suddenly locked in a terrifying self-inposed rigor
nmortis. The image of Matt stuck ahead of her in the tunnel and
the tunnel closing in behind her as she struggled to get free was
horrifying.

"Abby! Abby!" She finally heard Matt's voice over the
ringing in her ears. Suddenly she was able to breathe again, and
she took in a gasp | arge enough to nmake her feel even bigger in
the confined area.



She deliberately bit her tongue and the pain cut through the
haze. She tried to force everything but Matt out of her m nd
and did her best to ignore her fears. She nmoved forward and felt
Matt's shoes. "Ckay," she said a nonent |ater, her voice shaky.

Matt's shoes pressed into her hands, hard, harder. She
tried not to think about dying. And finally the pressure went
away.

"I think that did it!" Matt shouted.

Abby craned her head and saw Matt's feet nove ahead anot her
hal f-neter.

"I"'mthrough the worst of it. Come on ahead!"

Abby didn't need that request repeated. She scuttled
forward, having to pull in her elbows to clear the worst of it,
wondering how tight Matt had felt.

She crawl ed forward, her arms outstretched, pulling herself
al ong by sticking her knife in the goo, and pushing herself
forward, sonetinmes with the tips of her shoes on the tunne
floor, sonetimes with her heels against the ceiling. She was
smal ler than Matt; surely she would be able to get through a
space he had managed

The ceiling was | ow enough that she was sure she was form ng
grooves as she pulled herself along. The roof and floor felt
like the jaws of a vice, and for an instant she was conpletely
unabl e to speak, unable even to draw air into her lungs. Oh,
Cod, please no, don't do this. Please |let her breathe again.

Wth her eyes squeezed closed in fear, she tugged herself
forward, trying to breathe, but afraid that if she filled her
| ungs she'd be stuck here forever in a sweltering, dark coffin.
She started to cry, but controlled herself as soon as she had
sobbed only once. Her body was hot, far too hot. No air could
circul ate around her. She gritted her teeth and nmade herself
keep novi ng forward.

She traveled a neter and then another. Thank God. He was
right. The tunnel was getting slightly w der again. Suddenly
she noved even faster, afraid there night sonehow be two | eaks
and that somewhere ahead the tunnel would begin to narrow again,
and they'd never be able to back out all the way though that
cl osi ng gap.

The tunnel grew wider and taller until before she realized
it the passage was a half-circle, the | eaked goo bl ocking only
the bottom half of the tunnel, and the top half was totally
clear. She kept following Matt, willing her heart to sl ow down.
When finally the tunnel was two-thirds clear, giving them al npst
enough roomto stand up and run, her hardhat |ight revealed a
perfectly round tunnel ahead in the distance.

Matt stopped. Abby stopped right behind himand put her
head down so he couldn't see her face. Her body shook for a |ong
monent, and finally she felt herself getting back in control

VWen she | ooked up, Matt was sitting cross-legged, his back
to the tunnel wall, breathing deeply, his hands over his face.
He put his hands down and | ooked at her. "Are you all right?" he
asked softly.

"Yeah," Abby said.

Hi s voi ce shuddered. "I haven't been that scared in a | ong
tine. Dam!"

Abby nmoved cl oser and sat beside him "I thought it was
just me."

"No, it wasn't just you." Matt's breathing finally started
to relax. He picked up his wal kie-tal kie and pressed the talk
switch. "W're through, Rudy."



Rudy acknow edged, and Matt |eaned his head back agai nst the
tunnel wall.

Abby said, "I figured you never got scared."

"I probably get scared every day of ny life. That's just a
little worse than normal ."

"What do you get scared of ?"

"Lot of things. Gow ng old alone. Making the wong
deci sion."

"I didn't know you were scared until we got here."

Matt | ooked at her now. He seened to be feeling nuch

better. A glimer of his snmile had returned. "I'mthe
designated leader. |'ve got sone responsibilities."

Abby nodded. "Well, | was scared, too. Scared--I was
terrified. 1 just knew | was going to die back there."

Matt nodded, then reached one arm around Abby's shoul der.
She | eaned toward himand for the first time was aware that she
was trenbling. Gadually she rel axed

They sat there fifteen or twenty seconds before Matt
squeezed her shoulder. "W've got to get back. Are you okay
now?"

"Are you?" she asked.

"Yeah. | think so."

"Then let's go."

They duck-wal ked for a few nmeters until the floor was | ow
enough to allow running again. Matt in the |ead, Abby follow ng,
they ran. The rhythmof air filling then |eaving Abby's | ungs
nmoved into a famliar pattern, and within a mnute or two she
realized that she felt very good. Good to be alive. Good to be
running. Good to be with Matt.

#

Seeing the airlock door in the distance filled Matt with
relief. "W're alnost there," he called to Abby, who ran behind
hi m

"Thank God."

Matt was tired of the |l ean-forward gait, but he still wasn't

as tired as he woul d have been if he'd just run severa
kilometers in Earth gravity. He slowed down, and by the tine he
neared the chamber housing the airlock doors he was wal ki ng.

The first airlock door frame was jamed to fit into the gap
defined by the chanber walls and ceiling. It held a half-w dth
sliding door that could be opened fromeither side regardl ess of
the rel ati ve pressures.

Cauti ous since comunications had been cut off so abruptly,
Matt unl ocked the door and slid it open just a mllimeter. Air
whi stl ed through the gap for a few seconds, then slowed. Matt
slid the door all the way open

Matt and Abby stepped into the airlock, and Matt slid the
door closed and locked it. Matt unlocked the inner door and slid
it open just a crack. Air whistled in.

"That's funny," Matt said, worried.

"What is?"

"When | opened the outer door, air was forced out. |
assuned that meant the space between the doors was at Manhattan
pressure. So when the inner door to Manhattan opened, there
shoul dn't have been any change. But the air on the far side of
the door is at a higher pressure.”

Matt put a hand near the gap and felt the air blowing in. A
monent |later his ears popped. Finally the inrush of air slowed
and stopped. WMatt |ooked at Abby, then opened the door all the
way.



They stepped through the opening. Lights on the other side
were still on. They walked a few steps to the end of the chanber
and stopped at the opening to the tunnel |eading downward to
where it joined the barrier outside the Battery Tunnel

The tunnel didn't look right. The string of lights |ed
downward just the way they had the last tine Matt had seen them
but now just this side of where Matt had expected to see the
opening to the Battery Tunnel, a dark barrier cut across the
tunnel .

"What's goi ng on?" Abby asked.

"l don't know. Let's take a |ook."

Matt and Abby wal ked down the tunnel, stepping from one
pl astic beamto the next. They were alnost to the dark barrier
before Matt realized what it was.

"It's water," he said. "The tunnel is flooded."

"You're right. God, | wonder what happened."

They canme even cl oser and a discoloration on the surface
finally becane clear.

"It's a body," Matt said.

He nmoved closer. Floating face down in the dark liquid was
a uni formed body, probably the guard who'd been in this tunne
when it fl ooded, the man who'd been talking with himat the tine.
Matt stepped on the | owest dry beam and braced hi nsel f agai nst
the wall. Wth his free hand he was able to grab the victims
bel t.

He pulled the body fromthe water, and Abby hel ped drag the
victimup the tunnel until the man's feet cleared the water by a
nmeter. They let the body down gently on its back. The nman's
forehead showed a vicious bruise, but the water had washed away
the | ost bl ood.

"I"'mafraid there's nothing we can do for this guy," Matt
sai d.

One glance at the winkled face told Matt the tine for
artificial respiration was |ong past. The man had probably
drowned about the sane time they |ost conmunications with him

Abby took several deep breaths and finally said, "Well, we
know why this man quit talking to us. But what happened?"

"You got me. Maybe our captors found out about our tunnel
Maybe one hell of an accident."

"I guess |'d prefer an accident."”

"Me, too." Matt lay down on the sloping tunnel floor, his
head near the water level. Subrmerged lights still shone dimy in
the water. A nonent later, Matt said, "The |level's going down."

Abby knelt next to Matt. "Any idea how fast?"

Matt watched a little longer. "It |ooks Iike about
centinmeter every five seconds."” He stood up and thought. "I'd
guess a couple of hours.”

"Maybe we're | ow enough and near enough that our

wal ki e-tal kies will reach inside."

"Good thinking." Matt took his unit fromhis belt. "Rover
calling Manhattan. Do you read?"

After a few seconds the reply came. "This is Manhattan

Are you all right? Wat happened with the aliens?"

"W're all fine, but the guard you left in the tunnel up to
the airlock is dead." Matt decided to say nothing about what
they had | earned until he saw the mayor

"CGod, that makes four. Sone crazies flooded the Battery
Tunnel. Sonme of the water is draining naturally through the
drains that still work. W're also punping it out as fast as we
can."



"How soon do you expect we can get through?" Matt asked.

"A few hours from now "

"W have to schedul e an emergency session with the mayor to
start just as soon as we get out of here."

"No can do. She's announced that she's going on the air to
tal k about this at 8 P.M"

"Patch ne through to her. It's inportant."”

"More inportant than this? CGuaranteed?"

" Cuar ant eed. "

Several mnutes passed but finally Matt heard Dorine
Underwood' s voice on his wal kie-talkie. "This is the mayor."

"This is Matt Sheehan. |It's vital that we talk."

#

The mayor's conference roomin City Hall was packed with
al nost every senior surviving nmenber of city government. At the
perimeter of the room were nunerous journalists, including Julie
Kravi ne.

