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PROL OGUE

“We advise that our patrons not attempt the dopestoday, other than the Blue Run. A distinct danger
from avalanchesis ill present throughout the skiing area. It would be prudent to remain in the chalet, or
perhaps to consider spending the day in town.”

1398, RIMWAY CALENDAR

Wescott knew he was dead. There seemed little chance for Margaret, either. Or for his daughter. He had
followed the instruction and stayed inside and now he lay beneath tons of ice and rock. He could hear
weeping and screams, lost in the dark around him.

Hewastrembling in the cold, hisright arm crushed and pinned beneath afdlen timber. He could no
longer fed the pain. Or thearm.

He thought of Delia. Just beginning her life and dmost certainly swept away. Tearsran down his cheeks.
She' d been so anxious to come.

He closed hiseyes and tried to resgn himself. Tried to place himself again aboard the Falcon, where he
and Margaret had met. Those had been priceless years. He' d known the day would come when he
would wish he could go back and do it dl again.

The Falcon.

My God. It occurred to him that, if Margaret had not escaped the building, their discovery would die
with them. Deliaknew about it, but she was too young to understand.

They had told nobody! Except Mattie. Mattie knew.

Hetore at the timber, tried to drag himsdlf free. Tried to change hisangle and get hisfeet againgt it. He
had to survive long enough to tell them. Justincase. ..
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But Margaret was not dead. Could not be dead.
Please, God.

The cries and screams around him dwindled, became occasional moanings. How long had it been? It
seemed like hours since the chalet had crashed down on him. Where were the rescue workers?

He listened to his own labored breathing. The floor had shaken, had stopped, had shaken again. Then,
after the shocks, when everybody in the dining room had thought maybe it was over, he'd heard the
sudden roar. They’ d looked at one another, some people had gotten up to run, others had sat terrified,
the lights went out, and the walls had imploded. He was pretty sure the floor had collapsed and that he
wastrapped in acellar. But he couldn’t be certain. Not that it mattered.

He heard digtant Sirens. Findly.

He pushed at the timber that held hisarm. He didn't fed entirely connected to his body anymore. He d
retreated into his head and looked out, not unlike a spectator hiding in a cave. Benesath him, the ground
trembled again.

He wanted to believe Margaret had survived. Bubbly, immortd, farseeing Margaret, who was never,
ever, taken by surprise. It didn’t seem possible she could be caught in al this, swept asdein that single
terrible moment. She’ d gone back to their room to get a sweater. Had left just moments before it had dl
happened. Had gone up the staircase and vanished forever from hislife.

And Ddlia. In the apartment. Eight years old. Sulking becauise he' d refused permission for her to go out
on her own, | don't careif they’ re saying the Blue Runis safe, we' Il wait until we hear everything' s okay.
The apartment was on the third floor, toward the front of the building. Maybe it had been spared. He
prayed they were both standing out there somewhere now, in the snow, worrying about him.

When they’ d issued the warning, they’ d said the chaet was safe. Safe and solid. Stay indoors and
everything will be okay. Avaanche-free zone.

Inthe dark, he smiled.

They’ d been ditting in the dining room with their newest acquaintance, Breia Somebody-or-Other, who
was from his hometown, when Margaret had gotten up, said something about now don’t you two et all
theeggs!’ll only be aminute, and walked off. A group of skiers stood near the front doors, ready to go
out, angrily complaining about the leve of caution at the chalet and how Blue Run wasfor beginners.
Two couples sat amid potted plants enjoying around of drinks. A heavyset man who looked like ajudge
was descending the staircase. A young woman in agray-green jacket had just sat down at the piano and

begun to play.

Margaret would just have had time to reach their room before the first shock came. The diners had
looked around at each other, their eyes wide with surprise. Then the second jolt, and the fear in the room
became palpable. There’' d been no screams, as best he could remember, but people were throwing back
their chairsand garting for the exits.

Breia, middle-aged, dark-haired, ateacher on vacation, had looked out the window, trying to see what
was happening. His angle was bad so he couldn’t see much, but his hair stood straight up when she
gasped and whispered Run in aterrified voice. Without another sound she threw back her chair and fled.

Outside, awall of snow appeared and bore down on them. It had been smooth, rhythmic, almost
choreographed, a crystd tide flowing down the side of the mountain, engulfing trees and boulders and,



findly, the heavy stonewall that marked the perimeter of the chalet’ s grounds. As he watched, it svept
over someone. Man or woman, it happened too quick to be sure. Somebody trying to run.

Wescott had sat quietly, knowing there was no place to hide. Hetook asip of his coffee. It wasasif time
had stopped. The desk clerk, asmulation, blinked off. So did the host and one of the doormen. The
skiers near the front door scattered.

Wescott held his breath. The rear and sdewalls blew into the dining room and there was asharp pain
and the sensation of falling.

Somewhere, doors sammed.
Something wet was running down hisribs. Tickling him, but he couldn’t reachiit.

Brelahadn’t gotten out of the dining room. She was probably within afew meters. It was hard to spesk.
Hedidn't seem to have much air in hislungs. But he whispered her name.

He heard avoice, far away. “ Over here.” But it wasamalevoice.
And then there were boots chunking through snow.

“ Seeif you can get him out, Harry.”

Somebody was digging.

“Hurry.”

No answer though from Breia.

Hetried to cry out, let them know where he was, but he was too weak. No need anyhow. Margaret
knew he wasin trouble, and she was surely out there somewhere, with the rescue workers, trying to find
him.

But a degper darkness was coming. The rubble on which helay was fading, and he stopped caring about

the secret that he and Margaret shared, stopped caring about the timber that pinned him down. Margaret
was okay. Had to be.

And he did away from his prison.
ONE

... But what provided the truest sense of the antiquity of (the Egyptian tomb) wasto see graffiti scrawled
on itswalsby Athenian vigtors, circa 200 C.E. And to know the place was as old for them, astheir
markingsarefor me.

—Wolfgang Corhin,
The Vandal and the Savegirl, 6612 C.E.

1429, THIRTY-ONE YEARSLATER

The station was exactly where Alex said it would be, on the thirteenth moon of Gideon V, agas giant
with no special characteristics to recommend it other than that it circled adead star rather than asun. It
wasin adeteriorating orbit, and, in another hundred thousand years, according to the experts, it would
dipinto the clouds and vanish. In the meantime it was ours.
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The station consisted of acluster of four domes and an array of radio telescopes and sensors. Nothing
fancy. Everything, the domes and the éectronic gear and the surrounding rock, was a dark, patchy
orange, illuminated only by the mud brown gas giant and its equaly mud brown ring system. It was easy
enough to see why nobody had noticed the station during several routine Survey visits. Gideon V had just
become only the third known outstation left by the Celians.

“Magnificent,” Alex said, standing by the viewport with hisarmsfolded.

“Thegte?’ | sad. “Or you?’

He smiled modestly. We both knew he wasn't good at being humble.

“Benedict srikesagain,” | said. “How did you figureit out?’

| hesitate to say Alex ever looked smug. But that day he was close. “1 am pretty good, aren’t 177
“How'd you doit?’ I'd doubted him al the way, and he was enjoying his moment.

“Simple enough, Kolpath. Let me explain.”

He had doneit, of course, the way he dways did things. By imagination, hard work, and methodica
attention to detail. He' d gone through shipping records and histories and persona memoirs and
everything ese he could lay hands on. He d narrowed it down, and concluded that Gideon V was an
idedl centra location for the exploratory operations then being conducted by the Cdlians. The planet, by
the way, was given the Roman numera not because it wasthe fifth world in the system. It was, infact,
the only one, the others having either been swallowed whole or torn from their orbits by apassing sar. It
had happened a quarter million years ago, so there’ d been no witnesses. But it was possible to compute
from the dliptica orbit of the remaining world that there had been others. The question up for debate was
their number. While most astrophysi cists thought there’ d been four additiona worlds, some put the
probable total closer to ten.

Nobody redly knew. But the ation, several hundred light-years from the nearest occupied world, would
be atreasure trove for Rainbow Enterprises. The Celians, during their golden age, had been aromantic
nation, given over to philosophy, drama, music, and exploration. They were believed to have penetrated
deeper into the Aurdlian Cluster than any other branch of the human family. Gideon V had been central to
that effort. Alex was convinced they’ d pushed well beyond, into the Basin. If so, there was considerably
more to be found.

Severa centuries ago, the Celians had gone abruptly downhill. Civil war erupted, governments across the
home world collapsed in chaos, and in the end they had to be bailed out by the other members of what
was then known as the Pact. When it was over, their great days were dso over. They'd lost their fire,
become conservative, more interested in creature comforts than in exploration. Today, they are possibly
the most regressive planetary society in the Confederacy. They are proud of their former greatness and
try to wear it asakind of aura Thisiswho we are. But intruth it swho they were.

Wewerein the Belle-Marie, maybe twenty thousand kilometers out from the gas giant when the domes
rotated into view. Alex makes hisliving trading and selling artifacts, and occasondly finding lost sites
himsalf. HE sgood at it, seems amost to have atelepathic sensefor ruin. Mention that to him, as people
occasionaly do, and he smiles modestly and ascribes everything to good luck. Whatever it is, it' s made
Rainbow Enterprises ahighly profitable operation and left me with more money to throw around than |
would ever have thought possible.

Thethirteenth moon was big, the third biggest among twenty-six, the biggest without an accompanying



atmosphere. Consequently it had been the first place we' d looked, for those two reasons. Large moons
are better for bases because they provide areasonable level of gravity without having to generateiit
artificidly. But you don't want one so large that it has an atmosphere. An atmosphereisawaysa
complicating factor.

Asfar as we were concerned, vacuum had another advantage: It acts as a preservative. Anything left by
the Cdians when they closed up shop six centuries earlier waslikely to be in pristine condition.

If you could have thrown sunlight on Gideon' s dark rings, they would have been spectacular. They were
twisted and divided into three or four distinct sections. | couldn’t be sure. It depended on your angle of
vison. The thirteenth moon lay just beyond the outermost ring. It moved in an orbit afew degrees above
and below their plane, and the result would have been a compelling not-quite-edge-on view had there
been any light to speak of. The gas giant itself, as seen from the station, never moved from its position
halfway up the Sky over aseriesof low hills. It wasadull, dark presence, not much more than smply a
place where there were no stars.

| put the Belle-Marie in orbit and we went down in the lander.

The moon was heavily cratered in the north and along the equator, with plainsin the south streaked with
ridges and canyons. There were severd mountain ranges, tall, skeletal peaks of pure granite. The domes
were located midway between the equator and the north pole, on relatively flat ground. The antennafield
was to the west. Mountains rose to the east. A tracked ground vehicle had been lft in the middie of the
complex.

The domes gppeared to bein good condition. Alex watched them with growing satisfaction aswe
descended through the black sky. A haf dozen moons were visible. They were pae, ghostly, barely
discerniblein the feeble light from the central star. Had you not known they were there, you might not
have seen them.

| eased usin carefully. When we touched down | shut the engines off and brought the gravity back
dowly. Alex waited impatiently while | exercised what he routinely caled asurplus of feminine caution.
He saways anxiousto get moving—Iet’ sgo, we don't have forever. He enjoys playing that role. But he
doesn't like unpleasant surprises either. And that’ s supposed to be my job, heading them off. | broke
through the bottom of acrater years ago into asinkhole, and he still hasn't let meforget it.

Everything held. Alex gave me abig smile, well-done and dl that. Thetak about let’smoveit along got
put aside while he sat |ooking out the viewport, savoring the moment. Y ou go into one of these places, a
Stethat’ s been empty for centuries or maybe millennia, and you never know what you might find. Some
have been rigged with death traps. Floors have been known to collapse and wallsto give way. In one
way dtation, air pressure built up when something malfunctioned and it al but exploded when a Survey
team tried to enter.

What you dways hope for, of course, isan open hatch and amap of the premises. Like they found at
Lyautey.

| unbuckled and waited for Alex. Finaly, he took a deep breath, released his harness, swung the chair
around, climbed out of it, and pulled on hisair tanks. Weran aradio check and inspected each other’s
suits. When he was ready | decompressed and opened the hatch.

We climbed down the ladder onto the surface. The ground was crumbly. Sand and iron chips. We saw
myriad footprints and tracks from vehicles. Untouched down the centuries.

“ Last ones out, you think?” Alex asked.



“Wouldn't be surprised,” | said. | was moreinterested in the view. A dice of the rings and two moons
were vishble just above the mountains.

“ Something wrong,” Alex said.

“What?" The domeswere dark and quiet. Nothing moved on the plain, which stretched to the southern
horizon. Nothing unusud in the sky.

Inthedark | couldn’'t see Alex’ sface, encased in his hemet. But he seemed to be looking at the nearest
dome. No, past it a one of the other units, the northernmost, which was a so the largest of the four.

There was an open door.

Wéll, not open in the sense that the hatch was gjar. Someone had cut into it. Had cut alarge hole that we
should have seen coming down if we d been paying attention.

Alex grumbled something over the circuit about vandals and started angrily toward it. | fell in behind.
“Watch the gravity,” | said, as he sumbled but caught himself.

“ Damned thieves.” Alex ddlivered a series of imprecations. “ How’ s this possible?”

It was hard to believe that someone had beaten us here because artifacts from Gideon V had never
appeared on the market. And there was no historical record that the base had been found.

“Hasto berecent,” | said.
“You mean yesterday?’ he asked.
“Maybethey didn’'t know what they had. Just broke in, looked around, and left.”

“It'spossible, Chase,” hesaid. “ Maybe it happened centuries ago. When people still remembered
where this place was.”

| hoped he wasright.

It was usually the case that when archeol ogists found aransacked site, the ransacking had been done
within afew hundred years of the era during which the Site had operated. After areasonable length of
time, people forget where things are. And they get permanently lost. | sometimes wonder how many
shipsare floating around out in the dark, having blown an engine and eventudly faded from the record.

| should mention that we' re not archeologists. We re grictly business types, matching collectors with
merchandise, and sometimes, as now, hunting down origina sources. This had looked like agold mine
moments ago. But now—Alex was holding his breath as we gpproached the opening.

The hatch had been cut away by atorch. It lay off to one Sde. And there was only the lightest coating of
dust onit. “ Thisjust happened,” hesaid. I'll confessthat Alex isnot exactly even-tempered. At home,
insocid circumstances, he' samodd of courtesy and restraint. But in placeslike that lunar surface, where
society isalong way off, | occasiondly get to see hisred fedings. He stared at the fallen door, picked up
arock, said something under his breath, and threw the rock halfway into orbit.

| stood there, akid in the principal’ s office. “ Probably my fault,” | said.
Theinner hatch was dso down. Beyond it, the interior was dark.

Helooked at me. The visor was too opague to alow meto see hisexpression, but it wasn’t hard to



imagine. “ How do you mean?” he asked.
“I told Windy.” Windy was Survey’ s public relations director, and alongtime friend.

Alex wasn't appreciably taler than | am, but he seemed to be towering over me. “ Windy wouldn’'t say
anything.”

“I know.”

“You told her over an open circuit.”

“Yegh.”

Hesghed. “ Chase, how could you do that?”

“I don’'t know.” | wastrying not to whine. “1 didn’t think there’ d be a problem. We were talking about
something eseand it just came up.”

“Couldn’t resist?”

“| guessnot.”

He planted one boot on the hatch and shoved. It didn't budge. “ Well,” he said, “ no help for it now.”
| straightened my shoulders. Shoot meif it'll make you fed better. “Won't happen again.”

“It'sokay.” Hewasusing hisspilled-milk voice. “ Let’ s go see how much damage they did.”
Heled theway in.

The domes were connected by tunnels. Staircases led to underground spaces. These places are dways
ghostly, illuminated only by wrist lamps. Shadows chase themsalves around the bulkheads, and there
seems dway's to be something moving just outside thefield of vison. | remember reading how Casmir
Kolchevsky was attacked in aplace like this by a security bot that he had inadvertently activated.

The vandals had been relentless.

We wandered through the operationa sections, through agym, through private living quarters. Through a
kitchen and dining room. Everywhere we went, drawers were pulled out and their contents dumped.
Cabinets were cut open, storage lockers broken apart. The place had been ransacked. There wasn't
much remaining that could have been put up for sale or would have been of interest to amuseum. We
found oursdves treading carefully past broken glass and data disks and overturned tables. Some clothing
will survivefor asurprisngly long timein avacuum. But we found only ahandful of pieces, most of them
victims of whatever chemicals had been in the origind materid. Or sufficiently mundane that nobody
would have cared. It doesn’t much matter where a pullover shirt has come from. Unlessit’s been worn
by alegendary generd or animmorta playwright, nobody cares. But the jumpsuits, which usudly carry a
shoulder patch, or astenciled identity over a pocket, GIDEON BASE or some such thing, are worth
their weight. We found only one, badly frayed. The inscription was of coursein Celian characters,
framing atdl, narrow pegk. “ The station’s emblem,” said Alex.

They’ d aso stripped the operations center. Electronic gear had been taken. They’ d torn the panels apart
to get access. Again, the objective had been to find parts marked as belonging to the base. It looked asif
anything not meeting that standard had been yanked out and dropped on the deck.

Alex wasin arage by the time we werefinished. All four domes, and the underground network, had



been treated the same way. There d been one exception to the general chaos. We found acommon
room, littered with debris. The deck was covered with projectors and readers, and data crystals that
would have gone dry long before six centuries had passed. A broken pitcher and someicelay in one
corner, and apartialy torn-up carpet had been dragged into another. But asmall table stood in the center
of theroom, and abook lay open on it, arranged for the convenience of anyone seated in the lone chair.

“Wadl,” | said, looking down at it, “at least it won't be acomplete blowout. That thing will bring some

Or maybeit wouldn't.
It waslast year’ sedition of The Antiquarian Guide.

“Look asif the vanda knew we d be here,” Alex said. “HEe ssaying hdllo.”
TWO

| told him hewasanidiot. | explained that he was auctioning off our history, converting it to baubles and
handing it over to people who had no concept who Mike Esther was. And that when he was finished,
when the lagt crystal had been taken from the museum and sold to the jewel ers, there would be nothing
|eft of the men and women who had built our world. He smiled and shook his head and | thought for a
moment that hisvoice caught. “Old friend,” he said, “they are dready long gone.”

—HarasKora,
Binacqua Chronicles, 4417 C.E.

Winetta Y ashevik was the archeologicd liaison at Survey, and she doubled astheir public relations chief.
Windy was the only person to whom I’ d revedled our destination, but | knew she would never have
given information away to any of Alex’ srivas. Shewasatrue believer. In her view, we turned antiquities
into commodities and sold them to private buyers. It was an offense against decency, and she dways
contrived, without saying anything directly, to meke mefed that | was ethicaly unfit. | was, if you like, the
lost sheep. The one that had been corrupted by the mendacity of the world and didn’t seem ableto find
itsway home.

It was easy enough for her to sit in judgment. She’ d been born into wealth and never known what it was
to go without anything. But that’ s another matter.

When | stopped by her office at the Survey complex, on the second floor of the Kolman building, she
brightened, waved me inside, and closed the door. “Y ou’ re back more quickly than | expected. Did you
not find the place? | hope.”

“It wasthere,” | said. “Right where Alex said it would be. But somebody got there first and brokein.”

She sghed. “Thieves everywhere. Well, anyhow, congratulations. Now you know how the rest of usfed
when you and Alex have taken over asite.” She paused, smiled asif she wanted meto think she didn’t
want to hurt my fedlings, just kidding, you know how it is. But she was enjoying herself. “Were you able
to make off with anything a al?’

| ignored the phraseology. “ The place was cleaned out,” | said.

Her eyesdid shut. | saw her lipstighten, but she said nothing. Windy wastall, dark, passionate about the
things she believed in. No halfway measures. Me she tolerated because she wasn't going to throw a
friendship overboard that went al the way back to when we were both playing with dolls. “No ideawho
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they were?’
“No. It happened recently, though. Within the last year. Maybe within the last few days.”

Her office was big. There were pictures from various missons on the paneled walls, aswel asa
scattering of awards. Winetta Y ashevik, Employee of the Y ear; Harbison Award for Outstanding
Service; Appreciation from the United Defenders for contributionsto their Toysfor Kids program. And
there were pictures from excavations.

“Wel,” shesad, “I’'m sorry to hear it.”

“Windy, we weretrying to figure out how it happened.” | took a deep breath. “Don’t take this the wrong
way, but asfar aswe can figure, you' re the only one who knew in advance where we were going.”

“Chase,” shesad, inalevel tone, “you told meto keep it quiet, and | did. Y ou also know | would never
help one of these vandals.”

“We know that. But we were wondering if the information got passed on in any way? If anybody elsein
the organization knew?’

“No,” shesaid, “I’'msurel didn't tell anybody.” She thought about it. “Except Louie.” That wasa
reference to Louis Ponzio, the director.

“Okay. That probably means somebody’ s listening in on us.”

“Could be.” Shelooked uncomfortable. “ Chase, we both know the director doesn't run the tightest ship
on the planet.”

Actudly | didn’t know.

“That may or may not have been the problem. I'm sorry. | shouldn’t have said anything.”
“It' sokay. It was probably the comm system.”

“Whatever. Listen, Chase—"

“yes?

“I wouldn't want you to fed you can't tel methings.”

“I know. It'snot a problem.”

“Next time—"

“I know.”

Fenn Redfield, Alex’ s old police buddy, was at the country house when | got back. Alex had told him
what happened. Not an official complaint, of course. There was none to be made. “But there’'sa
possibility somebody’ s doing some eavesdropping.”

“Wish | could help,” he said. “Y ou guysjust have to be more careful what you say over an open circuit.”
Fenn was short, stocky, awalking barrel with green eyes and a deep bass voice. He had never married,
loved to party, and played cards regularly in asmall group with Alex.

“lan'titillega to eavesdrop on people?’ | asked.



“Not redly,” he said. “ Such alaw would be unenforceable.” He made aface to suggest he wasthinking it
over. “Butit isillega to own enabling equipment. | can keep an ear open, but what you should do, Alex,
isingdl ascrambler sysem.”

That sounded good, but it wasn't very practical when you' re trying to solicit callsfrom new clients. So
Fenn assured us he'd let us know if they learned anything, which meant, of course, that we were on our
own.

We had lunch before going back to the office. Alex isbig on lunch. He thinksagood lunchiswheét lifeis
really about. So we stopped at the Paramount House and decided over sandwiches and potato salad that
wewould opt for acryptosystem that would secure calls between Alex and me, and between the office
and our more sgnificant clients. And to Windy.

Despitefailing to capitdize at Gideon V, Rainbow was prospering. Alex had dl the money he could
possibly want, much of it deriving as aby-product of the celebrity status he' d achieved from the
Tenandrome and Polaris affairs. But he' d have been wedthy even without those fortuitous events. He
was agood businessman, and everybody trusted him. If you had an artifact you wanted to put avalueto,
you knew you could takeit to Alex and get an honest appraisd. In our business, reputation is everything.
Add hisbasicintegrity to the fact that he' s at |east as knowledgeable as any of his competitors, and
throw in hisgeniusfor public rdations, and you have the formulafor a profitable operation.

Rainbow is headquartered on the ground floor of his home, an old country house that had once served as
an inn to hunters and sight-seers before civilization—or development—washed over it. Tradition hasit
that Jorge Shale and histeam came down hard nearby, the first landing on Rimway. Alex, who grew up
there, claims he used to go looking for evidence of the event. After severa thousand years, of course,
there wasn't going to be any, even assuming the location was correct. But it got the young Alex interested
in history, and especidly that part of it that involved digging and produced artifacts. Leftovers. Pieces of
another time.

I’'m hispilot, socid director, and sole employee. My title is executive assistant. | could have taken any
title chose, up to and including chief of operations. It was midwinter when we got back from the Cedlian
base. Welet our clients know we were home and fielded hopeful queries about new artifacts. No, |
spent the afternoon explaining, we hadn’t brought anything home. We' d had awashout.

It was one of those date gray dayswarning of impending snow. The wind was out of the north, literdly
howling againgt the house. | was il hard at work when Alex wandered down from his quarters upstairs.
Hewas wearing athick gray sweater and black dacks.

He s about average height, average everything realy. Heisnot by any stretch animposing figure, until the
lights come on in those dark brown eyes. I’ ve said el sewhere that he doesn't redlly care that much about
antiquitiesfor their own sake, that he prizes them exclusively as a source of income. He has seen that
comment and strongly objectstoit. And I'll admit here that | may have migudged him. He was, for
example, gtill angry over what he caled the looting of Gideon V. And | understood there was moreto it
than smply the fact that someone had beaten usthere.

“| found them,” he said.
“What'sthat, Alex?’
“Theatifacts”

“The Celian suff?’



“Yes,” hesaid. “What did you think?’
“They showed up on the market?’

He nodded. Yes. “They're being offered for sale by Blue Moon Action.” He brought up the inventory
and we looked at agorgeous collection of plates and glasses, some pullovers, some work uniforms, dl
carrying the Cdlian charactersfor Gideon V, and the familiar mountaintop. There was aso some
electronic gear. “ This magnetic coupler,” read the advertising, “ would look elegant in your living
room.” The coupler was labeled with amanufacturer and a date seven centuries gone.

Alex directed Jacob to get Blue Moon on the circuit. “1 wanted you to hear what they say,” hetold me. |
took station back near the bookcase, where | wouldn't be visible. An Al answered.

“I"d like to speak to whoever’ sin charge,” Alex said.
“That' |l be Ms. Goldcress. May | tell her who's calling?”
“Alexander Benedict.”

“ One moment, please.”

A blond woman about my age appeared. White blouse, blue dacks, gold earrings and bracelet. She
smiled pleasantly. “ Hello, Mr. Benedict. What can | do for you?”

“Y ou have some Cdian artifactsfor sale”

An armchair blinked on beside her and shelowered hersdlf intoit. “ That’s correct. We haven't closed
the bidding yet. Actually, we won't do so until next week.” She hesitated. “ Which of the pieces
were you interested in?”

“Ms. Goldcress, may | ask how you came by the artifacts?’

“I'msorry. I’'mnot at liberty to say. However, the objects will come with a fully documented
certificate of authentication.”

“Why can't you tell me?’
“The owner doesn’t wish his name known.”
“You'resmply acting as hisagent?’

“That’s correct.” They stared at each other across the open space of the office, shein her armchair,
Alex standing, leaning back against my desk. “ By the way, the catalog shows only a fraction of
what’s available. If you're interested, the entire inventory of Celian antiques will be on display at
the Antiquarian Caucus this weekend. In Parmelee.”

“Excdlent,” hesaid. “Would you bewilling to put mein touch with him?’

“ With whom?”

“With the owner.”

“1I"'msorry, Mr. Benedict. | really can’t do that. It would be unethical.”

He casudly produced atransmit card and laid it on the desk. “I’ d be extremdly grateful.”



“I"'msure you would. And I’d help if | could.”

Alex amiled. “It' sapleasure to know there are till professondsin the business.”
“Thank you,” shesad.

“Might | ask you to passamessageto him?’

“ Of course.”

“Ask himto cal me”

“I'll take care of it.”

She signed off, and he made an irritated sound. “1t'safool’ serrand,” he said. “Y ou can bet wewon't
hear from him.”

| waslooking up the Antiquarian Caucus. “Bolton’s guest of honor thisyear,” | said. Ollie Bolton headed
Bolton Brothers, ahigtorica recovery firm for more than half a century. “The Caucus has severd
exhibitions scheduled.”

It was atwo-hour train ride. “Book it,” he said. *Y ou hever know who might turn up at one of these
things”

The event was being held a Medallion Gardens, among breezeways and glass enclosures and a hundred
varieties of flowering plants. We arrived during the late afternoon, shortly after the antiquities exhibit had
opened. It featured the Rilby Collection, which wasin the process of being transferred to the University
Museum; and severa pieces of three-thousand-year-old dectronics from the Taratino, thefirst manned
vessel known to have left the galaxy. And, of course, the Celian artifacts.

That was painful, knowing they could—and should—have been ours. In addition to the materid we' d
seen in the catalog, there were musical instruments, chess and suji sets, alamp, and three framed pictures
(still remarkably sharp despite their age), all with backdrops from the base. One was of awoman, one of
an dderly man, and thethird of apair of young children, aboy and agirl. The boy’s namewas Jayle.
Nothing more was known about anybody.

Ms. Goldcress was there and was every bit as uncommunicative in person as she had been on the circuit.
How was she doing? Quite nicely, thank you. Had she ever been out to asite hersalf? No, too busy,
unfortunately. When Alex wondered aloud whether the owner of the display items was present, she
replied she was sure she didn’t know.

She amiled politely at mein amanner that suggested she would appreciateit if I'd find something for Alex
to do other than waste her time.

“Did you pass my message to the owner?’ he asked.

We were standing by the Celian display, and she never took her eyesfromit. “Yes,” shesaid. | passed
iton.”

“What did he say?’
“| leftit with hisAl.”

Aswewaked away, he said quietly, “I'd liketo brain her.”



The attendees were antiquities dedlers, with a sprinkling of academicsand afew journdidts. At sevenwe
gathered in the Idand Room for a banquet. There were approximately four hundred people present.

The other guests at our table were impressed to discover they were sitting with the Alex Benedict. They
were al anxiousto hear details of hisforays, and Alex, who loved every minute of it, was only too
pleased to comply. Alex was a decent guy and he usudly kept alevel head on his shoulders, but he did
enjoy having peopletdl him how well he’ d done, and what remarkabl e contributions he' d made. He
blushed with al good grace and tried to give me some credit, but they weren't having it. And | could see
he believed he was being appropriately modest. Humility, he once told me, isthe trademark of greatness.

When we' d finished the meal, the emcee rose to present afew toasts. The late Maylo Rilby, whose
priceless collection had been donated by his brother, was represented by avivacious young niece. She
stood and we drank solemnly to her. We raised our glasses aso to acommissioner from the University
Museum. And to the outgoing president of the Antiquarian Caucus, who was retiring after seven years of
srvice.

There was some formal businessto be taken care of, and eventually, they got around to the guest
speaker, Oliver Bolton, the CEO of Bolton Brothers and aman of extraordinary celebrity. The odd thing
about Bolton Brothers was that there were no brothers. Not even asister. Bolton had founded the
company twenty years earlier, so it wasn't asif it had descended to him from an older generation. He d
been quoted as saying he' d dways regretted that he had no siblings. The corporate name, he explained,
was aconcession to that sense of loss. I'll admit here | had no ideawhat he was talking about.

Hewasatal man, graying, with amgestic presence, the kind of guy people reflexively make room for.
And smultaneoudy like. He would have made an effective politician. “ Thank you, Ben, thank you,” he
said, after the emcee had piled on asolid five minutes of praise. Ollie Bolton, it seemed, was responsible
for the reclamation of substantia pieces of the“Lost Centuries,” for the work that had alowed historians
to rethink their conclusions about the Time of Troubles, and for awide array of other accomplishments.

He outlined a couple of his more celebrated experiences, gpportioning credit among his associates and
introducing them as he did. Then hetold stories about himsdlf. How unsettling it had been a Arakon
when the workers went home and took their ladders with them and he’ d remained stranded overnight in
thetombs. And hisnightinjail at Bakudai, charged with grave robbing. “ Technicaly, they were correct.
But leaveit up to the authorities, and the crystal basin over there, now headed for the museum, would il
be buried in the desert.”

More applause.

Hewas by turns angry, impassioned, poetic. “We have fifteen thousand years of history behind us, much
of itinamedium that preserves everything. The footprints of the first man to walk on Earth’smoon are
il there,” he said. “1 know we al share the same passion for the past, and for the relics that survive the
ages, that wait for usin the dark places where no one goes anymore. It's an honor to be here with you
thisevening.”

“How come,” | whispered to Alex, “you’ re not morelike him?’

“Maybe,” hesad, “you’ d prefer to work over a Bolton. | could arrangeit.”

“What'she pay?’

“What difference does it make? He' s amuch more admirable figure than your current boss.”

| was surprised. He was pretending to be kidding, but | could see I’d struck anerve. “No,” | said. “I’'m



happy where | am.”
Alex had looked away, and he needed severa secondsto turn toward me again. “I’'m sorry,” he said.

Bolton played to hisaudience. “It' salways a privilege to speak to Andiquar’ santiquitiesdealers. And |
understand we have afew guests from around the globe, and even two from off-world.” Hetook a
minute to recognize visitors from the Spinners, and from Earth. “ The homeworld.” (Applause) “Whereit
al began.” (More applause.)

I’ d expected him to speak exclusvely about himsdlf, but he wastoo smart for that. Instead, he described
thework “weall do,” and the benefitsthat accrueto al.

“Fifteen thousand years,” he said, “israther along time. Punctuate it with war and rebellion, with dark
ages and socid collgpse, and things have atendency to get lost. Things that we should never forget. Like
the Filipino women who, during aforgotten war, defied enemy soldiersto give food and drink to their
own men and their alies during the Death March. Ah, | see some of you know about the Death March.
But | wonder how much we' d know were it not for the work of Maryam Kleffner, back thereinthe
rear.” Hewaved in that direction. “Hello, Maryam.”

He picked out severad morefor personal kudos. “Historians do the brute work,” he said. “ Their
contribution cannot be overstated. And there are people like Lazarus Colt up front. Lazarusis head of
the archeology department here at the university. Without Lazarus and histeam, we wouldn't know yet
whether the Mindans on Khgja L uan werered or mythica. A golden civilization for athousand years,
and yet somehow it drifted into a backwater and was dmost forgotten.

“Almost.” He had the audience in his grip. He paused, and smiled, and shook his head. “But hereisan
example of where those of uswho pursue and market antiques make our contribution. | spoke with
Lazarus earlier thisevening. He d be the first oneto tell you that they would never have found the
Mindans, would never even have gone looking for them, had Howard Chandis not discovered awine
vessd buried inahill. Howard, of course, isone of us.” He looked around to hisleft. “ Stand up,
Howard. Let everybody seeyou.”

Howard stood and applause rolled through the room.

Bolton spoke about twenty minutes. He finished with aflourish, observing that one of the more pleasant
aspects of his profession was the company he got to keep. “ Thank you very much.” And he bowed,
preparatory to stepping down.

One of the diners, athin little man with black hair and pugnacious features, got up. There were afew
whispers, and awoman onetable from us said, “Uh-oh.” The applause died. Bolton and the little man
were |eft saring at one another.

Someone near him was trying to get him to it back down. He resisted and straightened himself. Bolton
smiled and remained congenid. “Did you have a question, Professor Kolchevsky?’ he asked.

Casmir Kolchevsky. The near-legendary archeologist who' d been pursued by the security bot. “I do,” he
sad.

Alex reached for hiswineglass. “This should beinteresting.”
“Why? What'sgoing on?’

“He doesn't approve of peoplein our line of work. At least not those of uswho go out and dig up their
own merchandise.”



“Y ou take credit for agreat deal,” Kolchevsky said. He was not the natural speaker Bolton was, but
what hisvoice lacked in timbre, it more than made up in passion. He swung around to encompassthe
audience.

He had alined, windblown face, along jaw, and eyesthat, at the moment, blazed with anger. “I suppose
nothing should surprise me anymore, but here | am, listening to you people honoring thisthief, this
vandal. He stands up theretalking asif he' san honest man. Asif he makes a contribution. Y ou applaud
him because he tells you what you like to believe about yourselves.” He turned back to the spesker. “I'll
tell you what you contribute.”

| could see movement at the doors. Security people were spreading out into the room and weaving
among thetables, closing on Kolchevsky.

“Y ou people have wrecked countless sites across the Confederacy, and beyond its borders. And if you
haven't doneit persondly, you' ve doneit by proxy. Y ou’ ve doneit by supporting—" Someone grabbed
him and began pulling him away from thetable. “Let go of me,” he demanded.

A tall woman with the security detail had moved in behind him aong with two or three others. Shewas
saying something to him,

“No,” hesaid, “we certainly can’t have this, can we? It doesn't do to confront the truth, doesit?” He
continued to struggle. Reinforcements arrived. Someone at his table began struggling with one of the
guards. Somebody elsefdl down. Kolchevsky by then had both arms pinned againgt hissides. “I'm
leaving on my own,” heroared. “But thisisaden of thieves. Nothing more.”

They began dragging him toward the exit while he continued to resst. I'll tell you, | couldn’t help admiring
theguy.

For severa minutes after they got him outside, we heard raised voices. Bolton never moved from his
position at the speaker’ stable. When the disturbance seemed at last to have subsided, he straightened his
jacket and smiled at the audience. “ All part of the show, folks. Wait'll you see what’ s up next.”

Y ou might say the evening’s mood had been dampened. We wandered among the guests, and when the
officia proceedings ended, attended severa of the parties. Alex was certain Goldcress sclient wason
the premises. That he' d have to be there somewhere. “No way he could resist this”

“But how do you expect to find him?” | asked.

“He knows us, Chase. I’ ve been hoping he' d give himsdlf away, maybe show alittle too much interestin
us. Maybe dlow himsdf to watch too closdy while we taked with his agent.”

“And did you see anybody?’

“I saw alot of people keeping an eyeon us,” he said. “But primarily on you.” That was areference to my
cherry red evening best, which was maybe abit more revealing than | was accustomed to alow.

But if anyone wasthere, he stayed clear of us. At the end of the evening, we went back to our hotel
empty-handed.

The day we returned home, | dept late. When | walked into the office at midmorning, Jacob posted alist
of theday’s callers. Among them wasaname| didn’t recognize. “ Local woman,” hesaid. “ Wants an
appraisal.”

Where antiquities are concerned, serious collectors prefer to do things face-to-face, especidly if they



think they have apotentialy valuable artifact. In fact, where that kind of merchandiseis concerned, Alex
refusesto do aremote gppraisa. But the vast mgjority of the stuff they show usisof minima vaue, and
you don’t need to seeit up closeto redizeit.

We get alot of people directly off the street. They tend to be folks who' ve picked up something at an
edtate sdle, or it'smaybe an inheritance, and they’ ve begun wondering if it’ s worth more money than
they’ d been told. When they do, under the assumption there’ s nothing to lose, they call us. | take alook,
then offer my assessment. Diplomaticaly, of course. Thetruth isthat I’ m no expert in matters antiqua,
but | know junk when | seeit. If I'm not sure, | passit to Alex.

Ninety-nine percent of the calls off the street are pure refuse. That's a conservative estimate. So when, a
couple hours later, | returned the call and her image blinked on in the office, my first thought wasto take
aquick look at what she had and send her on her way.

She was atiny, blond woman, nervous, not particularly well dressed, unableto look mein the eye. She
wore gold dacks that would have fit better on someone with narrower hips. A creased white blouse was
open at the throat and would have reveded alot of cleavageif she' d had any. She had ablinding red
neckerchief and asmile that was at once aggressive and shy. She was seated on aworn Springfield sofa,
the kind that you get freeif you buy acouple of aamchairs.

Grestings were short without being abrupt. “ My name's Amy Kolmer,” shesaid. * | have something
herel’d like you to look at. | was wondering if it might be worth some money.” She reached out of
the picture and came back with a.cup, which she held up to the light.

It was a decorative piece, the sort of thing you might buy in asouvenir shop. It wasgray. A
green-and-white eagle was etched into its Sde. There was something antiquated about the stylein which
the eagle was drawn. It wasin flight, wings spread, beak open in an attack posture. A bit overdrameatic.
It might have been popular in the last century. A smal banner was unfurled benesth the eagle, and
something was written onit. It wastoo small to make out clearly, but | could seeit wasn't the Standard
aphabet.

She turned the cup so | could see the back side. It featured aringed globe, with inscriptions above and
below. Sametype of symbols.

“What do you think?” she asked.

“What' sthe language, Amy? Do you know?’
“I’veno idea.”

“Do you know whet it is?’

Shelooked puzzled. “ It'sa cup.”

“I mean, what kind of cup?Wheredid it come from?’
“ My boyfriend gave it to me.”

“Y our boyfriend.”

“ My ex-boyfriend.” Her eyes narrowed, and | could see things had come to abad end. She wastrying
to turn whatever remained of the relationship into cash. “ He saw me admiring it one time so he told
me | could haveit.”



“Good of him,” | said.

“1 liked the eagle.” She stared at it for along moment. “ He gave it to me the night before we broke
up. | guessit was supposed to be a consolation prize.”
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“ The cup’ sworth more than heis.” She smiled. One of those smilesthat tell you shewouldn’t fed
especidly upsat if the boyfriend fdll off abridge.

“Wheredid he get it?’
“He always had it.”

| could see| was't going to get far with her. | wastempted to tell her what | believed, that the cup was
worthless. But Rainbow has a code of ethicsthat requires meto know what I’ m talking abouit. | fell back
onour Al. “Jacob,” | said. “What' s the language?’

“ Searching,” hesaid.

There was redly nothing outré about the cup, nothing to set it apart, aside from the strange symbols. But
I’d seen alot of odd lettering during my years with Rainbow, and, believe me, it didn’t necessarily mean
anything.

Jacob made asound asif clearing histhroat. It signaled he was surprised. Had Amy Kolmer not been on
the circuit, | knew he would have made an appearance of hisown. “ It'sEnglish,” hesaid.
“ Mid-American.”

“Redly?’

“ Of course.”

“Fourth Millennium,” | guessed.

“Third. Nobody spoke English in the Fourth.”

Amy cameto life. She’ d not expected any good news from me. But she' d overheard enough to raise her
hopes. She looked at the cup, looked at me, looked back at the cup. “ Thisthing is nine thousand
years old?”

“Probably not. The inscription uses an old language. That doesn't mean—"
“Hard to believe,” shesad. “ It'sin good shape for all those years.”
“Amy,” | said, “why don’t you bring the cup over here? Let ustake acloselook at it?’

Thetruth isthat Jacob can give usdl the physica detailsremotely. But Alex insststhat a
computer-generated repro is not the same as holding the actual object in his hands. He likesto imply
there saspiritua dimension to what he does, although if you ask him point-blank he' d say it wasdll
nonsense, but that there are quditiesin aphysica object that computers cannot measure. Don't ask him

to specify.

So | made the gppointment with Amy Kolmer for that afternoon. She showed up early. Alex came down
and ushered her into the office persondly. His curiosity had been piqued.



| didn't particularly care for the woman. On the circuit, I’ d sensed that she expected meto try to chest
her. In person, she went adifferent direction, playing the hel pless but very sexua femade. | supposeit was
Alex’ s presence that set her off. Shefluttered and primped and cast her eyesto the floor. Poor me, life
is hard but maybe I’ ve gotten lucky and | surely would be grateful for whatever assistance you

can lend. If she thought Rainbow’ s asking price to broker a transaction would go down as aresult of her
efforts, shedidn’'t know Alex.

She' d wrapped the cup in apiece of soft linen and carried it in a plastic bag. When wewere al seated
inside the office, she opened the bag, unwrapped the cup, and set it before him.

He studied it closdly, bit hislip, made faces, and placed it on Jacob’ s bulk reader. “What can you tell us,
Jacob?’ he asked.

Thelamp in the top of the reader blinked on. Turned amber. Turned red. Dimmed and intensified. Went
pretty much through the spectrum. The processtook about two minutes.

“ The object is made of acryolonitrile-butadiene-styrene resins. Coloring is principally—"’
“—Jacob,” said Alex, “how old isit?’

“1 would say the object was constructed during the Third Millennium. Best estimateis
approximately 2600 C.E. Error range two hundred years either way.”

“What doesthe inscription say?’

“ The banner says New World Coming. And the lines on the back of the cup seemto be a
designator. IFR171. And another term I’ m not sure about.”

“Sothe cup is, what, from an office somewhere?’

“The letters probably stand for Interstellar FHeet Registry.”

“It' sfromaship?’ | asked.

“Oh, yes. | don't think there’ s any doubt about that.”

Amy tugged a my arm. “What' sit worth?’

Alex counseled patience. “ Jacob, the other term is probably the ship’sname.”

“1 think that is correct, sir. It transates as Searcher. Or Explorer. Something along those lines.”

The lamps went off. Alex lifted the object gently and placed it on the desk. He looked at it through a
meagnifier. “1t’ sin reasonably good condition,” he said.

Amy could hardly be restrained. “Thank God. | needed something to go right.” Alex smiled. Shewas
already thinking what she would be ableto buy. “How can it be that old?’ she asked. “My drapesare

new, and they’re dready falling apart.”

“It'saceramic,” hetold her. “ Ceramics can last along time.” He produced a soft cloth and began gently
to wipethething.

She asked again how much we would pay.

Alex made the face he dways used when he didn’t want to answer aquestion directly. “We re not



normaly buyers” hesaid. “We |l do some research, Amy. Then test the market. But I’ d guess, if you're
patient, it will bring adecent price.”

“A couple hundred?’
Alex smiled paterndly. “1 wouldn't be surprised,” he said.

She clapped her hands. “Wonderful.” She looked at me, and turned back toward Alex. “What do | do
next?’

“Y ou needn’t do anything. Let’ stake this one step at atime. First we want to find out precisdly what we
have”

“All right.”

“Have you proof of ownership?’

Uh-oh. Her face changed. Her lips parted and the smile vanished. “It was given to me.”
“By your former boyfriend.”

“Yes Butl ownit. It smine”

Alex nodded. “Okay. WE Il have to provide adocument to go with it. To certify that you have the right
to makethesae”

“That'sokay.” Shelooked uncertain.

“Very good. Why don't you leave it with us, and we'll see what more we can find out, and get back to
yw.”

“What do you think?’ | asked when she was gone.

He looked pleased. “Nine thousand years? Somebody will be delighted to pay substantialy for the
privilege of putting this on the mantdl.”

“Youthink it sredly from aship?’

Hewas|ooking at the cup through the magnifier again. “ Probably not. It comes out of the erawhen they
werejust getting interstellars up and running. It's more likely to have been part of agiveaway program or
to have been sold in asouvenir shop. Not that it matters: | doubt it would be possible to establish
whether it was actudly on shipboard or not.”

What we redlly wanted, of course, wasthat yes, it had traveled with the Searcher, and that preferably it
had belonged to the captain. 1dedlly, we would aso find out that the Searcher wasin the record
somewhere, that it had accomplished something spectacular, or better yet, gotten wrecked, and, to top
everything, its captain would be known to history.

“Seetoit, Chase. Put Jacob on the job, and find out whatever you can.”

THREE

Thereisan dmost mystical attraction for usin the notion of the lost world, of an Atlantis out there
somewhere, a place where the routine problems of ordinary life have been banished, where everyone
livesin acastle, where there sa party every night, where every woman is stunning and every man noble
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and brave.

—L escue Harkin,
Memory, Myth, and Mind, 1376

The Third Millennium was along time ago, and the record is notorioudy incomplete. We know who the
political leaders were, we know when and how the wars started (if not always why), we know the
principd artigts, literary movements, religious conflicts. We know which nation threatened to do what to
whom. But we' ve little ideawhat people slives werelike, how they spent their time, what they redlly
thought about the world in which they lived. We know of nations, but we don’t dways know the
rationae. Or even whether, when they happened, ordinary citizens mourned or breathed asigh of relief.

Nine thousand yearsisalong time. And nobody except afew historians really thinks much about it.

So Jacob went looking for the Searcher. When he found nothing, he started recovering detailed accounts
of the more famous interste lars, on the possibility we d find mention of asmilar name. “ Maybe we
don’t quite have the trandation right,” hesaid. “ English was a dippery language.”

So we went through accounts of the Avenger , which had played aprominent rolein thefirst interstellar
war between Earth and three of its coloniesin the early thirty-third century. And the Lassiter, thefirg
deep-space corsair. And the thirtieth century Karaki, the largest ship of itstime, which had hauled a
record load of capital goods out to Regulus 1V to get that colony started. And the Chao Huang, which
had taken ateam of doctorsto Maracaibo when, againgt al expectation, human settlers had been
gricken by anative plague. (Thiswas a atime when the experts ftill believed disease germs could only
attack cregtures evolved in the same biosystem.)

There was endlessinformation about the Tokyo, thefirg interstellar to vanish into the transdimensions.
Never heard from again. There were pictures of its captain and first mate, and of various passengers, of
the dining areaand the engine room. Everything you wanted to know. Except where it went.

And the most famous of dl the starships, the Centaur us, which made thefirgt transdimensiond flight to
Earth’ s neighboring star, requiring seven weeks to complete the journey oneway. Y ou haveto smile at
that: Seven weeksto go four light-years.

But there was no mention of a Searcher. Or an Explorer. Therewas a Voyager. Three of them, in fact.
A popular name, obvioudy. And even a Hunter.

Few physicd objects have survived from the Third Millennium. Mogt of them tend to be either ceramic,
like Amy Kolmer’s cup, or plastic. There san axiom in our businessthat the chegpest stuff lastslongest.

| didn’t know anybody who was an expert on the era, so | checked the Registry and picked one at
random, an assistant professor a Barcross University. His name was Shepard Marquard. He looked
young, but he' d written extensively on the period and been recognized by his peers.

| called and had no problem getting through. Marquard was a good-looking guy, tall and redheaded,
more personable than his pictures had led me to expect. “ Most of the naval and shipping records
fromthat eraarelost,” hetold me. “ But I'll seewhat | can do. I'll ook through what | have and
get back to you.”

Thefollowing day, | took virtud tours of haf adozen museums and spent alot of time wandering through
third-millennium artifacts. | saw a plagtic case that might once have been acontainer for makeup, an
electronic device whose use could only be guessed at, awoman’s pair of high-heeled shoes, a couple of
pens, alamp, asofa, a sheet of paper in laminated plastic described asa* classified section from a



newspaper.” | didn’t know what a newspaper was, and neither did anybody else | was able to tak to.
(Marquard told me later that it was information printed on paper and distributed physically acrossawide
area.) Therewasaman's hat with avisor to keep the sun off. And acoin with an eagle on one side.
Metal money. United States of America.

In God We Trust. It was dated 2006, and the data display said it was the second-oldest coiniin
exisence.

| wandered through the exhibits, and when I’ d seen everything | cared about, | settled into areading
room and opened one of the datafiles.

The Third Millennium was aturbulent era. Earth was crowded well beyond capacity. Itsinhabitants
seemed to be congtantly at war with each other, over politics, real estate, or religion. Political systems
were generally corrupt and prone to collapse.

There were serious environmenta problems|eft over from the Industrial Age, and the deterioration of the
globd climate seemed to coincide with politica leaders who grew increasingly ruthless. The worst of
these was Marko 111, known to his American subjects as The Magnificent.

Midway through the twenty-fifth century, while Marko wasjailing and killing as hismood dictated, Diane
Harriman did her groundbreaking work in the dimensiond structure of the space-time continuum, and
twenty yearslater Shi-Ko Han and Edward Cleaver gave ustheinterstellar drive.

Another four years, and we' d discovered the first habitable world. It' s not surprising to read that alot of
volunteers signed up to head for the frontier.

| was getting ready to go home for the day when Jacob passed acall to me. “ Chase,” sad afamiliar
voice. “ | think | have what you want.”

It was Marquard. “Y ou’ ve identified the Searcher,” | said.
“Yeah.” Therewasan odd intonation. “ May | ask why you wanted to know?”

| told him about the cup. He listened without comment, and when I’ d finished, the silence Stretched out.
“Your turn,” | said findly. “What have you got?’

“ A surprise. Could you arrange to come by the school ?”
“Can’'t you just tdl mewhat you have?’
“1’ll tell you what. Why don’t you join me for dinner?”

Subtle asan avdanche. “Dr. Marquard, | redly haven't timeto go al theway out to Barcross.” Not that
| wouldn't have enjoyed it, but it’salong run.

“ Call me Shep. And | guarantee you'll find it worth your while.”

Barcrossisalarge diamond-shaped idand, probably best known as a summer resort for sSingles. Years
ago | went through a phase during which it was an occasional part of my socia caendar. It was part surf,
part moonlight, part dream. Thekind of placethat fet asif the love of your lifewasin thewings
somewhere. I'm abit moreredlistic now, but | ill felt atouch of regret as| camein low over the ocean
and looked down at the empty beaches and the villas beyond. The sun had just dipped below the
horizon, and lights were beginning to come on.



Theidand isengineered. It'sarranged with consecutively rising terraces as you move inshore, so that
everyone, theoreticdly, hasaview of the sea. It was off-season. A few hardy souls moved aong ramps
and walkways. Most of the shops and restaurants were closed.

Base population was forty thousand, with an additiond forty distributed among surrounding idands. The
university served seven thousand students, who came from al over the archipelago and from the
mainland. It had a good reputation, especidly for the sciences. If you planned to be aphysician, it was
exactly theright placeto dart.

The campus spread across two broad terraces, immediately below the municipa buildings, which
occupied the highest point on theidand. | turned the skimmer over to the guide, which brought me down
onto alanding pad adjoining a dome. The dome housed a student center, severa shops, and arestaurant.
The restuarant was Benjamin's. | remembered it from along time ago, when it had been down near the
beach.

Marquard surprised me by appearing from a side door. He strode quickly out onto the pad, opened the
hatch, and provided a hand to help me down. In an age when chivary ranks up there asjust one more
antiquity, it was agood way to start things off.

Barcross has probably the loveliest campus on the planet. It sal obelisks and tortoiseshell buildings and
pyramids, with a spectacular command of the sea. But it was cold that day, and a sharp blast of wind
stayed at our backs and al but blew usinto the student center.

“It' sgood to meet you, Chase,” he said, steering usinto Benjamin's. “I appreciate your coming.” Hewas
wearing gray dacks and a blue seashell shirt beneath awhite jacket. He looked good, atall, dashing type
with asense of humor and maybe alittle bit shy, out for anight on the town.

We sat down and picked up our menus. Benjamin’s hadn’t changed much over the years. The dining
areawas bigger than in the old days, when the restaurant was located on apier. And the selections had
changed, of course. But it was il cozy, till subdued, and it till featured a seafaring ambience. There
were sails and wheels and compasses scattered about, and one wal opened onto avirtua lighthouse and
storm. In addition, they still had images of celebrity entertainers, including the classic one of Cary
Webber standing outside the restaurant on the pier, with the ocean at her back. She looked logt. Cary
had been aromantic favorite, but she died young, of course, and thereby became immortd.

We ordered wine and some breadsticks. When the server had gone, Marquard leaned across the table
and whispered that | was striking. “But of course,” he said, “you aready know that.”

| wondered if | wasin for along evening. | said thanks, propped my elbows on the table, folded my
hands, and rested my chin on them. “Shep,” | said, “what do you have on the Searcher ?’

“Wrong trandation, Chase.” He looked around asif to ensure that we were alone—we were, savefor a
group of three or four students seated over by the window—and lowered hisvoice. “It's Seeker.” He
sadit asif it had specid dgnificance.

“ Seeker,” | said.
“That’ s correct.”
“Okay.”

“Chasg, | don't think you understand. This might be the Seeker ”
“I’'m sorry, Shep. | have no ideawhat we're talking about. What' s the Seeker 7’



“It'sone of the shipsthat carried the Margolians off to their colony.”
“The Margolians”

He amiled a my ignorance. “ They left Earth during the Third Millennium. Fled, | guess, is abetter term.
They told nobody where they were going. Went out on their own with five thousand people. And we
never heard from them again. They’ rethe lost colony.”

Atlantis. Intava. Margolia. Light dawned. “They’ reamyth, aren’'t they?’
“Not redly. It happened.”

“They didn’t care much for the home world.”

“Chase, they lived in asociety that was nomindly arepublic—"
“—But—?"

“—It controlled the churches, and used the schools to indoctrinate rather than teach. Patriotism was
defined as unwavering support for the leader and the flag. Anything short of that was didoyd. The
decisons of those in authority were not to be questioned.”

“What happened if you did? Y ou got jailed?’

“Hdlfire”

“What?’

“Y ou had adivindy imposed responsibility to submit to the will of the president. Render to Caesar.”
“That’s not what * Render to Caesar’ means.”

“It got twisted abit. Failure to support the palitical establishment, and for that matter the socia
establishment, in thought aswell asin act, congtituted a serious offense againgt the Almighty.”

“Weren't there any skeptics out there?’

“Sure. But you don’t hear much about them.”

It was hard to believe people could ever have lived likethat. “ So it’ safamous ship?’
“Oh, yes”

“Areyou teling methe Seeker never came back, either?’

“That's correct.” He leaned toward me, and the candlelight flashed off arow of white teeth. “Chase. If
this cup you told me about isredly from the Seeker, you couldn’t have done better.” Thewine and
breadsticks arrived. “Y ou say awoman walked in off the street and just presented you with it? Without
any explanation?’

“Yes. That's pretty much what happened.” | was thinking how pleased Alex would be.
“I don't suppose you have it with you?’

| smiled. “If I'd tried to take it off the premises, Alex would have had cardiac arrest.”



“And you're sureit’ s nine thousand years old?’

“That' sthe reading we got.”

“Incredible.” He handed me my glass and lifted hisown. “To the Margolians,” he said.
Indeed. “ So what redlly happened to them?’

He shrugged. “Nobody knows.”

The winewas good. Candles. Firelight. And good wine. And good news. It was a hard combination to
best. “ They vanished completdy?’

“Yes.” Thewaiter was back. | tend to eat light medls, even when someone elseisbuying. | settled for a
fruit salad.

The waiter asked whether | was certain, and assured me that the Cordelia breakers were excdllent.

“The Seeker,” Marquard continued, “left Earth December 27, 2688, carrying approximately nine
hundred people. Two years later they were back, and took off another nine hundred.”

“Therewas athird trip aswell, wasn't there?’ | was beginning to remember the story.

“Y es. The other ship was the Bremer haven. They made three flights each. Carried more than five
thousand people out to the colony world.”

“And nobody knew where it was? How' sit even possible? Y ou can't leave the station without filing a
movement report.”

“Chase, we re taking about the beginning of the interstellar age. They didn’'t have many rulesthen.”
“Who owned the ship?’

“The Margolians. According to the record, it was refitted after each flight.”

“That doesn’'t sound asif it wasin the best of shape.”

“I don’t know what it took to maintain an interstellar in thet era.”

“Was a search conducted for them?’

“Hard to say. Therecordsaren’t clear.” He finished off hiswine and gazed & the rim of the glass, which
sparkled in the candldight. “ Chase, the authorities probably didn’t try very hard. These were people who
didn’t want to befound.”

“Why not?

An easy smile spread over hisfeatures. He did look good. He sat afew moments, admiring my charms,
or my physica attributes, or the breadsticks. He sgnaed his gpprova asthe waiter showed up with a
dish full of nuts and grapes. “ They were perceived as troublemakers. They wanted to stay out of sight,
and the government was happy to oblige them.”

“How were they troublemakers?’ | asked.

“Y ou ever been to Earth, Chase?’



“No, asamatter of fact. I’ ve been wanting to make the trip for years. Just never got around to it.”
“You should do it. That’ swhereit al began. For an historian, thetrip to Earth is de rigueur.

“Y ou go there, and you see the great monuments. Pyramids, statues, dams. The Kinoi Tower. The
Mirabulis. Stop by Athens, where Plato and his colleagueslaunched the civilized world. Visit London,
Paris, Berlin. Washington, and Tokyo. St. Petersburg. Famous places, once. Centers of power in their
day. Y ou know whet they’ re like now?’

“WEéll, | know they’re not capitds anymore.”

“Except Paris. Parisisforever, they say. Chase, Earth has aways had a problem: It' sloaded with more
people than its resources can support. It's dways been that way. Ever sincethe Industrial Age. The
results of too many people are that someone’ s dways hungry, there’ s always a plague running loose
somewhere. Ethnic jealousies aways get worse when times are hard. Nations become unstable, so
governments get nervous and impose gtrictures. Individua freedoms break down. One thing the place has
never been short of isdictators. People there have old habits, old hatreds, old perspectivesthat they

keep passing down from generation to generation, and never get rid of.

“The planet’ s population today is about eight billion. When the Margolians|eft, it was more than twice
that. Can you imagine what life must have been like?’

“S0,” | said, “the Margolians were, what, downtrodden? Trying to find a place where they could feed
ther kids?

“No. They were at the other end of the scale. They wereintellectuds, by and large. And they had their
share of thewedth. But they didn’t like the noxious environment. Noxious meaning both physicaly and
psychologicaly. They had adictator. A theocrat by the name of Carvalla, who wasrelatively harmless as
dictators went. But a dictator nevertheless. He controlled the media, controlled the schoals, controlled
the churches. Y ou attended church or you paid the consequences. The schools were indoctrination
centers.”

“Hard to believe people would consent to live like that.”

“They’ d been trained to take authority serioudy. In Carvala stime, if you didn’'t do what you weretold,
you disappeared.”

“I"'m beginning to see why they wanted to clear out.”
“They wereled by Harry Williams”
Another name | was obvioudy supposed to know. “Sorry,” | said.

“He was a communications magnate, and he was connected for yearsto various socia and political
movements, trying to get food for hungry kids, to make medicd care available. He didn't get into trouble
until he started trying to do something about education.”

“What happened?’

“The authoritiesdidn’t like his basic notion, which was that kids should be taught to question everything.”
“Oh””

“They cdled him unpatrictic.”



“I'm not surprised.”

“Anaheg.”

“Was he?’

“Hewas an agnogtic. Just asbad.”

“In that kind of society, | suppose so. You said it was atheocracy?’
“Yes. The head of gtate was dso effectively the head of the Church.”
“What happened to Williams?’

“Fifteen yearsinjail. Or seventeen. Depends on which sources you trust. He' d have been executed,
except that he had powerful friends.”

“So hedid get out?’

“Yes, hegot out. But it waswhile hewasin jail that he decided something had to be done. Revolution
wasn't possible. So the next best thing was to escape. ‘ Joseph Margolishad it right,” he' sreported to
have said a ameeting of hisassociaes. ‘We |l never be ableto changethings.” ”

“| takeit Joseph Margolisisthe guy they’re named for?’

“Right.”

“Who was he?’

“A British primeminister. A hero, and apparently something of a philosopher.”
“What was he right about?’

“That communication technologieslead easily to endavement. That it isvery difficult to maintain individua
freedoms. He was fond of citing Benjamin Franklin’s comment to the American people: ‘We have given
you arepublic. Now seeif you can keepit.” ”

Hesaw | didn’t recognize Franklin's name elther. He grinned and offered to explain, but | got the drift.
“There were no colonies a the time, were there?’

“Two smdll ones. But both were under control of the home world. There were no independents.”
“And the government acquiesced?’

“They encouraged him to go and offered assistance.” He stared through the window at the ocean. “ Good
riddance to troublemakers. But that meant they’ d know the location of the colony. Williamswanted out
from under their thumb. So he and whoever was with him had to go it done.”

“Not possible” | said.

“Some of the Margolians thought the same way. But he persuaded them to make the attempt. They
believed they could creste an Eden. A home for humanity that would embody freedom and security. An
ided placetolive”

“That’ s been tried any number of times” | said.



He nodded. “ Sometimesit’ s happened. Anyhow, they were desperate. They sent people out to look for
the right world. When they found it, they kept itslocation secret, bought the two ships, and headed out.
Five thousand of them.”

“That' sanincredible story,” | said.

“Harry went with the last group, more than four years after the first Margolians|eft. He' sreported to
have told the media that, where they were going, even God wouldn't be able to find them.”

The server refilled our glasses. “ And nobody ever did,” | said.
“No. Not asfar as| cantell.”

Alex was not very demondtrative. If the building were burning, he' d suggest it might be prudent to make
for the door. So the news that the cup was associated with both a famous ship and a celebrated mystery
did not send him redling with joy around the office. But | saw aglint of satisfaction in those brown eyes.
“Jacob,” hesaid.

Jacob responded with afew bars of Perrigrin’s Eighth. The kind of majestic chords with which heroic
figuresin the sms customarily make their entrances. Alex told him to knock it off.

“How may | be of assstance?’ Jacob asked, in the deepest baritone he could muster.

Alex rolled hiseyes. “Jacob,” he said, “we d like to know whether any artifacts from the two ships
associated with the Margolians, the Seeker and the Bremerhaven, are currently available, or have been
on the market at any time.”

“They' d be quite old,” said Jacab. “ I’'ll need a few moments.”

We made small talk for about a minute, then he was back. “ | see nothing of that nature. Nothing
associated with either vessel. There are six verified items connected with the Margolians
themselves. And numerous suspect objects.”

“Namethem, please. The onesthat are verified.”

“ A communications link of some sort. A pen with Jase Tao-Ki’s name engraved on it. Tao-Ki was
a prominent member of the group, and a substantial contributor. There isalso a wall plaque on
which isinscribed a commendation to the Margolians from a social welfare group. A lapel pin
bearing their symbol and name. The symbol isatorch. A portrait of Harry Williams himself. And a
copy of Glory Run, signed by its author, Kay Wallis. It's an account of how they put the mission
together. The signature is faded but can be seen in ultraviolet light. All six were left behind. There
is nothing from them after their departure.”

“Who was Kay Wallis?" asked Alex.

“ One of the founders of the organization. One of its prime defenders when people began to laugh
at them. The record’ s unclear, but it looks asif she died just before the final round of flights. She
never left Earth.” He paused, perhaps expecting acomment. But none came. “ Wallislaid out their
objections to various governmental policiesin Glory Run. Basically they were concerned that each
generation was subjected to a series of ideologies which, once imposed, were hard to get rid of,
hampered independent thought, and led to various hostilities. She spells everything out. Get the
religious groups under control. Reign in the corporate types. Recognize that dissent is healthy.
Provide a level playing field so no one is disadvantaged.”



“If American society—that was America, right?—Y es, if American society was So oppressive, how'd
sheget it published?’

“It was published in China,” said Jacob, “ one of the last strongholds of democracy on the
planet.”

“TheMargolians,” | said, “weren't redly disadvantaged.”

Alex seyes narrowed. “ They had resources. But if you don't have freedom of action, disadvantaged is
theright word.” He scribbled something on apad. “Let’ stak about the artifacts.” He requested alist of
the amounts paid the last time the six Margolian objects had changed hands. Jacob reported two had
been secret transactions. The other four printed out. Alex sighed. “Not bad,” he said.

Indeed. Tao-Ki’s pen went for severa years worth of my income. And | waswell paid. The others
were higher.

Alex rubbed his hands together. “Okay. She'll have to produce ownership documentation before any of
thisgoes public.” Hewas, of course, speaking of Amy.

“You'll teke care of that?’ | said. There would aso be some negotiation involved, and that line of work
was his specidty.

“Get through to her when you can. Find out if she'd be willing to meet us at the Hillsdefor adrink.”

| called Amy. She decided good things had happened and pressed me for information. | explained that
we were gill gathering data, but that Alex wished to ask afew more questions. Shewasn't having it, of
course. But that was okay. When we got to the Hillside, Alex would caution her not to pass the good
news to anyone until we were sure nobody would dispute her ownership claim. We had to do that to
protect oursalves snce we would be facilitating the sdle.

“I'll bethere,” shesaid.
Alex had placed the cup in our vault. | brought itsimage up and wondered about its history.

Probably, someone had collected it as a souvenir during the Seeker’ s early years, beforeit became
associated with the Margolian migration. Or, it might have made one or two of the early flightsto the
colony world and come off the ship when it returned for the third mission. It was unlikely, but it could
have happened that way. Were that the case, and we could show that it was, the cup would then become
enormoudy vauable. But it was hard to see how we could take it that far.

When | mentioned it to Alex, hetold me not to get excited. “FTL travel wasabig ded in the
twenty-seventh century,” he said. “What probably happened is that somebody got the trademark rights
and produced cups and uniforms and all sorts of Seeker souvenirsfor sdeto the generd public.”

The English characterslooked especialy exotic. Marquard had pronounced the ship’snamefor me, in
both Standard and in English. He'd admitted at the same time that there was some uncertainty about
pronunciation. No origina audio recordings remained from the period, so even though we could read the
language, nobody knew for certain what it had actualy sounded like.

See-ker. Accent on thefirst syllable.
Outward Bound.

Where had they gone?



“ So far away even God won't be able to find us.”

Severd accounts existed of various aspects of the story, the background of Harry Williams, the roots of
the Margolian movement, contemporary attacks accusng the Margolians of being ditit, their probable
destination, and, eventualy, theories about their disappearance. They had done precisely what they said
they would do, suggested some. They had gone so far out, that even now, thousands of years later, the
world they’ d selected remained undetected.

The common wisdom was that something had gone wrong and the colony had perished. Some thought
that Margolia, over the ages, might have sidestepped the various bumps and reversals suffered by the
mainline civilization, and moved so far ahead of it that they would not be interested in communicating with
us. Me, | thought the common wisdom had it right.

Margolia had been the subject of several sms. Jacob showed me one. It wastitled Invader, and had
been produced lessthan ayear earlier. Init, the hero discovers that Margolians have returned quietly to
the Confederacy. They are highly advanced, they walk unrecognized among us, and they actudly control
the machinery of government. They consider ordinary humansto beinferior and are planning atakeover.
When the protagonist tries to warn the authorities, his girlfriend disappears, people begin dying, and there
arelots of chases down dark aleys and through the corridors of an abandoned space station. The plot
dissolvesinto amagjor shoot-out at the end, the young lady is rescued, and the good people of the
Confederacy are derted.

No one ever explained what conceivable reason the Margolians could have had in trying to take us over.
But I'll givethe producersthis: | was hanging on to my chair during the chase scenes.

FOUR

Drink deep the cup of life;
Takeitsdark wineinto your soul,
For it passes round the table only once.

—MarciaTolbert
Centauri Days, 3111 C.E.

The Hillsde was an exquisite, posh club along the Riverwak. The kind where they don’t put any pricesin
the menu because you' re not supposed to care. They had ahuman hostess, which is standard in most of
the better restaurants, and human waiters, which of courseis not. They aso had apiano player.

The tables were well supplied with jasmine candles. Walls and tables were dark-stained wood. Printsin
the style of the last century provided a sense of nostalgia. | noticed a couple of senators with their
spouses (I assumed) across the room. One, awell-known champion of corporate benefits, recognized
Alex and came over to say hello.

Amy walked in afew minuteslater, looking around asif she werelost. Then she spotted us and strode
briskly over. “ Good evening, Mr. Benedict,” she said, dtill taking in her surroundings. “ Thisisredly nice”

Alex rose, pulled her chair out for her, and said he was glad she was pleased. She said hello to me and
sat down.

She wore a pressed lavender suit and seemed to have had something of a makeover. Her hair was pulled
back and in better order. Her eyeswere more aert, and she stood a bit straighter than she had at the
office. Shewasn't at ease, but that of course was the reason we were there. The Hillsde was the place
Alex used when he wanted to put aclient on the defensive. Which isto say, when he wanted something
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he wasn't sure he could get.
She went immediately to business: “Chase said you have good news for me.”

That was her imagination at work. Alex looked at me, read my face, and smiled. “ The cup is associated
with afamous, and very early, interstelar,” he said. “Wethink it’ s reasonably vauable.”

“How much?’ she asked.

“WE |l haveto let the market decide, Amy. I"d rather not guess.” He produced achip. “When you get
time, complete this document. It will establish your ownership of the property.”

“Why do | haveto do that?’ she asked. “It'smine. It was given to me.”

“And possession is ninety percent. But disputes have away of appearing in these cases. It'saformdity,
but it might save problems|ater.”

She was annoyed, but she took it and dropped it in aside pocket. “I’ll get it back to you tomorrow.”

“Good,” said Alex. “As soon asyou' ve done that, we' |l put the cup on the market and see what
hmm]s‘”

“All right.”

He leaned forward and lowered hisvoice. “Now,” he said, “while we don’t know its precise value, we
should establishaminimum bid.”

“How much?’

He gave her anumber. I’ ve been through these things before, but it took my breath away. It was more
than I’ d been ableto earn so far in alifetime. Amy’ s eyes squeezed hard shut and | saw atear run down
her cheek. | may have been getting alittle damp mysdif.