From where Juli e watched, she could see Matt Sheehan, Abby
Tersa, and Dorine Underwood engaged in a private conversation
As soon as they finished, Dorine made her way through the crowd
toward Julie.

"M ss Kravine?" Dorine said.

"Yes, Ms. Mayor."

"The ground rul es have changed. Live coverage of this
meeting is no longer possible. [I'll make a statenment at the
conclusion, but I don't want the neeting itself on the air. |
anticipate some strong arguments, and | think at this point it's
better to wait until we can show everyone a united front. You're
probably as aware as | amthat just in the |ast day we've had as
many sui ci des and new adnissions to nmental clinics as we had in
that first day. People already have enough stress. Witing an
hour on this neeting will add to it, but not as nuch as getting a
direct connection to what | expect will go on in here. 1Is that
cl ear and can you and the others abide by those terns?"

Julie hesitated. She knew a "no" woul d mean expul sion

"Well, I'"'mnot real happy about it, but if that's the way it's
got to be, I'll pass the word."
"Thank you. | think you'll understand soon enough." Dorine

| ooked tired as she turned and went back to take her seat. Julie
wonder ed what was goi ng on.

A minute |ater Dorine rapped her gavel on the table top. In
seconds the roomwas quiet. Dorine and Matt and Abby and anot her
ei ght people sat at the rectangul ar table, and several front rows
of seats were filled to capacity with senior nenbers of city
gover nient .

Dori ne | ooked out at the audience and said, "This energency
neeting is nowin session. W have sonme big decisions to make
toni ght, and some of what you're going to hear is no doubt going
to be disturbing. | ask you to remain as quiet as possible
unl ess you have the fl oor

"The expl oratory team has encountered new i nformati on about
our situation. |If the information is to be believed, we may have
no choice but to act on it. W're here tonight to evaluate this
information, and then to nake decisions. This information wll
be presented by Matt Sheehan, Colonel, US.  Arny. |'ve reviewed
his mlitary record and suffice it to say that he has a
reputation for honesty and effective action. Colonel Sheehan.™

Matt scanned faces in the crowd briefly. Julie knew her own
team was recordi ng, even though they didn't have perm ssion to
transmt yet.



Matt said, "Wiat 1'mgoing to tell you is going to be
difficult to accept at first. I'mgoing to give you the bottom
line in just a minute, and then |I'm going to backtrack and show
you the evidence we have to back this up. You'll have a chance
to ask questions when I've finished. In the nmeantime, | ask you
to try as hard as possible to remain quiet so | can finish. Tine
is critical

"W have very strong evidence about the aliens who brought
Manhattan here. W think their actions fit a pattern. The rea
bottomline is that shortly after they snatch a city, they
exterm nate the popul ation remaining on the planet. Therefore,
the entire population of Earth is either already beyond hel p, or
they need our help very much right now. | have reconmended to
the mayor that we enmbark imrediately on a nission to find a way
to disable this ship to the extent that it cannot be used to
destroy what remains of the human race."

Juli e sagged agai nst the wall behind her and shivered. Her
ears rang in the stunned sil ence.

The silence lasted only a couple of seconds before the
yelling started. Dorine rapped her gavel on the table severa
ti mes, and the noi se abated.

Matt continued. "The evidence for the conclusions | just
mentioned come fromtwo sources. One is subjective, and requires
us to take the word of another captive alien race. The other is
nore obj ective, although still open to interpretation, and comnes
fromthe transm ssion we received froma different captive city."

Matt first explained about Abby's communications with the
telepathic, tree-dwelling race, who clainmed to hear the dying
screans of the rest of their race. Then he turned on a video
unit connected to a large wall screen behind the table. He
pl ayed the recording Julie had seen earlier, but this tine when
it reached the section where the city was about to di sappear into
the ship and the |ightning showed over the horizon, Julie knew
that couldn't just be lightning from sone enornous storm

Now t he roomwas nearly silent, except for the sounds of two
or three peopl e sobbing.

"There you have the evidence for what |'ve told you tonight.
In addition to that we have evidence in this same recording that
t housands of people died as their city was cut |oose. And added
to that, we know that when Manhattan was captured, many peopl e
died in the process. | believe this undeniable disregard for
life is fully consistent with the belief that whoever was |left on
t he planet would not live much | onger anyway."

Julie had felt horror as Matt tal ked. Now she felt the
begi nni ngs of anger, anger that their captors had cone so far to
so callously kill so many people they'd never even had contact
wi t h.

"So, what are we going to do about this?" Matt asked. "That
has to be the next question. And ny answer is this: as soon as

possi ble, I, or anyone you appoint, will take a team and | eave
Manhattan. We will be equipped with the nost powerful explosives
and weapons we can find. Qur goal will be to, as fast as

possi bl e, break out of the area these cities are inprisoned in,
| ocate the propul sion system and danmage it to the extent that
this ship cannot be used to destroy the Earth."

Dori ne had to use her gavel again to quiet the sudden
out bur sts.

"Why the propul sion systenf? Wy not power or sonething
el se?" asked Dori ne.

"For one thing we figure the propul sion systemw |l be



easier to identify than other subsystens. |If we keep the ship
frombeing able to nmove, we're hoping that woul d buy us enough
time to be nore selective in what we danage. |f, for instance,
we tried to destroy the power plant, whatever and wherever that
is, we mght harm ourselves, too."

Anot her flurry of questions made hearing inpossible.

VWen cal mwas restored, Matt said, "That's all | had to say.
How about if we deal with questions, but one at a tine?"

Dorine controlled the question process. A nan in the back
said, "What if we're too late? What if--if the Earth has al ready
been destroyed?"

Matt said, "Then all we can do is prevent this ship from
harm ng ot her planets, other civilizations."

A woman asked, "But what if you accidentally destroy the
ship, or if you destroy the |life-support systens that Manhattan
i s dependent upon now?"

Matt hesitated. "Very good question. For Manhattan that's
the worst-case scenario, but it's one that we have to
acknow edge. When it comes right down to it, for every single
person in Manhattan there are, what, two to three thousand people
on Earth. If you had to choose between a couple of mllion
peopl e here in Manhattan, and five or six billion people and the
Earth itself, which would you choose?"

It took Dorine alnpst a minute to get the group under
control again.

"But maybe we're guessing wong," a man said. "Maybe they
only do that to sone of the planets."

Matt said, "Perhaps. But we have evidence for a sanple of
two, and so far the evidence suggests 100 percent."

"Isn't it possible that our captors will find the team
before it does any danage and deci de to destroy Manhattan because
we' re danger ous?"

"Yes," Matt said.

"What do you think the odds of success are?" a worman asked.

"I honestly don't know," Matt said. "I think I know what
the odds are for Earth if we do nothing."

"What rmakes you think there isn't another ship that actually
does the damage? Maybe this is just one ship in a small fleet."

"I'f this isn't the only ship, then perhaps there's no hope.
If it is the only ship, and it certainly seens | arge enough to be
the only one, then we can only hope that doing significant damage
here will delay their plans and give us nore opportunity to stop
t he sl aughter.™

"How big a team should we send?" asked a woman in the back

That question brought the biggest argument. Matt
recommended one small team partly to mnimze the risk of being
detected, partly because they had only one borer and the oxygen
supply coming into the tunnel was linmted. People on opposite
pol es of the argunment wanted either several |arge teans sent, or
no one sent. Dorine sided with Matt, partly because of trust in
his judgnent, partly because of the obvious linmtations. As a
further conprom se, another two borers would be built, and a
| arge arned troop would be readied. A nmenber of the press would
acconpany the team to |let people on both extrenes of the
argunent get unbi ased reports on what was happeni ng.

As the heat finally began to dimnish, a man in the front
row asked, "Mayor, do you really think we should do this?"

Dorine took her time as a fewtrenors in the crowd di ed
down. "I think, that unl ess soneone cones up with a brilliant
idea in the next ten mnutes, yes, we should. W should equip



this teamw th what they need. And then, in whatever manner is
appropriate for our various religions, we all should pray."

Chapter 9
Mechani cal Failure

On the way back out to Rudy and Bobby Joe and the borer
Abby rode on the back of a new cart. This one made her nervous,
because it was conpletely filled with plastic explosives, tinmers,
detonators, and the ot her paraphernalia gathered overnight by a
new nenber of the team

Ri chard Wl kon, an ex-arny denolitions expert, sat beside
her. The man made Abby al nbst as nervous as the expl osives did,
nostly because he was so quiet. Abby hadn't yet seen himjoke or
smle, not that now was the best time for joking and smiling, but
an occasional release of the nervous tension she felt was
probably a good thing. Richard seened |like a bonb hinsel f,
silently ticking.

A small trailer behind the cart carried a supply of weapons,
amruni ti on, and expl osives. Abby hadn't seen that big a cache
since a newscast had docunented the fall of a teen gang in the
upper west side. In fact, she wouldn't have been surprised if
some of the boxes of explosives had orange spray-painted | ogos
saying, "Property of the Tail Gunners."

Matt drove the cart through the tunnel, covering ground
al nrost as fast as he and Abby had noved when they were running
the opposite direction. Beside Matt sat Julie Kravine, her
m nivid apparently active even though one kil ometer of tunnel was
much |i ke another. Julie had argued successfully that if they
were possibly going to destroy a significant anpunt of technol ogy
currently unknown to the human race, the |least they could do was
save images of it. In addition to that, having six on the team
i nstead of four allowed a greater chance that sone of the team
could sleep while the others worked, wi thout getting the team so
large that its size caused oxygen-supply problenms. The networks
had hastily proposed a list of journalist candidates, and Matt
had picked Julie because she was a known quantity who woul d
require no | earning curve.