“Wonderful,” she said, with abreaking voice.

Alex beamed. He was the picture of philanthropic content. It was so nice to be of assistance. Our cut, of
course, would be the standard ten percent of the eventual sale price. | knew him well enough to be aware
that his minimum bid was consarveive.

| thought for aminute she was going to come apart. FHuttering handkerchief, brave amile, giggle, and an
apology. Sorry, it's such a shock.

“Now,” said Alex, “1 want you to do something for me.”
“Of course”

The waiter arrived, and we took time to order, athough Amy was no longer paying much attention to the
menu. When he was gone, Alex leaned acrossthetable. “1 want you to tell me whereit came from.”

Shelooked gtartled. Fox and hounds. “Why, | told you, Mr. Benedict. My ex-boyfriend gave it to me.”
“When would that have been?’
“I don’'t know. Severa weeks ago.”

Alex’ svoice dropped even lower. “Would you be kind enough to tell me his name?’



“Why?1 told you, it belongsto me.”

“Because there might be more of these objects around. If there are, the owner may not be aware of their
vaue”

She shook her head. No. “I’d rather not do that.”

Breskup city. Alex reached across the table and took her hand. “1t could mean agrest dedl to you,” he
sad. “We d arrange things so you got afinder’ sfee.”

“No.”

Helooked at me, shrugged, and changed the subject. We talked about how nice it wasto have an
enormous amount of money fall out of the sky, and how the cup was avauable artifact. The meds came,
and we continued in that vein until Alex caught my eye again. | understood what he wanted, and afew
minutes later he excused himsdif.

Timefor girl talk. “Bad ending?’ | asked in asympathetic voice.

Shenodded. “I hate him.”

“Another woman?’

“Yeah. Hehad noright.”

“I'msorry,” | said.

“It' sokay. | let him get away with it acoupletimes. But promises don’t mean nothing to him.”
“Y ou're probably better off. He soundslike ajerk.”

“I'moverit”

“Good.” | tried to look casud. “If he has more of these around somewhere, it could mean alot more
money for you.”

“l don't care.”

“We could handle it so he wouldn’t know where the information came from. It would not involve you.
He d never know.”

She shook her head. Absolutely not.

“How about this? If he has any more artifacts like the cup, we'll keep you out of it, and we'll make him
an offer without telling him what they’ re redly worth. Then you and | can split whatever we make.”

That would have been atrifle unethica, and Alex would never have gonefor it. Me, | wouldn't have had
aproblem. | was beginning to fed some sympathy for Amy, so | had no trouble taking her side.

She started having second thoughts. “ Y ou' re sure he d never find out? About me?’

“Absolutely. We ve handled these things before.” If we could get aname, it would be easy enough to
look into the Situation without derting him. If it turned out there were actualy more souvenirs from the
Seeker lying around, then we could go back and negotiate some more with Amy.

“Hewould know it was me the minute you mentioned the cup.”



“We d be careful.”

“It doesn’'t matter. He'd know.”

“Wewouldn’'t mention the cup.”
“Don'tbringitupatal.”

“Okay. Wewon't. Wewon't say aword about it.”

She thought about it some more. “His name' s Hap.” Her face tightened and | thought she was going to
cry again. It wasturning into aweepy evening. “Actudly, it's Cleve Plotzky. But everybody calshim

Hap.”
“Okay.”

“If youtdl him, he'll come after me.”
“He' sassaulted you,” | said.
Shewouldn’'t look a me.
“Doeshelivein Andiquar?’

“Aker Point.”

Aker Point wasasmal community west of the capital. Most of the people who lived there were either
unableto hold ajob or satisfied subsisting on the minimum ration.

| saw Alex loitering across the room, pretending to examine the artwork. He figured out that the
negotiation had ended, lingered another minute or two, said something to awaiter, and rgjoined us.
Moments later afresh round of cocktails arrived.

Cleve (Hap) Plotzky did work for aliving. He was aburglar. But not avery successful one. We got that
much from the public record. He was good at rigging devices that shut down security systems, but he
aways seemed to make a beginner’ s mistake. Sometimes he got caught trying to move the merchandise.
Or because he sneezed and left his DNA on the property. Or because he bragged to the wrong people
about hisskills. He dso had arecord of assorted assaults, mostly against women.

So we went back to see Fenn Redfield. The police inspector had been aburglar himsdlf at onetime,
aufficiently prone to the profession that the courts eventudly ordered amind wipe. He knew none of this,
of course. Hismemories of his past life, up to about fifteen years earlier, were dl fictitious.

Helet Alex ook through the court documents regarding Hap but could not show him the police reports.
“Agang therules” hesad. “Wish | could help.”

The court documents didn’t go into sufficient detail about what had been stolen. “How about,” Alex said,
“if | tell youwhat I’'m looking for, and you tell meif it was among the stuff this guy took?’

So Alex described the cup with its English inscription, and Fenn looked at the record and said no. “It's
not listed.”

“Isanything likethat onthelig? Any kind of drinking vessel?’

Fenn explained that Hap Plotzky only took jewelry. And ID cardsif he found any. And maybe electronic



devicesthat were lying around loose. But pots and dishes and collectors' items?“No. Not ever.”
Our next step wasto talk with Plotzky himsdif.

We put together a mass-distribution ad. Jacob gave us an atractive female avatar, dark-skinned,
dark-eyed, lithe, long-legged, with spectacular bumpers, and we had her St in avirtud office surrounded
by virtua antique dishware. We used my voice, which Alex told me was sexy, then smiled to let me
know he was kidding. And we wrote a script.

“Hello, Cleve,” the avatar would say, “ do you have some old pottery or other similar items that
have been around a long time and are just gathering dust? Turn theminto instant cash with
us....”

Weused “Cleve’ instead of “Hap” because we wanted to be sure he concluded thiswas a mass mailing
and not amessage directed specificaly at him. Wefigured thisguy wasn't very bright.

“Will it get past the AI'?’ | wondered.
“Sure” said Alex. “Plotzky will have abasic, no-frillsmodd.”
Sowe sent it off.

We got no response, and after a couple of dayswe went to Plan B. If Hap had given the cup to Amy, he
had no idea of itsvalue. That madeit likely any smilar object he owned wouldn’t be locked away. It
would be on ashdf somewhere. All we redly had to do was gain entry.

Jacob connected mewith Hap's Al | introduced myself as aresearcher with the Caldwell Scientific
Sampling Survey and asked to speak with Mr. Plotzky. The Al gave me an avatar to look at, alarge,
hogtile, ill-kempt female. The sort of woman you might find enjoying agood fight. That imagetold me
everything | needed to know about Hap. In fact, you can tell quite alot about people from the images
their houses show you. Anyonewho cals Alex, for example, first sees awell-dressed, polished,
impeccably politeindividud. It might beamale or femaefigure. That' s left to Jacob’ sdiscretion. But
there’ sno question it holds a master’ s degree from New London.

“Why?” sheasked, making no effort to mask her owner’ s hodtility. “ What do you want?”

“I"d like very much to ask Mr. Plotzky some survey questions. I’ll only take afew minutes of histime.”
“Sorry,” shesad. “ He' sbusy.”

“| could call back later.”

“You could, but it wouldn’t matter.”

Alex was gitting back out of range of the image pickup so he couldn’t be seen. But he was nodding
vigoroudy, egging me on. Don't lose your patience. “ Theré smoney init for him,” | said.

“ Oh? How much?”
“Enough. Pleasetdl him I'm here”

Sheran the ideathrough her software. Then the picture froze. She had her arms folded and was staring
directly a me. That sort of thing tendsto hold your attention. A minute later she blinked off and | was
looking a Hap himsdf. “ Yeah?” hesaid. “ What' s the problem?” Helooked asif he'd been adeep.
We knew he was thirty-two, but he had the battered, caved-in features of someone much older.



“I"'m conducting asurvey for the entertainment industry. We want to make a determination about what
people are watching. It would only take afew minutes.”

“Lulu tells me you said something about money.”
“Yes” | sad. “There samodest stipend.”

“ How much?”

| told him.

“Okay,” hesad. “ What do you want to know?”

“Wél, I'd need to come by the house, Mr. Plotzky. We need to complete a document on your
equipment aswell.”

“1 can tell you what | have, lady. Save you the trip.”
“Sorry. Wecan't do it that way. I’d liketo, but | have to certify that I’ ve made the visit.”

He nodded and took along look. It was asif he hadn’t noticed me before. Then he said okay, and tried
acome-hither grin. It was crooked and repulsive but | smiled back.

Actudly the place wasn't the hove | expected. Plotzky lived nineteen or twenty floors up in one of the
vertical citiesthat made Aker Point infamous. Therewasn't alot of gpace, but it was reasonably clean,
and he had a pretty good view of the Meony. | mean it waswell south of lush, but if you'd decided just
to drift through life, you could have done worse.

He opened the door and attempted a smile. There was awoman with him, hard-eyed, short, solid asa
bowling bdl. It struck me he should have tried to keep Amy on board. This one made the avatar ook
good. She watched me suspicioudy, the way women do when they think you' re out to stedl their guy.

Hap was wearing aworkout suit with atop that sssd DOWNTOWN AND LIKE IT, under apicture of
ashot glass and some bubbles. He was short and barrel-chested with thick black hair, lots of it, growing
everywhere. He indicated the chair | could use. | complied and took out my notebook.

Hap Plotzky was more congenia than he’ d been on the circuit. Maybe it was because I’ d become a
money source, but | decided he wastrying to figure out how to make aplay for me while the steamroller
was sitting there. | waswilling to bet he' d tried unsuccessfully to get her out the door prior to my arrival,
and that was what explained the woman’s animus.

“So what did you want to know, Ms. Kolpath?’

| asked him about hisfavorite programs, how much he participated, what he would prefer to do other
than what was available, and so on. | recorded his answers and admired the furniture, which alowed me
to get agood look around the living room. The decorations were, you could say, sparse. What he had,
essentialy, was asofa, acouple of chairs, and walls. The walls were lemon-colored. There was a cheap
laminex shelf adjacent the front door, but the only thing on it was a pile of data chips.

“Yeah,” hesaid, “I like cop shows. Nothin' much ese worth adamn.” He thought he' d cut off the angle
on hisfemale guest—or roommate—and he tried leering.

| felt sorry for the guy. Don't ask mewhy.

When we d gotten through my list of questions, | took out amonitor that’s designed to interact with the



Al inmy skimmer. It'sinasmall black case and it had red and white status lamps. It doesn’t do anything
else, and it certainly wasn't capable of what | was about to claim for it, but he had no way of knowing
that. “If you don’t mind, Hap, I’m going to record the capabilities of your system now.” Wewere on
firg-name terms by then.

“Sure” hesaid.

| pointed it in the genera direction of the projectors and squeezed. The monitor lit up and the lights
chased each other around the case. “Good,” | said. “Uh-huh.” Asif I'd picked up asignificant piece of
information. The kitchen opened off the living room. | could see atable, two chairs, and amounted plate
that ssid YOU'RE IN MY KITCHEN NOW. SIT DOWN AND SHUT UP. And another that said
I"'M THE BOSS HERE. There was no sign of an antique.

The bedroom—there was only one—opened through a door to my right. | got up and walked coolly into
it.

“What the hell,” demanded the woman, “do you think you' re doing?’

“Just checking the projection system, ma am.” Hap had thrown her namein my direction but | hadn’t
caught it. “Have to be thorough, you know.” | saw nothing of interest. Unmade bed. More barewalls. A
clothes chute stuck open. A full-length mirror with a chipped frame.

| amed at the projectors and set the lights running again. “What does that do?’ Hap asked.
| smiled. “Damned if | know. | just point and press. Somebody & se does the download and andyss.”

He grinned at me, looked at the monitor, frowned, and for amoment | thought he was getting suspicious.
“I’'m surprised Dora hasn't said something about being probed.” Dorawould bethe Al.

“They tdl meit'snoninvasive,” | said. “ Dora probably hasn't noticed.”
“Isthat possble?’ He looked asif | wereintroducing gremlins.

“Anything’ s possblethese days.” | shut the instrument down. “Wdll, thank you very much, Hap.” |
gtrolled back into the living room and picked up my jacket. The woman never took her eyesfrom me,
“Niceto have met you, ma’am,” | said.

Hap got the door. He could have told Dorato open it, but he got it himself. It was a gesture that didn’t
get by hiscompanion. | smiled, wished him good afternoon, and dipped into the hallway. The door
closed, and | immediately heard raised voicesinsde.

“Hap hasagder,” Alex said after I'd told him | didn’t think Hap had any more piecesfrom the Seeker.
“Dowecare?’ | asked. “About the sister?’

“She might be able to tell uswhere he got the cup.”

“That'salong shot.”

“Maybe. At the moment it'sal we have.”

“Okay.”

“Sheliveson Morinda.”



“The black hole?’
“Thegation.”

Interstellar flights had become alot lessinconvenient with the arrivad of the quantum drive. It was
near-ingtantaneous travel within arange of afew thousand light-years. After ajump, you had to spend a
few hours recharging, then you could go again. Theoreticaly, you could have jumped dl the way to
Andromedain maybe ayear or so, except that the equipment would require maintenance and would

wear out long before you got there. And you couldn’t carry enough life support, or enough fud.
Neverthdess, thetrip isfeasbleif we re willing to make some adjustments. But nobody’ s come up with a
good reason yet to go. Other than afew politicians looking to find an issue to run on that won't dienate
people. The Milky Way isstill ninety percent unknown territory, soit's hard to see the point of an
Andromedamission. Other than to be able to say we did it. But in case anyone in authority isreading this
and has plans dong those lines, don’'t ook a me.

“| takeit you want meto go talk to her,” | said.
“Y es. Woman to woman is best.”
“We promised Amy we wouldn't let the family know we re interested in the cup.”

“We promised her that Hap wouldn’t find out. Chase, the woman ison Morinda. Moreover, she and her
brother haven't spoken for years.”

“Where sthe mother?”’
“Dead.”
“And thefather?’

“Dropped out of Sght early. | can’t find anything on him.”

FIVE
There' s something about having ablack hole in the neighborhood that leads to degpless nights.

—Karl Svenson,
Srumpets Have All the Fun, 1417

Morindais one of three black holes known to exist insde Confederacy space. The name also servesthe
large armored orhbiting space station that was home to a thousand researchers and their support staffs,
who were measuring, poking, taking the temperature of, and throwing assorted objectsinto, the beast.
Most of them, according to the info tabs, were trying to learn how to bend space. There were even afew
psychologists conducting experiments related to the way people perceivetime.

| had never been there, nor had | ever seen ablack hole before. If that’ s the correct terminology, since
you don't redly see ablack hole. Thisonewasn't particularly big, asthese things go. It was maybe a
couple hundred times the mass of Rimway’s sun. A ring of illuminated debris, the accretion disk,
enclosed it, firing off X-ray jets and God-knows-what other kinds of radiation, and sometimes even
rocks.

That' swhy the gtation isarmored and equipped with Y -beam projectors. Most of the action is
predictable, but the experts claim you never redlly know. They don't worry much about the rocks, which
they can dissolve. But radiation isadifferent kind of problem.
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| jumped into the system &t arange of about 70 million kilometers from the hole. That was closer than |
should have been, but gill asafe distance. Quantum travel is convenient because it’ sinstantaneous. But
the downside isthat there' salarger degree of uncertainty to it than there was with the old Armstrong
engines. It samodest difference, but it’ sthere, and it's enough to get you killed if you don't give yourself
plenty of room so you don't materidize indde aplanet, or for that matter in the same space as anything
too big for the prods to push out of the way.

| needed three daysto coast into the station. While en route | arranged billeting, called my old friend Jack
Harmon who was there on assignment and let him know | was coming and he could expect to buy mea
drink, and checked out what | could find on Hap' s sigter.

Her name was Kayla Bentner. She was a nutritech, whose chief responsibility wasto see that food
supplies at the station were hedthful. Her husband Rem was alawyer. | know you' re wondering why a
Space station needs alawyer, but thisis abig operation. People are dways renegotiating contracts and
quarrdling over assigned time on the instruments. They aso get married, make out wills, filefor
separation. And occasionally they sue one another.

At aplacelikethat, the lawyer isthe neutrd party, the guy everybody trusts. Not like back home.

| thought about letting Kaylaknow | was coming, but then decided it would be best not to make abig
ded of it. So | cruised into my assigned berth on the evening of the third day, checked into my hotel
room, met Harmon in asmall bistro, and spent the evening recaling old times and generdly enjoying
mysdf. I'd hoped he might know either Kayla or her husband. That would have made the job easier, but
no such luck.

Inthelate morning | planted myself outside the offices of the Support Services, where Kaylaworked,
and when she came out to go to lunch, | fell in behind.

Shewas with two other women. | followed them into arestaurant called Joystra' s, which was ano-frills
place. The tables were too close together and management expected you to eat up and move on.
Furniture, curtains, and tableware al looked asif they had been made on the run. But it was located on
the station’ s outer perimeter, and there was awall-length window with aview of the accretion disk. It
wasn't much to look at, alarge shining ring that under other circumstances would have been just another
shining ring, of which the Orion Arm has plenty, but it was ominous because you couldn’t get out of your
mind what was at the center of the thing.

Kayladidn't look much like her brother. Shewastdl, trim, serious. Civilized. Y ou looked into her light
blue eyes, and you could see somebody was home. Half the people in the restaurant seemed to know
her, and exchanged greetings with her as she passed.

She and her friends were shown to atable, and | was next in line, wondering how to manage getting an
introduction when | caught a break. Sharing tables during peak hours was a common practice at the
gation. “Would madam mind?’

“Not at dl,” | said. * Perhaps the three ladieswho just camein—"

“I'll attend to it.” The autohost wastall, lean, black mustache, constantly smiling, but it wasthe kind of
smile that looked glued on. I’ ve never understood why the people who arrange these things can't get the
detailsright. He strode over to the table where Kayla and the others were seated and made his request.
The women looked my way, one of them nodded, and Kaylaraised ahand in my direction.

| went over. Introductions al around. | gave my name as Chase Ddlmar. “1 know you from somewhere,”
| told Kayla, putting on my best puzzled frown.



She studied me. Shook her head. “1 don’t think we ve ever met.”

| pressed an index finger againgt my lips and creased my brow, thinking deeply about where we might
have connected. There was some back and forth about places we' d both worked. No link there.
Different schools. Must be my imagination. We ordered, lunch came, we talked aimlessy. The women
were al assigned to the samefacility. There was a problem of some sort with the boss, who was forever
taking credit for other peopl€’ sideas, who wouldn't listen to anyone, and who didn’t spend enough time
with the software. That was Station-speak for someone who didn’t sociaize, acapita crimein asmal
society. The usua cautions about supervisors fraternizing with the help didn’t gpply to the same degreein
placeslike Morinda

| waited until we werefinished and dividing the check. Then it struck me. | brightened, looked directly at
Kayla, and said, “You'reHap' ssgter.”

She went white. “Y ou know Hap?’

“1 was Chase Bonner when you knew me. | used to come by the gpartment.”
Shefrowned.

“Years ago, of course. | can understand you might have forgotten.”

“Oh, no,” shesaid. “I remember you. Of course. It'sjust that it' s been solong.”
“I can't believe I’d runinto you here.”

“Yes. That'sawild coincidence, isn't it?”

“How’sHap?| haven't seen himin alot of years.”

“Oh. He sokay. | guess. Actudly, | haven't seen him mysdlf inalongtime.” Wewere out of the
restaurant by then, trailing behind her companions. “Listen,” she sad, “it’ s been a pleasure to see you
again, uh...” Shehadto struggle for the name. “—Shelley.”

“Chase.” | smiled gently. “It's okay. We didn’t spend that much time together. | wouldn’t expect you to
remember me”

“No. | remember you. It' sjust that | have to get back to work, and | guess my mind is on other things.”

“Sure” | said. 1 understand. How about letting me buy you adrink while I’ m here? Maybethis
evening?’

“Oh, | don’'t know, Chase. My hushand—"

“Bring himdong—"

“—doesn't drink.”

“Dinner then. My treet.”

“I can't let you do that.” Still backing away from me.
“It' sokay. It'ssomething I'd redlly liketo do, Kayla.”

“You have anumber?’ | gaveit to her. “Let me check with him, and I'll get back to you.”



“Okay. | hope you can makeit.”
“I’'m sure we can manage it, Chase. And thank you.”

We met at the same place where Jack and | had eaten the evening before. | brought him aong to balance
thesdes.

Remilon Bentner was a pleasant enough dinner companion, easygoing, plainspoken, agood
conversationalist. He and Jack, it turned out, both played a game that had become popular at the station.
It was called Governance, and required participants to make political and social-engineering decisons.
We have, for example, implantsthat will stimulate intelligence. No known side effects. Do we make them
availableto the genera public?“I did, and | got some unpleasant surprises,” said Rem. “High IQsaren’t
all they’'re cracked up to be.”

“Inwhat way?’ | asked.

Jack was drinking coffee. “Beyond a certain level, roughly one-eighty, people, young ones especidly,
tend to become disruptive. Rebellious.”

“But that,” | said, “is because they become restless, right? Their peers are dower, so the brighter ones
lose patience.”

“Actudly,” said Rem, “they’ re Smply harder to program. Y ou ever wonder why human intelligence is set
whereitis?’

“| assume,” | said, “it’ s because the dumber apes walked into the tigers.”

“But why not higher 7" asked Jack. “When Kasavitch did his Phoenician study at the beginning of the last
century, he concluded there was no evidence humans are any smarter now than they were at the dawn of
history. Why not?’

“Easy,” sad Kayla. “Fifteen thousand yearsistoo short atimefor evolutionary effectsto take hold.
Kasavitch—did | get his name right?—needs to come back in a hundred thousand years and try again. |
think he'll seeadifference”

“I don't think s0,” said Bentner. “ There seemsto be aceiling.”
“Why?" | asked.

“The expertsthink that once you get past one-eighty, you become too much of asocia problem.
Uncontrollable. Herd-of -cats syndrome. Authority tends to be a bit mindless no matter how you structure
the palitica system. The high-1Q types have ahard timetolerating it.” He grinned. “ That putsthem a a
serious disadvantage. These people get to about seven years old and after that they haveto learn
everything the hard way. Where atruly superior intelligence should help them, it becomes ahandicap. In
the old days, the tribe would get sick of it and wouldn’t protect them. So the tigers got them.”

“Thesamething,” said Jack, “ seemsto be true among the Mutes. They have more or lessthe same range
we do. And the same ceiling.” The Mutes were the only known dien race. They were atelepathic

Species.
“I'd expect,” | said, “that the ruleswould be different for tel epaths.”
Bentner shook hishead. “ Apparently not. Jack, what did you do? Did you use the implants?’



Jack shook hishead. “No. | didn't think awhole society full of people who thought they knew everything
would be agood idea.”

“Smart man. My society became unstable within two generations. I’ ve afriend whose state collapsed
atogether.”

“Did you know,” said Jack, “that the suicide rate among people with genius-level 1Qsisamost three
timeswhat it isamong the generd population?’

“We redumb for areason,” | said.

“That'sright.” Bentner grinned. “And thank God for it.” Helifted aglass. “To mediocrity,” hesaid. “May
it flourish.”

A few minuteslater, | mentioned as a by-the-way that my hobby was collecting antique cups. That
caught nobody’ sinterest. But | turned to Kayla. “Now that | think of it, you guys had one.”

“Onewhat?’

“An antique cup. Remember? 1t had that strange writing onit.”

“Not us” shesaid. “I don’t remember anything like that.”

“Sure” | said. “I remember it clearly. It was gray, with a green-and-white eagle. Wings spread.”

She considered it. Pursed her lips. Shook her head. Then surprised me. “Yes. | remember. It was on the
mantd.”

“Youknow,” | said, “I dways admired that cup.”
“I hadn’t thought about it in years. But that’ sright. We did have onelike that.”

“Those were good days, Kayla. | don’t know why that cup sticksin my memory. | tend to associate it
with happy times, | guess.”

“That sounds asif you're having problems.”
“No. Not at al. But that was a more innocent age. Y ou know how it is”
“Of course”

She and | were drinking tea, and we each took asip. “1 wonder whereitisnow,” | said. “The cup. Do
you dill haveit?’

“I don’'t know whereitis,” shesad. “I don’'t haveit. | haven’'t seenit sincel wasagirl.”
“Maybe Hep hasit.”

“Could be”

“You know,” | said, “when | get home | think I'll look him up. It would be nice to see him again.”
Her features hardened. “Y ou wouldn't like him now.”

“Oh?



“He stoo much like hisfather.” She shook her head in disapproval. “Well, let it go.”

We talked about her work on the station, and when | saw an opening, | went back to the cup: “You
know, | was dwaysintrigued by it. By the cup. Where did it come from origindly, Kayla? Do you
know?’

“I'venoidea” shesad.
“Hap never struck me as someone interested in antiques.”

“Oh,” shesaid, “1 doubt it's an antique. But you' re right about Hap.” A darkness drifted into her eyes.
“Hewasn't interested in anything this side of alcohol, drugs, and money. And women.”

She regretted having said that, and | tried to look sympathetic and moved the conversation aong.
“Somebody probably gaveit to him.”

“No. We had it up on the shelf asfar back as| can remember. When Hap and | were both kids.” She
thought about it. “1 suspect he might Hill haveit.”

“Youknow,” | said, “I seemto recall there were a couple other pieceslikeit.”

“No, Chase” shesad. “I don't think so.” Dinner findly arrived. “I’m pretty sureit’ sthe only onewe
had. Now that | think of it, | believe Mom told me once that my father gaveit to her.”

Alex’'s celebrity has spilled over, to adegree, on me. | seem to have not quite enough to draw autograph
seekers, but | do get the occasiona crank. Next morning, | was standing in asouvenir stal picking up a
snack to take back to my room when asmall, sharply dressed, middle-aged man with disheveled black
hair asked whether | wasn't Chase Kolpath. The tonewas dready vaguely hostile. And it took me a
moment to redize this was the same guy who'd disrupted Ollie Bolton' s remarks at the Caucus.
Kolchevsky.

| could have denied who | was. I’ ve donethat in the past, but | didn’t think it would work with this
character. So | owned up.

“| thought s0,” he said.
| started edging away from him.
“No offenseintended, Ms. Kol path. But you seem like a capable young lady.”

“Thank you,” | said, grabbing acherry cheesecake more or less at random and pointing my key at the
reader to pay for it.

“Pleasedon’t run off. I’ d likeamoment of your time.” He coughed lightly. “My nameis Casmir
Kolchevsky. I’'m an archeologist.”

“I know who you are,” | said. Kolchevsky, despite his hysterical behavior on that earlier occasion, was
not smdl potatoes. He had done mgjor excavations on Dellaconda, in Baka Ti. It was acivilization that
had prospered for amost six hundred years before going into a sharp decline. Today it was nothing more
than a handful of villages. The reasons behind its collapse remained very much a subject for debate.
Some thought their technologica development had outrun their good sense, othersthat they’ d been
victimized by acultura revolution that had split them into a series of warring subgroups, and till others
that their dinnerware had contained too much lead, leading to widespread infertility. Kolchevsky had
done much of thefieldwork at BakaTi, had in the process recovered a substantia number of antiquities



that were now housed in museums. And he' d established areputation for both brilliance and bellicosity.

“Good. No need then to stand on ceremony.” He looked up at me as he might have looked at a cat with
abroken leg. “I’veread about you,” he said. “Y ou're obvioudy taented.”

“Thank you, Professor.”
“May | ask what in heaven you' re doing working for Benedict?’
“I beg your pardon?’

“Oh, come now. Y ou know what I’'m talking about. Y ou and your partner are apair of templethieves.
I’m sorry to be so blunt, but I'm redlly quite appalled.”

“I’m sorry you disapprove of what we do, Professor.” | tried to get by him, but he blocked my exit.
“The day will come, young lady, when you'll look back over these years and regret your actions.”
“Professor, I'd gppreciateit if you would let me by.”

“Of course.” But hedidn’'t move. “Benedict,” he went on, warming to his subject, “isagrave robber. A
looter. Objectsthat should be the property of everyone wind up as showpieces in the homes of the
wedlthy.” His voice softened. “Y ou know that aswell as| do.”

“I’'m sorry you fed that way,” | said. “Y ou don't sound asif you' re open to other opinions, so why don’t
wejust agreeto disagree and let it go at that? Now, I'll ask you again, please stand out of my way.”

“I am sorry,” he said. “I redly didn’t mean to give offense. But | wonder whether you' re aware what
your association with him doesto your own reputation?’

“I’'minclined to wonder, Professor, who appointed you guardian of the world' streasures?’

“Ah, yes. By al means, when no defense will suffice, go on the attack.” He stood aside. “ That’snot a
very satisfactory response, isit?’

“It wasn't avery satisfactory question.”

I’ d decided to spend a couple of dayswith Jack. But before going down to meet him for lunch, | sent a
message to Alex, advising him that the mission had been futile. | was coming home with nothing. | didn't
mention Kolchevsky.

SX
Tdent isimportant, perseverance good. But in the end there' s nothing quite like blind luck.

—MoritaKamaleg,
Walking with Plato, 1388

When | got home, Alex had newsfor me. He' d been to see Fenn and had information about Hap's
father. “His name was Rilby Plotzky. Known to his associates as Rile. Like his son, hewasaburglar.”

“With anamelikethat, | can undergandit.” Skillsran inthefamily, | guessed. “You say he was a
burglar. Did he reform? Or die?’

“Mind-wiped.”
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“Oh”
“| asked whether we could talk to him.”
“Alex, you know they’ d never let us do that. And it wouldn’t do any good anyhow.”

It was snowing again. We were sitting in the office watching big wet flakes come down, and it didn’t look
asif it was ever going to stop. Snow was hip deep out to the landing pad. “Mind wipes aren't ways
complete,” Alex said. “ Sometimesit’s possible to reverse the effects.”

“They wouldn’t let you do thet ether.”
“I know. I’ ve dready inquired.”
“What did they say?’

“It didn’t get pest the officid filters”

| was surprised that Alex would even consider going that far. If the elder Plotzky had established anew
life under anew name, he had acomplete set of false memories and the lifetime habits that came with
them. He would be asolid citizen. Break through that wall and it was anybody’ s guess what might

happen.

He resented my disapprova. “We re talking about objects of enormous value, Chase,” he said. “I can’t
say I’d have al that much sympathy for him. If he was worth adamn, they wouldn’t have had to do the
procedurein thefirst place. And, anyhow, they could put him under again.”

“Arewe assuming he stole the cup?’
“Youthink hewaslikely to have been alover of thefiner thingsin life?”

Thefirst Plotzky’ s burglary career had ended almost twenty years before, in 1412, when he was
convicted for the third time, on seventeen counts. That was when they imposed the wipe. Hisfirst arrest
had been in 1389. The evidence indicated he' d been active in his chosen profession during most of the
intervening twenty-three-year span.

“So,” | said, “how does any of thishelp us?’
“Wetry to pin down which burglary might have produced the cup.”
“How do we do that? Are there police reports?’

“Yes. Of dl the unsolved burglariesin Plotzky’ s area of operation. But they can't be made available.
Privacy laws.”

“So we have to go through the media.”
1] | 1 d w g).’l

“There sno point. He must have taken it because it caught hiseye. He obvioudy didn't redize the vdue
of thething or it wouldn't have sat on that shelf al those years. If somebody had reported the theft of a
nine-thousand-year-old cup, Plotzky would have known what he had.”

“That' sagood argument,” said Alex.



“Okay. Look, | hate to point this out, but we now have reason to suspect we' re aiding and abetting.
WE re helping unload stolen property.”

“Wedon't know that, Chase. It's guesswork.”
“Right. Thisfamily of burglars, on the Sde, has ataste for antiques.”

He was getting uncomfortable. Frustrated. Outside, the wind was picking up, and the storm was growing
worse. “Let’sdo this,” hesaid. “We Il set some parametersfor Jacob and let him run a search through
news reports covering the period. If we can't find a break-in where the cup might have been taken, what
have we log?

Actudly, that wasn't as unlikely apossibility asit sounded. Burglary’ s arare phenomenon. Most people
have high-tech security. And crimina behavior itsdf isrdatively unusud. We reliving in agolden age,
athough | doubt most peopleredizeit.

It got me thinking about the Margolians, and the kind of world that would drive five thousand peopleto
clear out, to jump on the Seeker and the Bremerhaven and make for an uncertain frontier. What had it
redlly been liketo livein the twenty-saventh century? Widespread crimind behavior. Intolerance. Political
oppression. Environmenta problems. Religious crazies. Y ou nameit.

“Jacob,” said Alex, “check through the news stories relating to burglariesin the Andiquar region from
1389 t0 1412. Y ou'relooking for any reference to the Seeker or to a nine-thousand-year-old drinking
cup.”

“ Commencing search,” hesad.

Alex was sitting in the big, soft, hand-tooled sofa facing the desk. He was wearing afrumpy gray swester
and looked distracted. He picked up a book, closed it, wandered over to the window, and stared out at
the snowstorm. “1 can call you,” | told him, “when hefinishes” I’ d have liked to see him go upstairsto his
office.

“It'sokay,” hesaid.

Ten minutes later Jacob was back. “ Negative,” hesaid. “ No matches.”
“All right.” Alex dosed hiseyes. “Try any theftsinvolving antiquities.”
Jacob’ slights went on and the e ectronic hum in the walls picked up.

I’d been going over the latest items coming onto the market, looking for objects that might be of interest
to our clients. Someone had found an eighty-year-old handmade clock. None of our customerswould
care, but | liked theway it looked. It wouldn’t cost much, and it would give my living room abit of
cachet. | wastrying to make up my mind about it when Jacob reported negative again.

“All right.” Alex sank back into the sofaand crossed hisarms. “What we need to do is find theftsfrom
homes whose occupants would have been likely to own antiques.”

“How do wedo that?’

“Hang on asecond.” He flipped open anotebook. “ Jacob, would you see if you can get Inspector
Redfield on the circuit for me?’

Fenn and adice of hisdesk appeared in the middle of the office. “ What can | do for you, Alex?” He



sounded asif he were having along morning.

“The case we were talking about yesterday—~?"’

Hisbrow furrowed. “ Yes?” Helooked asif he'd aready heard enough about that one.
“| wonder if you could tell me whether the burglaries were limited to asingle area?’
“Wait one.” He made weary sounds. “ What was the name again?’

“Plotzky.”

“Oh, yes. Plotzky.” Hegaveingructionsto an Al, reminded Alex that that week’s card game would be
at hisplace, and took abite out of a sandwich. Then he looked up at amonitor. “ Bulk of the cases
were in Andet and Sernbergen. There were a few elsewhere. Pretty well spread around,

actually.”

“But dl in theregion immediately west of Andiquar?”
“ Oh, yes. Plotzky didn’t travel much.”
“Okay, Fenn. Thanks.”

In hisfind tria, Plotzky had been charged with seventeen counts of theft by breaking and entering. We
had the names of the property owners from the court records. The prosecutors had tagged him with

more than ahundred over his career. “What we do is use the mediato track down every burglary we can
find in the target areawnhile Plotzky was active.”

“That’sgoing to bealot of burglaries.”

“Maybe not. The records don’t indicate that he had much competition.” He got up and went over to the
window and looked out at the snow. “ Jacob?’

“Yes Alex?

“How many burglaries were there during the period?’

Morelights. “ I count two hundred forty-seven reported instances.”
“I thought you said he didn’t have much competition.”

“Chase, we're looking at twenty years.” He shook his head at the weeather. “Doesn’t look asif it’ Il ever
quit snowing.” It wasthe kind of day that Ieft me wanting to curl up infront of afireand just go to deep.

“Jacob,” he said, “we need the victims names.”

A lig rolled out of the printer.

“Now what?’ | asked.

“We check each of them. Try to find peoplelikely to have owned antiques.”
Easy to say. “Thisisforty years ago. Some of these people won't even be dive.”
“Do your best.”



What happened to the “we’?“Okay,” | said. “Who'slikely to own antiques?’
“Think what our clients havein common.”
“Money,” | suggested.