They had al ready passed the area that had caused Abby and
Matt so nmuch grief on the last trip. Mtt's efforts had indeed
stopped the | eak, and the goo had flowed enough that they were
able to drive over nost of it, having to shovel only the few
neters nearest the ventilation tube.

Abby felt herself pushed gently sideways as the cart started
a turn, and seconds |ater they passed a seal ed opening in the
tunnel wall. She pointed at it as it vanished in the darkness
that kept pace with them behind the trailer. "That's the opening
to the dead city we explored earlier."

R chard nodded and said, "Mm"

Abby wasn't sure why she had bot hered

When they curved past the sealed entrance to the tree
dwel lers' city, Abby didn't say anything.

They caught up with Rudy and Bobby Joe just as Rudy was
directing the borer in an arc that took the tunnel right past
anot her doned city. As long as they were limted by the speed of
the borer, Matt wanted to take a quick ook at the city. Rudy
and Richard continued ahead, and Abby felt measurably better as
soon as Richard was out of sight.

Matt drilled a hole to the surface, but before he put in the
ventil ator tube, he pushed the periscope up through the hole.



As Matt took a | ook through the periscope, Bobby Joe jerked
his thunb in the direction of Richard and the cart and said to
Abby, "That's a great idea, bringing a robot. Food will last us
that much | onger."

Abby sniled, feeling better that she wasn't the only one
bot hered by Richard's icy deneanor

Matt stepped away fromthe periscope, and said, "Wo's
next ?"

Julie took a turn. "These guys have sure done a | ot of
decorating."

VWhen Abby took a turn she understood what Julie had neant.
The bottomtwo or three nmeters of the donme were virtually covered
wi th drawi ngs. She saw occasional glinpses of motion through
unt ouched slivers of the done, but couldn't get any clear view of
what was inside.

Bobby Joe took his turn, then shook his head.

Matt | ooked at Abby. "Any guess as to what that's al
about ?"

Abby took another look, this time noticing that several of
the patterns were replicated. 1In fact, at least half of the
drawi ngs seened to be duplications. |If the draw ngs were sone
sort of visual history, she wouldn't expect that nuch
duplication. She pulled back fromthe eyepi ece and shook her
head. "1 don't really have enough information to make an
intelligent guess, but if I had to nmake a totally wild guess, 1'd
say these people could be trying to conmmuni cate with our captors,
or they could be worshipi ng whoever brought them here.™

#

As soon as the teamwas safely on its way, Dorine Underwood
hel d a press conference. She had resolved to nmake the broadcast
as unenotional as possible, in hopes of instilling alittle calm
in the mddle of the new storm of bad news, but she had to pause
during her description of what had happened to the race occupying
t he huge square building. She swallowed hard and went on

Despite the risk the teamwas taking, she felt nore
confortabl e about explaining their new m ssion, stressing that it
was vital that they stop the ship fromnoving to destroy yet
anot her pl anet.

"This was a difficult decision, and I'm asking you to accept
it. Thisis atime for courage, a tine for all of us to act as
heroes, not a tine to crawm into a hole and hope the problemwill
go away. This action has risks. |Inaction has even |arger
ri sks."

Dori ne paused for a drink of water.

"The final itemfor nowis the Battery Tunnel incident. |
can understand that our actions outside the dome scare sone of
us. But we will not tolerate further interference and
destruction. There's a chance that we will be the only survivors
of the human race. That we are killing each other when we shoul d
be focused on survival is contenptible. And it will stop."

#

"We cannot stand by and let the forces of darkness march
over us!" Stuart Lund called out. H's voice felt especially
snoot h today, and the growi ng crowd gave hi m hope.

Stuart paused for a breath and | ooked out over his
"congregation," which nearly filled the open section of the
war ehouse. He saw renewed fear and anger on the faces in the
crowmd, the same fear and anger that he felt. People in authority
wer e al ways maki ng bad decisions, so in one sense today was |ike
every other day. But it wasn't really. The mayor's decision to



send out a teamw th expl osi ves and weapons was sinmply too much.
Too many lives, too many souls were at risk

He resumed his "Make a Difference" speech, exhorting his
followers to do anything in their power to reverse the decision
to hel p make the nmayor see the wongness in her plan. He tal ked
another ten mnutes. He had enough material to keep going for
anot her several hours, but he could sense the restlessness in the
congregation. The people wanted to do something. They believed,
too, and if he kept talking now, he'd be |less and | ess effective.
So he stopped. He had little doubt that the tunnel flooding had
been the work of his congregation; they'd certainly find fresh
ways to hanper the new effort.

"God will know who anmong us who stand idle and allow this
so-cal |l ed expedition. Talk to your friends. Take a stand. Make
sure they know you feel this is wong. Mke a difference."

The peopl e cheered and cl apped, nost of themin obvious
agreenment. Sonething had to be done. Stuart felt alittle
unconfortable with the lack of decorum but the i mediate
f eedback was trenmendously encouragi ng.

As people filed out, a few stayed to ask questions. The
next to the last in line was a short but stocky man who
i ntroduced hinself as Benny Kellermund. The man behind M.

Kel | ermund was obviously with him but he didn't volunteer his
name. The silent man | ooked as if he'd been in a nunber of
fights. Stuart was suddenly nervous that his preachi ng was
somehow cutting into soneone else's line of work and he was
about to be warned.

M. Kellermund waited until the few people in the
congregation were out of hearing, then said, "Reverend, you're
exactly right."

Stuart felt surprise and a quick sense of relief.

"The mayor's got a hair up, er, the mayor is an idiot.

W' ve got to stop her before this expedition stuff ruins
everything we have here. M and ny friend, we're on your side."

The friend nodded when nentioned, but he still didn't speak

M. Kellernmund gl anced around. "Look, can we tal k somewhere
a bit nore private?"

Stuart took a |l ook around, too. A few of the congregation
menbers |ingered near the door. Under different circunstances,
these two men woul d have nade hi m unconfortabl e, but now they
were on his side, and of the people Stuart had seen today, these
two seenmed nmore likely to get results than nost.

"Upstairs," said Stuart. "I have a snall office on the
second floor."

The nen followed Stuart up the stairs, through a small naze
of construction materials, and into a small office that contained
a cot and a table and a chair.

"I's this better, M. Kellernmnd?"

"Much. But call me Benny." Benny still didn't introduce
hi s companion. "Anyway. W're on your side. |In fact, we're
responsi ble for the flooding."

"No," Stuart said in surprise. He realized that he'd been
hopi ng the fl ood was an act of God, a pipe that suddenly burst of
its own accord, or sone other sign that God was clearly on their
si de.

"Yes. M friend here is very handy with tools."

"Well, I"'mvery grateful." Stuart fell silent, unsure of
what to say.

"Anyway, | think I can do sonmething to stop the team" Benny
said. "I think ny friend can do sonething about convincing the



mayor to change her nind."

At another time the man's intense stare and his dark eyes
m ght have made Stuart a little nervous, but the team needed to
be stopped, and the mayor had to be convinced, so he didn't fee

the need to question the man further. "Thank you," he said
finally. "Whatever assistance you can lend, your help will be
rewar ded by God."
#
"I don't care about any reward from God," said Benny
Kellermund. "1 just don't want to die." He sat on a

strai ght -backed chair in his apartnment, a nodest place in the
Upper West Side.

Lucky Stiles | eaned back in a stuffed chair that al npst
swal lowed him "I don't know. You'd think the tunnel stuff was
enough. "

Benny t hought about Lucky's hesitation. "You know Stell a,
that little bl onde who hangs out at Spacey's? She owes ne a
couple of big favors. | already tal ked to her about you, and
she's waiting for you tonight." The currency of the day was
favors, |abor exchanges. This was the only thing he had to offer
t hat he thought m ght be enough

"Stella? Yeah, | renenber her."

"Did | ever tell you Stella can tie a knot in a cherry stem
wi th her tongue? She knows lots nore exciting tricks."

"And she's waiting for ne?"

"I'f you'll do this. 1t's what you want, too. You don't
want Manhattan squashed because we're doi ng things we shoul dn't
be doi ng."

Lucky said, "Well, | can probably convince the mayor of the
error of her ways." He |laughed, a snoker's laugh that turned to
a cough.

#

Rudy rai sed the periscope near another done, this one
cont ai ni ng what | ooked like a large grassy hill rather than a
fabricated city.

The large hill rem nded Matt of a wasp's nest, constructed

by sticking on little sections one after another. Here and there
on the hillside were cave openings. Near several of the caves,
smal | creatures frolicked in the grass. They were nostly green
and apparently had hard shells, like armadill o hide, covering
much of their torsos. WMatt couldn't tell if they could retract
the Iinbs or head. Matt found hinself grinning as he watched the
l[ittle creatures rough-house with one another, like cats at play.

"Those little guys sure are cute," he said finally,
relinquishing the viewto Julie, who agreed with him

VWen it was Abby's turn, she watched for several ninutes
before she said, "Is it ny imagination, or do those creatures
stay in alnmost the same place all the tinme?"

Matt took another |ook. After a couple of mnutes he had to
agree. "You're right. | wonder why that would be. Maybe
they're extremely territorial ?"

Bobby Joe took another |ook, and then Julie took a second
turn. She held her minivid optics up to the periscope. Shortly
she said, "I see the reason. They're on |eashes."

VWen Matt got a chance to | ook through Julie's viewfinder
he could see clearly with the magnified view. Attached to the
rear legs of the small creatures were clear straps, short enough
that they couldn't get tangled up, and | ong enough that the
creatures could get to each other

Bobby Joe said, "It's like letting your dog outside and



maki ng sure it doesn't go too far. Maybe they're pets, or naybe
that's just they way they do playpens.”

Matt trained the I ens on the cave opening nearest the
frolicking group of creatures. The hair on the back of his neck
stood up as the lens reveal ed glinpses of two or three huge
creatures hiding inside the cave. About the only thing Matt
could see clearly were wide rows of teeth. Somnething noved at
the edge of his field of view Two fast-noving yell ow green
creatures were approaching the small, tethered creatures. The
foll ow ng seconds were full of activity.

The yel |l owgreen creatures nmoved so quickly Matt never did
get a good picture of them except to see |arge sharp talons as
one of the creatures cut |oose one of the tethered youngsters.

At alnost the sane time, large versions of the youngsters erupted
fromthe nearby cave. Wen the fight was over, one of the
i nvaders had fled with his catch, and the other invader was dead.

Matt sucked in his breath. "It looks to nme, like those
little guys out there are bait."

Abby | ooked through the | ens next, and Matt told her what he
had seen and which cave to | ook at. Seconds |ater she said, "I
bet you're right. But this isn't quite the normal version of
using bait, not like, say, humans using worns to catch fish. |
think those are adults using their own young for bait."

Matt peered through the periscope after Julie finished
maki ng a short recording. The sem -dark tunnel felt even nore
unconfortabl e as he | ooked through the dome at the glint of w de
rows of teeth in the cave on the hill. "I wonder why our captors
woul d have brought this hill. Everything else we've seen is
fairly clearly a city of some kind."

Abby spoke up. "Hard to say. One possibility is that our
captors are nore |like these creatures than any other captives.
Maybe their cities look like this fromthe air."

Matt scratched his ear. "Ch, that gives me a chilling
thought. | can inagine a city that's nostly underground, |ike an
i ceberg at sea. Depending on how deep these peopl e cut when they
extract a city, they could cut right through the center of a
city, or not even take very much of it."

"Sounds terrible but possible," Abby said. "If they left
behi nd half of the first city we saw, | suppose they could have
even done the equival ent of swoopi ng down on a body and renoving
only the heart."

Bobby Joe stepped forward fromthe sem -dark in the tunnel
"But this all makes it sound as if they're dunmes. O naybe
ki ds who've just got their first chance to play with their
parents' starship."”

"It is puzzling," Matt said. "Mybe they're just in a
terrible hurry for some reason.”

Bobby Joe said, "Maybe they have a quota. O maybe they're
on a huge scavenger hunt. Can you just imagine the list? 'One
island city, one hill city, one enornous square building.""

Matt shook his head. "Inplausibility aside, |I don't know
that that's consistent with destroying the rest of the pl anet
after they've got a city."

"Sure it is. That way the conpetition has to | ook even
| onger to get the one for their list. Can you inagine how | ong
it mght take themto get another snobggy island city with
i nternal conbustion engines still in use?"

"This is nonsense,"” Julie finally said. "These guys aren't
gonna go racing around the universe to play ganes."

Abby said, "You're probably right. But an intelligent



species that would go around destroying |lives and worlds just so
they can build a bizarre zoo with intelligent captives is hard to
accept, too. W obviously need to stay open to the possibility
that they don't think like us. For all we know, what they've
done is perfectly reasonable and kind, fromtheir point of view"

Matt suddenly jerked away fromthe periscope. "Jeez!"

"\What ?" Abby sai d.

"Somet hing just junped at the periscope. | didn't even see
it comng." Mtt had his eye back on the periscope. "It |ooks

nmoi st and form ess, and it's just oozing down the inside of the
dore. "

The ot hers took turns | ooking.

"One nore reason for not going in there," Abby said.

Julie recorded a few seconds for posterity. "It |ooks Iike
it's pulling itself back into shape."

Matt took one last look. At first the gooey ness on the
i nside of the done had nmade it seemthat the creature had been
nmovi ng so fast it had ruptured against the hard surface, but now
the creature actually seened to be recovering. Matt caught
glinpses of tissue that alternately suggested squid suckers and
fur, but he never got a look at the entire creature. His stomach

felt queasy. |If they had cut an opening in this dome...
"Come on," Matt said. "Let's get the ventilator in place
and catch up with Rudy and Richard."
#

In East Harlem called Spanish Harlem by some and El Barrio
by far nore, Manny Garzon sat on the steps in front of his
apartnment buil di ng.

Heavy booni ng from several car stereos and boom boxes al npst
made t he norning seemnormal, but Manny knew it wasn't a normal
day.

He wi shed his fanmily had stayed in Puerto Rico. Then they'd
be safe. H's nmom conpl ai ned so nuch that only white people were
Ameri cans, Manny had been surprised to learn that Puerto Rico was
part of America. He still didn't understand why then they'd had
to nove fromone part of America to another just to live in a
slightly nicer place.

He | ooked up at the dome over the island and said to
hi msel f, "No doubt about it. W should a stood at hone."

#

By the time Abby and the others caught up with Rudy and
Ri chard, the borer had al nbst reached the city that was
transmitting the video they had all seen. Rudy curved the path
the borer took so that it went past the dome very closely.

"Are we going inside this one?" Abby asked Matt.

"I want to if it |ooks safe, but it's also a function of how
much time we have to spare." Matt raised his voice. "Let's have
a short planning neeting, everyone. Rudy, let the borer just go
on ahead for now. "

The six of themsat in a line on the tunnel floor, Matt and
Rudy in the center, Abby and the others on the ends.

"How long will it take the borer to reach the wall we're
headi ng toward?" Matt asked.
Rudy tapped a few buttons on his watch. "I think we've

probably got another twelve to fifteen hours at the rate we're
going. And there's no way to speed that up."

"Ckay. That gives us enough tine to explore this dome and
at least try to get a clue as to why no one's responding to our
return signal. The nore we can learn, the better, as long as it
doesn't slow us down. Rudy, you and Richard stay with the borer



and trade off enough to get whatever sleep you can. Unless we
see anything that changes my mnd when we take a cl oser | ook at
the done, 1'd |like Abby and Bobby Joe with me. Julie, you've got
your choice."

"I"d like to get pictures of the city," she said.

"That's fine, but especially when we're outside this tunnel
we have to act like a nmlitary unit. Abby and Bobby Joe can
probably fill you in if the lecture last night wasn't enough.”

Abby sniled ruefully and nodded.

"Can we ever," said Bobby Joe.

#
Matt, Abby, Bobby Joe, and Julie noved as quickly as they
could into the alien city. In the sky on the far side of the

city, a dimreddish "sun" sent out weak light. The air snelled
of burnt |eaves.

The silhouette of the city was an erratic graph, peaks and
val l eys forned by a collection of cone-shaped buil di ngs of
varying sizes and distances from Matt. One of the taller and
cl oser cones was topped by a light that varied irregularly in
color and intensity; Rudy had deposited themclose to the
buil ding that was still transmtting a signal to the world
outside the city's bubble--a signal that had been answered wth
no apparent effect.

They passed by a couple of cones that were approaching
Matt' s hei ght.

As they reached a few cones that were about five tinmes
Matt's height, the tall tip of a cone near the center of the city
began to pierce the "sun." Moments later they entered shade.

One of the nearest cones reached what had to be 100 neters
into the air and had an exterior spiral staircases. Mtt could
still see the cone with the beacon, slightly deeper into the
city, but minutes later they wal ked through what felt a little
like a mountain valley, with sharply pointed hilltops all around.

"I still don't see anything that |ooks |like a door," Abby
said. "Do you think we have to go up those staircases to get
i nsi de these cones?"

"I was hoping you'd tell us," Matt said.

The group made another turn, and Matt saw their destination
cone. They reached the bottom of the spiral stairs and started
up. The spiral was a gentle rise, |ooping around the cone six
times as it rose. Soon they got an aerial view of the
surrounding city and could see doned cities in the direction of

Manhattan. |In the opposite direction was visible the nearest
wal | of the chanber enclosing the collection of cities. Al nost
directly opposite Manhattan, a faint vertical |ine showed at the

junction of two flat surfaces, and Matt renenbered a graphic
i mage Bobby Joe had generated, one show ng that from above, the
chanber outline was a huge octagon

Two-thirds of the way to the top, Matt suggested a rest
stop. He | ooked back toward the hill-city and Manhattan
i magi ni ng he could see the route the tunnel had cut.

"You and Rudy were in the arny together, weren't you?" Julie
sai d unexpectedly.

Matt took his gaze away fromthe route they had travel ed and
| ooked at her. "Yes. Mstly in Brazil and Argentina."”

"What's he |ike?"

"Like he is now He's one of those few people I'd want to
have on ny side if | were starting a small conpany. \Whatever
he's paid, he's worth nore."

"Why' d he get out of the arny?"



Matt hesitated. "He got into a situation where he either
had to bl ow the whistle on a respected col onel who had sone
unsavory habits invol ving young boys, or have to live with his
conscience and let it go on."

"So he got out?"