“I would have preferred exquisite taste. But yes, they will have to have money. Get the addresses. Look
for peoplewho livein the more exclusve aress”

“Alex,” | said, “we re talking about burglars. They’re going to favor the more-exclusive aress.”
“Not necessarily. Security systems are less effective dsawhere.”

Alex pitched in, and we spent the next few days making cals. Most of the people who' d been
burglarized had snce moved or died. Tracking down the survivors, or relatives, was another big job.

We did connect with some. Did your family ever own an antique cup with English symbols?

Actudly, severa thought they might have had one once. But nobody could describeit accurately. And
nobody sounded serious.

“Alex,” | complained, “there have to be better things we could be doing.”

After afew days had passed without result, he wastired of it, too. By the fourth evening, we were near
the end of thelist. “1t'sawild-goose chase,” | told him. “I’ d be willing to bet the mgjority of burglaries
didn’t even make the news.”

He was chewing a piece of bread, looking asif his mind were somewhere outsde in the night. Thelights
in the room had been dimmed, and Jacob was playing something from Sherpa. It wasaquiet rhythm,
adrift in the somber mood of the evening.

“Plotzky didn’t know what he had. Maybe the original owner didn’t either.”

“It'spossible” | said.

“Maybe the victim wasn't somebody who collected antiques. Maybe it was aguy who collected cups.”
“Cups. Somebody who collects cups.”

“Jacob,” said Alex, “let’ s seethe cup again. Close up.” It gppeared in the center of the office, theimage
about my sze. “Turnit, please”

It began to rotate. We looked at the eagle, at the banners, at the registry number. At the ringed planet.
“Noway,” | sad, “you could missthat it's connected with interstdlars.”

“My thought exactly. Jacob, let’s go back to the time period of the burglaries. Same geographical area.
How many families can you find with aconnection to theinterstel lar flegt?’

“ Families on record as having been burglarized?”
“No,” hesad. “ Anybody with a connection to interstellars.”

Wefound nine familiesin the target areawith fleet connections. Five had moved during the intervening
years. Of the remaining four, two were military, and one was connected with a corporation that
maintained orbitals. The fourth was the sole survivor of her family, afemale who still owned the house but



who was now married to ajournaist and living in the eastern Archipelago. Her name was Delia Cable.

She' d been Delia Wescott at the time Plotzky was active. Her parents, and the owners of the property at
the time of the burglary, were Adam and Margaret, who had lost their livesin an avaanchein 1398.
Margaret had been a class-two pilot for Survey, and Adam had been aresearcher who' d made a career
of thelong-range missons.

The connection with Survey caught Alex’ s attention, and Delia Cable went directly to thetop of theligt.
Jacob made the cdll, and she materiaized in the office.

It sdifficult to determine qualities like height over the circuit. People have atendency to adjust settings,
s0 the projection may be consderably different from the redlity. But you can’t do much with eyes other
than change their color. Ddlia Cabl€e s eyesfilled the room with their intensity. | suspected shewastall.
She had chiseled cheekbones, and the kind of features that you associate with models. Her black hair
swept down over her shoulders.

Alex introduced himsdf and explained that he represented Rainbow Enterprises. He had afew questions
about an antique.

Her expression was polite although it let us know she had better things to do than talk to strangers, and
she sincerely hoped Alex wasn't trying to sdl her something.

Her clothes, a soft gray Brandenberg blouse and matching skirt, with awhite neckerchief—I couldn’t see
the shoes—indicated she was not wanting for resources. Her diction was perfect, the accent Kaubrian,
that happy mix of detachment and cultura superiority that derives from the western universities.

“Did your family,” he asked, “ever own an antique cup?’
She frowned and shook her head. No. “ I’ ve no idea what we're talking about.”

“Let me ask adifferent question, Ms. Cable. When you were agirl, you lived in Andiquar, isthat
correct?’

“1n Sernbergen, yes. It's a suburb. That was before my parents died.”
“Was your house ever robbed?’

Her expression changed. “ Yes,” shesaid. “ There was something about a burglar. Why do you

“Did the items get returned?’

She considered the question. “ | really don’'t know. It was a long time ago. | was pretty young when
it happened.”

“Doyou recdl an antique cup? An ordinary-szed drinking cup with odd symbolson it? And an eagle?’
She closed her eyes, and a amile touched those austere lips.

Bingo.

“1 haven't thought about that cup for more than thirty years. Don’t tell me you have it?”

“It has cometo our attention, yes.”



“ Really? Where was it? How did you connect it with me?”

“That’ salong story, Ms. Cable.”

“1t would be nice to have it back,” shesaid. “ Are you planning to return it?”
“I'm not sure what the legal ramificationsare. We Il check into it.”

Sheindicated he shouldn’t go to any trouble. * It’s not a major issue,” shesad. “ If it can be returned,
fine. If not, don’t worry about it.”

“If I may ak,” he said, “were there other objectsin the house like it? Other antiques?’
Shethought it over. “ Not that | recall. Why? Isit valuable?”

Alex would have liked to avoid getting the corporation into the middle of alegal dogfight. “It might be,”
hesad.

“Then | would most certainly like to have it back.”

“| understand.”

“How much is it worth?”

“I don’'t know.” Market values on objects like that tended to fluctuate.
“So how do | get it returned?”

“Easest way, | suppose, would beto get in touch with your local police. We |l make areport on this

“ Thank you.”

| didn’'t fed comfortable with the way thiswas playing out. “Y ou' re sure there was nothing €l se around
the house like the cup?’

“Of course I’'mnot sure. | was seven or eight yearsold.” Shedidn’t say idiot, but it wasin her tone.
“But | don't recall anything else.”

“Okay.” Alex pushed back in his chair, trying to ease the tension. | didn’'t especialy like the woman and
would have preferred to let Amy keep her prize. In fact | was aready regretting that we' d stuck our
nosesinto the businessat al. “Y our parents, | understand, died in an avalanchein 1398.”

“That’s correct.”

“Do you have any ideawhere they might have gotten the cup?’

“No,” shesad. “ It was always there. As far back as| can remember.”
“Where did they keep it? If you don’t mind my asking.”

“ Their bedroom.”

“And you're sure you don’t know whereit came from origindly?’

She bit her lower lip. “ | had theimpression,” shesaid, “ that they brought it back from one of their



trips.”
“What kind of trip?’

“ One of their flights. They worked for Survey at one time. Used to go together on exploratory
missions.”

“How sure are you? That it came back on one of the flights?’

She shrugged her shoulders. “ 1 wouldn’t want to bet on it, Mr. Benedict. Keep in mind that was all
pretty much before my time. | was about two years old when they left Survey.”

“That would have been—7’

“ Around 1392, | guess. Why? What has any of this to do with anything?”
“Addefrom the Survey missons, were there other flights?’

“Yes” Sheamiled. “ We traveled quite a lot.”

“Where did you go? If you don’'t mind my asking?’

A love seat appeared, and she sat downinit. “ | don’t know. Not anywhere special, | guess. Middle
of nowhere. | don't think we ever made landfall.”

“Redly.”

“Yes. It always seemed odd. We' d go to a station. It was pretty exciting stuff for a kid.”
“A dation.”

“Ves”

“Do you know which one?’

She was getting annoyed again. “ | have no idea.”

“You'resureit wasastation.”

“ Yes. It was off-world. What else could it have been?”

“How big wasthe gation? How busy wasit?’

“Toolong ago,” shesad. “ Anyhow, | don’t think | ever left the ship.”
“Why not?’

“1 don’'t know. | suspect my memory’s playing tricks on me. | wanted to leave the ship. But
they—" She stopped, trying to recal. “ It's odd. | never understood, to be honest. They told me it
wasn't a good place for little girls.”

“You'reright. That is odd.”

“That’sthe way | remember it. I’ ve always thought it didn’t really happen that way. Makes no
sense.”



“Did you get alook at the station?’

“Oh, yes. | remember it. It was a big long cylinder.” Shesmiled. “ It looked scary.”
“What ese can you remember about it? Was there any unusual structure anywhere?’

“ Not that | remember.”

“Did you dock inabay?’

“1 don’t know.”

“How about the lights? Could you see lights anywhere?” Some stations advertised hotels and other
services on marquees that were visible on approach.

“It had lights, Mr. Benedict. Spots playing across the station.”
1] Ok@/.”

Whilethey weretaking, Alex was|ooking through the family information that Jacob had made available,
“Y ou were with them at the time of the avdlanche, is't that right?”’

“Yes. | was lucky. We were at a ski resort, in the Karakas, when there was an earthquake and the
mountain came down. Couple hundred dead.”

“Mugt have been aterrible experiencefor alittle girl.”

She gtared off to one side. “ There were only a handful of people at the hotel who survived.” She
took adeep breath. “ The burglary you're talking about happened about a year before we |eft on
that trip.”

| looked at the data screen. After the accident, she’ d goneto live with an aunt on St. Smeon’sldand.
“Ms. Cable,” Alex said, “what happened to your household possessions? The stuff your folks owned?’

“1 have noidea,” shesaid. “ 1 never saw any of it again.”
13 Okwlﬂ

“ Maybe that’ s not precisely true. My aunt Melisa, she took me in, salvaged some odds and ends.
Not much, | don’t think.”

Alex leaned forward. “Can | persuade you to do me afavor?’
“What do you need?’

“When you have a chance, take alook at your older possessions and see whether you have anything else
remotely like the cup. Anything with English characters. Or anything at al that doesn’t seem to belong.”

“All right.”
“Thank you.”
“ Mr. Benedict, there’' s something else.”

“YS?’



“1 remember my mother telling him, telling my dad, once when they were getting ready to go
outside, over to the station, when they thought | was not close by, that she was scared.”

| ran a search on the Wescotts. Adam had earned a degree in mathematics at Turnbull, asmall western
college, then gotten his doctorate in astrophysics a Y ulee. He declined going into academia and opted
instead for afield career with Survey. A fair number of postdocs take that route. It meansthey’reless
interested in making areputation for themselves, or in doing seriouswork in their fields, than they arein
amply getting up closeto stars and visiting worlds that nobody has ever seen before. Y ou don't usualy
think of scientific types as being romantics, but these guys seem to qudify. | spent two years piloting
Survey ships, and | met afew of them. They are unbridled enthusiasts. Normally amissionisassgned a
section of maybe eight to ten stars. Y ou go into each system, do a profile of the central sun, get more
information about it than anybody’ s ever going to care to read, then run asurvey of the planetsif there
areany. And you look especially close at worldsin the biozone.

| looked at Adam’ s graduation picture from Turnbull. He was twenty-two, good-looking, with brown
hair, blue eyes, and a confident smile. Thiswas akid who might or might not have been bright, but he
himsalf had no doubt he was going to be top of the class.

| dug out whatever else | could. Adam Wescott doing grunt work at Carmel Central Processing Lab.
Wescott entering the Lumley, thefirgt time he' d gone on board an interstellar. | found himasa
thirteen-year-old accepting an award as an Explorer, smiling asif recognizing it would be only one of
many. He looked good in the uniform, everything tucked neatly in place, beaming while an adult, dsoin
uniform, handed him his plague. He turned and | got alook at the audience, composed of about fifteen
other boys, dl brushed and sharp in their uniforms, and maybe three times as many adults. The proud
parents of the little group of Explorers at, according to the banner strung across one wall, the Overlook
Philosophical Society, which apparently sponsored the corps.

| even got to hear him speak. “ Thank you, Harv,” hesaid, and immediately corrected himsdlf: “ Mr.
Striker.” Smilefor the audience. We al know he' sreally good old Harv. He took a piece of paper out
of hispocket, unfolded it, and made aface at it. “ The corps wants me to say thanksto all the
parents, and to Mr. Striker, and the Society,” hesaid. “ We're grateful for your help. Without you,
we wouldn’'t be here.”

Thekid wason hisway.

And there was a middle-aged Adam as an observer a the table of Jay Bitterman when Bitterman
recaeived the Carfax Prize. And Adam again during abirthday celebration for a politician with whom he' d
developed apassing relationship.

And Adam’ swedding. He d shown good taste and married his pilot, Margaret Kolonik. Margaret
looked gorgeous the way bridesinevitably do because they are happy and emotiona and celebrating a
premier moment. In fact, though, she' d have looked good in an engine room. She had the same
highlighted black hair I’ d seen in her daughter, framing perfect features and a smile that lit up the room.

Theroutine a Survey isto interchange pilots and researchers after each misson. The average mission
now lasts about eight or nine months, and | doubt things were much different forty years ago. It was done
because the missions usudly carried only the pilot and one or two researchers. People locked away like
that for extended periods of time tend to get on each other’ snerves.

But the background information indicated the happy couple had been together ten consecutive flights. On
the last two, their baby daughter Delia had been along. | assumed there was no problem arranging that if
you wanted to do it.



| sat in my office and watched Margaret Kolonik stride purposefully up the aide to take charge of her
guy. No wilting flower, this one. The data prompt informed me that her father was dead, and she was
given away by an uncle, an overweight man who kept looking around asif he wanted to escape. Not

somebody she' d have been very closeto, | thought.

It was ardligious ceremony. A priest requested the blessings of the Almighty on the happy couple, and
led themin their vows. The best man produced the ring, Adam dipped it on her finger, shewaltzed into
hisarms, and they kissed.

| envied them that moment. I’ ve had agood life and can’t complain. But | don't think I’ ve ever
approached the sheer joy | saw in Margaret’ seyes as she let go of him, and they started back down the
ade

The best man was described as alifelong friend of Adam'’s, Tolly Weinborn. | recognized him
immediately and switched back to the Explorer ceremony. And there he was, about thirteen, standing at
attention with his comrades, with al due intensity and innocence.

| found Tally after aquick search. Hewasliving in Barkessa, on the northern coast, where hewas an
adminigtrator at apublic service office, the kind of place people go to when they’ rein trouble. He was
not available at the moment, the Al told me. Could they have him return the call?

| found other tasks to occupy my time while | waited, among them looking for books that dealt with the
Margolians and their flight from Earth. | came across The Golden Lamp, by Allie Omar. Omar looks at
the causes of humanity’ slong history of starting and stopping, taking three steps backward, turning left,
going forward, and doing lots of pratfalls. Her basic question: What might have happened if, sncethe
twenty-seventh century, the human race had been able to avoid the infighting, the economic didocations,
the collapses? Had we s destepped the three distinct sets of dark ages that set in during the Fourth,
Seventh, and Ninth Millennia? Assume a straightforward dead-ahead unimpeded progress. Where would
we be?

She doesn't answer her own question, but is satisfied with speculating on what the result might have been
had the Margolians succeeded. The bottom line: They would be technologically three or four thousand
years ahead of us. They'd regard us, not as barbarians, but as distinct inferiors.

Inthe early years of interstellar travel, people worried about meeting dienswho would proveto be vastly
superior. In technology. Perhaps ethically. Possibly both. And the fear wasthat, faced by a
hypercivilization, however benevolent itsintentions might be, humanswould smply lose heart. Smilar
effects had been observed time and again during the early years as man spread around his home world.

But, where the Margolians were concerned, the fears were, of course, unfounded. After leaving Earth,
they were never seen again. And, across thousands of years, the only aiens we ve encountered are the
telepathic Ashiyyur, the Mutes, sometime friends, sometimerivas, occasiona enemies. We discovered to
our surprise that we were thair technological equals. And since they still engaged in war among
themselves, and occasiondly against us, we were further gratified to conclude they were no better than
we were.

Therewas no onedse. Vidtsto star systlems over the millennia produced numerous living worlds, but
none with anything you could call recognizableintelligence. Of course there were some species out there
with potentid. If you were prepared to wait around afew hundred thousand years, you might have
someoneto talk with. But the galaxy, as Art Bernson famoudy said, hasalot of empty rooms.

Tolly never called back, so | tried him at home that evening. When | mentioned Wescott' s nameto his
Al, heimmediately agreed to talk to me. He dtill looked relatively young, despite the accumulation of



years. Thefeatures, cherubic in the twelve-year-old, congenia in the best man, had assumed akind of
world-weariness.

He' d gained weight, and hisface waslined, his once-red-blond hair gone mostly gray. He wore abeard,
and he had something of a haunted look. Too many years of public service, maybe. Too many sad
dories.

| identified myself and explained that | was doing some historical research. “Did you keep in touch with
Adam after he got married?’ | asked.

He couldn’'t suppressagrin. * It was impossible to stay in touch with him. He was away too much.”
“Didyouseehimat dl?’

Hebit hislip and pushed back in hischair. “ A couple of times. During the early years.”

“What about after he left Survey? When his career was over?’

No hesitation thistime: “ His career never ended,” hesaid. “ He might have left Survey, but he and
Margaret kept making flights. Did it on their own.”

“Y ou mean they paid the bills?
13 Y%”
“Why did they do that?’

Shrug. “ Don’'t know. | always assumed they’ d gotten hooked and just had to keep going. | asked
him that question once.”

“What did he say?’
“ ‘Theworld istoo small.” ”
“But why wouldn't they have stayed with Survey if that' s what they wanted to do?’

“He said Survey always gave him a prepared itinerary. He liked being able to go wherever he
wanted.”

“That make senseto you?’

“ Qure. They had plenty of money. They'd saved all those years, and Margaret had accessto a
trust of some sort.”

“Did you ever think about going dong with them?’

“Who? Me?” Thegrin spread across hisface. “ | like to keep my feet on the ground. Good old terra
firma. Anyhow, | had a career to take care of. Such asit was.”

“Did they ever inviteyou?’

Herubbed hisjaws. “ | just can’t remember, Chase. It’stoo long ago. I’ m sure they’ d have made
room for meif I'd asked.”

“Do you know where they were going? On the private flights? Did they go to different places? Or wasit
the same degtination dl thetime?’



He reached for aglass half-filled with acolorless liquid and ice cubes. Hetook asip and put it back
down. “ | always assumed they went to different places.”

“But you didn’'t ask?’

“What would be the point of going back to the same place all the time?”
“I don’t know,” | said.

“You must have had something in mind when you asked the question.”

| let him see| wastalking off the top of my head.

“Why does it matter?” he asked.

“WEe retrying to put together ahistory of the missions during those years.” The answer seemed to satisfy
him. “And he never said anything to you at al about those flights?’

“1 didn’t see him that much, Chase. And no, | can’t really remember anything he might have said.
Except probably, when he got back, that he was glad to be home.”

“Tally, isthere anybody €se he might have spoken to? Anyone who might know what those later
missions were about?’

He needed aminute or two to answer that one. He mentioned a couple of names. Someone who might
have known, maybe, but he died afew years back. And therewas afriend of Margaret’s, they might
have talked to her, but she's dead, too.

“Let’ stry adifferent approach, Tolly. Did Adam, or Margaret, either of them, ever tell you they’d found
something out there? Something unusud ?’

“ Like what?”
“Like an old gtarship. Really old.”

“No, | don’t know about anything like that.” He shook hishead. “ Well, maybe he did say
something once or twice.”

“What did he say?’
“He was kidding around. Said they’ d found something that would blow the socks off everybody.”
“But hedidn’t say what?’

“Wouldn't tell me. Just smiled and said how they were going back out eventually and | was going
to get the surprise of my life. But he kidded a lot. You know what | mean?”

| reported both conversationsto Alex. “Good,” he said. “We re making progress.” He rubbed his hands
and told me !’ d done brilliantly.

| couldn’'t seeit. “Inwhat way?’ | asked. “The only thing | can see that we' ve doneis compromise the
interests of our client.”

“WEe |l find away to makeit upto her.”

“How arewe going to do that?’



“Buy her anice birthday present. Point out to her the possibility of amagjor find out there, and that if we
can come up with it, she'll get agenerous share.”

“I don’t think she' sthetypeto let the cash go and settle for an outside chance.”
“I know.” He sucked in some air. “We bungled that part of things, | guess.”
“We?’

“Okay. | did. Look, Chase, we' ve been doing what we had to.”

“We could have just moved the merchandise, taken our commission, and made the lady happy. Now, if
we' re lucky, maybe we' Il have to settle for some reward money. And | don't like the way thisisworking
out for Amy.”

“I know.” He looked unhappy. “Ms. Cable appearsto be generous. If nothing else developsfrom this,
I’m sure she' |l compensate usfor our trouble.”

1] I’ m Sjre.”
“Chase, we had an ethical responsibility here. We don't market stolen goods.”

“I'd like not to be here when you explainit to Amy.”

SEVEN

Where did they go? Into the glade, or aong the river? Back to the sea, or beyond the moon?
—Austrdian children’ sfable, twenty-third century C.E.

We debated taking Amy back to the Hillside, but we were both concerned she might make a scene. It
was better to talk things out at the office, then see whether she' d be receptiveto amed.

I’1l say onething for the woman: She was no dummy. She knew as soon as she walked in the door it was
bad news. “What?" she demanded of Alex, bypassing the customary greetings, and ignoring me
dtogether.

Alex directed her to the sofaand sat down behind the desk. Would she like something to drink? Thanks,
no.

“It’ sbeginning to appear,” he said, “the cup was stolen.”

Her nogtrils quivered. “That' s crazy. Hap gave it to me. It was a peace offering after | caught him
screwing around. A goddam cup.”

That wasn't quite the same story she'd told usinitialy.
“It seemsodd,” said Alex. “Ordinarily you d expect flowers or candy.”

“Yeah. Wdll, Hap wasn't your ordinary kind of guy. It wasthe cup | usudly drank out of when | was
over there, and hewasn't going to go out of hisway.”

“You drank out of it?" Alex was horrified.

“Yeah. Isthat aproblem?’
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“No.” Alex cast aquick glance my way. “No, not a al.” Welapsed into an uncomfortable silence.

“I didn't stedl it,” she said. “1 asked you not to contact him. Isthat what he' ssaying? It salie” She
finaly looked over a me. “It’sjust like him. Now that he knowsit’ sworth something, he wantsit back.’

“Hap doesn’'t know anything,” Alex said smoothly. “Hap is't the problem.”
“Whois?’ she demanded.

“There'safair chancethat Hap didn't have legitimate ownership.”

“Y ou mean Hap stole it from someone? Isthat what you' re saying?’

“Not Hap. Probably hisfather.”

Color flowed into her cheeks. “Maybe you should just giveit back to me and we'll forget the whole
thing.”

“We can do that, if you like. But the person we think was the original owner knows that we know where
itis. | expect she'll betaking action.”

“Thanks. Y ou’ve been abig help, Mr. Benedict. Now please give me my cup.”

Alex’ stone never changed: “In order to be able to get it back, though, the other party will haveto be
able to establish ownership. | don’t know whether she can do that.”

Amy stared at Alex. “Please get methe cup.”

Hesghed. “Haveit your way, if you must. But it samistake.” He excused himself and | eft the office.
Amy sat fiff asaboard.

“We can probably arrange afinder’sfeg” | said.

She nodded violently.

“Weredly had no choice,” | continued. That was hedging a bit, but there was sometruth to it.
Shewas on the verge of tears. “ Just leave me aone.”

Alex came back with the cup, showed it to her and packed it in a container. “Y ou won't want to let
anything happentoit, Amy.”

“I'll take care of it. Have no fear.”

“Good.” She got up, and he opened the door for her. “I suspect you'll be hearing from the police.”
“Yeah,” shesad. “Why am | not surprised?’

“I don't fedl very good about that,” | told him, when she' d gone.

“Thelaw iswhat it is, Chase. These things happen.”

“It wouldn't have happened if we' d not poked our nosesinto it.”

Hetook a deep breath. “Our code of ethics requires usto look into the source of anything that seems
doubtful. If we start moving stolen merchandise around, we become liable. Suppose we' d sold it to



somebody, then Ms. Cable showed up.”
“She’ d never have known.”

“It would have been on the open market, Chase. She might have found out.” He poured two cups of
coffee and handed me one. “No. We do things by the book.” He used atone indicating that part of the
conversation was over. “| waslooking at your interview with Ddlia Cable.”

“—And?’

“I’ve done some research on them. The parents. Y ou know what they were doing for income after they
left Survey?”

“I'venoidea”
“Nothing. Margaret had an inheritance that left her independent.”
“Must have been consderableif they could afford skiing vacations and flights to God-knows-where.”

“Apparently, it was. She cameinto it early in the marriage. They were able to do whatever they wanted.
Andintheend they |eft Ddiapretty wel provided for.”

“Okay. Isthisleading somewhere?’
“Maybe. How much doesit cost to lease an interstellar?”
“Alot”

“They did it on aregular basis. But there’ s no record they ever stopped anywhere with it. They made a
number of flights, according to Ddlia, but she can’'t remember getting off the ship. All shehasisthe
recollection of astation. Doesn't that strike you as odd?’

“People working for Survey don't usudly disembark.”

“But they weren't working for Survey. Thiswas after they’ d |eft the organization. Did you know that at
thetime they quit they only had six years remaining before Wescott would have been digible for
retirement from the program? Why do you think he left early?”

“Well, for one thing, they had a baby daughter. Maybe the Survey lifestyle wasn't working.”

He thought about it. 'Y ou might beright,” he conceded. “But then they start making flights on their own.”
“I know.”

“So where were they going?’

“| haveno clue”

“Might have been agood ideato press Deliaabit more.”

“Shewasakid at thetime, Alex. | assumed she wasn't remembering things very well. That they were
sght-seeing tours.”

“Chase, thisismore than thirty years ago. It predates the quantum drive. It'sback in the days when it
took weeksto go anywhere. Would you travel a couple of weeksin aclosed cabin with asix-year-old if
you didn’'t have to?



“Actudly, having asix-year-old aboard might be fun.”

He plunged ahead asif | hadn’t spoken. “ They weren't away from Survey six months before they were
out making moreflights. On their own money.”

“Okay. I'll admit it makes no senseto me. So where does that leave us?’

He looked at a point somewhere back of my left shoulder. “ They were doing something other than
sght-seeing. | think they found something. On one of the Survey missions. Whatever it was, they wanted
to beableto clamit for themsalves. So they kept quiet about it. Left early. And then went back.”

“Y ou' re not suggesting they discovered Margolia?’

“No. But | think they were looking for it. That' swhy they made several flights”

“My God, Alex. That would be the find of the century.”

“Of dl time, love. Answer aquestion for me.”

“If I can.”

“When you' re out with Survey researchers, who determines where the mission goes?’

“As| understood it, the researcher was responsible. If there was more than one, their head guy did it. In
either case, they submitted a plan to the operationa people. It targeted agiven area, laid out objectives,

and stipulated any specid reasonsfor the flight, other than genera survey. If Ops approved, the misson

went forward.”

“Could they change their minds en route? Change the plan?’

“Sure. Sometimesthey did. If they saw amoreinteresting star, they thought nothing of making aside
trip.”

“They kept alog, of course.”

“Of course. The researcher turned acopy over to Ops at the end of the mission.”
“Wasthelog vdidated in any way?’

“How do you mean?’

“How would Survey know the researcher had actually gone where he said he had?’

Strange question, that. “Well,” | said, “the ship comes back with datafrom the systems that were
vigted.”

“But the Al dso maintained arecord, right?’
1] Sjre_”
“Did they check thelog againgt the Al?’

“Not that | know of. What reason would they have to do that? | mean, why would they be concerned
that someonewould lie?’

“I'mjust saying if. If somebody found something they didn’t want to make public, didn’t want to report



to Survey, Survey would never know. Right?’

“Probably not.”

“Chasg, | think they found the Seeker ”

“The space gation? But she said it had lights.”

“A child' smemory.”

“I think she'd remember if it had no lights. | think that would be astriking feature.”

“She might have been looking at reflections from their navigation lights”

“All right. But if they did—and | don't for aminute bdieve it—they would aso have found Margolia”
“Not necessarily.”

| was on the sofa, and | felt the air go out of it as| leaned back. “It'sonly acup,” | said. “They could
have got it anywhere. It might have been lying around for thousands of years.”

“In somebody’ s attic?’

“Moreor less”

Hetried to smother alaugh, then gave up.

“If they found the Seeker , why didn’t they find Margolia?’
“I don’'t know. That’saquestion we' d want to answer.”
“Why didn’t they report finding the ship?’

“If they had, Survey would have owned it. And everybody in the Confederacy would have been out
there poking around. I’ m guessing the Wescotts didn’t want that. And if they discovered it later, on their
own, they could claimiit for themsalves.” Helooked excited. “ So we proceed on that assumption. First
thing isto find the Seeker. Which isgoing to bein one of the systemsthey visited.”

“Thelr last Survey misson,” | said. “How many planetary sysemswereinvolved in that last flight? Do we
know?’

“Nine”

“Wadll, that should make it smple enough. Margoliawill be aterrestria world located in the biozone. Nine
sysemswill take awhileto look at, but it can be done.”

“I don't think it would be that easy.”
“Why not?’

“Becauseif we'reright, the Wescotts knew where the Seeker was. Y et they apparently had to make a
number of flights. No landfal, though, according to Delia. So they didn’t find the lost colony. Why not?’

“Beatsme.”

“It suggeststhe colony isn't in the same system asthe Seeker



“Maybe they found the place and just didn’t let Deliaout of the ship.”

“Don’'t you think they’ d have said something if they’ d come across Margolia? Discovery of the age?
There' d be no reason to it on that. No, | think, for whatever reason, the Seeker and Margoliaaren’'t
located in the same place.”

“That meanswe d be hunting through nine planetary systlemsfor a ship?’
[1] YS”
“Waell, we can do that, too. But it would take sometime.”

“Chase, we can't even be sure they made the discovery on the last mission. They might have found it
earlier and thought it agood ideato do nothing for awhile. After dl, how would it look if they left Survey
prematurely, then a couple yearslater, or whatever, they make amagjor discovery in one of the systems
they’ d recently visted officidly?’

That would pile up the numbers. “How many systems did the previous misson vist?’

“Eleven.” Hewent over to the window. It was acold, gloomy day. And a storm was approaching. “We
have to pin things down ahit. | think what we need to do istalk with the Wescotts.” He folded his hands
together and braced his chin on them. “ Jacob?’

“Yes, Alex?”

“Be good enough to get us Adam and Margaret Wescott.” Since they werelong dead, he was of course
referring to their avatars, which might or might not exist.

Even if no avatar were available, it was possible for areasonably competent Al to cobble together what
the recordsimplied about agiven individud and create a persondity, within agiven margin of error.

For dmost three thousand years, people have been congtructing their own avatars as“ gifts’ to posterity.
The net isfull of them, mostly creations of men and women who'd lived their lives and moved on to the
hereafter leaving no other trace of their existence than their natura offspring and whatever they’ d ingtaled
in cyberspace. This|atter type of avatar was of course notorioudy unreliable, because it tended to be a
wish-fulfillment idedl. It was usualy the embodiment of wit, or virtue, or courage, congtructed of qudities
itsorigind never gpproached. | doubt anybody has ever put an avatar into the system without improving
it subgtantialy over the origind model. They even ook better.

Neither Margaret nor Adam had submitted an avatar, but Jacob told us he had enough information on
both to provide credible mock-ups.

Margaret blinked on first, near the door. Her black hair was cut short in a style long since abandoned.
Clearly awoman of the nineties. She stood looking around like the person in charge, which was agood
thing when you were a pilot and might run into problems athousand light-years from home. Sheworea
dark blue jJumpsuit with a shoulder patch marked Falcon.

Adam appeared moments later in the center of the room. Hewasformally dressed, red jacket, gray shirt,
black dacks. He wasin his midforties, with along face and aset of featuresthat looked asif they didn't
smilemuch.

Alex did the introductions. Chairs appeared for both avatars, and they sat down. There were some
comments about the weather, and how nice the office and the house looked. That sort of thing happens
al thetime. Obvioudy it’sof no sgnificanceto the avatars, but Alex seemsto need the processto get



into the right frame of mind. He' s used avatars on severd occasionsto confirm or negate dataregarding
the existence and/ or location of various antiquities. But there samethod to it, and if you ask him, he'll
tell you that you have to go the whole route, accept theilluson you' retalking to rea people and not just
to mock-ups.

The country house was positioned atop alow hill, whereit got alot of wind. We were getting strong cold
gusts out of the northeast, rattling windows and shaking trees. There was ataste of more snow intheair.
“Sormcoming,” said Margaret.

The trees were close to the house, and on some days the wind was so bad that Alex worried that one of
them would come down on the roof. He said something to that effect to Margaret and moved on to the
missions. How long had Adam been employed by Survey?

“Fifteen years,” Adamsaid. “ | was part of those projects for fifteen years. | held the record for
most yearsin the field.”

“How much of that time,” Alex asked, “did you actuadly spend in the ship?’

Helooked at hiswife. “ Almost all of it. We did a mission a year, on average. A mission generally
lasted eight to ten months. Sometimes more, sometimes less. Between flights, | usually accepted
academic and lab assignments. Sometimes | just took the time off.”

“Obvioudy, Margaret, you weren't dways his pilot. Y ou’ re too young.”

She amiled, pleased with the compliment. “ Adam had been making the flights for four years before
he showed up on the Falcon.”

“That wasyour ship dl dong?’

“Yes. | had the Falcon from day one with Survey. | was in my second year with them when | met
Adam.”

“On our first mission together,” Adam said, “ we decided to get married.” He exchanged glances
with her,

“Loveat fird sght,” Alex said.
Adam nodded. “ Love always happens at first sight.”
“| was fortunate,” said Margaret. “ He's a good man.”

Alex looked my way. “ Chase, when you were with Survey, did you ever think about marrying any of
your passengers?’

“Not achance” | sad.

He grinned and turned back to Adam. Y ou say hobody has spent more time than you in Survey’ s ships.
Fifteen years out there, usualy with only one other person on board. Nobody elseiseven close. The
runner-up isat eight.”

“ Baffle.”
“I'msorry?’

“ Emory Baffle. He was the runner-up.”



“Did you know him?’

“1 met him.” Adam amiled. “ He was a hard worker. And | know what you’ re thinking. You and
Chase over there.”

“What are we thinking?’
“That we're antisocial. But it's not s0.”
“Never thought it was,” | put in.

“Look. Thetruthis, | liked company. We both did. Especially Margaret. But | had a passion for
the work.”

Margaret nodded. “ He was the best they had.”

Mogt pilots don't stay long with Survey. Y ou go in, get some experience, and go esewhere. Money’s
better in other places, and you get more company. Long flightswith, at best, ahandful of people on
board can be wearing. When | was working for them, | couldn’t wait to transfer out.

“Were you both skiing enthusasts?’ Alex asked.

“lwas,” sadMargaret. “ God help me, | talked himinto going to Orinoco—’

“The ki resort?’

“Yes. We' d been there before. A few times. For how little skiing he did, he was quite good at it.”
“What actualy happened a Orinoco?’

“ 1t was an earthquake. It was ironic. They were putting out avalanche advisories, telling usto
stay off the slopes. Conditions were bad. But the quake hit instead.”

“No advance warning?’

“No. They' d never had a problem there, and nobody was paying attention, | guess.”
“How long had you been retired from Survey at that time? When the accident happened?’
“ Sxyears”

“Why did you leave?’

They looked at each other. And here was the crunch. If the Wescotts had been hiding something, they’d
not have made it available on the net, and the avatars wouldn't know.

“We just decided we' d had enough. We wer e ready to stop. To go home.”
“So you pulled the plug.”
“Yes. We settled down in Sernbergen. It's outside Andiquar.”

Alex sat quietly for amoment, drumming hisfingertips on the arm of the sofa. “But within ashort time
after leaving Survey, you were making moreflights.”

143 YS,”



“Why?

Adam, who' d been quietly watching Margaret field the answers, took that one: “ We missed the old
days. We both loved going out alone like that. You know, until you’ ve cruised past some of those
worlds, you don’t really know what it means. We started feeling earthbound.”

“Itlooks,” said Alex, “asif you started fedling earthbound right after you moved into Sternbergen.”
Margaret grinned. “ Yes. It didn’t take long.”

“We discovered,” said Adam, “ we couldn’t just go out and sit on the porch. We both loved what
we' d been doing for a living. We missed it.”

“Then why not come out of retirement? Let Survey pay the bills?”