"He bl ew the whistle and then got out. Rudy was born in
East L.A. and a lot of his friends were Hi spanic, so naybe he
took the colonel's transgressions a little nore personally than
some ot her outsider night have." Matt |ooked at the horizon
"South America is a ness right now The internal politics are a
cesspool, and the career potential for whistle blowers isn't very
good. One of themran into a bad accident in the jungle."

"But you stayed in."

"Yup. | was angry, too, but sonetinmes you can do nore from
within the system A couple of nonths later, after the charges
had been di sm ssed for |ack of evidence, the colonel got hinself
acci dental | y phot ographed by surveill ance caneras that had been
undergoi ng testing before being sent out to renote airstrips
suspected of servicing drug runners. And copies of the filmwere
accidentally duplicated and sent to several organizations al ong
with routine test photographs.”

"You're saying you' re responsible for those accidents?"

"Ch, no. Rudy did nmost of the work. | just signed a few
requisition forms, stuff like that. Rudy told me later that he
and the col onel cane back on the same flight. Rudy was anmazed at
how many martinis a person could consune between Ri o and New
York." Matt | ooked at the view for a nonment. "I told you all of
this in your role of being a friend of Rudy's, not as a reporter
| assune you understand that."

"I do. That's why | was curious."

"He's a good guy. He's a little possessive, in the good
sense. New York is his city now This teamis partly his
responsibility. He works hard to make sure that no one hurts
anything that's partly his."

"What woul d Rudy say about you?" This question cane from
Abby.

"About ne? | don't know. That |I'ma bad ganbl er because
don't know when to give up, cut nmy losses. That | repeat ny
m stakes. That | have a tendency to stop along the way and | ook
at the view. That |'ve been doing it too | ong now." Matt
smi | ed.

The tine it took to wal k around the cone grew significantly
shorter as they noved farther up the side.

Bobby Joe said, "Do you realize how slow the sun is nmovi ng?"

Matt | ooked down to where the tip of the shadow of the cone
they were clinbing hit the ground, and he realized Bobby Joe was
right. 1t had hardly nmoved in the whole tine they' d been
clinmbing. "These fol ks must be used to very |ong days, huh?"

"Good guess. "

A final quick revolution brought themto the top of the
cone. Inside a lowwall was a neter-wi de path that forned a
nearly conplete circle, and inside the path was a short cone,
only three neters tall, flattened on top. Sitting on the flat
top was the transmitter, which here was too bright to | ook at
directly as it flashed purple then green then crinson.

Matt nade a qui ck comunications check with his new
[ight-spectrum wal ki e-tal kie, and Manhattan base responded.

Bobby Joe spotted a cable going fromthe bottom of the
broadcasting light, down the surface of the cone for severa
centimeters, and then vanishing. By pushing on the right spot, a



section of the cone noved as a doorway formed in its place.
#

Dori ne Underwood found a near riot when she reached the
conference roomfive mnutes before the norning status neeting.
She hadn't heard the crowd so agitated since the abduction of the
city.

Her throat was dry, not because of anxiety, but, she
suddenly realized, because she had kept taking her allergy
nmedi cation after arriving here. Now that the air contained far
| ess dust and pollen, she could probably stop

She stepped into the neeting room The conversation | evel
di pped for an instant, then rose even higher than before. She
coul d guess what the concern was al ready: second thoughts.

Several tinmes during the night, Dorine had found herself
awake and worrying about the sane thing. For the past severa
days, Manhattan had been functioni ng snoothly enough that she had
started goi ng back to her hone at G acie Mansion on the Upper
East side at night. She felt nore relaxed in her own bedroom
than she had been sleeping on a cot in City Hall, but back at
G aci e Mansion were nore rem nders of Rafael. She said another
qui ck prayer that he was still alive, because despite her fear
that the team outside could cause the destruction of Manhattan
she was convinced the evidence was right. Something terrible was
going to happen to Earth, or it had al ready happened.

Dorine took her seat and called the neeting to order. The

room qui eted. She made no attenpt to sidestep the issue. It
woul dn't go away on its own, and she knew no other issue would
get nmuch real attention until this one had been dealt with. "All

right. Wo wants to start?"

First up was Tony Robinson, the council president, a short
man whose eyel ashes were so |l ong Dorine someti nes wondered i f
they were real. "Ms. Myor, you' ve got to stop Sheehan and his
team Al they're going to do is get us all killed."

"I understand that we are all at risk, but are you telling
me you're prepared to let the whole Earth die to save yoursel f?"

Tony snorted. "That's not the issue. The video fromthe
aliens in those huge cones showed their planet being destroyed
right after their city was taken. The Earth is probably already
dead. "

A flurry of murmurs took several seconds to die down.

"That's only one data point," Dorine said. "The other one
we have fromthe tree city says the people on their planet

survived for between three and four weeks. |If Earth is on the
same schedule, we still have sonewhere between a few days and
nore than a week to nmake a difference.”

"But there's no way to know the Earth is still alive right
now. We could be taking this risk for nothing."

"You'll get no argument fromme on that. But there's also

no way we can tell the Earth isn't alive and healthy. For the
time being."

"But. Ms. Mayor, you've got to--"

"Just a minute, M. Robinson." Dorine scanned faces in the
room "l want to get a sense of the attitude here, by having a
show of hands. |'mnot saying |I'mgoing to reverse ny position
but I do want to see how people's feelings run. Everyone who
t hi nks we shoul d continue our efforts to prevent this ship from

harm ng Earth, please raise your hands." Several hands rose, and
Dorine counted them "All right, everyone who thinks we should
stop and play safe, raise your hands." She counted fewer hands.

"Undeci ded?"



"Al'l right," she said. "By ny count, we've got about sixty
percent in favor of continuing, twenty percent who think we
shoul d stop, and twenty percent who just don't know. Qut there,
where people don't have as inforned an access to the facts, TV
polls report thirty percent think we should stop, but | don't
thi nk that should prevent us fromdoing the right thing."

Dorine took a breath and | ooked cl osely at faces of the
peopl e she could normally count on for unequivocal support. On

two of the five faces she saw traces of doubt. "OF the people in
this room only a couple have had the bravery and the
unsel fi shness to be willing to serve as police officers. | can't

i mgine a lot of things scarier than wal king into a dark
war ehouse where there's sone reason to believe the shadows hol d
danger, danger that could take your life in the next five
m nutes. For a short tine, we've all suddenly been called on to
show that courage, and 1'll be the first to admit |I'm scared.
I'"mscared bad. But we've got to do this. W can't just turn
our backs and |l et soneone else do it. There is no one else. |If
we can all be brave for a short tinme, nmaybe we'll find out
there's still time for us to make a difference, maybe not. Maybe
we'll find out the Earth has al ready been destroyed, but at | east
we'll know we tried to help them And if we're too late, we can
bide our time and wait for a better opportunity to do sonething
about our situation. No matter what, | promi se you no one is
going to do anything that will put us at risk w thout a damm good
reason. "

#

Lucky Stiles felt hot in the cool apartment, his body
slippery with sweat. This was the part he hated the nost.

Seeing the news story after the fact, watching the horrified
expressions on the faces of the people who had been cl ose but not
too close was the best. He folded a section of paper into place
with fingertips covered by |latex gloves. He didn't bother with
any safety equi pment |ike goggles, though. |[|f he nade a m stake,
he'd be beyond the reach of cosmetic surgery. Maybe the boys in
white coats would be able to scrape sone of his cells off the
refrigerator door and clone him but Lucky wouldn't be around to
lie down personally on some operating table.

He was gl ad his upstairs neighbors had been out of town when
Manhattan noved. Ever since then, he had no | onger heard the
bass throbbing through the ceiling, and right now he was
especially glad not to have the irritation. Lucky's fingers
trenbl ed ever so slightly as he wapped the |ast flap of paper
into place and slipped the packet carefully into the
pre-addressed envel ope.

He took a deep breath. At the sink he sprinkled water on
the flap glue and seal ed the envel ope shut. A drop of sweat fel
of f his forehead.

He coul d sure use a beer right now. This certainly
qualified as a special occasion. In the refrigerator were his
two | ast cans of Coors, bought by a buddy on a recent vacation
Lucky was convinced that the beer canned in Col orado tasted
better than the stuff in the |ocal stores. Wen Lucky finished
the can, he went down to the street and dropped the envelope in a
near by mail box. The envel ope | ooked funny wi thout a stanp, but
t he mayor herself had announced that mail w thout stanps would be
del i vered.

That served her right. What happened next woul d be her own
fault.

#



Matt was relieved to see no sight of a threat on the other
si de of the door.

I nsi de, above eye level, Matt could see straight through the
wal |l on the far side of the cone. They followed the cable into
the interior, down the internal stairs, which curved in a
corkscrew arc. Above them virtually the entire cap of the cone
was transparent, including the floor they had first stood on

As soon as they passed the floor they'd been on, he could
see an even greater distance down into the cone than they'd been
able to see before. The other stairways and the one they were on
wound downward in long graceful spirals that eventually stopped
at another circular floor perhaps a hundred neters below. At two
or three points on each stairway were boxes the size of a small
room suspended in the air, as though glued to the side of the
stai rway.

The group descended, follow ng the cable, until they reached
a roomcontaining a small pedestal supporting a black cube and a
bl ack cone, both about as tall as a coffee cup. On one side of
the cone was a nmoving i mage, the sane image they had received in
Manhat t an

Bobby Joe picked up the cone displaying the picture. As he
twisted the cone, Matt realized the back of the cone was also
di spl aying an i nage. Bobby Joe rotated the cone until the other
i mge was clearly visible. "Wll, |ooky |ooky."