“Yeah,” said Adam, “ we could have done that. But | think we liked just being able to do things at
our own pace, without clearing projects with anyone. Without needing permission. We had the
resources to do what we wanted, so that’s what we did.”

“1 think, too,” said Margaret, “ we wanted Delia to see what was out there.”
“Shewas very young.”

“ That’sright.”

“Too young to understand.”

“No,” sad Adam. “ She was old enough to see how beautiful it is. How tranquil.”
“ She could have gone adong on the Survey missons.”

“ Actually, shedid,” said Margaret. “ She made two with us. But we felt it was important to be able
to manage our own schedule.”

Alex looked from oneto the other. “Isit possible you were searching for something?’
“Like what?” asked Margaret.

“LikeMargalia”

They both laughed. “ Margolia’s a myth,” shesaid. “ Ther€' s no such place.”
“No,” said Alex. “It’ snot amyth. It happened.”

Both of them protested that we couldn’t be serious.

“When you were running the Survey missions,” Alex continued, “did you ever discover anything
unusud?’

“Qure.” Adamlit up. “ We found two suns closing on each other in the Galician Cloud. They'll
impact in less than a thousand years. Something else, too, during, | think, the next mission—"

“Holdit,” Alex said. “I’m talking about artifacts.”

“ Artifacts?”



“Yes. Did you ever come across any artifacts? Anything from another age?’

“Once.” Adam’sfeatures clouded. “ We found an abandoned lander one time. At Arkensfeldt. It
was from a Dellacondan ship. Couple centuriesold.”

“I don't think that’ swhat we' relooking for.”
Adam shrugged. “ With a pilot and a passenger on board.”

“You had, in your home, adrinking cup that we were able to date from about the twenty-eighth century,
terrestrid caendar.”

They replied smultaneoudy, Adam saying he knew nothing about an antique cup and Margaret saying it
wasn't 0.

“Wethink it wasin the bedroom. At your homein Sternbergen.”

“Not that | canrecall,” said Adam.

Margaret shook her head vehemently. “ I’'m sure I’ d know if we' d had anything like that.”
“Letitgo,” sad Alex. “It gpparently wasn't included in your programing.”

Which to my mind proved that the Wescotts knew they had something to hide. They’d put it up therein
tribute to themselves, but apparently no mention of it was made outside the house.

Shortly before closing time, Jacob informed me avisitor was approaching. “ Descending now,” he said.
There was no one on the appointments calendar.

“Whoisit, Jacob?’ | asked.

“1t's Mr. Bolton. Calling for Alex.”

| went to the window and looked out. The storm that had been threatening all day had findly arrived.
Light snow had begun falling, but | knew it was going to get worse. “Patch it here, Jacob,” | said. “He's
busy a the moment.”

A black-and-yellow corporate vehicle drifted down out of the gray sky. The BBA logo was displayed in
heavy yellow lettersonitshull. | hit theintercom. “Boss” | said. “Ollie Bolton’shere. Making for the

pac”
He acknowledged. “ | see him. Be right down.”

Animage formed in the office. Bolton, seated in the back of the aircraft. “ Hello, Chase,” hesad,
cheerily. “ It'sa pleasure to see you again.”

“Hdlo, Qllie”
“ | apologize for dropping by without warning. | happened to be in the neighborhood.”

| mentioned earlier that Bolton possessed the kind of gravitas that you associate with the occasiona
serious political leader. He never forgot aname, and he had a reputation for being both methodica and
persstent. He was, an associate once told me, the kind of guy you wanted to have on your side when
thingsweren't going well. Still, there was something about him that put me off. Maybe it was a sense that



he thought he could see things that people around him were missing.

“What can we do for you, Ollie?’ | said.

“| was hoping to have a few moments with Alex.”

“I’'mright here.” Alex strode into the room. “What are you up to, Ollie?’

“Not much. | was sorry | didn’t get a chance to talk with you at the Caucus.”

| was till standing by the window. The skimmer touched down and adoor opened.
“Tobehonest,” said Alex, “I thought you had your hands full fending off the true believer.”

“ Kolchevsky? Yes, and unfortunately we shouldn’t take him lightly. He' s been in touch with me
since.”

“Redly? About what?’

“He' s pushing legislation to put us out of business.”

“I've heard that before.”

“1 think he's serious thistime.”

“Hewon't get anywhere,” said Alex. “We both satisfy the public’ staste to own apiece of history.”

“1 hopeyou'reright.” The Boltonimage blinked off, Bolton himsdf climbed out of the aircraft, pulled
on awhite-brimmed cap, and started leisurely up the walkway, pausing to frown at the threatening skies.
Hetugged his collar up, glanced in my direction, waved, and proceeded to the front door, which opened
for him.

Alex met him, brought him back to the office, and poured him adrink. “ Socid cal?’ he asked.
“Moreor less. | wanted you to know about Kolchevsky. We need to present a united front.”

“I don't think there’ stoo much to worry about. But sure, I’ m with you.”

“To be honest, Alex, there' s something else. | was on my way back to my place when an idea hit me.”
“Okay.”

“Itinvolvesyou.”

They sat down on opposite sides of the coffeetable. “In what way?’

Bolton glanced in my direction. “It might be best if we talked privately.”

Alex waved theideaout of theroom. “Ms. Kolpath is privy to al aspects of the operation.”

“Very good.” Bolton brightened. “Yes, | should have redized.” He complimented the wine and made a
comment about the weather. Then: “We ve been in competition for along time, Alex. And | can't see
how either of us benefits from that Situation. | propose an dliance.”

Alex frowned. “1 don’'t think—"



“Hear meout. Please.” Heturned his attention to me. “Mr. Benedict hasaflair for locating origind Sites.”
Hetook a deep breath and cleared histhroat. “But Bolton Brothers has the resources to exploit that
capability to thefullest. If we were to combine Rainbow Enterpriseswith BBA, we d have far more
financiad muscleto work with. And you’ d have a Confederacy-wide network of researchers behind you.
None of themisin your league, of course, but they could do the grunt work. It would beto everyone's
advantage.”

Alex sat quietly amoment. Then: “Ollie, | gppreciate the offer. But thetruthiis, | prefer to work on my
own.”

Bolton nodded. “1’m not surprised you fed that way. But why don’t you take sometime? Think it over?|
mean—"

“No. Thanks, Ollie. I like having my own organization. And anyhow, you don’'t need me. Y ou seemto
be prospering nicdly.”

“It' snot so much what | need,” hesaid. “It’ sjust that I’ d enjoy working with you. Side by sde with the
best in the business.” He sat back. “1 need not mention there' d be an appropriate position for Chase.”

Alex was getting to hisfeet, trying to end the conversation. “ Thank you, but no. Redlly.”
“All right. Should you change your mind, Alex, don't hesitate to get in touch. The offer’ s open.”

At Alex’sdirection, | checked to see which corporate entities were leasing superluminas during the
1390s. The only company then in the business on Rimway was StarDrive. But it had since crashed. |
tracked down aformer executive of StarDrive, Shao Mae Tonkin, currently with afood distribution firm.

It took the better part of aday to get through to him. He was reluctant to talk to me, too busy, until | told
him | was working on a biography of Baker Stills, who had been StarDrive' s CEO. Tonkinwasa
massve individua. He may have been the biggest human being I’ ve ever seen. He was maybe three times
norma size. But it didn’t look like fat o much as concrete. He had solemn features and smdll eyesthat
peered out from under thick lids. His forebears had inhabited alow-gravity world, or maybe an orbital.
Or maybe he just ate too much. In any case, he' d probably live longer if he retreated off-world.

It wasn't just physical size and weight that impressed me. There was a heaviness of spirit, akind of
concrete demeanor. | asked him about StarDrive.

“Went down twenty years ago,” he said. Histone was so serious an eavesdropper would have thought
the fate of theworld hinged on the conversation. “ I’ m sorry, Ms. Kolpath, but everything other than
the financial records were destroyed. Long ago. | can tell you all you need to know about Baker.”
He' d been competent, cregtive, ahard driver. Et cetera “ But | can’'t provide much in the way of
details on the day-to-day operations. It's been too long.”

“So there sno record of any kind where your customers took the ships?’

He seemed to be running about five seconds behind the conversation. He thought my question over while
he massaged his neck with hisfingertips. “ No. None whatever.”

“How many shipswerein the company flegt?”
“When we closed operations, in’08,” hesaid, “ we had nine.”

“Do you know where they are now?’



“You're thinking that Als might have made a permanent record of everything.”
“YS”

“ Of course. Unfortunately, our fleet was old at the end. That’ s one of the reasons we shut down.
We would have had to upgrade or buy new vehicles. Either way—' He moved hishead from sideto
Sde, asif toloosenjointsin hisneck. “ So we terminated. Most of the ships were recycled.”

Broken down and recast. “What about the Als?”’

“They' d have been downloaded and filed. | believe the requirement is nine years fromthe
destruction of the ship.” He pondered it for along moment. “ Yes. That's correct. Nine years.”

“And then?’

He shrugged. “ Expunged.” A frown formed dowly, like agathering cold front. “ May | ask why you're
interested? None of this seems germaine to the biography.”

| mumbled something about Statistical research, thanked him, and disconnected.
“I think thetrall’sgone cold,” | told Alex.

He refused to be discouraged. Despite the negative results, he wasin an ebullient mood. Later |
discovered he' d been contacted by a prospective client who' d come into possession of the Riordan
Diamond, which, in case you' re one of the few people in the Confederacy who doesn’'t know, was once
worn by Annabel Keyshawn and supposedly was cursed. It eventually became one of only threeitems
we ve ever carried in our inventory officidly designated in that category. It served to drive up the value.
“We haven't exhausted the possibilitiesyet,” he said.

| could see it coming. “What do we do next?’ The we, of course, at Rainbow Enterpriseswas strictly a
peorative term.

“Survey doesn’t destroy itsrecords,” he said. “It might be interesting to see whether the Wescotts
reported any unusud findings, especidly during ther later missons”

| was getting tired of the runaround. “Alex, if they found anything connected to the cup, like maybe
Margolia, don’'t you think Survey would have acted on it by now?’

He gave methat you-have-a-lot-to-learn look. “Y ou’ re assuming they read the reports.”
“Y ou don't think they do?’

“Chase, we ve been assuming that if the Wescotts found something, they omitted putting it into their
report.”

“I think that’ s a safe assumption. Don't you?’

“Yes. Infact, | do. But still we can't be certain. And there' saways a possibility there' |l be something on
one of the reportsthat givesthe show away. In any case, we lose nothing by looking.”

EIGHT

Might the Harry Williams group have succeeded in building asociety that had actually banished the
variousimbecilities that have ways plagued us? Thereflex isto say no, that it could not be done so long
as human nature itself remained unchanged. But this view deniesthat we can learn from higtory, that we
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can Sdestep the inquisitions, dictatorships, and bloodletting of past ages. That the programing of false
vaues into our young can be stopped. That people can learn to live reasonably. If they were ableto
establish themsalves on their chosen world, and to pass on their ideal s to succeeding generations, if they
could avoid forgetting who they were, then success might have been achieved. Maybe we have not heard
from them since their departure Six centuries ago because they did not want to be contaminated. I'd like
to bdlieveit'sso.

—KoshaMalkeva,
The Road to Babylon, 3376 C.E.

The adminigtrative offices of the Department of Planetary Survey and Astronomica Research were
located in acomplex of glass-and-plasted buildings on the north side of Andiquar, dong the banks of the
Narakobi. Its operationa center was halfway across the continent, but it was here that policy was s,
politicians were entertained, missions approved, and resources alocated. This was where personnel
decisions were made and where researchers came to present and ultimately defend their projects. The
public information branch waslocated here, and this was where the records were kept.

The grounds were mostly parkland, athough in midwinter the place looked a bit desolate. Therewasa
move on to put adome over the entire complex, but the proposal, as of thiswriting, istill staled in
committee somewhere.

Thevigitors spacewasfilled, so | dropped down onto a parking area half akilometer away and walked
in. We d had abreak in the weather, and it was dmost warm, with ahazy sun and afew clouds spread
acrossayelow sky. There were afew people out with their kids, and | passed a chess game being
played by two shivering middle-aged guys on one of the benches. Ahead, | could see the three-story
parabolicaly shaped Trainor Building that housed the personnd offices. To my |eft, in acluster of trees,
was the Centrad Annex, which looked more like atemple than a structure intended for scientific research.
The Annex housed Survey’ s museum and exhibits.

| veered right, strolling past stone memoriasto old glories, circled the Eterna Fountain (whichis
supposed to symbolize the notion that exploration will never cease, or that the universe goes on forever,
or something like that), passed a couple of bureaucratic types arguing and looking annoyed, and
approached the Kolman building, which housed Survey’ sdirector and hisimmediate staff.

| climbed the eleven steps at the front entrance. Alex tells me they signify the eeven interstdlars that
formed the origind Survey flet. Eight Doric columns supported the roof. At the far end of the portico, a
child was charging down the stepswith ared kite in tow while his mother watched.

The front doors opened onto a stiff, uncomfortable lobby, filled with plants and armchairs and tables. It
had avaulted ceiling and along array of windows, both real and virtual. They were framed by lush sllver
curtains. The walswere lined with paintings of Survey vessdls cruising past exploding sunsor serenering
systems, and of people getting out of landers and standing heroically gazing across aien landscapes.
PUTNAM ARRIVES ON HELIOTROP IV, an attached plate said. Or, THE JAMES P. HOSKINS
DOCKSAT STARDANCE. It wasthekind of place specifically designed to make the occasiond
vigtor fed indggnificant.

And there sood Windy, in conversation with someone | didn’t know. She saw me, waved, and signaled
meto wait. A moment later she came over. “Socid call?’ she asked.

“Not thistime. | just wanted to get authorization to ook at some records.”

“Can| help?



“Sure” | said.

“Good.” She amiled. “By theway, did you ever figure out who the thief was?’
“At Gideon V? No. We have no idea”

“I checked on this end. There were several people who had accessto my report.”
“Okay.”

“I'm sorry. There’ sagood chance that’ s where things went wrong.”

“Well, we' |l know better next time.”

“Itinfuristesme,” shesaid.

“Letitgo.”

“Wall, | can’t quite do that. Not if we have someone giving out information that alows people to descend
on archeological stes” Her mouth was athin line. God help whoever it wasif she caught him. “What did
you want to see?’

Adam Wescott had completed atota of fourteen missionsfor Survey over afifteen-year period,
beginning in 1377 and ending in 1392.

| started with the most recent and worked backward through each of the missions he' d shared with
Margaret. That might have been overkill, but | didn’t want to miss anything.

Most of the Survey flights are general purpose. Y ou pick agroup of stars, go in, take pictures, get sensor
readings, measure everything in sight, and move on. Adam had aspecid interest in the mechanics of
G-class sars asthey gpproach their helium-burning phase. Three of hismissons, including the last one,
had been focused on that subject. That wasn't to say they didn’t also ook at other aspects of the central
luminary and also survey the planetary system. But helium was the watchword. Consequently, al the stars
on theitinerary were old.

| visited every system with them. | looked at the images, paged through the details of each sun, its gravity
constant, mass, temperature ranges, whatever. And of course | got to see the planetary families. During
their joint career, they’ d found four living worlds, one therr first time out together, one on the third
mission, and two on their seventh. | heard their voices, hislow in the register, the voice of aprofessona
researcher, dways cam and methodical, hers soft and subdued, much in contrast, | thought, to her
take-command appearance.

| heard them on the one occas on when they thought they’ d discovered evidence of intelligence, ina
forest that looked remarkably like acity. They’ d retained the professiona tone, but | could fed the
eectricity. Until, afew minutes |ater, they redized they werelooking a something quite naturd. Then the
disappointment was evident.

There probably is somebody else out there. Other than the Mutes. But there are just so many placesto
look. Some expertsthink that, by the time wefind athird player, we || have evolved away from being
humen.

Nowhere was there any mention of aderelict, or of Margolia

| made acopy of the record. Next | needed somebody with some insight into Survey procedures.



SharaMichaelswas an astrophysicist, employed on Survey’ sandytica staff. Her respongbility wasto
advise upper management about submitted projects: which were worth pursuing, which could be put on
the waiting list, and which could be safely dismissed.

I’d gone to school with her, partied with her, and even introduced her to afuture husband. A future ex,
asthingsturned out, but we d remained friends through it al athough in recent yearswe hadn’t seen
much of each other.

She' d been the queen of the walk in those early days, the woman you didn’t want your date to see.
Blond hair cut in an éfin style, sea-blue eyes, and atadent for mischief. Everybody loved her.

She till looked good when she came to the door of her office. But the old cavaier attitude had
disappeared. Shewas all business. Polite, glad to see me, commented how we needed to get together
onceinawhile. But therewas aleve of reserve her younger self had never known.

“Y ou should have cdled,” she said, showing meto achair and taking one hersdlf. *'Y ou dmost missed
me. | was on my way out the door.”

“1 hadn’t expected to come by today, Shara,” | said. “Do you have afew minutes?’
“For you? Sure. What' sgoing on?’

“Alex hashad meontherun. | wasover at the archives.”

“Still doing davelabor?’

“Pretty much.” We did severa minutes worth of small talk. Then | got down to cases. | need your
m p.”

She got drinksfor us. Winefrom theidands. “Nameit.”
“I’ve been looking at some old mission reports. From forty years ago.”
“Why?" she asked. “What are you looking for?’

“Survey used to have a husband-and-wife team, Adam and Margaret Wescott. There'sa possibility they
found something unusua on one of the missions”

“People often find unusud things on the missions.” She meant planets with odd orbits or gas giantswith
unusua mixes of, say, carbon and methane.

| looked at her over therim of my glass. “No,” | said. “Not like that.”
“Likewhét, then?’

“Like an artifact. A derdlict ship. Connected with Margolia.”

“With what?’

“Margolia”

She dill had agreat smile. “You'rekidding.”

“Shara, awoman showed up at our place aweek or so ago with adrinking cup that might be from the
Seeker.” When the frown reappeared, | explained.



When I’ d finished, she looked amused. Maybe disgppointed that | could jump to an obvioudy silly
conclusion. “Chase,” she said, “anybody can manufacture acup.”

“It’ snine thousand years old, love.” Her eyes widened. “We ve been ableto trace it back to Wescott. It
was taken from hishomein the 1390s. By aburglar.”

“But you don’'t know where Wescott got it?’
13 NO'”

“He probably bought it somewhere. Do you have reason to suspect it actualy came off the ship? Or
from”—she couldn’t suppressasmile—“Margolia”

“It sapossbility.”
“A remote one.”

Her office was on thethird level. The walls were decorated with pictures of starsin collison. That was
her specialty. She' d done her thesis on interstellar traffic accidents and remained disappointed that she'd
come along too late to see the crash between Delta Karpis and adwarf star Sixty years earlier.

Oneimage was particularly striking. It was acomputer graphic done from behind and above ayelow
star that was about to do a head-on with awhite mass of some sort. A dwarf, probably. “How often do
these things happen?’ | asked.

“Callisons? There' saways one going on somewhere. There' s one happening at this moment.
Somewherein the observable universe.”

“Wadll, the observable universeis pretty big.”

“| wasjudt trying to answer your question.”

“It'sdll alot of wreckage,” | admitted. “I’ ve only heard of onein my life.”
“The Polaris incident.”

“yes”

She amiled again, letting me know how uninformed | was. “They happen dl thetime, Chase. Wedon't
see much of it around here because we' re pretty spread out. Thank God. Stars never get closeto one
another. But go out into some of the clusters—" She stopped and thought about it. “1f you draw asphere
around the sun, with aradius of one parsec, you know how many other starswill fal within that space?’

“Zero,” | said. “Nothing'sclose” In fact the nearest star was Formega Ti, Six light-years out.

“Right. But you go out to one of the clusters, like maybe the Coalizoid, and you' d find ahdf million sars
crowded into that same sphere.”

“You'rekidding.”

“I never kid, Chase. They bump into one another al thetime.” | tried to imagine it. Wondered what the
night sky would look likein such a place. Probably never got dark.

“I haveaquestion for you,” | said.



Shetucked awisp of hair back in place. “I thought you might.”

“If I want to do amission, | cometo you with aplan. You look at it, and if it' s okay, you approveit,
assgn meaship and pilot, and I’'m on my way. That' sthe way it works, right?’

“It'salittle more complicated than that, but that’ s the essence of it, yes.”

“Okay. The plan | submit tellsyou which star systems | want to look at. It includes aflight plan, and, if
there are specia reasons for the mission, it mentionsthose dso. Is that correct?’
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“| used to do the preliminary missons. And | know there were follow-up flights, with specidists.”
She nodded.

“How often?If | came back from amission on which I’ d visited, say, adozen systems, what are the
chances somebody would actualy go back and look at one them?’

“Usudly, you could expect maybe hdf of them would get follow-ups.”

“Redlly? That many?’

“Oh, yes. Sure.”

“Soif | found something and wanted to keep it quiet—"

“You’'d want to leave that system off the mission report. Substitute something ese.”
“Butif | did that, you guyswould notice, right?’

Sharalooked uncomfortable. “I doubt it. I don’t know how we were doing things thirty, forty years ago.
But there' s no reason to backcheck the report againgt the proposal. Nobody has areason to lie about
any of that, and to my knowledge there’ s never been aproblem.”

“Do the proposds till exig?’

“From 139071 doubt it.”

“Would you check for me?’

“Holdon.”

She put the question to the Al. And we both heard the response:
“ Proposals are retained three years before being discarded.”

“That’slonger than | would have thought we keep them,” she said. “Y ou think the Wescotts found the
Seeker and falsified the report?’

“It' spossible”
“Why would they do that? They’ d get full credit.”

“But if they found the Seeker , could Margolia be far avay? What would Survey have doneif they’d
announced their discovery?’



She thought about it. “Oh.”

“That' sright. You d have assgned asmdl fleet to go looking for Margolia. So the big discovery would
probably get made by someone else.”

“| suppose 0. Yes.”

“That’ swhy it doesn’t go into the report, Shara. They wanted to be the ones who found Margolia.
Biggest discovery ever. But to do that they had to keep quiet about the Seeker.” | became aware of
voicesin the corridor. “But the ship's Al,” | said, “would record where the mission actualy went.”

“Yes”
“So you' d haveto doctor that aswell, if you were going to falsify the record.”
“yYes”

“My experienceisthat it wouldn't be that hard to make the change.”

“I wouldn’t think so. I’'m sure Margaret Wescott would have known how to do it. Penaties are severeif
you get caught, though.”

“But they wouldn't be likely to get caught.”
“Probably not.”
“Can we get accessto the Alsfrom their missons?’

“No,” shesad. “They get wiped periodicaly. Every few years. I’'m not sure of the exact timing, but it's
nowhere near thirty.”

“What did you come up with?” Alex asked, when I'd cdled in next morning.

“Not much,” | said. | explained, and he said that was what he' d expected. “Alex,” | added, “maybe
we're letting our enthusiasm run away with us.”

“Maybe. | don’t know. | have a question.”

“Go ahead.”

“We know which systems they looked at. Or at least, what the claims are.”
“That’s correct.”

“ Do we know what the order of the star systems was on each flight? Where they went first, where
next, and so on?”

| looked at the records and shook my head. “ Negative.”
“1t would be nice to know.”
“Why? What does it matter?’

“ It always helps to have a compl ete picture of what happened.” He scratched histemple. “ By the
way, Fenn tells me they did find more burglary records. The Wescotts were among them. And the
report included the cup.”



“So Amy will haveto giveit up.”

“1I"'mafraid so. But it tells us the Wescotts under stood it was more than just a drinking cup.”
“But that till doesn't lead to anything.”

“Maybe not.” Helooked hesitant.

“What'swrong?’ | asked.

“ Amy called to tell me she'd talked with Hap.”

“Shetold him about what’ s been happening?”

“Yep. | think she was taking a little revenge. Telling him how much the cup was worth so he'd eat
his heart out.”

“AI,1CI ?l
“ Apparently he got annoyed. Sarted making threats. Against her and against us.”
“Agang us? Shetold him we wereinvolved?’

“ By name. | doubt there’'s anything to worry about, but | wanted you to know. Keep your security
systems on.”

Next day was my day off, but | wasn’t quite ready to let go of Margolia. | had an early breakfast and
settled in to watch Sanctuary, which was a thirty-year-old thriller about the lost colony.

It was one of the Sky Jordan adventures, which were hugdly popular in their time. Sky was played
throughout that long series by Jason Holcombe, who aways struck me asthe sexiest leading man in the
business. In this one, his ship getstoo close to an alien device that sucks the power out of everything, and
he' srescued by Solena, abeautiful Margolian.

She' s played by apopular actress of the period. But | pulled her out, put mysalf in her place, and settled
back to watch the action.

Solena patches up the battered hero, pulls him out of his dead ship, and, using aforce shield that negates
the power drain, heads for home.

Margoliaisaworld of gleaming cities and impossible architecture. Its citizens enjoy alife of absolute
leisure. (How they’ d stand it isn't explained.) The place looks great. The mountains are higher, the forests
greener, the oceans wilder than anything you might see on Rimway. There are twin suns, which seemto
move through the sky together, three or four moons, and a set of rings.

If the Wescotts had found anything like that, | would surely have liked to visit.

But thisMargoliais under threat by Bayloks, a horde of malevolent diens. It was the Bayloks who had
planted the power drain. They come complete with lizard snouts and bursts of tentacles and malignant
red eyesthat glow when the lights go down. Whatever evol utionary advantage accrued from this, |
couldn’'t imagine. But they were ugly and ssomach-churning in the manner of most specid effects
monsters.

Despite their advanced technology, the Margolians, because they have been cut off from the rest of the
human race for so long, have forgotten how to defend themsalves. They have no warships and no



knowledge how to build any. They have nobody trained in the military arts. (At some point, they
apparently decided that the armed forces had no place in an enlightened society.) And, to cap things off,
they' reaversetokilling.

Thereisaso Tangus Korr, who is Solena s boyfriend. Tangus becomesjea ous of Sky and begins
plotting againg him.

Solena sees through histricks and casts her lot with the hero, who is meantime providing engineering
advice. Thediensare coming fast, and there isarace to put together adefense force. Y ou get atour of
Sky’snew ship, which they name War Eagle. It'ssmal but of courseit packsawallop.

Solenameantime falsin love with Sky and takes him into her bedroom. It isthe night before the face-off
with the enemy, and Sky may not come back, probably will not come back. He wants her to stay out of
harm’ sway, but she won’t haveit. In the end, tears running down her cheeks, she releasesthe claspson
her blouse, opensit wide and giveshim achoice. “ You want me,” she says, “ then promise you will
take me with you tomorrow.”

Well, what’saguy going to do?

I might aswell confessright here that my favorite part of these sSmsiswatching myself get taken by the
right leading man. | know women generally deny that, at least when there are men in the room, but there
isn't much that gives me abetter ride than watching Jason Holcombe perform his magic with me.

Things run off the track a bit when Tangus turns out, incomprehensibly, to be in the pay of the Bayloks.
He very nearly destroys the nascent fleet in dock, but after a desperate shoot-out and dugfest with Sky,
the ships get safely launched.

Wheat the audience knows, but the Margolians do not, isthat the Bayloks can teleport over short
distances. At the height of the battle they explode onto the bridge of the War Eagle.

So I'm sitting there, enjoying the action, when one materiaized, screeching, fangs bared, directly in front
of me. | shrieked and fell out of my chair.

“ That’sunnerving,” said Carmen, the Al.

| sat in the middle of the floor, watching the battle rage around the living room. “We need alittle more
restraint,” | said, “ by the people who make these things.”

| dept most of the afternoon, went out for dinner with afriend that evening, and got back just before
midnight. | showered and got ready for bed, but paused to look out at the river and the deepy
countryside. | was thinking how fortunate | was, and al the things | wastaking for granted. A good job, a
good life, and agood placeto liveit. It wasn't Margolia, but it had taverns and live theater. And if you
bottled yoursdlf up watching Smsnight after night, whose fault wasit?

| killed the lights, draped my robe across a chair, and climbed into bed. The room was dark except for a
few sguares of moonlight on the floor, and the illuminated face of aclock on top of my bureau. | pulled
the blankets up around my shoulders, snuggling down into their luxurious warmth.

Back to the office in the morning.

| was trying not to enumerate the next day’ s tasks because that would wake me up, when Carmen told
me we had avisitor.

At thishour? immediady thought of Hap.



“Awoman,” shesaid. | heard voices a the door, Carmen, and someone else. “ Chase, she says her
nameis Amy Kolmer.”

That couldn’t be good news. | reached for arobe. “Let herin,” | said.

NINE
Perception iseverything.
—Source unknown, approximately twentieth century C.E.

Amy looked distraught. Her blouse was half-hanging out of her belt, her hair was disheveled, her colors
clashed. Shelooked asif she' d gotten dressed on the run. She sighed when | opened the door, thank
God | was home, looked back down the corridor, then pushed past me into the apartment. Her eyes
werewild.

“Hewasbehind me,” she said. “Just afew minutes ago. He was right behind me.” Shewas carrying
something wrapped in red cloth.
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“Who ds2?’ She went to the window, stood to one side, and looked out. Then she fussed with the
drapes. “I'm sorry,” shesad. “I know it'slate.”

“It' sokay. Areyou dl right?’

“| didn’t know where elseto go.”

“Okay. Sit. Y ou're safe now. How' d you find me?’
“Y ou'rethe only Chase Kolpath listed.”

“All right. Good. Y ou did theright thing.”

“He showed up a my place. Pounding on the door. Y elling about the cup.” She wiped away tears and
tried to straighten hersdlf.

“What did you do?’

“I told himit was mine.” She garted to tremble. “| went out the back. When he gets like that he's out of
hismind.” She unwrapped the red cloth, which was a blouse, and produced the cup. “If it's okay, |
wanted to leave it with you.”

“Sure. If you want.”

“It'll be safer here. If hegetshishandsonit, I'll never seeit again.”

“Y ou said you saw him behind you?’

“A few minutes ago. As| was coming up the walk. | don’'t know how he found me here.”
It might have had something to do with your mentioning my nameto him, you nitwit.
“Okay,” | said. “Just rlax. Everything' |l be okay. We |l get you some protection.”

“Hesaysit’ snot redly mine. That he didn’t mean for meto keepit.”
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“Why didn’t you call the police, Amy?’

“He dkill meif | did something likethat. Y ou don’'t know what he' slike when he gets mad.”
“Okay.”

“Hegoescrazy.”

| was thinking how much trouble people get into because they can’t keep their mouths shut. “Listen,” |
said, “you better stay here tonight. Tomorrow we' re going down to report this and get some help.”

She shook her head violently. “Won't do any good. HE Il be out again in a couple of days.”

“Amy, you can't live likethis. Eventually, he’ s going to hurt somebody. If not you, somebody else.”
“No. It'snot like that. We just need to give him time to cool down.”

Carmen’svoice brokein: “ Chase, we have another visitor.”

Amy begantotremble. “Don’t let himin,” shesad.

“Relax. | won't.”

“He son something.”

The door hasamanua bolt. Extra security because I” ve never completely trusted dectronics. | threw it
just asthelightswent out.

“Hedid that,” she said. “He hasathing—"
1] Okw.”
“It kills power—"

| immediately thought of the Bayloks and their power drain. “I know. Takeit easy. We' re okay. Carmen,
areyou there?’

No response.

“It shuts everything down—"

A fist pounded on the door. It sounded heavy. Big.

“Open up, Amy.” It was Hap' s growl. No question about that. “I know you'rein there.”
“Go away,” shesaid.

More pounding. The door, barely visiblein the glow of the moon and a streetlamp, literdly bent. Shewas
off the sofa, cowering near the window. But we were on the third floor. We weren’t going to get out that
way. And there was no back door. “Don’t openiit,” she pleaded. Her voice squeaked.

It sounded asif Hap was using adedgehammer. | took a quick look out the window and saw that the
other lightsin the building were out, too. “ Get into the bedroom,” | told her. “There' salink onthe sde
table. Useit. Get the police.”

She stood looking a me. Paralyzed.



“Amy,” | said.

“Okay.” Her voice was barely audible.

“Go away,” | told the front door. “I’ ve called the police.”

Hap returned a string of profanity. “ Open up, bitch,” he added. “Or I'll do you, too.”

Amy disappeared into the bedroom and the door closed behind her. It had no lock. Hap went back to
pounding, and the latch started to come loose. | tossed the cup on the sofa and threw a cushion over it.
Not much of ahiding place. Then, sumbling around in the dark, | drew the curtain across the kitchen
entrance and closed the bathroom door.

“I haveascrambler,” | said. “Y ou comein here, and you' re going down.” Infact | did have one, but it
was up on theroof, in the skimmer. Good placefor it.

He responded with afinal hammerblow and the door flew open. It ripped around on its hinges and
banged againgt the wall and he sumbled into the room, big and clumsy and ugly. He was an unnerving
sght. I hadn’t taken much notice when I’ d visited him under more peaceful circumstances. Hewasa
head tdler than | was and maybe two and a haf times the weight. He wore athick black swesater with
enormous side pockets. The side pockets bulged, and | wondered whether any of them contained a
weapon. Not that he' d need it.

Heturned on aflashlight and tuck it in my face. “Whereisshe?’ he demanded.
“Where swho?’

| heard voicesin the corridor. And doors opening. | thought about caling for help but Hap read my mind
and shook hishead. “Don’'t do it,” he whispered.

My neighbor across the hal, Choi Gunderson, showed up in the doorway. Was| okay?
Choi wasthin, fragile, old. “Yes, Chai,” | said. “We refine”

He stared at the broken door. And at Hap. “What happened?’

“Had alittle accident,” Hap growled. “It’sdl right, Pop.”

“1 wonder what happened to the power,” Choi said, and | thought for amoment he was going to try to
intervene. | hoped hewouldn'’t.

“Don’'t know,” said Hap. “Best you go back to your room and wait until the repair people get here.” The
lamplight fell across his open door.

Choi asked again whether | wasdl right. Then: “I'll call Wainwright.” The property owner. He withdrew,
and | heard hisdoor close.

“Good,” Hap told me. “Y ou' re not as dumb asyou look.” He swept the room with the lamp. “Whereis
she?’

“Hap.” | tried to keep my voice calm. “What do you want?’

He started to say that | knew what he wanted, but stopped in mid-sentence to stare at me. “Y ou're from
thesurvey.”



| took a step toward him. “Yes.”
“Y ou' re the bitch who came to the house.” Theveinsin his neck bulged.
“That'sright.” No usedenyingit.

| was going to say something more, not sure what, | was making it up as| went dong. But he brokein
before | got started. “Y ou're helping her cheat me.”

“Nobody’ s cheating you, Hap.”

He grabbed my shoulder and threw me againgt awadll. “I’ll dedl with youinaminute,” he snarled. Railing
about what he was going to do to “these goddam bitches,” helooked in the kitchen, used his elbow to
knock some glasses to the floor, checked the bathroom, and headed for the bedroom.

He scratched his armpit and yanked the door open. Had to do it manually since he' d killed the power.
He pointed the lamp inside. “Come on out, Amy,” he said.

She squedled, and he went in after her. | looked for awegpon while hislight bounced around theinside
of my bedroom. Amy aternately pleaded with him and shrieked.

He dragged her out by her hair. She was holding my link in one hand.

“The police are on their way, Hap,” | said, in the steadiest voice | could muster. “Best thing for youisto
clear out.”

But Amy would never win aprizefor brains. She shook her head. No. “1 didn’t call them,” she said.
And, to Hap: “I didn’t want to cause you any trouble.”

“You've aready caused mealot of trouble, dut.” Hetook the link from her, dropped it on the floor, and
stomped it. Then he hauled her to his side, twisted her arm behind her, dragged her backward to the
front door, and kicked it shut. It banged open again, and asecond kick didn’t improve things, so he
shoved Amy in my direction, pushed the door closed and dragged a chair in front it. When he was
satisfied nobody would come in and break up the party, and that no one was going to get out, he
returned his attention to us. “Now, ladies,” hesad, “let’ stalk about the cup.”

He set the flashlight on aside table and tossed Amy onto the sofa, without ever taking his eyes off me.
He was quicker than he looked. “It’ s nice to see you again, Kolpath,” he said. “Y ou' re the antique
dedler. Y ou never had any connection with asurvey group, right? What did you want at my place?’ His
hands were baled into big mesaty fids. If it cameto afight, it was going to be over in ahurry.

| could hear other peoplein the halway.
“| thought there might be more where the cup came from.” No uselying.

“Stedling the cup wasn't enough for you, huh?’” He seized Amy’sarm and twisted it. She cried out.
“Whereisit, love?’

“Turn her loose,” | said, starting toward him, but al he did was tighten his grip. Tears ran down her face.
| needed aweapon.

There was a hefty bronze bust of Philidor the Great on ashelf behind us. | didn’t look at it, didn’t want to
draw hisattention to it. But | knew it wasthere. If he could be distracted . . .



Heleaned over Amy. “Where sthe cup?’

She looked around the room, uncertain what had happened to it. “1 must have l€eft it in the bedroom,” she
sad.

He pulled her to her feet and shoved her toward the open door. “ Get it.”

Shewobbled off. | waslistening to the voicesin the hallway. Other than Choi, my neighborswere a
young, timid woman, and aguy who was about ninety. No prospect of help there. | hoped someone had
caled for police.

Amy returned to report she couldn’t find the cup. Couldn’t remember what she' d done with it. Before he
could hit her, I pulled the cushion away and showed it to him. Hap broke into alarge toothy grin, picked
it up, admired it, shook his head like who would have thought this piece of junk would be worth money,
and shoved it hard into a pocket. It banged on something, and | winced. The thing had traveled nine
thousand years to get mashed by this barbarian.

“What'sit worth?’ he asked. He was more or less talking to the wall, his words directed to a blank spot
between me and Amy. Anybody who wanted to could reply.

“Probably twenty thousand or s0,” | said.
“All right.” He glanced down at the pocket. “ Good.”

We stood there while he thought what to do next. He signaled Amy to sit back down on the sofa, and
she complied. Hap pointed hisflashlight directly at me. | had my hand over my eyes, trying to shield them
fromtheglare. “If you leave now,” | told him, “I’d be willing to forget about this.” Y ou bet. Right after
I’d found away to take him out.

“Yeah,” he said, with asmile that was absolutely cold. “I know you will, because if you make any trouble
for me, ever, I’ll break your sweet neck.” He let me see nothing would give him more pleasure. “All
right,” he said. “Her€ swhat’ s going to happen.” Another smile. Then before| even redlized it was
coming, | caught astinging dap acrossthe jaw. It knocked me off my fedt.

“Get up,” hesad.
| wasfollowing flashing lights, and the floor felt unsteedy.

“Y ou want another one?’ He lifted hisfoot and aimed it a my ribs. “ Get up.” | looked at him. Philidor
showed up in my peripherd vison, hopelesdy out of reach. | staggered to my feet, holding on to thearm
of the sofato keep my head from spinning. “Now here’ swhat we' re going to do, Kolpath.”

No two ways about it. This guy was loaded with charisma. | had to admire Amy’ stastein men.

“I want you to make acal. Cal whoever you have to. And transfer twenty-two thousand into my
account.” He produced a card. “Here s the number. I'm going to sell you back your cup. Nice honest
transaction.”

| decided not to argue with him.

“It was mine, you know. It'sbeen in our family my wholelife. Shouldn’t be anybody € se getting that

Absolutdly not.



He dug into the same pocket the cup wasin and produced alink, which he held out to me. “Make the
cdl,” hesad.

“1 don’t have the account numbers memorized. | need the Al.”

Heraised hisfist and | backed away, but he thought better of it. Put me out of businessand he can’t get
his money. So he went into the other pocket, the left one, and withdrew a dark blue waferlike object. He
fiddled with it for aminute, and the lights came back. Carmen’ s status lamps blinked.

“Itwon't work,” | said. “The police will trace the money.”
“No.” He amiled a my naiveté. “It'sanetwork. The money moves around. Nobody’ || ever know.”

He hadn’t meant to say that, because it meant Amy and | had a short future. He went back into the
swesater and came out with a scrambler and pointed it in my direction. “Doit,” he said.

“Camen?’

“Yes, Chase.” Shewas using adifferent tone than normd, deeper, amost masculine, signaing shewould
help any way she could.

| took hiscard and held it up for the reader. “We re going to transfer twenty-two thousand,” | said.
“Wait aminute,” Hap said. “How much you got in your account?’
“I don’t know without looking.”

He hit me again. Thistime | was ready and managed to sidestep some of theimpact. Still, it knocked me
off my feet agan.

“Let her done” said Amy. “Shedidn’t do nothing to you.”
“How much?’ he demanded.
| didn’t know. But | gave him abalpark. “Enough to cover. About twenty-four.”

“Makeit thirty.” He jammed the scrambler against my belly, grabbed my hair, and hauled me back onto
my feet. “Truthis, Kolpath, you've put meto alot of trouble.” Hetwisted my hair. “ Empty the account.”
He desperately needed a shower. And some mouthwash. “Put it al in there.” Hejabbed afinger at his
card. If there’ d been any doubt about his plansfor Amy and me, that settled it.

Hewas standing in front of the sofa, where he could watch both of us. But | didn’t think he wasredly
worried.

“Which account do we make the transfer from?” Carmen asked, in aflat disnterested tone. | only
had one. She was suggesting a course of action. “ Perhaps the Baylok account?”

Baylok? And Sky Jordan?
Jordan fighting off the teleporting mongers.

Nobody will ever again tell me household Alsare not sentient. “Yes,” | said, trying to sound subdued.
“Let’'sdoit that way.”

“How much you got in the Baylok account?’ demanded Hap.



“Forty-two. Plus change.”

“Maybe you should show me.” He was standing, facing the center of the room, watching the two of us,
and moving hiswegpon casualy back and forth to keep us both in the line of fire. He waslooking
smultaneoudy maevolent and pleased with himsalf when the Bayl ok legped into the room, snarling and
Soitting.

Hap jumped.

Thething roared and charged. Amy shrieked. Itsjaws gaped and a tentacle diced toward Hap' s head.
Hap fired once and fell backward over afootrest.

| should have gone after the wegpon. But | was fixated on Philidor and | swegpt it off the shelf as he went
down. The phantom roared past and | brought the tatuette down on Hap’ s skull with everything | had. It
produced aloud bonk and he screamed and threw both hands up to protect himself. Carmen shut off the
VR and | nailed him asecond time. Blood spurted. Amy was off the sofain an instant, begging meto
hold fire. The peoplein the halway pounded on the door. Was| okay?

| wastrying to get another clear shot at Hap. Amy went to her knees on the floor beside him and
blocked my angle. “Hap,” she sobbed. “Hap, are you okay, love?’

Maybe | don’t understand these things, but | could have bopped her, too.

TEN

| was there when the Seeker |eft orbit, December 27, ’88. I’d made my decision and stayed behind. So |
watched my sister and some of my lifelong friends start out for a distant place that had no name and
whose location had not been disclosed. | knew, as| watched the monster ship dip its moorings and begin
to move into the night, that there would never come atime that | would not question my decision to stay
behind. And | knew, of course, that | would never see any of them again.

—The Autobiography of Clement Esteban, 2702 C.E.

When | walked into my office next morning, Alex asked what had happened to my lip. By then I’ d pretty
much had it with the Seeker , the cup, and the Margolians.

“Hap pad meavigt.”

“What?” Alex turned purple. “ Are you okay? Where is he now? Here, Sit down.”
How wabbly did I look?*“I’mfine” | said. “A few bruises, nothing more.”
“Where' she now? That son of abitch.”

| believe that wasthe only time | ever heard Alex usetheterm. “| talked to Fenn thismorning. He says
they’ll probably put him away for awhile. Thisoneisover thetop. He s assaulted Amy twice now, plus
acoupleof other girlfriends. Maybethey'll finaly decide he' s not reponding to trestment.”

| described what had happened. He broke into a huge grin when the Baylok showed up. “ Good,” he
sad. “That wasabrilliant idea.”

“Yes. It was Carmen’'s.”

“Who's Carmen?’
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“My Al

He squinted at my bruises, told me he hoped they got Hap off the streets. Then he sat down beside me.
“How about Amy?’

Usudly, when | check in, he says good morning, tells me what our priorities are for the day, and goes
upstairsto look over the markets. But thistime he seemed at alossfor words. Hetold me hewas glad it
was nothing serious, that | hadn’t been injured, that it must have been a scary experience. He bounced
out of the chair and came back minutes later with coffee and toast.

He made afew more comments about how glad hewas I’ d come through it okay, and was| sure |
wasn't hurt, had | been to see adoctor. And before I’ d quite locked in on him again he got one past me.
“Before we give up on the Margolians,” he said, “we have another lead I’ d like you to follow. If you fedl
uptoit.” Hewaited whilel ran it through a second time and redlized | was receiving an assignment
among dl thewdl wishes. “Last one” he promised. “If nothing comes of this, we Il write the whole thing
off.”

“What do you need?’ | asked.

“Mattie Clendennon. Shetrained at navigation school with Margaret and stayed closeto her.”
“Okay,” | said. “What'sher number? 1’|l talk to her first thing.”

“It'snot that easy.”

Another off-world run, | thought.

“No.” Helooked guilty. It takes alot to make Alex Benedict ook guilty. “ She' s gpparently abit
srange”

“Stranger than Hap?’

“No. Nothing like that. But it looks asif shelikesto live aone. Doesn’t much talk to anybody.”
“She'soff-line”

“Yes. You'll haveto go see her.” He put apicture up. “ She'sin her eighties. Livesin Wetland.”

It was hard to believe Mattie Clendennon was that young. Her hair had gone white; she appeared to be
malnourished; and she smply looked worn-out. The picture was two years old, so | wondered if shewas
evendill dive

Alex assured me shewas. So | took the misnamed nightflyer next morning and arrived in Paragon by
midafternoon. From there| caught the train to Wilbur Junction, rented a skimmer, and went the |last
hundred kilometersto Wetland. Despiteits name, it waslocated in the middle of the Great Northern
Desart; Wetland was asmall town that had been amgor tourist draw during the last century when desert
sportswere dl therage. But itstime had come and gone, the tourists had |eft, the entrepreneurs had
bailed out, and fewer than two thousand inhabitants were | eft.

From adistance it looked big. The old hotels were clustered on the north side around the water park.
The gravity works, where dancers and skaters had free-floated, resembled alarge covered bowl in the
downtown area, and the Egyptian replicas, pyramids, Sphinx, and stables, lay windblown on the western
edge of the city. Here, in the good days, you could bring your friends, mount a drome (the closest thing
Rimway had to acamel) and set off to explore the glories of the ancient world. The Temple of Ophir



toward the sunrise, the Garden Palace of Japhet the Terrible afew kilometersfarther on (where, if you
stayed dert and rode with sKkill, you might be able to get out with your valuables and your life). Thiswas
aplace where you came to escape from VR, where the adventure was real. More or less.

It was al before my day, of course. I’ d have enjoyed spending some time there during those years.
Peopletoday sit in their living rooms too much. Everything’ s vicarious, as somebody said. No wonder
most of the population’ s overweight.

The streetswere quiet. A few people wandering around. No sign of kids.

| had an address. Number one Nimrud Lane. But Carmen had been unable to match it with alocation.
So | had no ideawhere | was going. There were only afew landing pads, and those all seemed to be
private. Y ou wanted to come down, you came down on the desert.

| descended near a stone building designed to look like an enhanced pagoda, climbed out, and dropped
down onto the sand. The sun wasin the middle of the sky, bright and unblinking, but it was cold rather
than hot. Not at al what you' d expect.

| tried my address out on a couple of passersby, but they shrugged and said they had noidea. “Try City
Center,” one said, pointing to the pagoda.

| walked into it five minutes later and stood in the lobby, which felt like a place bypassed by history. A
bank of elevatorslined the far wall. Worn chairs and divans were scattered about. There was only one
other person there, an elderly man on a sofa peering at a notebook.

| approached a service counter and amale avatar appeared, looking fresh and helpful. Dark hair brushed
back, amiable features, eyes abit larger than you'd seein anorma human. “ Yes, ma’am,” hesad. “ My
name's Toma. May | help you?”

| gave him the address, and he looked puzzled. “ It doesn’t seemto bein the atlas. May | ask you to
wait a moment while | consult my supervisor?”

Hewas gonelessthan aminute. “ | should haverealized,” hesad. “ It's out at the Nimrud exhibit.
Or at what used to be the Nimrud exhibit. It'sin private hands now.”

It was nine kilometers northwest of the city. One of the old stops from the days when caravansfilled with
tourists ran out of Wetland.

Mattie Clendennon lived in a pdace. High stonewalls, spires at each of the four corners. Arched
entrance, up aflight of broad stairs, everything guarded by scul ptures of people in antique dress.
Enormous windows. Angled skylights. Flags and parapets. Therewas alarge interior courtyard filled with
more statuary, shrubs, and trees. A fountain threw spray across the walkway. The only sign of decay was
adust-filled pool in aportico on the eastern side of the building.

| debated landing in the courtyard, thought better of it, and set down in front of the main entrance. | used
my link to say hello, but got no response.

| got out, pulled my jacket tight againgt acold wind, and stood admiring the building for severd moments.
Thetown officidly claimed that the various ancient outposts surrounding Wetland were authentic, in the
sense that thiswas how Nineveh and Hierakonopolis and Mycenae had actualy looked, and felt, inther
glory days. Nimrud, according to my notebook, had been part of the Assyrian Empire.

Thetruth wasthat the only thing | knew about Assyrianswas the line from Byron.



| went up the front steps (cut at the actual dimensionsfrom the original, according to the clams), walked
beneath the arch, and stopped before apair of ornately carved wooden doors. They were big, maybe
twice my height. Iron ringswereinset at about eyeleve. | pulled on one.

“Who'sthere, please?” Femaevoice. Not an Al, | decided.

“Chase Kolpath. | was looking for Mattie Clendennon.”

“What about? | don’t know you, Kolpath.”

“You're Ms. Clendennon?’

“Who else would | be?”

A grump. “I waswondering if you' d be willing to talk to me for afew minutes about Margaret Wescott.”
Long pause. “ Margaret’s gone a long time. What could there possibly be to talk about?”

The wooden doors remained shut. Hunting cats were carved into them. And guyswith war helmets and
shields. And lots of pointed beards. Everybody had one. “Might | come inside?’

“I’mnot alone,” shewarned.

“That' sfine. | mean you no harm, Ms. Clendennon.”

“*You're too young to have known her.”

“That’'sso. | did not know her. But I’'m doing some research about her.”

“ Areyou a journalist?”

“I'man antiquarian.”

“ Really? That seems an odd way to make a living.”

“It' sheen achdlenge.”

Another long pause. One of the doors clicked and swung out. “ Thank you,” | said.

“ Come straight ahead until you reach the rear of the passageway. Then turn left and go through
the curtains.”

| crossed astone floor into a shadowy chamber. The walls were covered with cuneiform, and stone
cylinders mounted around the room depicted kings accepting tribute, archers stationed atop towers that
looked exactly like the ones surrounding the palace, warriors going head-to-head with axes, shining
beings handing tablets down from the sky. Weapons racks, filled with axes, spears, and arrows, ran
along two sides of the chamber. Shields were stored near the entrance.

Following her directions, | passed through another door into a broad passageway, took an elevator up to
the fourth level, and turned left into awaiting room. | heard footsteps clicking on the stone, and Mattie
Clendennon joined me. Her picturesdidn’t do her justice. I’ d expected afeeble, haf-deranged old
woman. But Mattie was ramrod straight. She radiated energy and strolled across that stone floor like a
cat. Shewastal, imperious, with gray-green eyes and thin, intense festures. A smile played about her
lips



“Welcome, Chase Kolpath,” shesaid. “I don’t get many vigtors.”

She wore sand-colored clothes and atrooper hat, the sort of thing you might have wanted if you were
going out to do some excavations. Somehow this eighty-year-old woman did not look at al absurd in the
outfit.

“It' sapleasure to meet you, Ms. Clendennon,” | said.

She shifted her gaze to the engravings that surrounded us. “ Thisiswhere they found the Gilgamesh Epic
,” shesad.

“Really?’ | tried to sound impressed, thinking that the woman was out of her head.

Sheread my reaction. “Well, of course, not literaly. Thisisareplicaof the palace at Khorsabad. Which
iswhere George Smith found the tablets.”

She led the way down along corridor. The stone gave way to satin curtains, thick carpets, and lush
furniture. We turned into aroom furnished with modern chairs and a sofa. Curtains were drawn across
two windows, softening the sunlight. “ Sit down, Kolpath,” she said. “ And tell me what bringsyou to
Sargon’shome.”

“Thisisamagnificent place,” | said. “How do you cometo beliving here?’
Onesilver brow arched. “A mixed compliment? Isthere a problem?’
“No,” | said. “It just seemsabit unusud.”

“Where better?’ She studied me, making up her mind whether | was friend or whatever, and came down
on my sde of things. “Would you likeadrink?’

She mixed us acouple of black bennieswhile | drew one of the curtains aside and |ooked out the
window. Wetland, which should have been on the horizon, was missing. Initsplace | saw acity with
minarets and towers. “Baghdad,” shesad, “initsglory days.”

It wasaprojection. “It'slovey,” | said.

“Y ou should seeit a night, when it lightsup.” She handed memy drink. “I decided | didn’t like life on
Rimway very much. So I’ ve gone back to a better time.”

| looked around the room, with its climate control and its synthetic wallsand its VR capability.

She laughed. “That doesn’t mean I’'m aniidiot. | get the best of both worlds here. Baghdad is romantic,
but needs to be kept at a distance.”

| sampled the black benny and complimented her oniit.

“It'smy favorite.” She arted to Sit but changed her mind. “Here, Kolpath, let me show you something.”
We walked back out into the passageway, made a couple of turns, passed through severa rooms, and
cameinto an enormous chamber. Just enough sunlight filtered into it to cut through the gloom. It wasfilled
with clay pots and more stone cylinders. All were engraved. “Each group tellsa story,” she said. “Over
there, the deeds of Sennacherib. To your right, the glories of Esarhaddon. There—" She produced a
lamp, turned it on, and directed the beam onto a podium. “The Crystd Throneitsdf.”

It glittered brilliantly in the lamplight.



“What' sthe Crystd Throne?’
“Sargon, my dear. My, they did neglect your education, didn’t they?’
“Sometimes| think so.”

She laughed, a pleasant sound like tinkling ice cubes. “Y ou’ re a security officer of sorts, aren’t you?” |
asked.

“Of sorts. Actudly, the Al handles the security.” She amiled. “ Just in case you had any idess.”
“I wouldn't think of it,” | said. “I’ve no usefor acrysa throne.”

We returned to the sitting room, where she produced another round of drinks. “Now,” she said, “what is
this about Margaret that brings you to the palace?’

“Shewas aclosefriend of yours, wasn't she?’

“Margaret Wescott.” She looked around the room, asif trying to locate something. “Yes. | never knew
anyonedselike her.”

“Inwhat way?’

“ She was a marvelous woman. She cared about things. Y ou got her for afriend, you knew she' d dways
be there if you needed her.”

“How about Adam? How well did you know him?’

Shethought it over. “ Adam was okay. He was like most men. A bit dow. Self-absorbed. | don’t think he
ever gppreciated what he had. In her, | mean.”

“Hetook her for granted?’

Smile. “Oh, yes. Adam was too busy looking at the stars, worrying about things that were far away, to
see what was under hisnose.”

“But hedidn’t mistreat her?’

“Oh, no. Adam wouldn't have harmed afly. And heloved her. It was just that it wasakind of limited
love. He loved her because she was physically attractive, and she enjoyed the same kinds of things of
things he did, and because she shared his passion for the outer boundaries. And because shewasthe
mother of hisdaughter.” Shelooked around the room again. “It’s depressing in here. Why don’'t we open
the curtains, dear?’

| helped, and sunlight streamed in.

“Much better,” she said. “ Thank you. Have you met their daughter? Delia?’
“yYes”

“Sweset young thing. She hasalot of her mother in her.”

She paused, obvioudy lost in the pagt. | took advantage of the opening: “Did Margaret ever suggest to
you that she and Adam might have discovered something unusud during one of their flights?’

“Oh, yes,” shesaid. “Of course. Did you know about that?”



“I know they found something.”
“Shedwaystold meto keep it quiet.”
“What did they find?’ | asked.

She drew back into the present and looked at me closdly, trying to decide whether she could trust me.
“Don’t you know?’

“No. | know there was adiscovery. I'm not sure what it was. Did they find Margolia?’

Her eyeslocked on me. “They found the Seeker,” she said.

“The Seeker ”

“Yes.” Shenodded. “Do you know what I'm talking about?’

“yYes”

“They went back severa times, trying to extract information from it. But everything wastoo old.”
“I"d think s0.”

“They hoped it would tell them where Margoliawas.”

“Anditdidn’'t”

“No. But they didn’t have enough time. They were still working on the problem when they went out on
that damned skiing vacation.”

“Whereisthe Seeker 7’

“I don’'t know. Shetold me once, but | redlly have no recollection. Just coordinates. Numbers, and who
remembersthem?’

“Areyou sure?’
“Oh, yes”
“Did shewriteit down?’

“If shedid, it'salong timegone.” She managed another smile. “I’'m sorry. | know thisisn’'t what you
hoped to hear.”

“No, it'sokay. But they actually found the Seeker.”
13 YS”
“Why didn’t you tell somebody?’

“I didn’t think they’ d want meto. | wouldn’t have told you if you hadn’t mentioned Margolia. You
aready had part of the story. So | figured no harm done.” She looked cautioudly a me. “1 hopel’'m
right.”

“I’'venointerest,” | said, “in damaging anyone sreputation. | understand they boarded it.”



“That's correct.”
“Canyou tell mewhat they saw?’

“A dead ship.” Shelowered her voice, asif wewerein asacred place. “It was carrying afull
complement.”

“Of crew?’

“Of passengers. I'll never forget the look on Margaret’ s face when she told me.”
My God, | thought, the ship’s capacity was, what, nine hundred people?

“Lost together,” she said. “Whatever happened, they were lost together.”

When | got back to the office, acall from DeliaWescott was waiting for me. “ | have something you
might want to see. Can you come to the island?”

Delialived on Sirika, which was severd hundred kilometers southeast of Andiquar. | got directionsfrom
her and grabbed a southbound train for Wakkaida, which is a seacoast community. From there | took a
cab, settled into the backseat and relaxed while it rose above the shoreline and headed out to sea.

It was early evening by then. The skieswere clear, and the first stars had shown up in the east. The cab
passed over apair of large idands and joined some locd traffic. Sirika appeared on the horizon. 1t was
an unremarkable place, mostly just arefuge for people with alot of money and an inclination to get away.
Its population was only afew thousand.

Its houses were dl outrageoudly big, and they came with columns and colonnades and pools. They al
had boathouses, which looked better than most peopl€' s homes.

We angled down toward avillasituated on ahilltop. It was modest, as things went in that neighborhood,
located amid avast expanse of lawns. There was a decent guesthouse off to one side. We drifted toward
thelanding pad, and Deliagot on the circuit. “ Welcome to Srika, Chase.” A door opened below, and
two kids, aboy and agirl, charged out onto the walkway. Deliafollowed behind.

The cab touched down, the kids cheered, and | disembarked. She introduced the children. They wanted
to look inside the cab, so | held it aminute before paying up. Then they ran off, accompanied by a
peremptory warning from their mother not to go far, dinner’ s about ready. Dedlialooked proudly after
them until they disappeared into acluster of trees. “I1t' salong way from Andiquar,” she said, “but I'm
glad you could makeit.”

“I had agood book,” | said.

Wewent ingde. It was ashowy home, with high ceilings, lots of origind art, marblefloors. “My
husband' s away on business,” she said. “He asked meto tell you he was sorry not to be here.”

Shedirected meinto astting room. It was small, cozy, obvioudy the place where the family hung out.
Two armchairs, asofa, and a dark-stained coffee table, on which stood ametd box. Music was being
piped in. | recognized Bullet Bob and the Ricochets.

“I' know you' re anxious to hear why | asked you to come,” she said. “ After you asked me about the
Seeker, | cdled my aunt Melisa. Shetook care of me after my folks died. She didn’t know anything
about adiscovery, but she and my father weren't dl that close anyhow. Aunt Melisawasn't interested
much in outer space.



“I’d talked to her as | told you | would, and she said at first there wasn't anything we' d care about. From
my parents. But she went looking and she called me the other day to tell me about something she'd
found.” Deliaindicated the box.

| followed her gaze and she nodded. Openit.

Folded insde was awhite shirt wrapped in plastic. It was marked with the same eagle emblem I’ d seen
on the cup. “Beautiful,” | said.

“Mdisatdls me she remembers now that there was other stuff. Clothes, boots, eectronic gear. Data
disks”

“My God. What happened to it?’

“It got tossed. She said she kept it afew years, but it looked old, and the electronics didn’t seem to do
anything, weren’'t compatible with anything, and she couldn’t see any reason to storeit. She kept the shirt
asamemento.”

“Did she get rid of the disks, too?’

“She says everything went.” She sighed. Me, too. “Which brings usto the other reason | wanted to talk
toyou.” Shelooked worried.

“Okay.”

“If you'reright, if they redlly did discover the Seeker , they must not have reported it. It sgoing to turn
out my parents hid information from Survey.”

“Yes” | sad. “Actudly, that' stheway it looks.”
“How seriousisthat?’

“I don't know.” | told her why we thought they’ d have kept it quiet. That they might havefdt it was
necessary to protect the artifact. | put the best light onit | could. But Deliawas no dummy.

“No matter,” shesaid. “If that’ swhat happened, it won't look good.”
“Probably not.”

“Chase, | don't want to be part of anything that’s going to harm their reputations.” She paused. Looked
around the room. “Y ou understand what I’ m saying?’

“yes”
“So I’'m not surewhere| go from here”

“I'll dowhat | can to protect them,” | said.
“But you won't be able to do much, will you?’
“Probably not,” | admitted.

Ontheway home, | watched Insertion, the classic horror show in which superphysical emotionless
humans from Margolia have infiltrated the Confederacy. They’ ve cometo regard therest of usas
impediments to progress, which they definein terms of enhanced intelligence and a“higher” set of mora



values. These, of course, don't seem to include prohibitions against murdering people who discover the
secret or smply get intheway.

If you' ve seen it, you haven't forgotten the desperate chase through the skyways and towers of New

Y ork City, during which the narrative s hero, fleeing a dozen bloodthirsty Margolians, triesto get to the
authorities to warn them. En route he hasto use lubricating oil, electrica circuits, an automatic washer,
and severd other devices, to escape. The Margolians could do dl the superintelligent double talk they
wanted, and bend metal, and the rest of it, but when it came to the crunch, it was obvious that good old
native Confederate ingenuity would win out every time. | epecidly liked the lubricant gig, which he used
to send one of his pursuers diding off a partly constructed terrace.

| don't carefor horror shows. In this one, twenty or so people are killed off in an astonishingly wide
range of ways, most involving lots of blood, gouging, and impaing. (I couldn’t figure out why the
Margolians carried those long pokers when they could far more easily dispatch folkswith scramblers)
That’ salot more murder victimsthan | can normaly toleratein an evening. But | wanted to get a sense of
what other people had been making of the Margolian sory.

Wi, thereyou are. Insertion wasfun, inachildish way. But it seemed unlikely anything like that could
actudly happen.

ELEVEN

We are leaving thisworld forever, and we intend to go so far that not even God will be ableto find us.

—Ascribed to Harry Williams
(Remarks as Margolians prepared to depart Earth)

I d taken pictures of the white shirt to show Alex. “You think it'slegitimate?’ he asked.
“No way to be surejust looking at it. But she'd have no reasontolie.”

“I guess.” Alex couldn't restrain asmilethat illuminated the entire room. “Chase, | can hardly believeit.
But weredly do have aship out there.”

“Pity we don’'t have the Wescotts data disks.”
“Theaunt redly threw them out?’

“That’ swhat Ddiasays.”

“Did you check with her? With the aunt?’
“No. | didn’'t see any reason to.”

“Do it. Maybe she kept something. Maybe she knows where they were taken. Maybe we can ill find
them.”

“Y ou' re sounding desperate, Alex.”

But | madethe cdls Deliagave methe aunt’s code. The aunt wondered if I'd lost my mind. “Put themin
thetrash thirty years ago,” she said.

The earliest serious efforts to settle other worlds had been made two hundred years before the Seeker
and Bremerhaven flights. The pioneers, according to the history books, had been driven, not by
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desperation, but by a sense of adventure, of wanting to escape the monotonous and sometimes deadly
routines of civilization. They’ d hoped to make their fortunes on aremote frontier. They’ d gone out to
Sirius, and Groombridge, Epsilon Eridani, and 61 Cygni.

Thosefirg interstellars had been dow, requiring monthsto make the relatively short flightsto nearby
gtars. But thousands of people had gone, taken their families, and settled worlds deemed to be
hospitable.

But none of those early efforts had prospered.

The colonies, theoreticaly saf-supporting, encountered difficulties, westher cycles, viruses, crop falures,
for which they were unable to make adjustments. Technological assistance from the homeworld, at first
steady, became sporadic, and eventua ly went away.

The survivors came home.

Thefirst successful settlement, in the sensethat it actualy prospered, waited another thousand years.
Eight centuries after the Margolian effort.

The Seeker had been designed origindly, during aburst of unbridled optimism, to move whole
populations to colony worlds. On the Margolian mission it was captained by Tgja Korinda, who had
been the pilot of the LaPierre when it discovered aliving world in the Antares system. Her second chair
was Abraham Faulkner. Faulkner had been a palitician at onetime, had seen where things were going,
and switched careers so that, if the legend was true, he could get out when he needed to.

| found holograms of Korindaand Faulkner. When | showed them to Alex, he commented that Korinda
looked like me. She was an attractive woman, and it was Alex’ s ham-handed way of passing a
compliment. HE' s good with the clients, but for whatever reason when he gets around to me he seemsto
have problems.

Faulkner looked the part of aguy with amind of hisown. Big, brawny, wide shoulders, obvioudy
accustomed to command. About forty. Thekind of guy you took serioudly.

“But Harry’ sthe onewewant to talk to,” said Alex. “He' sthe heart and soul of the Margolians.” There
weren't any avatars back that far. But Jacob could assemble one from what was known about Williams.
The problem wasthat it might not be very accurate. But then that was dways the problem with avatars.

“Thereis not a wealth of data,” Jacob complained. “ And the validity of what is known about
Williams is suspect.”

“Dothe best you can,” Alex said.
“1t will take a few minutes. | have to make some judgment calls.”

“Good. Let me know when it’sready.” Alex seemed distracted that morning. While hewaited, he
wandered around the house straightening chairs and adjusting curtains. He stopped in front of one of the
bookcases and stared at the volumes.

“Youdl right, Alex?’ | asked him.
“Of course.” He gtrolled over to awindow and gazed out at aruddy, cloud-swept sky.
“Y ou' re thinking about the disks.”



“Y es. Idiot woman throws them out.”
“Not her fault,” | said. “ She had no way of knowing.”
He nodded. “Lucky shedidn’t tossthe shirt.”

“Doyouthink,” | said, “there’ sany possihility the colony might have survived? Might till be out there
somewhere?’

“The Margolians? After nine thousand years?’ Helooked wistful. “It would be niceto find something like
that. But no. There' sno chance.”

Stupid question. Had they lived, how would you explain the fact nobody had heard from themin al that
time?*“If they were out there, it might be they wouldn’t want to be found.”

“If treescould fly,” hesaid.

“If | werewriting anove,” | said, “they’ d have arranged the earthquake that killed the Wescotts and
ended their search.”

“And why would they want to keep their existence secret?’
“We're barbariansin ther eyes.”

“Spesk for yoursdf, Chase.” He made asound deep in histhroat and lowered himself onto the sofa.
“They not only died out, but they must have gone quickly.”

“Why do you say that?’

“Because later generations wouldn't have shared the grudge Harry Williams and hisfriends had. It just
wouldn'’t have happened. They’ d have gotten back in touch. At some point. It would have been to
everyone s benefit.” Hiseyesdid shut. “They’ d have had to. For onething, after afew centuries, they’d
have been as curious about us as we are about them. But the colony Steis out there somewhere. And Il
tell you, Chase, if we can bring back some artifacts from that, we are going to make some serious cash.”

Therewasalong silence. | became gradualy aware of someone standing behind me, near the office
door. It was atal, dark-skinned man of middle age, dressed in clothing from another century.
Cream-colored vest, loose black shirt open to the navel, the sort of white dacks you might wesar at sea.
Everything a bit more garish than you could get away with today. He smiled, looked at me, then at Alex,
and said hdllo in the deepest baritone I’ d ever heard.

“Harry Williams” said Alex, Stting up.

“ At your pleasure, sir. And, Chase, | would not be too quick to dismiss the possibility they
survived.” He crossed the room, and took a seat in the armchair closest to Alex. “ Do you think you
can find the colony world?”

| froze the picture. “Alex, | understood no likeness of him had survived.”
“You just haveto persevere” He grinned. “Never give up. That's my motto.”
“Wheré dyou findit?’

“Infact, there are afew of them. This one came from a set of memoirs by a contemporary.”



The guy looked good. Noble aspect and dl that. | could understand why people were willing to follow
him. Even to distant placesthat didn’t have restaurants. Alex flipped through his notebook and
reactivated Harry. “The goal was ‘to create free mindsin afree society.” Right, Harry?”

“Y our words?’ | asked.

“Ves”

“Noble sentiment.”

He nodded. “ Unfortunately, the truth isit’s pure hyperbole. Nobody livesin a free society.”
“Wedo.”

“| doubt it. We all believe what our parents believed. You get filled up during the first few years
when the mind is open to everything, and you assume adults know what’ s going on. So you're
vulnerable. And if later on you decide to reject the local mythology, whatever it might be, you pay
a price. Parents frown, old friends are shocked, you get ostracized. There’ s no such thing asa
completely free society.” A sofaappeared and he unwound into it.

“You'renot talking about us,” | said.
Hesamiled. “ Freedom'sanillusion.”

Welooked at one another across the expanse of the office. At that moment we might have been
separated by light-years. Alex grinned at me. Areyou redlly going to argue philosophy with this guy?

| plowed ahead. “Harry, aren’t we exaggerating atrifle?’

“We'retribal, Chase. We talk about freedom, but you better not say things the tribe doesn’t care
to hear. Or act outside approved norms.”

“For example?’

“1 don’t know where | am.” Helooked around the room, at the antiques on display for clients. At the
severd framed commendations. “ You collect artifacts.”

“yYes”
“That is your profession.”

“That’s correct,” | said.

“ On-site? You recover some of them personally?”

That much was evident from the framed scroll presented us by Coryn University. “Y es. Sometimes.”
Helooked over at Alex. “ Have you and your associate been accused of being grave robbers?”
“That' svery good,” Alex sad.

“ So much for your free society.”

“Thet sdifferent.”

“How isit different? You're making an honest living, are you not? But there' sthistribal instinct



about burial places being sacrosanct. Unless you work for a museum.”

Alex brokein. “Maybe we can hash this out another time. Harry, we' d like to find the colony world. Do
you know whereit is?’

“1 have no idea. None whatever. The sources Jacob tapped to create this program did not have
that information.”

“ th'ﬂ

The guy had charisma. Or maybe that’ s the wrong word. Presence. | sat there knowing | wasin the
company of aheavyweight. The way he amiled, the way he crossed one leg over the other, the way he
engaged with us. He was accustomed to giving direction, taking charge, confronting what he had to. And
| know that’sal part of theingallation program, and the real Harry Williams might have been quite
different. But nevertheless, his dialogue and persona were both extracted from what was known about
him. “ How long has it been?” he asked.

“Ninethousand years.”

His eyeswidened at that. He took a deep breath. Swallowed. And | saw fear in hisexpression. “ Are
you telling me you don’t know where they are?”