The picture was the video Julie had put together, show ng
Manhatt an' s experi ence.

"So they are receiving us," Mtt said. "And that doesn't
just nean that our signal is getting through; it nmeans they
wanted to be able to receive. So where are they? And why
haven't they replied?"

No one had an answer.

They descended, exploring the small roons, and ten mi nutes
| ater they found a roomthat was occupied. 1In a clear
cof fin-shaped box lay an alien body that |ooked |ike the ones in
the transm ssion. The body was humanoid, a Cyclops. The single
eyelid was closed. The alien's skin was brown and | eathery, wth
the worst case of varicose veins Matt had ever seen. Thin black
lips surrounded a small nouth, and pig-1ike snout showed one
nostril. Flat against its chest was sonmething that | ooked Iike a
hastily performed skin graft with tendrils reaching into the
| arger creature's chest. No one had the slightest idea whether
it was a pet, a synbiont, nmedical inplant, or sonething else
entirely.

#

Stuart Lund surveyed his congregation in silence. He was
anbi val ent about the |latest news. On the one hand, the idea that
t he peopl e who had ventured outside the donme could bring down
God's wath terrified him On the other hand, since the |atest
news of the trek was nade public, new arrivals had been
accunul ating faster than Stuart's hel pers could count. Obviously
t he done contained a | arge nunmber of people who were
unconfortable with the idea of sending out people to damage the
structure hol ding Manhattan and those other cities.

Stuart knew that the team had absolutely no possibility of
success, but the sooner he could organi ze sonething that woul d
stop the effort, the lower the risk of retaliation. Flooding the
Battery Tunnel had been a good idea, but the police had been able
to drain it too quickly. There had to be sonething el se they
could do. Sonmething that would stop the craziness outside and
bri ng everyone back i nside.



The nonent of silence had stretched | ong enough, so Stuart
opened his eyes and said, "Please be seated."

The congregation filled the warehouse floor. People way in
the back were too far away for Stuart to nake out distinct faces,
but Stuart knew his words reached that far. Congregation nenbers
had col |l ected an adequate supply of public address system
conponents, and wires ran in six directions fromthe pulpit. The
only concession to having m xed and matched several PA systens
was that no one had found a cable that | et one mcrophone drive
an array of anmplifiers, so Stuart spoke into a collection of
m crophones that nmade himfeel he was giving a press conference
for the entire known worl d.

A wave ran through the congregation fromfront to back as
al nrost two thousand people settled into their chairs, the ones in
front noving first, and row after row followi ng. For just an
instant, Stuart saw an inage of water parting before him

"I"d l'ike to wel cone anyone new to us this norning," Stuart
said when the rustling quieted down. "I don't think it's news to
anyone here that we are in the mddle of the greatest test we've
ever faced. God is undoubtedly watching us closely, neasuring,
judging, testing. And | think we need to make sure we get a good
report card."

Wthin fifteen mnutes, Stuart had his followers hoarse from
scream ng.

Chapter 10
On the Loose

Matt backed away fromthe unnoving alien and rapped his
knuckl es on the wall.

The alien didn't react. The single gray eyelid renai ned
closed. The other three came closer until they surrounded the
body.

Matt slowy reached out and prodded one arm then touched a
hand. "1 don't know about heavy sl eepers, but |I'mrenenbering
the "sun' that hardly noves. Maybe their days and nights are
extremely long, |ike weeks or nonths for us. Maybe this is the
m ddl e of the night, and maybe during the night they hibernate."

Abby | ooked at Matt. "That makes a whole | ot of sense.
They coul d have started their transmtter a long time ago. If we
had responded during the 'day' they would have replied. But now
they'lIl sleep until 'norning.'"

Matt touched the alien's wist. "I can't feel a pulse, but
that doesn't tell me anything, | guess." He put a hand on the
alien's neck. After a noment he said, "I can feel sonething.
It's nore like a slow vibration than a heartbeat, but | think
this--person--is alive."

Abby reached forward and put her hand on the alien's neck

also. "I think you're right. | can feel it, too." Abby put a
hand on the coffin-like enclosure. "And | can't feel anything
here, so | don't think it's vibration from sonewhere el se.”

Matt said, "Let's get out of here. | think we've |earned

enough here for now, and besides, we've got nore pressing
busi ness. The borer should be getting closer to the outside
wal | ."

They wal ked back through the valley between cones, and Matt
suddenly felt envious of people who could sleep a long tine. He
| ooked back at the "sun." "It's been about four hours since we
were here. How far do you think the 'sun' has noved?"

Bobby Joe noved a couple of steps sideways, then tapped a



few buttons on his watch. "This is just a really crude estinate,
because | didn't get any good reference before, but it looks to
me as if it's only noved two or three degrees. |If that's true.
that woul d make their night" --he pushed some nore keys--
"somewhere between twenty and thirty of our days."

"No wonder we didn't get a reply yet," Abby said.

Back in the tunnel, Matt called Manhattan base with his RF
wal ki e-tal kie and told themwhy their return transm ssion hadn't
been acknow edged.

Matt swi tched channels. "Rudy, this is Mtt."

"Go ahead," said Rudy's voice a nonent |ater

"W're out and we're safe. W should be able to catch up
with you in an hour or so."

"No need to hurry. The borer just broke down."

#

Abby easily kept up with Matt as their |ong, slow |eaning-
forward strides carried themthrough the tunnel just ahead of
Julie and Bobby Joe. Besides Abby's talent for running, being
several centinmeters shorter than Matt hel ped her get slightly
| onger strides without coming too close to the tunnel ceiling.
Her hardhat 1ight bounced back and forth with the notion of her
body.

She was still breathing confortably ten mnutes | ater when
t hey caught up with Rudy and Richard. They slowed to a halt and
for a noment the only sounds were a nechanical tap tap tap from
ahead and Bobby Joe's gasping for air from sonmewhere behind. For
bei ng a basically healthy person, Bobby Joe was in the worst
shape of anyone Abby knew.

Rudy | ay on his back, his hands busy tw sting sonething on
the end of a socket wench. Richard sat on the cart. Abby
nodded to hi mand he nodded back

"What's up?" Matt asked.

"What's down is nmore like it," Rudy said. "The tread on the
right side vibrates enough when it noves that it wore through a
bracket supporting sone control lines. | think |I caught it
before it did much danage. | should be ready to give it another
try in ten or fifteen mnutes."

"Great. You need anyt hi ng?"

“"I'"'mfine. Mybe you should put in another ventilation hole
and take a peek. According to the inertial navigation unit,
we're getting pretty close.”

"WIl do."

As Matt noved back to do that, Julie cane forward, followed
by Bobby Joe. Bobby Joe's breath still cane in audible drags.

"How re you doi ng?" Julie said.

"Good," Rudy said. "I think we're al nbst back in business.
How was the tour?"

"Stranger than Macy's in |late Decenber. But interesting.
Fasci nating. Apparently everyone's asleep.” Julie started to
descri be what they'd seen

Abby started back toward Matt and noved past Bobby Joe, who

was still panting. She said, "This trip is probably the best
thing that could have happened to you. | think it's good for you
to get out and get some exercise."

Abby reached Matt as he started drilling a hole in the

tunnel roof. Mnutes |later she was | ooking through the

peri scope. They were indeed near the edge of the huge encl osure
that housed all the dones. The enclosure wall seenmed no farther
away than a few hundred meters. The vertical |ine where two wall
surfaces net now resolved into two parallel lines.



"What do you think those lines in the corner are?" she
asked.

Matt took another |ook. "Mybe the sides of an el evator
shaft."”

"One that would stop on this |evel ?"

"No idea. It probably wouldn't be a good idea for us to try
it even if it did stop here. | can inagine some warning bel
ringing on the bridge if we did."

"So you're thinking we'll cut through the wall?"

"That's the first thing to try. | expect the wall to be

strong, but | don't know that it needs to be any stronger than
the one we al ready cane through.™”

"And if we can't get through?" Abby said.

"Then we'll try the next thing and the next thing and the
next thing."

"You sound like nothing can stop us. Wy are you so
optimstic?"

Matt took his gaze away fromthe periscope and | ooked at
Abby. His hardhat |ight was angl ed hi gh enough up that his eyes
were visible. "I haven't run nearly as much as you have, or run
with your class of athlete, but I'd be willing to bet that back
in your racing days, once in a while you found yoursel f hal fway
through a race, and you felt like dying. You felt that at any
second you'd pass out, or you'd have to stop and throw up. Ever
feel like that?"

"Yes, a fewtines."

"But you kept going, didn't you?"

"Yes "
"And, for those races, what were the snmmll est stakes?"
Abby thought back. "I guess the nost trivial was the tinme |

was running agai nst three of the fastest boys in high school. |

wasn't actually conpeting with themin the strict sense, because
t hey separated boys and girls for actual conpetition. But one of
t he boys had teased ne about being slow "

"So you felt like dying but you kept running, whether you
won or lost, and the only thing you stood to | ose was your pride.
Is that an accurate description?"

"Actually | did win," Abby said with satisfaction

Matt smiled. "I think you al so answered your own questi on.
If you did that nuch for ego, how hard would you fight when the
stakes were survival--and certain death for the entire world?"

Abby was silent for several seconds and then she smil ed.
"You' re saying the people who brought us here picked on the wong
f ol ks?"