“No.”

“ How' sthat possible?”

“Nothing’ s been heard from them. Ever.”
* Snce when?”

“Sincethey left Earth.”

He' d dmost stopped breathing. “ My God.” Hethrew his head back. “ | don’t understand how that
could be. May | ask where we are?’

“We'renot on Earth,” said Alex.

“Amazing.” Heamiled. “ Thisisn’t ajoke, isit?”

Alex shook hishead. No.

Harry got up, went to the window, and looked out. “ It looks like home.”

“Mog of the garden isdesigner plants. Everything else, trees, grass, you nameit, is nativeto Rimway.”
“ And that is the name of this place? Of this world?”

“Yes. Wearewdl out toward the edge of the Orion Arm. At one time, no human world was farther from
Eath.”

“Wonderful,” hesaid. But thereweretearsin hiseyes. “ And you never came across the colony?”
1] NO-”

“In nine thousand years?”



“No.”

“Incredible.”

| felt sorry for him.

“Was there any contact at all after they left Earth?”

“None that we know of.”

“Well,” hesad, “ that was the plan. | thought we were being optimistic.”

| listened to voices outside. Kids playing somewhere close by.

“Y ou kept your secret too well, Harry. It snot available to us. And therefore not to you.”
* Something went wrong.”

“Yes. | think s0.”

“It’s hard to under stand what could have happened. We planned to be on our own until we put
together the kind of society we wanted. But to disappear forever? That'sinconceivable. It
couldn’t have happened.”

“It wasarisky venture,” | said. “ Surely you knew that.”

“We considered every eventuality.”

“Y ou missed something.”

“Yes. It would seem so.”

Alex shook his head, puzzled. “Harry, you did not have FTL communications, did you?’
“No.”

“Soif amgor problem did develop, you had no way to get help. Other than sending back ether the
Bremerhaven or the Seeker.”

“That’s correct.”

“Which meant help wastwo years avay.”
“Ves”

“What areyou driving &, Alex?’ | asked.

“Mattie Clendennon says the Wescotts found the Seeker adrift. That at the time it broke down, or
whatever, it was |oaded with passengers.” He returned his atention to Harry. “Were there any plansto
move large chunks of the population € sewhere? After you colonized Margolia?’

“We thought it might happen. In time. But no, we had no relocation plans. There weren’t enough
of us even to consider anything like that.”

“So where were they going?’ When Harry shook his head, Alex asked whether there were other shipsin
the group.



“No. Only the two transports.”
“Thetwo interstellars were old when you bought them, right?’

“Yes, Alex. That's correct. But they were certified for us. We spent the money to have them
inspected and maintained.”

“But according to the record, after each of the missions they made for you, they had to be refitted. If
they’ d both broken down, or maybe were alowed to fdl into disrepair, your people might easily have
been stranded.”

“ The odds against both of them breaking down were pretty long, Alex.”

“I’'m not so sure. They’ d have required maintenance. Were you prepared to maintain them? Over an
extended period of time?’

“Yes. We had a service organization.”
“What about after the first generation died off? Was there a program to ensure replacements?’

“Not when we left, of course. It wasn’t one of the things we were especially worried about. Look,
we had a hospitable world to go to. It was safe. We took all the technology with us that we could
possibly need. We wanted no contact with Earth, and we set things up deliberately so that none
would be necessary.” He seemed to take adeep breath. “ | can’'t get hold of the time,” hesad.

“ Nine thousand yearsisjust too long. Isthere still an organized political system on Earth?”

“Yes Hary,” said Alex.
“What kind of systemisit? What kind of system do you live under ?’

“We have arepublic. As does Earth. WEe re spread out now across more than a hundred worlds. And
you' |l be happy to know we live wdl, we have free ingtitutions, by any reasonable definition. And lifeis
good.”

“ That amazes me.”
“Y ou didn’t think we would do well?’

“We weren’'t doing well in my time.” Helooked out acrossthe lawn. It was getting late in the day, and
the sky was gray and cold. “ It feels so much like home.”

Something flapped past too quickly to allow agood look. He stared after it. “ | just can’t believe I'm
actually on another world.”

“Wedon't think of it that way.”

“1 guess not. Isthat a cemetery over there?”

“Yes. It'sjust off the property line”

“It looks old.”

“It was there when | was aboy, growing up here” Alex smiled. 1 was dways scared of it.”

“How long have we been here? On Rimway?”



“A long time. More than six thousand years”
He shook hishead. “ You’ ve been here longer than we' d had civilization on Earth.”

“About the same length of time.” Alex’ s gaze waslocked on him. “ So you didn't like lifein the American
Republic?

“We were looking for a better place.”
“Where d you get the starships?’ | asked.

“ The Seeker was bought from Interworld. A salvage dealer. The Bremerhaven was built by the
Chinese. It was a famous ship in itstime. It was part of the fleet that hauled people and equipment
to Utopia.”

“Utopia?’ | asked.

Harry sghed. * It was an early effort to colonize. It didn’t go well. Either.” Hewandered over to the
bookcase and began examining thetitles. “ | never heard of any of these people,” hesaid.

Alex waved the comment aside. “Wasit your ideato head out to the stars?’

Harry looked tired. “ | doubt it was the idea of any single individual.” He seemed to betrying to
remember. “ It was probably an idea that grew out of the group. | don’t recall any one person
coming forward with it. There was a lot of talk about getting away. Could we get a ship? Could
we find a place of our own? In the beginning, it was just talk.” Helooked overcome with emaotion.
“A place of our own. It became our mantra.”

“How did you find five thousand people willing to go?’

“ Fifty-three hundred is closer to the correct figure. We started with eighty. But the genetics
wouldn’t work, so we opened the plan to friends. Others who were tired of the kind of society they
livedin.”

“Andthey joined?’ | said.

Helaughed. “ Not many people, even the bravest, are willing to leave home permanently. But there
was a steady stream until finally we had to cut it off.”

“There d been other settlement attempts. Y ou mentioned Utopia.”

“ Yes. By the time we were ready, there was already a history of failure. They’d been at it for a
long time when we launched.”

“How’ d the government react? Did they make an effort to stop you?’

“They were glad to see us go. We were branded as unpatriotic by unofficial spokesmen, and
eventually by the general population. But we were actually given whatever assistance we
needed.”

“Who decided which world you' d settle?’

“No one person. We sent out a few of our people, a group of scientists, and some other specialists.
They found the place—’



“And were sworn to secrecy.”
13 Y%-”
“I wouldn’t have thought it possible to keep such a secret.”

“Alex,” hesad, “ we all understood that if anyone compromised the location of the colony world,
we would be followed by all the evils and stupidities we were trying to leave behind. Do you know
where Margolia is?”

“You know | don't.”

“ It appears we were successful.”

“So what do we do now?’

“I don't know,” Alex said. “Y ou have any ideas?’

“We could hunt through every system in the Wescott record. But we have no guarantee the Seeker
wasn't somewhereelse”

“Chase, you said they were dlotted a specific area of sky for each misson. How big isthe area?’
“Big.”

“Can you be more specific?’

“Out where the Wescotts were, it probably holds thirty thousand class Gs.”

“Well, at least that narrows it down.” He glanced at Jacob’ s control panel. “What about the A17?’
“How do you mean?’

“Maybe we' ve been taking the wrong tack. Instead of trying to find their leased vehicle, maybe we
should have been looking for the Survey ship they used.”

“The Falcon.”

“Wasthat its name?’

“yes”

“Would the Al have recorded everything?’

“Y es. But the Wescotts could have deleted whatever they didn’t want known.”
“That' sapretty serious offense, isn't it? If they get caught?’

“yYes”

“Y ou said nobody ever checksthe Als. So why bother changing it?’

“That'sapoint,” | said. “But before you get excited, Survey reconditionsthe things every few years.
They comein, clear the system, maybe upgradeit, and reingal it.”

“Every few years?’



“Yes. The Al the Wescotts had would have been cleared along time ago.”

He sat quietly and made afew offhand comments about the weather and the cemetery, and on afew
bus ness-related matters. | thought the subject had been dropped until he said, abruptly, “Let’sgiveit a

try anyhow.”

“Givewhat atry?’
“The Al. Maybewe Il get lucky.”
“Alex, there sno point.”

“Ther€ snothing to lose. Let’ s get on the circuit and ask. Maybe they download everything into a master
file. Who knows?’

Hewent off for lunch with aclient. | called Survey and got one of their avatars. Elderly man, thistime. A
bearded eminence. “ Yes, young lady,” hesad, “ how may | be of service?”

| told him what | wanted, that | waslooking for details on the Wescott flights during the 1380s and early
'90s. That | hoped that datafrom the Falcon Al might be available”

“We have the official logs on file, you know,” hesad, asif that solved everything.

“Yes, of course. But we think there might have been an error. We'd like to recover the Al if that's
possble”

1] R%.”y?ﬂ
HY$H
“Can | ask you to hold a moment, please?”

Hewas gone. Survey islike most other bureaucracies. When they ask you to hold, they pump images of
waterfals and sandy beaches and mountaintops at you, throw in some soft music, and keep you waiting
an hour. Thiswas different. | got the waterfdl, but they were back within aminute. A human being this
time

“Hi, Chase,” hesaid. “ 1I'm Aaron Winslow. You wouldn’t remember me but we met at the Polaris
event last year.”

“The onethat blew up.”

“Yes. What a terrible thing that was. But | was glad to see most of us came through it okay. How
can | help you?’

“Aaron, | work for Rainbow.”
“Yes, | know. Alexander Benedict’s company.”

“Right. | was doing some research on the degaths of the Wescotts, back in’98. | was hoping that the Al
from their ship, the Falcon, might have survived.”

“ After thirty years? | don’t think so, Chase. They're absolutely religious about reprogramming
themat six-mission intervals.” Hewashbiting hislower lip. “ You say they used the Falcon?”



“yYes”
“Doesn't ring a bell.” Helooked off to one side, probably at a data screen. “ Hold on a second.”
“Okay.”

“ The Falcon’s before my time. In fact, it was sold off after its last mission with the Wescotts.”
“Was there aproblem?’

“No. It had forty years' service. That was as long as they kept them then.”

“They keep them longer now?’

“ Fifty-five. We buy better stuff now.”

“What happensto aship when itstimeisup?’

“We sell it if we can. Junk it if we have to.”

“Do they clear off the Al when that happens?’

Helooked puzzled. “ You know, | really have no idea. It's not something | ever thought to ask.” He
made aface and drummed hisfingertips on aflat surface. A desktop, probably. “ Hold on a second,
Chase.”

The scenic images came back. Sand dunesthistime. And music designed to make you fed affectionate
toward Survey. Then he regppeared. “ They tell me we do now. But at the turn of the century, we
don’t know whether they bothered. There was a court case eighteen years ago. That’s what got us
serious about it, so now everything gets cleared.”

“Can you tell me specificaly what happened to the Falcon?’
“Let me check,” hesad. “1I'll get back to you.”

Y ou should understand | had no hope whatever that anything would come of theinquiry. But Alex
expected me to be thorough.

When Aaron called back, he had a piece of paper infront of him. “ Chase,” hesaid, “ it was purchased
in 1392 by the Hennessy Foundation.”

“Hennessy,” | said.

“ Dedicated to peace with the Mutes.”

TWELVE

Takmandu isthe loveliest of human worlds. Itsforests are deep, its seas veiled in mig, itstriple moons
breathtaking. It is remote from the mundane skywalks and crowded parks of the Inner Confederacy, and
its proximity to the demon-haunted Ashiyyur suggestsit will remain that way.

—Hyman Koss,
Travels, 1402


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Seeker-toc.html

The ski dopes are grest, too.

—LediePak,
quoted in The Ultimate Tourist, 1403

The Hennessy Foundation was headquartered on Takmandu, in the Coroli Cluster. Takmandu had been,
for centuries, the political center of the outlying worlds. I’ d been there once, with my class, when | wasa
teenager. It wasthefirg timel’ d been off Rimway, and it was one of those life-changing events. | wasn't
al that caught up visiting the historical sites, which wasthe purpose of thefidd trip, but | loved the ship.
The Starduster. And theflight itself. | came back with the determination to be apilot.

In an eraduring which you could communicate more quickly over interstellar distances by traveling
physicaly than by any other means, | knew I’ d be hitting the road again. Alex pleaded the pressure of
business. Appointments with clients. Have to keep them happy. Y ou know how it is, Chase. “ Anyhow,”
he said, “I don’'t know anything about shipboard Als. Find the Falcon. And let’s see what the Al hasto
sy for itsdf.”

“If anything,” | said.
He gave me hismost optimistic gaze. “Nothing ventured,” he said.

So | packed a couple of good novels, picked up ablank chip that would be compatible with the Falcon
Al datadump, and boarded the Belle-Marie. On thefirst day of the new year | set out for Takmandu
and the Josef Hennessy Foundation, which was dedicated to creating a better understanding between us
andthe Ashiyyur.

I’d never seen aMute in the flesh. Alex had talked with one once. If that’ stheright word. They're
telepaths, and there' s something about their physiognomy that creeps people out. Not to mention the fact
that they can seeinto your mind. Alex describes the experience in his memoirs. His comment to me was
that what humans and Mutes need is't understanding, but distance. We' re just not designed to get
along. “The Foundation'sbeen at it for haf acentury,” he'd said. “ They should understand the redlities
by now.”

“I guessthey keep trying,” | told him.
“Y ep. Makes me wonder if they’ re not redly con men collecting money from idiots.”

| read what | could about the Hennessy Foundation on the way out. They supervised some exchange
programs, and conducted seminarsin how to communicate, the nature of Mute psychology, and how to
control your own natura revulsion in their presence. Mutes didn’t really look that bad. They were
humanoid, but there was something insectile about them. Their picturesdidn’t [ook all that unsettling; but
Alex warned me that the common wisdom was correct. Get close to them and your hair stands on end.

The Al produced aMute avatar for meto talk with. It did look pretty revolting, like one of those things
that show up in horror Sms. Red eyes, fangs, claws, and a smile that suggests you' re next on the menu.
Stll, I didn't fed the kind of revulson that I’ d been warned about.

“That' sbecause” Alex said, “it wasn't redlly there, and you knew that.”

Whatever Alex might think, the Foundation seemed to be having a degree of success. The sporadic
sniping and occasiona warfare between Mute and human had stopped. Visitors from each sdewere
spending time with receptive groups, and there was even an Ashiyyur-human friendship society. The
Foundation’s stated godl: Two intelligent species with a single objective.



The objective, Alex commented, was to keep well away from each other.

The historian Wilford Brockman has argued that we were fortunate to find the M utes, because they had
the effect of uniting the human race. Since they arrived on the scene centuries ago, there had been only
one major war between human powers. The last few centuries have been the most sustained period of
internd peacein millennia

Interestingly, the same effect had been noted on the Mute side. They, too, had along history of
internecine struggle, which had dowed perceptibly. Nothing like acommon enemy to bring people, or
Mutes, together.

| came out of jump status three days away from Takmandu. | let their ops people know | wasin the
neighborhood and started one of the mysteries|’d brought aong.

But I’ ve never been ableto read six or saven hours at a crack, so | found myself watching more sms
ingpired by the Margolian legend. In Tiger-Men of the Lost World, amission findsthelost colony, but it
is covered with trackless forests and the colonists have devolved into ravenous beasts. (How that could
happen in afew thousand yearsisn't explained.) Vampire Below postsafreighter that encountersa
Margolian ship with alone pilot, who turns out to be—Well, you guessed it.

The mgjority of books written on the subject weren’t serious. Mogt of the authors were true believers of
one kind or ancther, generaly pushing occult visions of what had happened and sometimes claiming that
the lost colony exercisesamydtic influence over certain individuds. (Send money and learn how to
apply Margolian power in your own life.)

The most popular theory by far was the demon star notion that had arisen shortly after the colonists had
departed. Harry Williams' s celebrated comment that they would travel so far that even God couldn’t find
them gained notoriety as depicting an antirdligious spirit. The notion took hold that the Margolian mission
was therefore doomed from the start. Someone launched the ideathat ared star would arrive over their
chosen world, the eye of God, and that it would herald the destruction of the colony.

Stories began to circulate that many of the people who had donated money and time to the Margolians
had died prematurely. Asthe years passed, and no message ever came back, talk of a curse became
widespread. The eye of God no longer sounded so far-fetched.

| thought about what atruly free society might accomplish in nine thousand years. Harry Williams's
refugees had started with the intention of avoiding the old mistakes and gpplying the lessons of history.
Their society would throw off al strictures except those imposed by compassion and common sense.
Education would emphasi ze the sciences and philosophy and stress the value of independent thought.
Everything would be open to question. Professona politicians would not be alowed.

It sounded good. But we' re dl conditioned to assume that utopian notions are, well, utopian. Not
practical. Utopias aways collgpse.

| sat on the bridge of the Belle-Marie, watching Takmandu gradualy grow into adisk. To port, | could
seethevast sar-clouds of the Velled Lady, including one small gauzy group near thetip of what was
perceived as her right ear. It wasthe Versinjian Cluster, in which, according to completely unsupported
legend, the Margolians had planted their colony. But there were tens of thousands of starsin the group. |
wondered whether, a that moment, | was seeing light from the Margolian sun.

The Josef Hennessy Foundation maintains an operationd officein orbit. | called ahead and made an
gppointment, citing research. They told methey’ d be ddighted to see me.



Takmandu isan outpost. Nothing in the Confederate polity is closer to Mute country. The Ashiyyurean
world Kappaani islessthan three light-years away. Consequently I’ d expected to see some signs of their
proximity. Maybe adocked ship. Or even a couple of Mutes |oosein the concourse,

But it didn't happen. | found out later that there were occasional Mute visitors, but that the experience
seemed to unsettle everybody on both sides so much that there was amutua agreement in effect. If they
came, they were escorted off the ship, their path was cleared, and nobody got to see them except the
escorts, who are specialy trained.

The Takmandu gtation is probably the biggest functioning orbiter I’ ve seen. There samagnificent view of
the Veiled Lady that draws thousands of visitors, and nearby Gammaisanava base, so there salot of
traffic, and alot of accommodation for tourists. The concourses are crowded with clubs, VR sites,
souvenir shops, and even alive theater.

| checked into one of the hotels, showered, dressed, and went out to take care of business.

There' saplethora of industria, operationa, and scientific offices scattered around on severa decks.
They linewide, garishly painted, gently curving passageways.

The Foundation was located between atravel agency and afirst-aid station. | could see one woman
inside, seated at a desk, apparently absorbed by a data screen. A banner dominated the wall behind her.
It read OUR FRIENDS THE ASHIY Y UR. | paused in front of the door and told it who | was. It said
that it was glad to see me, and opened.

The woman inside looked up and smiled. “Ms. Kolpath,” she said, “welcome to the Hennessy
Foundation.” Shetilted her head. “Or isit Dr. Kolpath?’

“Ms. isfine. Chase works, too.”

“Wall, hello, Chase.” She extended ahand. “I’m Teesha Oranya.” She had red hair and animated blue
eyes, combined with the suppressed energy of asocial worker. “How can we help you?’

“I’'minterested in the Foundation,” | said. “| wonder if | may ask some questions.”
“Of course. Ask away.”
“You'retrying to foster better relations with the Mutes. How exactly do you go about that?’

“The Ashiyyur.” Shelooked briefly pained, asif another bigot had surfaced in front of her. “Badicdly, we
try to keep communications open. We tak with them. Wetrain othersto talk with them. And welearn to
overlook the differences.”

“What sort of people? Diplomats? Tourists?’

She motioned me to a seet. “ Traders. Fleet people. Researchers. Sometimes people who just want to
meet them. To say hdllo.”

There was aframed picture on her desk: Teesha standing with aMute under atree. She followed my
gaze, and smiled. “That' sKantaToman,” shesaid. “ ‘Kantathe Magnificent,” he callshimsdlf.”

“Ishe serious?’

She laughed and shook her head a my provincidism. “He' s my counterpart. He worksfor an
organization much like this one. They have bureaucracies, too, Chase. HE sstuck in his, and hefeds



invighle”
“That sounds like ahuman reaction.”

“ Ashiyyureans and humans have far more in common than what separates them. Don't | et the fangsfool
you. Or the telepathy. They take care of their kids, they want to be good at whatever it isthey chooseto
do, they want affection. They expect to be treated decently. And they abide by a code of principlesas
ethicd asanything we have.”

Kanta the Magnificent was half again astdl as shewas. He had gray skin and red-rimmed eyes set far
apart. A predator’ s eyes. His mouth was open in what was probably supposed to be asmile, but it was
hard to look past the dagger bicuspids. He wore aridicul ous-looking broad-brimmed hat, baggy red
trousers, and awhite pullover. The pullover said BELLINGHAM UNIVERSITY.

“Thedirector’ sschool,” she explained.

“Wherewasit taken?’

“During avigt here two years ago.” She sghed. “It’sagood thing he had a sense of humor.”
“Why'sthat?’

“Y ou ever been in the same room with an Ashiyyurean?’

“No,” | said.

“When hewas here, | invited afew peoplein off the concourseto say hello. Ordinary travelers. | was
new then.” She smiled and shook her head. “A couple of them had to be helped out.”

“Redlly?’

“It was probably from trying not to think about anything. Trying to keep their minds blank. If there'sa
magjor difference between the species, it hasto bethat you and | are more easily shocked. And areless
honest. In a society where everybody’ s thoughts are open, you don’t have many hypocrisies.”

“Naked on the street corner.”

“That'sabout it.”

“Y ou seem to be doing okay.”

“Good training,” she said. “Now, let’ s get back to you. What else did you want to know?’
“I’'minterested in asuperlumind that the Foundation purchased from Survey in 1392.”

Her eyebrowsrose. “In 13927’

“Yes. If the Al isintact, it might have someinformation that would be of valueto me.”
“Wall, that’ sinteresting.” She sat back in her chair and asked meto explain.

“It' sacomplicated story,” | said. “It hasto do with aresearch project.”

She nodded. “I should tell you that it's against Foundation policy to alow unauthorized persons aboard
our ships”



“Can | persuade you to grant me authorization?’
“Would you liketo tell me specificaly what you' re looking for?’

Widll, it wasn't asif it wasamilitary secret. So | told her there was reason to suspect the Falcon might
have seen aderdict ship. That the record at Survey wasincomplete.

“Okay.” She shrugged. “We don't have a Falcon in our fleet, but that’ s no surprise because we would
probably have rechristened it. Let me seewhat | can do.”

“Thank you.”

“Y ou understand, we' Il have to have one of our technical people go on board with you.”
“Of course. That’s no problem.”

“All right. Let' sseewherethe Falcon is”

She gave directions to the data screen. Information swam into view. She tapped the screen, said
something to herself, and brought up another page. She obvioudy wasn't seeing what she expected. “Not
here,” shesaid.

“Y ou mean it’s out somewhere?’

“No. It'snot on theinventory.”

“How many ships do you have?’

“Seven.”

“And none of themis, or was, the Falcon?’
“That seemsto be the case.”

A door opened. A man and woman stood just inside an adjoining office, in the process of saying
good-bye to each other. The man wore awhite beard, carefully clipped. The linesin hisface suggested
he' d eaten something that disagreed with him. Permanently. The woman came out, the man retreated
back inside, and the door closed.

She was diminutive, probably twenty years older than Teesha, and carefully packed into ablue business
auit. She walked past me without noticing | was there. Teesha caught her eye and nodded toward me.
Shetook aquick ook in my direction, and et me see she had more important thingsto do.

“Emma,” Teeshasaid, “have we ever had aship cdled the Falcon?

Emma seyedids haf shut. Shewastoo busy for trivia. “No,” shesaid. “Not aslong as |’ ve been here.”
She sailed out through the door and was gone.

“How long has she been around?’ | asked.
“About fifteen years. A long time. She’ sour director of interspeciesrelations.”
“ She manages the diplomacy?’

“You could put it that way.”



| strolled down onto the maintenance deck and said hello to the duty boss. He was a short, olive-skinned
guy in his sixties with too much weight and adigtinct wheeze. His name was Mark Woolley. Mark
needed medica help, and | hoped he was getting it.

“Falcon?” hesaid, screwing up hisface and shaking his head. “Not here. Not ever, that | know of.”
“Thiswould have been along time ago, Mark.”

Hewas wearing coveralswith STARTECH INDUSTRIES stenciled over one pocket and MARK over
the other. Helooked tired. “1 been here dl my life,” he said. “We never had aship with that name.”

“Okay. Hennessy acquired it in 1392 from Survey. They might have changed the name.”

He led me back to his office, which was crowded with parts, disks, tools, and instruments. It overlooked
one of the docks. Two shipswith Foundation markings were out there at the moment, tied to umbilicals.
The engine room of one, a Monitor class, had been opened, and ateam of robots were working onit.

He sat down, whedled over to hisright, brought up a data screen, and asked for any maintenance record
or fleet information they had regarding a ship either currently or formerly named Falcon. “Take it back
fifty years” he added.

The Al replied in the same voice: “ No record of a Falcon during the indicated period. Or of a ship
previoudly carrying that name.”

“Okay,” | said. “ Something’ swrong somewhere.”
Mark shrugged. “Don’t know.”

| could have started back that evening and told Alex it was adead end. But I'd just spent several daysin
the Belle-Marie, and | needed a break.

| changed clothes again, opting for something abit more intriguing than the business suit I’ d been wearing.
Something black and clingy. Then | headed for the Outrider Club, which, judging from theinformation |
had available, was the most posh egting place on the Sation.

Time does't change on space stations. At arestaurant like the Outrider, it' s always evening, because
flights are dways arriving and departing, and everybody’ sin adifferent time zone. The fact that people
operate on varying clocks—some on an eighteen-hour day, others on thirty hours, and with all sorts of
variations between and beyond—adds to the confusion. So restaurants specialize. Some aways serve
breakfast. At others, it'saways 8:00 P.M. Or whatever passes for 8:00 P.M. in your part of the
Confederacy.

| picked atable near aflowering tree of atypel’ d never seen before, ordered adrink, and tried to look
accessible. | was hoping not to spend the evening aone.

The Outrider had everything, soft music, dim lights, candles, musky scents, aspectacular view of the
Velled Lady. It wasaglowing cloud, conssting of millions of stars. Y ou needed an imagination to make a
femaeform out of it. But it didn’t matter. Below, on the planetary surface, it was just getting dark and the
citieswere beginning to light up.

| switched my attention to the guys coming in, looking for someoneinteresting, when | spotted the
pained-looking man with the white beard from the Foundation office. He wasin adinner jacket,
accompanied by an older woman, standing at the host’ s Sation.



| tried to remember if his name had been on the door, or if Teeshahad mentioned it. But | couldn’t come
up with anything. He and his companion were shown to atable across the room. My waiter returned, and
| ordered alight medl.

| tried calling Teesha s office number, but she was gone for the day, and the Al would give me nothing.
Let me say up front | had no real hope that this guy could provide any information on the Falcon, but
you just never knew.

So | collected my drink and wandered over to their table. They looked up, and he frowned asif trying to
recdl where he might have seen me before. “Pardon me,” | said. “My name's Chase Kolpath. | couldn’t
help noticing you in the Foundation office today.”

A smile gppeared. “Oh, yes,” he said, rising. Heintroduced himsalf and his companion. He was Jacques
Corvier. “1 hope you got whatever you needed.”

So | told him. | explained how far I'd come, that | wasinvolved in aresearch project, that the Falcon
had been sold to the Foundation, and that | wanted very much to talk to its Al.

He pretended to be interested. | got the impression that was for the benefit of his companion. “1 think |
know what might have happened,” he said, when I’ d finished.

| had the digtinct fedling that, had the other woman not been present, he d have invited me back to the
officeto takealook at thefiles. Asit was, he spokeinto hislink and offered me achair. Helistened for a
moment to the response. Said yes. Then helooked at me. “Chase,” he said, “the Falcon was never part
of the Foundation fleet. We got it from Survey for the express purpose of turning it over to the Ashiyyur.”

“Tothe Ashiyyur?’

“It was before my time, understand. But yes. They wanted aship for an exhibition they were putting
together, or amuseum. | don’t know which. But the ship was turned over to them immediately. We took
possession only long enough to make the transfer.”

“Turned over to whom, exactly? Do you know?’
He repeated the question into the link, listened, and shook his head. “We don't know.”

There was a M ute passage office in the main concourse for those traveling on to Ashiyyurean worlds.
The gation information packet indicated that flights eft every four daysfor Xida, which wasthe entry
world to that other domain. | should mention here that Xialais amade-up human word. We know what
the term looks like in its written form, but because the Mutes do not speek, thereisno such thing asa
correct pronunciation, or indeed any pronunciation. However al that may be, | thought we could have
done better than Xiala.

| went to the passage office, where | was greeted by ahuman avatar. She was reticent, polite,
conservatively dressed in asilver-trimmed red uniform. She smiled and said hello as| waked in. Could
she help me?

The officewas plain. A counter, acouple of chairs, an inner door. Two posters saying ASHIYY UREAN
TRAVEL and PASSAGE DOCUMENTATION HERE. An eectronic board provided the schedule for
incoming and outgoing flights over the next two weeks.

| was tempted to ask to speak to the Mute-in-charge. But | restrained mysdlf. “| have a question. Isthere
someone herel might talk to? Someone who' s been around awhile?’



“Areyou sure| can't answer your question?’

| tried her. Starship contribution by the Foundation decades ago, possibly to an Ashiyyurean museum.
The Falcon. Did she know where it might be? She had no idea. Had never heard anything about it. “ Just
amoment, please” she said. “I'll check with my supervisor.”

Sheblinked off. Moments later | heard sounds behind the door. And achair scraping the floor.
Footsteps.

| braced mysdlf for first contact. Noted how many people were strolling past just outside. Reminded
mysdlf it couldn’t possibly be asbad as1’d heard.

The door opened. And | waslooking a ayoung woman. The modd, | thought, for the avatar. Except
that the origina looked atrifle more agreeable. “ Good afternoon,” she said crigply. (Despite everything, it
was gtill middle of the day in the station businessworld.) “My name sIndeilla Cadwell. Y ou wanted to
know about astarship?’

“Yes. Please”

“It was sold to an Ashiyyurean organization by the Foundation?’

“That’s correct.”

“ And the Foundation doesn’t know who?”

“They don’t know what happened to it after it wasturned over to”—dight pause—*the Ashiyyureans.”

She stood in the doorway, trying to decide how to get rid of me. “I redly don’t know where you' d get
that kind of information. Thirty-plusyears—" Shefocused intently on the poster that said PASSAGE
DOCUMENTATION HERE, asif the answer might be contained in the lettering. “We just do the
electronic work to get peoplein and out. Of Xiaa.”

“I understand,” | said. “Isthere by any chance an Ashiyyurean office here? Maybe an embassy?
Someone | could speak to who might be able to access the information? Or who might even remember?’
It struck me before I’ d finished the sentence that | might be making an impolitic remark since Mutes
don't speak. Couldn’t speak, except with the assistance of voice boxes.

“I"'m the entire staff,” shesad.
[13 | %l”

“ At the moment, of course. There are four of us. We work arotating schedule. But we have no
Ashiyyurean.”

“Isthere an embassy anywhere?’
She nodded. “Groundside.”

THIRTEEN

It isgood to learn to look without wonder or disgust on the weaknesses which are to be found in the
strongest minds.

—T. B. Macauley “Warren Hastings,”
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| was tempted to send amessage to Alex, suggesting if he was determined to proceed with the
investigation, he' d be the obvious person to do it Since he had experience dedling with the Ashiyyur. The
problem wasthat | knew how he' d respond: Y ou' re dready there, Chase. Pull up your socks and go
talk to them. See what you can find out.

So | bit the bullet. | sent amessagetelling him what | knew, and that if | could learn who had the Falcon
| would proceed to Xiada | also told him | was underpaid.

Then | linked through to the Mute embassy and was surprised when ayoung man answvered the call. |
figured they’ d want a human face up front, but I’ d expected an avatar. The guy on the circuit felt red,
and when | flat out asked him if it were so hesaid yes. “ | think,” he added with alaugh, “ that we want
to impress everyone that there sreally nothing to fear.” Hegrinned. “ Now, Ms. Kol path, what can
| do for you?”

He had the unlikely name Raf, and when | told him | needed someinformation, heinvited meto go
ahead. He was graceful, amiable, well-spoken. Auburn hair, brown eyes, good smile. Maybe thirty. A
good choicefor the up-front guy.

When | finished explaining he shook hishead. “ No,” hesaid. “ | wouldn’t know anything about that.
Wait, though. Let me check.” Helooked through a series of data tables, nodded at a couple of them,
and tapped the screen. “ How about that?” hesaid. “ Hereit is. The Falcon, right?”

“That’s correct.”
He read off the date and time of transfer. And the recipient. Which was another foundation.
“Good,” | sad. “Isthereaway | can get accessto the ship?’ | went into my research-project routine.

“l really havenoidea,” hesad. “1 cantell you whereitis. Or at least where it was shipped. After
that you'll have to deal with them.”

“Okay,” | sad. “Whereisit?’

“ 1t was delivered to the Provno Museum of Alien Life-forms. On Borkarat.”
“Borkarat?’

“Yes. Do you have a travel document?”

He was taking about authorization from the Confederacy to enter Mute space. “No,” | said.

“ Get one. There's an office on the station. Then check in with our travel people. We have an
office too. You'll have to file an application with us as well. It may take a few days.”

| hung around the orbiter for two weeksthinking al kinds of angry thoughts about Alex, beforethe
documentation was completed and my transport vessd arrived. | wasn't permitted to take the
Belle-Marie into Mute space. That was a Confederate prohibition, dating back to afew years ago when
wefirgt came into possession of quantum-drive technology. The Confederacy wanted to keep the system
out of the hands of the Mutes. But of course that proved impossible. Y ou can't have hundreds of ships
using agiven drive system, much better than anything anyone had had previoudy, and not expect the
neighborsto come up with it pretty quickly. The Mutes have aways claimed that their version was
independently devel oped, but nobody believesit.



Curiousthing: There d been an assumption when we d first encountered them that a speciesthat used

telepathy in lieu of speech would be unableto lie, would never have known the nature of deceit. But of
course they turned out to be no more truthful than we are. Not when they discovered humans couldn’t
penetrate them.

I’d kept Alex informed. | pointed out it would be expensive to take the connecting flight to Xiaa. | would
be on board the Diponga, or, asthe station people caled it, the Dipsy-Doodle. | dso let him know |
wasn't happy with the fact thiswas becoming a crusade. | suggested if he wanted to call ahdt, |
wouldn’t resst. And I’d wait for hisanswer before going any farther.

His response was pretty much what | expected. He sat at my desk, looking serene, with the
snow-covered forest visible through the windows, and told me how well | was doing, and how fortunate
he was to have an employee with such persstence. “ Most people would have simply given up,
Chase,” hesad.

Most people were brighter than | was.

| thought about signing up for the Hennessy Foundation’s seminar on How to Control Psychologica
Responses When Communi cating with Ashiyyureans. But it was hard to seethat it would be helpful if
they didn’t have an actual Mute come into the conference room. Anyhow, it seemed cowardly.

So when everything wasin order, | boarded the Dipsy-Doodle, dong with eight other human passengers.
They settled usin the ship’s common room, and an older man in agray uniform inscribed with arcane
symbols over the left-hand pocket—MUTE TRANSPORT, | guessed—welcomed us on board, and
told us his name was Frank and he' d be traveling with us and anything he could do to make things more
comfortable we should just ask. Wewould be leaving in about an hour. He explained that the flight to
Xidawould take gpproximately four standard days. And were there any questions?

My fellow passengerslooked like businesstypes. None was especialy young, and none seemed very
concerned. | was surprised, though, thet al were human. Were there no Mutes returning home?

Afterward, Frank showed usto our compartments, and asked if, after settling in, we would all return to
the common room. At 1900 hours. And thank you very much.

| stowed my gear. Four daysto Xiala. Then it would be another four days to Borkarat, which was
halfway across Mute space. (An odd aspect of quantum travel was that any destination requiring only a
single jump tended to be three or four days away. Depending on how far you were from your destination
when you emerged from the jump.) | began to wonder if | wanted to ook at something elsein the way of
career employment.