"Yeah, I'd say that. Wat do you think?"

"I think you're right. If | weren't so angry, |'d al npst
feel sorry for them"

"Now you're talking." WMatt pulled out the periscope and
i nserted an air hose and punp.

Abby hesitated. "But we aren't really invincible."

"That's a fact. But we're not going to give up easily."

"You know," Abby said, "your wife is a very |ucky woman."

"l don't know about that," Matt said, but the words were
muf f | ed because Abby suddenly turned and started wal ki ng back
toward the others.

How coul d she be so stupid to say sonmething |ike that?
Matt's wi fe was probably already dead, dead with everyone el se on
Earth, and Abby had to go and say she was |ucky. Her brain was
mush. And then she realized she had just wal ked away from Matt
while they'd been in the niddl e of a conversation. What excuse



could she offer? She could think of nothing that woul dn't make
her sound brainless. And she couldn't just go back right now,
because she had no i dea what she should say. She hadn't felt
this flustered in a long time. She felt |like a dunmb teenager al
over again as a flush warmed her face.

Abby nmoved past the trailer and found Julie, Bobby Joe, and
Richard still watching Rudy. For an instant she expected they
woul d all turn and stare at her for acting so stupid with Matt,
but of course they didn't. They hadn't been anywhere cl ose.

"I think that's got it," Rudy said. He collected severa
tools, then deposited themin the trailer

At about the same tine, Matt got back

"I think we're back in business,"” Rudy said before anyone

el se said a word. "I'mgoing to give it atry in a couple of
m nutes. "
"CGood," Matt said. "The ventilator seems to be working

fine." As he noved past Abby to get closer to Rudy, his hardhat
light was directed at the back end of the borer, and Abby's body
was in darkness. Wth a gesture guaranteed to be invisible to
the others, Matt gently squeezed her shoul der

Abby didn't know what the touch meant, whether it was,
"That's okay; we all say stupid things," or, "I understand; |I'm
nervous, too," or what, but she realized al nbst imredi ately that
she felt better. Mich better. Her shoul der tingled.

At the same tine, Matt continued talking. "It |ooks like
we're only a few hundred neters away fromthe wall, so the borer
doesn't have to work for very long."

"Good," Rudy said. "That's consistent with the readings."
He picked up the borer control and punched a coupl e of buttons,
sayi ng, "Here goes."

The borer nmoved forward just enough to notice, then stopped.
Seconds later, it noved forward slightly. After a mnute of
watching it, Rudy said, "I think it's operational again."

Everyone but Richard said a word or two of congratul ations
and t hanks.

#

VWhen the inertial navigation unit told Matt they were within
twenty meters of the wall, he warned Rudy to sl ow down the borer

"Ckay," Rudy said. "You still want to curve so we w nd up
running parallel to the wall for the |last few neters?"

"Co for it."

From behind himin the tunnel, Matt heard Bobby Joe say
somet hi ng about parallel parking. "Hey, Bobby Joe. Wy don't
you do sonet hing useful. Wen we go through this wall, we could
be going into a different atnosphere and pressure. Go back about
fifty neters and put in another air barrier.”

"WIl do." Bobby Joe grabbed equi pmrent and headed back

Matt held the inertial navigation display where Rudy could
see it as he controlled the path of the borer. They were
approaching the intersection of two walls that net at about a
135-degree angle. The display showed two lines neeting at a
point. Near the intersection, an orange dot with a tail like a
conet showed their current position and nobst recent history.
Superi nmposed on the display was a dimgrid currently show ng
one- et er squar es.

In the upper right corner of the display were their actua
coordinates relative to the ground-floor |obby of the Wrld Trade
Center, shown in rectangul ar and polar coordi nates. One of the
pol ar coordinates said they were 48,912 neters from hone. One of
the rectangul ar coordi nates said they were 17.4 nmeters bel ow



where the inertial navigation box had been zeroed out.

They sl owy noved another four neters as the range gradually
sl owed and the angul ar di spl acenent crept up in very small
i ncrenents. The conet-tail inmage on the display confirmed that
they were curving left toward the wall. Matt | ooked behind him
and saw Abby, Julie, and Richard wal king slowy behind themin
the gently curving tunnel. Just before Matt | ooked forward,
Ri chard stunbl ed, then caught his bal ance agai n.

Soon the tunnel straightened out as the borer noved next to

the wall, closer and closer to the intersection. GOccasionally
the borer's whine would increase in pitch as it dragged agai nst
the wall. A lighter gray streak at about waist height on the

right wall showed where the borer had scraped against it.

Finally, as the borer neared the intersection, Rudy turned
it away fromthe surface, curving its path nore to the left so
that mnutes later, according to the display, the borer was goi ng
parallel to the adjacent wall.

"That should about do it," Rudy said. He shut off the borer
and for an instant all was quiet in the tunnel

"CGood," Matt said. "Before we do anything else, let's make
sure we've got a good seal ."

Under Matt and Rudy's direction, the teamretrieved tape
fromthe trailer and applied sections of tape wherever the borer
had come cl ose enough to the wall to | eave gaps or thin sections
of solidified goo, just to make sure no goo | eaked into the
chanmber. Bobby Joe got back in tine to help them finish.

"What next, boss?" Bobby Joe asked.

Matt rubbed the back of his neck. "The next order of
business is to dig the goo away fromthe intersection of these
two walls. Rudy thinks wherever there's a seam mi ght be the

easiest place to try to get through the wall, and that will also
let us find out if that el evator shaft or whatever it is will be
useful . "

"W're not going to just blast our way through?"

"Nope. This wall nmight be a divider between our conpartnent
and the bridge, or it mght be a hull between us and the outside.
If we don't use a little caution, we could all w nd up sucking
vacuum "

"It could be this chanber isn't actually in the ship any
| onger. W could be hidden away on the back side of the nmoon or
somet hi ng. "

"That's possible, but their pattern seems to be pick up a
city, add it to the collection, and nove on. Anyway, even if we
were on Luna, we could still be a neter fromvacuum"

"Ckay. | just thought if we were ready to use sone
expl osives, then Richard would get a chance to talk."

"I amquite able to carry on a conversation when it's
appropriate, thank you very nuch," Richard said. Suddenly
everyone was | ooking at him

"Dick, it's really great to hear you talk," said Bobby Joe.

"People call me Richard." H s tone alnost made his breath
frosty.

"How can you be sure?" Bobby Joe asked innocently.

Ri chard's eyes narrowed, and Matt nmoved in to divert the
energy into something useful. "AIl right. W need to clear the
goo away fromthe wall, especially near the corner. Bobby Joe,
you and I will take the first shift."

Matt and Bobby Joe attacked the goo, both cautious not to
et their shovels clang against the wall. As they worked, the
ot her four used the borer to make a small side tunnel to use for



storage of discarded goo. The soft clattering noise fromthe
borer's treads was conforting in its regularity.

In an hour they had exposed the intersection between the
walls. The walls did in fact neet at a 135-degree angle, but two
short walls jutted out fromthe two long walls and net in a
vertical seam as though a di anond-shaped shaft ran vertically
al ong the intersection

Matt finished installing another ventilation tube as Rudy
pl ayed a torch over the rough edges of the goo left after the
excavation. Behind Rudy, Richard, Julie, and Abby seal ed strong
tape over the junction between hardened goo and the wall surface
now reveal ed, so no goo could leak in. The teamhad cleared an
area about a meter high and eight neters wide. The walls around
the el evator shaft, if that's what it was, didn't | ook any
different than the other walls.

Rudy came back fromthe trailer with a stethoscope connected

to an amplifier and headphones. "If everyone can be quiet for a
mnute, 1'd like to see if | can hear anything fromthe other
side. "

Rudy knelt on the tunnel floor and stuck a suction cup
agai nst the cleared wall surface. He put on the headphones and
turned on a small switch on the anplifier

He turned a dial on the anmplifier, then scratched again,
then listened intently for fifteen seconds. Finally he took off

t he headphones and said, "Nothing." He noved to retrieve a dril
fromthe trailer.
Rudy put a bit into the drill and said, "Let's start snall.

If it is vacuumon the other side, or if there are people close
enough to notice, this probably makes the nbst sense. Plus, we
can stick a small fiber-optic probe through and do sone snoopi ng
bef ore we decide what to do next."

"Sounds good to ne," said Matt.

The wal | | ooked like brushed alum numor steel in the glare
of the hardhat lanps. Faint lines defined |large equilatera
triangles, a neter on each side, as though the wall had been
built fromtriangular plates that had then been wel ded toget her

or nol ecul arly bonded. Rudy positioned the drill at the center
of one of the triangles and pulled the trigger
At first the bit just spun on the surface, |ike a spinning

t oot hpi ck held against a plate of glass, but then it started to
forma dinple in the netal

An extrenely fine powder sparkled in the light fromthe
hardhats as the tiny particles slowy fell away fromthe bit.
After a minute or so, Matt could tell that the bit had noved
slightly into the surface.

Rudy | eaned on the drill for several mnutes. Mitt's nind
had begun to wander, and he was unsure whether they m ght break
t hrough in seconds, hours, or days.

The drill suddenly lurched forward several centimeters. At
the sane time, a red gas began to escape from around the
perimeter of the bit.

"Everyone but Rudy, get out of here!" Matt shouted. "On the
other side of the barrier. Now"

As Abby, Julie, Bobby Joe, and Richard scranbled to get
away, Rudy pulled the drill bit out of the hole and Matt stuck
his thumb over the opening.

"I've got sone tape," Rudy said. "Just a sec."

Rudy scattered snmall tools as he pawed through the tool box.
A monent |ater, he and Matt were alone in the tunnel and he
pul l ed out a roll of tape.



"Ckay," Rudy said. "Mwve it."

Matt pulled his thunb away, and Rudy sl apped a piece of tape
agai nst the wall surface, cutting off the tiny jet of red gas.
Both he and Matt held their heads as far away fromthe opening as
they could. Matt tried not to breathe.

#

In the East Village, a small group of Hi ndus gathered for
nmut ual solace in the apartnent shared by two of the group

Gerard Ghendl desperately wished that if he were near death
t hat somehow he could travel to Benares to bathe in the sacred
river Ganges to cleanse hinmself of his sins.

Gerard knew the trip was inpossible, though, so he tried not
to think about it. Instead he thought about karma, and wondered
what, as a group, the inhabitants of Manhattan had done to
deserve this.

#

Matt held the ends of the tape in place as Rudy stuck
several nore pieces over it. Wen they pulled their hands away,
the tape held, and they couldn't see any gas |eaking out.

"Let's nove away," Matt said.

The two nmen cane to a stop about ten nmeters fromthe taped
hol e. Rudy coughed a couple of tines.

"You feel okay?" Matt asked. He |ooked closely at his thunb
but saw no indication of damage.

"Yeah. Nervous, but okay. You?"

"I"mokay. At least that apparently wasn't some fast-acting
poi son. "

"Not that affects us anyway."

"Can you hook up the gas anal yzer?"

"Right away." Rudy went to the trailer and retrieved
equi prent. Mnutes |ater he had an intake tube positioned near
the taped hole, and the sanpler punp was running.

"I't'"ll need to sanple for about ten seconds," Rudy said. "I
can hold the tube."
"No. |'ve already been exposed. No point in risking both

of us."

Rudy shook his head, but went back to the punmp. "Any tine
you' re ready.

Matt peel ed edges of the tape back until he had exposed the
smal |l hole again. He put the end of the tube over the spurting
red gas.

"Ckay, that's enough," Rudy said finally.

Matt pushed the tape back into place, sealing the hole, and
put anot her couple of strips over the rest. He went over to
wat ch over Rudy's shoul der. "So, what have we got?"

Rudy was silent for a nonent. "Mstly oxygen. Sone
nitrogen. And a snmaller ambunt of sone conmpound | can't
identify. That has to be what's coloring the gas. But | can
only hope it's not harnful in the quantities we inhaled. It
probably woul dn't be nuch good for our lungs, though, if we had
to breathe a lot of it. The good part is that nothing in this
stuff is emtting radiation."

"Right," Matt said. "lI'mgoing to call the others back. W
need to talk."

M nutes later the six of them were once again near the
cleared portion of the wall.

"So, what was that stuff?" Julie asked

Matt | ooked at Rudy, who expl ai ned.

"I's that what our captors breathe?" asked Bobby Joe. "Maybe
we need to go back and get scuba gear."



"That's not the only problem" Abby said. "I don't know if
we'd be able to see through that stuff."
The group was silent for a | ong nonent.

Finally Matt said, "lI'mnot sure our captors breathe that
stuff.”

"I may be thinking the same thing you are,” Rudy said.

"A fence?"

"Coul d be."

"What are you tal king about?" Richard asked.

Matt turned to Richard. "Wen Rudy was drilling, the bit
cleared the wall, and the drill pushed forward severa
centimeters, and it stopped again, but the bit wasn't sunk in al
the way. There's another surface just behind the one Rudy
drilled through. This red gas may be confined to the gap between
these two layers."

"For what purpose?" Julie asked.

"To make it easy to find out if anyone breaks out, and

exactly where it happened. |I|f we had used expl osives just now,
we might easily have blown a hole so |large and jagged that we
couldn't seal it. |If we'd been using a really high-power |aser

we coul d have drilled right through the second surface at the
same time, and that gas would be filtering out the other side
even t hough we patched this side."

"That seens kinda | owtech," Bobby Joe said.

"Maybe, " Rudy said. "But the advantage is that it's very
easy to inplement. They've got hundreds of square kiloneters to
protect, and instrunenting the entire surface with sensors or
setting up enough lasers and mrrors to let them check for breaks
that way would be a hell of a lot of work. This way they just
build two boxes, one inside the other. They periodically measure
the pressure of the gas between. Easy."

"It makes a lot of sense to ne," Matt said. "But what other
theories should we explore? One possibility that's been
mentioned is that it's our captors' natural atnosphere. Wat
el se?"

"Maybe we drilled into a duct,"” Bobby Joe said. "A duct
that's carrying this stuff to a particular location. O we hit a
tank of the stuff."”

"A tank woul d probably be at a | ot higher pressure,” Rudy
said. "And a duct going from somewhere to somewhere inplies sone
other need for red air."

"Any other possibilities?" Matt asked. After a nonent of

silence, he said, "The first theory still nmakes the nost sense to
me. So what do we do next?"
Julie said, "Well, if we can't get through here, maybe we

can get through sonepl ace else."

"I bet the whole perineter is protected this way," Rudy

said. "But | think naybe we can get through anyway."
#

Abby wat ched nervously as Rudy used the saw to cut slowy
t hrough the wall panel. The job was conplicated by bad
visibility and the | ayer of plastic.

On Rudy's suggestion, they had taken a | arge sheet of the
clear plastic material used for tunnel air barriers and taped it
over the triangul ar panel Rudy intended to cut |oose. The sheet
of plastic ballooning out fromthe wall was significantly bigger
than the proposed opening, and they had taped it so that severa
of Rudy's tools were on the inside. Rudy gripped the saw through
the plastic, as though he were operating some equi pment in a
seal ed environnental chanber. The red air filling the balloon



made it hard to see what was going on inside. They had installed
a blower punp in the tunnel ceiling to keep the pressure on this
side of the plastic as high as possible.

"I want your hardhat for just a second,” Abby said to Rudy.
She took it, replaced the |lanp battery with a freshly charged
battery, and put the hardhat back on Rudy's head. "Okay."

"Thanks, " Rudy said.

Abby had just finished trading recharged nminivid batteries
when Rudy said, "That's alnost got it. | need help holding the
cut-out so it doesn't fall between the two walls."

Matt and Richard noved closer. Matt reached through the
pl astic and maneuvered a screwdriver up to where he pried out one
edge of the cut-out. Mnutes |later Rudy conpleted the cut and
hanpered by the plastic barrier, Matt and Richard | owered the
pl ate agai nst the wall.

In the large triangular opening the red air nade visibility
difficult, but there did i ndeed seemto be another surface just
centi neters away.

Rudy and Matt reached through the bottomof the plastic and
grabbed sone of the goo they had put there before taping the
plastic in place. Slowy they pushed pieces into the gap around
the triangul ar opening.

"I think we're just about ready," Rudy said finally.

"Ckay," Matt said, turning toward Abby. "W're going to
need to nove quickly. "Abby, you and Bobby Joe get your torches
ready. Rudy and I will cut out the center of this plastic.

Ri chard, you and Julie are ready with tape?"

Julie said, "Yes," for both of them

Abby and Bobby Joe started their torches.

"Al'l right. Take your |ast few breaths," Mtt said.
"Three--two--one." Wth their knives, Matt and Rudy quickly cut
out the center of the taped plastic and forced the edges into the
gap with the goo, being careful to stay out of the way of the
torches. Red air swirled into the room and Abby could see a few
tiny jets of red air escaping fromleaks between the wall and the
goo stuffed into the gap around the perineter of the cutout.

Abby moved forward and quickly played the flame over the
goo. She watched with relief as it darkened and expanded to sea
the gap. A couple of small red spurts of air cut off. She
choked as she finally had to breathe, but by then the red cl oud
was di ssi pating.

As soon as Abby finished a section with the torch, Richard
sl apped some tape over the gap as an additional barrier

Everyone in the chanber was coughing for several mnutes as
they raced to conplete the seal. Even after they finished, it
took a while for Abby's breathing to return to normal. She
wasn't sure if the problemwas just the red air or if her
adrenal i ne reaction m ght have nade it worse, but finally she
felt all right again.

Matt surveyed the seal ed gap around the edge of the
triangle. "Looks good. Everyone did a great job."

The view was clear now, and the tinge of red in the air
finally vani shed. Beyond the triangular opening was i ndeed
another sinmilar surface, as though they had just cut through the
first wall of a car door.

Rudy held up his drill. "Shall I?"

Matt grabbed a roll of tape and said, "Go ahead. |'mreally
curious. Let's play alittle safer this time, though. Everyone
but Rudy, please go back down the tunnel. Richard, you |ead the
way back. Be cautious."



Abby didn't like this part nuch better than the earlier
wait. As she wal ked down the tunnel with the others, she
realized that she didn't mind taking a risk along with Matt, but
that she didn't like the idea of himtaking a risk that she
didn't share

Abby, Bobby Joe, Julie, and Richard reached the air barrier
took it down, and then put it back up when they were on the other
side. Abby sat down on the tunnel floor, |eaned back against the
curved wall, and flipped her hardhat |ight off to conserve the
charge. The business end of the borer sat facing themonly a
couple of neters away, and she felt nervous to be on this side of
it.

Bobby Joe stood and paced. After a couple of ninutes, he
said, "So, Richa