When we rgjoined Frank, he talked about procedures for afew minutes, how the mea schedule would
run, use of washroom facilities, and so on. Then he explained that the captain wanted to introduce
himsdf.

On cue, the door to the bridge opened and the first Mute | had ever seen in person walked into the
room. It had gray-mottled skin, recessed eyes under heavy ridges, amstoo long for the body, and the
overall appearance of something that needed more sunlight. It wore auniform similar to Frank’s.

| had expected, judging from everything I d heard, to fed arush of horror. Accompanied by the
knowledge that my thoughts lay exposed. But none of that happened. | would not have wanted to meet
the captain on Bridge Street at night. But not because it, he, had afearsome appearance. (He did appear
to beamae, but hedidn’t look asif he were ready to try me with his hors d’ oeuvres.) Rather, there was
something about him that wasrevolting, like aspider, or insectsin generd. Y et the captain certainly bore



no resemblanceto abug. | think it was connected with the fact that his skin glistened.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” he said, speaking through avoice box. “I’'m Captain Japuhr.
Frank and | are pleased to have you on board the Diponga. Or, as Frank and the people at the station
ings on cdlingit, the Dipsy-Doodle.” The pronunciation wasn't quite right. It sounded more like Dawdle
. “We hope you enjoy your flight, and we want you to know if there' s anything we can do, please don’t
hesitate to tell us.” He nodded at Frank, and Frank smiled.

Every hair | owned stood at attention. And | thought, He knows exactly what I’ m feeling. He picks up
the revulsion. And, asif to confirm my worst fears, the captain looked my way and nodded. It wasn't a
human nod, it was rather alowering of the whole head and neck, probably because he didn’t have the
gructurd flexibilty to do it theway you or | would. But | understood the gesture. He was saying hello. He
understood my reaction, but he was not going to take offense.

That was agood thing. But what would happen when | was away from the captain and degling with
ordinary run-of-the-mill street-level Mutes?

What had | gotten mysdif into?

While | wasworrying mysdlf sick, Captain Japuhr came closer. Our eyes connected, hisred and serene
and ahit too large, and mine—Wéll, | felt caught in somebody’ s sights. At that moment, while | swam
agang thetide, thinking no, you have no idea, you can’'t read me, hislips parted in an attempt to smile.
“It'sdl right, Ms. Kolpath,” he said to me. “ Everyone goes through thisin the beginning.”

It wasthe only time | saw hisfangs.

During the flight, the captain, for the most part, confined himself to the bridge and to his quarters, which
were located immediately aft the bridge, and separated from the area accessible to the passengers. My
fellow travelers explained that the Ashiyyur—nobody used the term Mute on shipboard—were
conscious of our viscerd reaction to them, and in fact they had their own viscerd reaction to ded with.
They were repulsed by us, too. So they sensibly tried to defuse the situation as much asthey were able.

Frank explained that there were no Ashiyyurean passengers for much the same reason. Flights were
always reserved for one species or the other. | asked whether that also applied to him. Had he made
flightswith dien passengers?

“No,” hesad. “It'sagaingt the rules.”

We were about twelve hours out when we made our jump. One of the passengers got briefly ill. But the
reaction passed, and she had her color back afew minutes after transition was complete. Frank informed
usthat we were going to arrive at Xiala sixteen hours ahead of schedule. That would mean a
nineteen-hour layover at the ation before | could catch my connecting flight. “1 waslooking at the
passenger ligt,” Frank said. “Y ou'll be traveling on the Komar , and you' Il be the only human passenger.”

“Okay,” | said. I"d suspected that might happen.

“Have you traveled before in the Assemblage?’ That was the closest approximation in Standard of the
Mutes term for their section of the Orion Arm. | should add here that they have alooser political
organization than the human worlds do. Thereisacentral council, but it isstrictly adeliberative body. It
has no executive authority. Worlds, and groups of worlds, operate independently. On the other hand,
we ve learned the hard way how quickly and effectively they can unitein acommon cause.

“No,” | sad. “Thisismy firg time.”



He let me seethat he disapproved. “Y ou should have someone with you.”

| shrugged. “Nobody was available, Frank. Why? Will | bein physica danger?’

“Oh, no,” he said. “Nothing likethat. But you'll be along time without seeing anybody else.”
“It won't bethefirst time |’ ve been done.”

“I didn't mean you' d be done. Y ou'll have company.” Hejiggled his hands, indicating therewas no help
for it now. “And | don't want to give you the wrong impression. | think you'll find your fellow travelers
willing to help if you need it.” More hesitation. “May | ask where you' re headed? Are you going
anywhere from Borkarat?’

“No,” | said.

“When will you be coming back?”

“As soon as my businessis completed.”
“Good,” hesad. “I’'m sureyou'll befine.”

Thefirg night | stayed up until midmorning. Everybody did. We partied and had agood time. And when
we d dl had abit too much to drink, the captain came out, and the atmosphere did not change.

When finaly | retired to my cabin, | wasin arare good humor. | hadn’t thought much about Captain
Japuhr during the previous few hours, but when | killed the lights and pulled the sheet up, | began to
wonder about the range of Mute abilities. (Think Ashiyyur, | told myself.) My quarters were removed
from the bridge and his connecting cabin by at least thirty meters. Moreover, he was dmost certainly
adeep. But if hewas not, | wondered, was he capable of picking up my thoughts at that moment? Was|
exposed?

In the morning | asked Frank. Depends on theindividual, he said. “ Some can read you several rooms
away. Although they al find humanstougher than their own kind.”

And was the capability passive? Or was there an active component? Did they smply read minds? Or
could they inject thought aswel?

There were abouit five of usin the common room, egting breskfast, and Frank passed the question
around to Joe Klaymoor. Joe was in his seventies, gray, small, and | would have thought introverted, but
| could never make mysdlf believe an introvert would head for Mute country. Make it maybe reticent.
And agood guy. He kept his sense of humor through the whole experience. Laughed it off. “I have
nothing to hide,” he said. “To my everlagting regret.

“It was abig philosophical issue for them a onetime,” he continued. “ Same as the question we once had,
whether our eyes emitted beams of some sort which alowed usto see. Or whether the outside world put
out the beams. Like our eyes, the Ashiyyur are receivers only. They collect what gets sent their way. And
not just thoughts. They get images, emotions, whatever’ sfloating around at your consciouslevel.” He
looked momentarily uncomfortable. * * FHoating around’ is probably an inadequate expression.”

“What would be adequate?’ asked one of the other passengers, Mary DiPama, who was a stage
magician from London.

“Something dong the lines of an undisciplined torrent. They’ll tell you that the human psycheis chaotic.”



Great. If that’ sredlly o, no wonder they think we'redl idiots. “ The consciousleved,” | said. “But not
subconscious?’

“They say not,” said Joe. Helaid his head on the back of the chair. “ They didn’t settle the
transmiss on/reception issue, by the way, until they encountered us.”

“Redly. How’ d that happen?’

“They understood alot of what we were thinking, dthough afair amount of it was garbled because of the
language problem. When they tried to send something, | gather we just stared back.”

Somebody else, | don't recall who, asked about animals. Can they read animals, too?
Joe nodded. “The higher crestures, to adegree.”

“And pain?’ asked Mary DiPdma.

“Oh, yes. Absolutely.”

“That must be aproblem for them.”

Frank took along breath. “What’ sthe survival advantage in that?’ he asked. “I’ d expect that a creature
that feels pain around it would not last long.”

Joe thought it over. “Evolution happens along two tracks,” he said. “Onetrack isindividualy based, and
the other assists survival of the species. Or at least, that’ sthe way it was explained to me. It’snot my
fidd.”

“Then they’re not predators,” | suggested.

One of the women laughed. “Not predators? Y ou get alook at those bicuspids? And the eyes? They’re
hunters, no doubt about that.”

“That'strue,” said Joe. “From what | understand, they don’t make the connection with their naturd prey.
It also seemsto be the case that they developed the tel epathic capability relaively late. They’reamuch
older speciesthan we are, by the way.”

“I wonder,” said one of theguys, “if we'll develop ps abilitieseventualy.”
One of thewomen drew hersdf up Straighter. “1 certainly hope not,” she said.
Mary laughed. “| can dready doiit.”

“Show me,” said Larry, the youngest guy on the ship.

Mary turned to me. “Can’t you read hismind, Chase?’

“Oh, yes” | said.

Nobody seemed in a hurry to make port. Frank broke out drinks every evening, and we partied. Mary
warned methat she till remembered her firgt flight into dien space and how unnerving it had been. “ But
just rlax and enjoy it,” shesaid. “You'll never experience anything likeit therest of your life”

They were good times on the Dipsy-Doodle.

| should say up front that during my visit to Mute country, no Ashiyyurean mistrested mein any way, or



was anything but courteous. Still, we were aware of the thing on the bridge, that it was different, not only
physicdly, but in some spiritual way. And that sense of the other, however nonthrestening it might be,
drove ustogether. Herd ingtinct in action.

| made severd friends on that flight, people with whom I'm still in contact. Like Joe Klaymoor, a
sociologist from Toxicon, sudying the effects on asociety of widespread telepathy. And Mary DiPama,
from ancient London. Mary showed me enough to make me believein magic. And Tolman Edward, who
represented atrading company. Tolman, like me, had never been in the Assemblage before. He was
headed into the interior to try to straighten out atrade problem.

I’ ve thought since that the entire effort, trying to chase down the Falcon, wasworth it just for the few
days | spent with them. It had al started with adrinking cup from an interstellar. | have another one on
my desk as | write these words. The characters, once again, are unfamiliar. The eagleisreplaced by a
seven-pointed star with ahalo. It belonged, not to the Seeker, but to the Dipsy-Doodle.

But it had to end. When Captain Japuhr came back to inform us that we would be docking in fourteen
hours, wedl felt asif something wasbeing lost. I've been on alot of flights, alifetime sworth, but I've
never known anything quite likeit. He asked if we were comfortable, and if there was anything he could
do. Then he withdrew.

Frank took me aside. “Have you figured out how you' re going to get around?’ he asked.
“How do you mean?’

“Theré Il be alanguage problem.”

“Why?’ I'd assumed | was dealing with mind readers, so communication should be easy.

“Youthink in Standard. They’ll read images, but not the language. Even if you can get themto
understand you, you still won't be able to understand them.”

“What do you suggest?”’

He opened a cabinet and took out a notebook. “Thiswill help,” he said. He turned it on and spoketoiit.
“Helpme, I'mlogt, | have noideawherel am.” A group of Mute words appeared on the screen. “ Just
show them this. They’ll read it, and they can input an answer for you.” He smiled. “Don’t expect themto
be wearing voice boxes.”

“How do | read the reply?’

It had a Mute keyboard. “They can poke in whatever they want to say. It will trandate and put it on the
display.” Hefrowned &t it. “It’' s not practical for long conversations, but it will help you order food and
find your hotdl.”

“May | borrow it?’
“Youcanrent it”

“Absolutely,” | said. It wasn't cheap, but | put it on Rainbow’ s account. “What about food? Will | have
trouble?’

“Some of the mgjor hotels can provide amenu for you. Don't try to egt the stuff the Ashiyyur do.
Okay?’



I’ d seen pictures of what they eat. There was no danger of that.

“One other thing, Chase. There' Il dways be somebody who can speak Standard at our service counter.
Weredso ascloseasyour link. They’ll be ableto direct you where you want to go.”

We disembarked that night at the Xiaaorbiter, picked up our bags, and did alast round of good-byes.
Good luck and al that. Captain Japuhr came out to wish us farewell. Everybody shook hands and
hugged. We clung together for afew steps as we moved out into a concourse filled with Mutes. They
towered over us and they had six digits on each hand and they liked solemn clothing (except onefemade
with ayelow hat that |ooked like a sombrero). They eyed us asif we were, asthe old saying goes, from
Bashubal. Frank lingered with us and told uswe' d be fine and wished us luck. He seemed especidly
concerned about me. And then, findly, | wasaone.

I’ve watched loverswalk out of my lifetwice, guys| was serioudy attached to, and about whom | till
have regrets. But | never watched anybody walk off with quite the same level of misgiving ason that
occason.

A femaewith two children passed me, and she moved to put hersalf between them and me asif | might
be dangerous. | wondered if she—and they—picked up the sudden resentment | felt. What was the point
of having telepathic abilitiesif empathy didn’'t come with them?

The concourse was dmost empty, for which | was grateful. | wandered over to one of the portals and
looked down. The sun wasjust rising over the curve of the planet. Directly below, it was till night over a
magjor landmass. | could see asingle big moon. It was setting in the west, and its soft glow illuminated a
series of mountain peaks.

The service counter surprised me. The avatar was a duplicate of me. “ How may | help you, Chase?”
she asked.

She confirmed my booking to Borkarat. The ship would leave next afternoon. She recommended a hotel,
made my reservation, and wished me a pleasant evening.

Actudly, she looked pretty good.

Overdl anatomica structure of the Mutesis Similar to our own, at least asfar asthingslike waste
disposa are concerned. | suppose there are only so many ways an intelligent creature can function.
There |l necessarily be gravity, o energy-source intake has to happen near the top of the anatomy, the
processing functions midway, and elimination near the bottom of the working area. What I'm saying is
that the rooms assigned to humans at the Gobul Hotel were Mute rooms. Everything was bigger, and Il
confess | found the toilet something of achalenge.

| took my first medl in the restaurant, in an effort to accustom myself to my hosts. And | sat therelike an
idiot convinced everyone was watching me, the real me, not smply the externd shell that we' re
accustomed to putting on display. What was mogt difficult, | hated being there, thoroughly didiked being
intheir company, struggled to hold down my emotions, and knew that al of it was visble to any who
cared to look. Joe Klaymoor tells me Mutes are able, to adegree, to shield their minds from each other.
They are, he says, probably evolving into an entity that will eventualy possess a Single consciousness. But
not yet. And he adds the scary possibility that we may go the same way.

One or two came over to introduce themselves, and | said hello through the notebook, but it wasa
clumsy business. They told me they had never seen areal human before, and | knew they were trying to
be complimentary. But | fdlt likeashow animdl.



They left after acouple of minutes. My food came and | hurried throughit, tried smiling &t the surrounding
Mutes who persisted in staring at me when they thought | wasn't looking. | was glad to get back to my
room.

| thought about calling it off. Let Alex track down the Falcon himsdif.
Which hewould do.

Hewouldn't say anything to me, wouldn't criticize me, but | knew how he was. Send aboy—or a
woman—to do aman’sjob.

| boarded the Komar in the morning. Direct flight to Borkarat, one of the mgor worlds of the
Assemblage. It was eighty-six light-yearsfrom Xida

| had twenty-one fellow passengers, al Mutes. Most were in the common room when | made my
entrance. Whichistheright word. A young mae saw me. Nobody el se turned in my direction, but they
al cameto dert. Don't ask me how | knew. But | was suddenly aware they were all watching me
through that single pair of eyes.

A kid buried his head in his mother’ s robe.

| could seeright away this was going to be athoroughly enjoyableflight. I smiled lamely at the young
male. Mutes don't smilewell. Maybe they don’'t need to. Some, who' ve lived among us, have picked it
up, but they don’t do it naturally, which isthe reason it dways scares the pants off you when they try.

Another aspect of spending time with Mutesisthat they don’t talk. Y ou’ rein aroom with more than
twenty people, and they’re dl sitting quietly, looking at one another. And nobody is saying anything.

They tried to be sociable. They made gesturesin my direction. Made eye contact with me. Several raised
thelr handsin greeting.

After afew minutes, | did what I’ d promised mysdf | wouldn't: | ducked into my compartment and
closed the door, wishing with al my heart | could shut the door on my conscious mind. Outside, ashort
time later, hatches closed. | heard the engines cometo life. And there was aknock at the door.

| opened up and looked at a Mute in the same gray uniform Frank had worn. He handed me awhite
card. It said, Welcome aboard. Please belt in. We are ready to launch. And then asecond card: Do
you require assistance?

| leaned forward and pointed at my forehead, like adolt. | wanted him to know | was thinking. And |
formed theword No inmy mind. No, thank you. I’m fine.

Then | remembered he probably didn’t understand Standard. He bowed.

| know there’s a harness attached to my chair. I'll use that. | visudized mysdf secured by the
harness.

He bowed again and walked away.
| am a little blue cookie box.

| hid in my cabin. Went out just long enough to use the washroom facilities, or grab my meds, which
were okay. (I understood there were specia preparations on board for me.) Four dayswasn't terribly
long. | could live with that.



We were about an hour into the flight when the knock came again. Thistime, though, it wasn't the
attendant. It wasamale, of indeterminate age, tal even for aMute. Too tall for the passageway, forcing
him to hunch down. He looked at me with stone-cold eyes and | wondered whether he was reading my
discomfort. He wore dull blue leggings and aloose shirt, an outfit not uncommon among the Mutes1’d
seen, dthough they usually preferred robes.

| stood staring up a him. Then | heard aclick, and an éectronic voice said, “Hello. Areyou al right?’

| tried to push everything out of my mind, save areturn gresting. “Hello,” | said. “Yes, I'mfine, thank
you.”

“Good. | know this sort of thing can be unsettling.”

“No. I'mfine. No problem at dl.” And | thought about the logic of trying to lieto amind reader.
“Can | be of assistance?”’

“I think you just have been.”

“Excdlent.” The voice was coming from an amulet. “May | point out that, whatever you may think, you
areamong friends”

Naked among friends. And | tried to pull that one back.
He hesitated. | began to understand he didn’t want to let me see he could actually probe me.
| was trying to decide whether to invite himin. “| appreciate your concern,” | sad.

“Do not take any of this experience serioudy. We will be together four days, more or less. At the end of
which wewill go our separate ways. So nothing you do here can harm you.”

“You'reright, of course.”
“Would you liketo join us? We would be very happy to make your acquaintance.”

“Yes. Of course.” He backed away, making room for me. | followed him, closing the door behind me.
“My nameis Chase”

“Y ou would probably find mine unpronouncegble. Call me—" | literaly felt his presencein my heed.
“Cdl meFrank.”

Had | been thinking about the flight attendant on the Dipsy-Doodle? “Okay, Frank.” | extended my
hand.

| passed my notebook around and the other passengers used it to ask questions. Where was | from?
Had | been in the Assemblage before? Where was | headed? Why was | so afraid? (Thislast camefrom
achild who had participated reluctantly and seemed dmost asfearful as| was))

Frank was quite good. “ Thereis nothing that can pass through your mind that we have not seen before,”
he said. “ Except, perhaps,” he added, “your squeamishnessin our presence.”

Don't hold back, big fdla. Just let me haveit.
Severd of them poked one another and bobbed their headsin what must have been laughter.



| asked Frank whether it wasn't distracting to be constantly experiencing aflow of thought and emotions
from others.

“I can’'timaginelifewithout it,” he explained. “I’d be cut off.” Hisred eyesfocused on me. “Don’'t you
fed isolated? Alone?’

Over the course of thetrip, | learned that a blending of minds lends an extra dimension to what loversfed
for each other. Or friends. That tel epathy facilitates a deeper communication. That no, thereis not any
evolution that any of the Ashiyyur are aware of toward agroup mind. In fact they laughed when | relayed
Joe' stheory. “We areindividuas, Chase,” said one of the females, “because we can see so plainly the
differences between ourselves and others”

“We can't hide from what we think,” Frank told me on the second day. “ Or what we fed. And we know
that. My understanding is that humans are not aways honest even with themselves. | can’'t understand
how that could be, but it's afascinating concept. On another subject, we' re aware of your struggle
againgt your coarser notions. But we dl have them. So we think nothing of it. It is part of what we are,
what you are, so we accept it.

“And by the way, there is no need to be embarrassed by your reflexive reaction to our appearance. We
find you unappealing also.” He stopped and looked around. | had by then picked up some of the
nonverba cuesthey used, and severa sgnaed ther displeasure at his statement. *1 should amend thet,”
he said, “to physically unappedling. But we are coming to know your interior, your psyche. And there
we find that you are one of us.”

FOURTEEN

Man has dways considered himsalf the peak of creetion, the part of the universe that thinks, the purpose
forital. It'sno doubt agratifying view. But the universe may have adifferent opinion.

—Marik Kloestner,
Diaries, 1388

Although Borkarat was not the Mute home world, it was influentid. This was where policy toward
humans was formulated and, when possible, sold to the various independent politica units of the
Assemblage. Thiswasthe place where representatives met. And from which, during the recurring periods
of hostility with the Confederacy, action had been directed.

No shots had been fired between Mute and human warshipsfor afew years, but the long conflict ill
smmered. Nobody redly knew what it was about, any longer. Neither sde was interested in redl estate
belonging to the other. Neither side actively threatened anyone. And yet thereit was, aliving antipathy,
drifting down the centuries. Politicians on both sides got support by promising the votersto be tough with
the aliens. (I wondered how the Mutes could have politicians when their minds were more or less open to
dl)

Theterm Assemblage was amisnomer. The loose group of Mute states, worlds, duchies, outposts,
orbitd cities, and whatever ese, were more asocid grouping than aforma politica entity. But they could
react in concert with stunning efficiency. Some observers argued they could aready seethe ftirrings of a
group mind.

| wasrelieved to get off the Komar. | stopped at the service desk, where another human avatar in my
image presented hersalf and gave me directions to get to the museum at Provno.

The shuttle | wanted was marked with alightning bolt designator. It was crowded, and | had to pushiin.
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There was nothing more revelatory of the aien nature of Mute society than boarding that vehicle and
watching the Mutesinterract with each other, make way, stow their packages, move their children into
seets, quiz each other over who getsthe window, and do it al in absolute silence. Well, maybe not
absolute. Therewere of course the sounds of rustling clothing, closing panels, and air escaping from
cushions. Harnesses clicked down into place. But there was never avoice.

| had by then been more than aweek in the exclusive company of Mutes, and | was learning to ignore the
sense of being exposed to the public gaze. Just don't worry about it, | told myself. But | couldn’t resist
occasonaly glancing over at afdlow passenger and picturing myself waving hello.

Therewas usually aphysica response, ameeting of eyes, alifting of the brow, something. Occasiondly
they even waved back.

| tried to think warm and fuzzy. And in fact, my reaction to these creatures, the primal fear and revulsion
I’d felt in their presence, was dwindling every day. But as| sat on that shuittle, trying to read and
comprehending nothing on the page, | was along way from being comfortable.

We dropped into the atmosphere, descended through atwilit sky, ran into some turbulence and a storm,
and findly sailed out of the clouds beneath acanopy of stars. Below, cities blazed with light.

A femaleflight attendant stopped by my seat. “We Il be landing in seven minutes,” she said. | couldn’t tell
where the voice was coming from.

| spent the night at ahotd just off ariver walk. Ashiyyurean architectura styles, at least on Borkarat, are
subtly different from anything we' ve employed. Human structures, whatever their cultura tendencies, are
datic. They are symmetrical, and however eclectic the design, one aways detects balance and
proportion. Mute buildings, on the other hand, are astudy in motion, in flow, in energy. The symmetry is
missing. Seen from adistance, my hotdl looked incomplete, as though part of it projected into another
dimenson.

| aein the restaurant, surrounded by Mutes. And I’'m proud to say | held my own. Stayed at my table,
worked my way casudly through my meal, and never flinched when anearby infant took one horrified
look a me and tried to burrow into its mother’ s mammaries.

| wondered how early in life the telepathic capability began. Could a child in the womb communicate?

Two humans, male and female, showed up. They saw me and came over. Y ou’ d have thought we were
the oldest of friends. At my invitation, they sat down and we exchanged triviafor the next hour. They
were from St. Petersburg, one of the ancient terrestria capitals.

| think I’'ve mentioned that the Ashiyyur do not use spirits of any kind. | read somewhere that there are
no comparable drugs for them, and they do not understand the human compulsion to drown our senses.
So the glasses we raised to each other that night were tame, but we made promisesthat we' d get
together back home. Amazing how close Andiquar and St. Petersburg became.

| dept well, except for waking in the middle of the night after an especidly redlistic sexua dream. And
there | was again, wondering if the Mutes could pick up nocturnal stuff aswell. Had | frightened the
children on three floors? No wonder they didn’t like having people around.

| thought about the couple I'd met at dinner. They were young, recently married. But | bet mysdif that
tonight they were deeping gpart and probably drumming up more emotiond vibrations for any Mute
antennas paying attention than a good ol d-fashioned romp would have. Mute-world isnot aplacefor a

honeymoon.



The Museum of Alien Life-formswaslocated on an expanse of parkland on Provno, inalongidand
chainin one of the southern seas. The parkland arealislargely devoted to public buildings and historical
preserves. Landscaped sections are blocked off, often commemorating historical figures, sometimes
smply devoted to providing quiet places for reflection. There are streams and myriad small creatures that
come begging for handouts from vistors.

The architecture was hyperbolic, rooftops that surged like ocean waves, angled spires, soaring stalks.
Crowds wandered through the area on long curved walkways that sometimes ascended to the upper
levels. Everywhere there were leafy porticoes to which you could retreat Smply to enjoy the play of
nature. Everything seemed light and fragile, as ethered asthe sunlight.

Private vehicular traffic was banned in the parks. Visitors could enter by aircab, dthough the bulk of
traffic was handled by an overwater maglev train. I’d never seen one before, and | have no ideahow
they handled the engineering.

The museum stood between two similar but not-quite-identical obelisks. It was made of white marble
and incorporated arcs and columns and rising walkways so that it was reminiscent of one of those
children’ s puzzlesthat you can take gpart and reassemble but always |ooks different. A moving ramp
took me up to the front entrance, where | cameto awall engraved with Mute characters. | turned my
trandator loose on it, and it told me that the museum had been founded on an indeterminate date. (The
trandator wasn't good at converting dates and times.) And that life-formsfrom al over the gdaxy were
welcome.

| went inside, while Mute children looked dternately at me and the sign and gaped, while othersjust
gaped and till others drew back in alarm. But | smiled politely and pushed ahead.

Y ou might expect that amuseum devoted to off-world biologica systemswould give you lots of
holograms of the variouslife-formsin action. But it wasn't that way at al. Maybe there was a sense that
visitors could get the holograms a home. So what they had were display cases and exhibitsfilled with
stuffed skins and heads.

They’ d probably been picked for shock vaue. Giant crestures with maws big enough to swallow a
lander. Snakesthat could have used me for atoothpick. Predators of al sizes and shapes, some
fearsome beyond belief. And the prey, cute little furred creatures that could run fast. And damn well
better.

There were plants capable of gobbling down afair-sized technician, and multilimbed cresturesthat lived
inthetrees of Barinor, wherever that was, and stole children. | wondered why anybody would chooseto
live under such conditions. At least, with kids.

I’'m happy to report there were no stuffed people. Maybe that was a concession to the fact that they
occasiondly had human visitors. They did have acouple of birdsand lizards from Rimway, and atiger
from Earth. But the only human was an avatar, a bearded guy who looked like aNeandertal. He even
carried a spear. When | approached him, he grunted.

Best foot forward, | aways say. | wondered how many Mute kids were getting their first impression of
the human race from thisguy.

He was guarding the Hall of the Humans, an entire wing dedicated to us. The only other known
technological species. It wasbig, circular, with avaulted ceiling three stories high. Display cases and
tables supporting exhibits stood everywhere. There were primitive and modern weapons on display,
representations of various deities, musica instruments, clothing from various cultures, achessgamein
progress, and dishware. An alcove was fitted out to look like abusiness office. Many of the displays,



where appropriate, were marked with adate and world of origin. There were headsets that alowed you
to plug into the history of the various objects. And an array of books, al trandationsinto basic Mute. |
scanned them and found The Republic, Burnwell’s Last Days of the American State, Four Novels by
Hardy Boshear, and aton of other work. On thewhole, they didn’t have avery representative
collection. Most of the writers were modern, and there were desperately few classics.

In the center of theroom, on adais, was my target. The Falcon. Mutes were queued up on aramp,
waiting their turnsto enter the airlock. They were coming out the other side, through an exit that had been
cut through the hull.

DEPARTMENT OF PLANETARY SURVEY wasinscribed up near the bridge, dong with its
designator T1V114. And, of course, FALCON. Its navigation lights were on. That was good news
because it meant the thing had power. I’ d brought asmall generator on the possibility I" d have to supply
my own.

There were maybe forty Mutesin the hall, but none of them was moving. They were dl looking straight
ahead, pretending to examine the various displays at hand, but the fact they were frozen in place gave
them away. One femae, slanding near astatue of one of the ancient gods, was watching me, and
everyone there was Sitting behind her eyes.

Sheraised ahand. Hedllo.

| smiled and switched my attention back to the Falcon, telling myself what lovely linesit had and how I'd
enjoy piloting it. | tried to keep my mind off the actua reason for my vist. Gradudly my fdlow vistors
began moving again. Asfar as| could tell, not one ever turned for a surreptitious |ook.

| strolled among the displays, fingering the data chip I’ d brought for the download.

There were guide gations where you could learn about humans. | used my trandator and discovered that
we were high on the evolutionary scae, but remained a step below the Ashiyyur. We thought of
ourselves as sentient, the guide explained, and in alimited sense we were, even though our primary mode
of communication was yapping. Okay, yapping ismy trandation. They said by making sounds or
noise.” Takeyour pick.

We were described as having some admirable traits. We were loya, reasonably intelligent,
compassionate, and could be friendly. On the other hand we were known to be dishonest, vile, violent,
licentious, treacherous, hypocritica, and on the whole we ran a society that had lots of police and needed
them.

Individuals tend to be docile, said the guide, and may usually be approached without fear. But
when humans form groups their behavior changes and becomes more problematic. They are more
likely to subscribe to a generally held view than to seek their own. Elsawhere: There seemsto bea
direct correlation between the size of a group and itsinclination to consent or resort to violence
or other questionable behavior, and/or the predilection of individuals to acquiesce when leaders
suggest violent or simplistic solutions to perceived problems.

Thisisthe collective reaction phenomenon.

Severd of the books were described as providing an especidly incisive view of human menta limitations.
| was beginning to get annoyed.

| kept an eye on the Falcon as| circled the hdl, trying to damp my thoughts, wondering again about
telepathic range. More Mutes came in, and while | was wandering among the exhibits looking as casud



aspossble, they joined theline.

Redlizing the line was not going to go away, | took my place at the rear. There were about adozenin
front of me, including two younger ones, not quite adult, but not children either. Both femde. | saw them
react, saw one touch the other’ s elbow and pull her robe more tightly around her.

I"d had it by then. | tried to send amessage. To al who were listening. People who need to feel
superior by accident of birth usually turn out to be dummies. | didn’t know how to visudizeit, o
don’'t imagine much of it got through, but | felt better afterward.

The hatchway onto the bridge was open so | could see the instruments and the pilot’ s position. But ablue
restraining cord was drawn across the entrance and asign read DO NOT ENTER. There were two
chairs, onefor the pilot, onefor avisitor or technician. | thought, thisis where they had been, Margaret
Wescott at the controls and Adam in the auxiliary seet. | looked through the viewport at the gray museum
walls and wondered what had been visbleto them.

In front of the pilot’s seat, and to itsright, was the reader. | reached into my pocket and touched the
chip.

The Al’ s name had been James.

| leaned over the cord, acutely conscious of the others around me. | would have liked afew minutes
aone. “James,” | said in awhisper, “are you there?’

Therewas no voca reply, but agreen lamp came on. | wasn't familiar with the Falcon instrument pand.
Still, some aspectsremain identical from ship to ship, and from one erato another. The green lamp
aways meansthe Al isup and running. First hurdle cleared. (I assumed they’ d disconnected the voice so
Jameswouldn’t sartle anyone.)

The cord was too high for meto get over, so | lifted it and went under, and proceeded directly to the
reader, ignoring the stir behind me. | inserted the chip. “ James,” | said, “ download the navigation logs.
Any that are connected with Dr. Adam Wescott.”

Another lamp came on. White. | heard the data transmission begin. | turned and smiled at the Mutes
standing behind me. Hi. How you doing? Enjoying your visit?| tried to think how thiswas routine
maintenance. Ingtead, it occurred to me that the Mutes might suspect | wastrying to stedl the ship, that |
was planning to take off with it, blast out of the hall, and head for Rimway. Trailing Mutesal theway. |
could seethe Falcon rising over Borkarat’ s towers, then accelerating for deep space. No matter how
hard | tried, | couldn’t get the image out of my mind.

No such scenario of course was even remotely possible. The museum had removed a bulkhead to admit
the ship, and then replaced it. The engines were at least disengaged and probably missing. And there
wouldn’t have been any fud anyhow.

The chip whirred and hummed while the data collected over more than a decade flowed through the
system. | looked over the other instruments, the way atechnician might, just doing alittle maintenance,
got to adjust the thrust control here.

More Mutes were crowding up to the guide rope to see what was going on. | imagined | could fed them
insde my head, checking to see whether | was deranged. It occurred to me they might conclude thiswas
the way inferior species behaved and think no more of it. And | wondered whether that had been my
own thought, or whether it had arrived somehow from outside.



A couple of them moved away but otherstook their places. | watched the lights, waiting for the white
lamp to change color, indicating the operation was complete.

| straightened the chairs. Looked out the portals. Checked the settings on the viewscreens. Straightened
my blouse.

| wished I’ d thought to bring adust cloth.
| looked out the portals again. Two Mutes in blue uniforms were converging on the Falcon.
Thelamp stayed white.

The crowd began to shuffle, to clear out of the way. | heard heavy footsteps. And of course no sound of
avoice anywhere.

Then the authorities arrived. Both in uniform. Both looking severe. But then, with an Ashiyyurean, how
could you tell?1 tried to cut that idea off at the pass. Tried to transmit Almost done. Just be patient a
moment more.

They stepped over the cord. One took my arm and pulled me away from the reader. | looked back. The
lamp was till white.

They wanted meto go with them and | wasin no position to decline. They haf carried me back out
through the airlock, and through a gawking crowd that now made no effort to hide the fact that they were
watching. We exited the hal, went down aramp, across alobby, and into a passageway.

| was helpless. | was projecting al the protests | could manage. But nothing worked. Y ou couldn’t talk
to these guys. Couldn’t use nonverbals. Couldn’'t even use the old charm.

They hauled me through double doors and into acorridor lined with offices. | redized | was't smply
being gected. We were headed into the rear of the museum.

The doors were made of dark glass, and Mute symbols were posted e ectronically beside them. One
opened, and | was ushered indde. It was an empty office. | saw an inner door, a couple of tablesand
three or four chairs. All standard Mute size. My guards rel eased me and set me down.

They stayed with me, both standing, one near the door by which we' d entered, the other by the inner
door. | wondered whether my chip had finished loading yet.

We waited about five minutes. | heard noises on the other sde of theinner door. Then it opened. A
female emerged, wearing clothing that resembled aworkout suit. The color was off-white. The suit had a
hood, but it lay back on her shoulders.

She looked at me, then at my escorts. They seemed to be exchanging information. Finally, the escorts got
up and left the room. Apparently | was not considered athreet.

The female reached into a pocket, produced atrandator on a cord, and draped it around her neck.
“Héllo, Chase” shesaid. “I’'m SelottaMoviaKabis. Y ou may cdl me Sdotta”

Even under the circumstances, it was hard not to laugh. | gave my name and said hdllo.
She gtared at me. “We are pleased you decided to vigt ustoday.”

“It smy pleasure” | said. “Thisisalovely museum.”



“Yes.” Shecircled me and took achair opposite. “May | ask what you were doing in the Falcon?’

No point lying. Thetrandator wouldn’t help her read my thoughts, but | wondered whether sheredly
needed it. “I wastrying to download the navigation logs.”

“And why were you doing that? The Falcon has been in the Human Hall aslong as|’ ve been here. It
must be twenty-five years.”

“It' sbeenalongtime” | agreed.

She concentrated on me. Made no effort to hide the fact she wasin my head. “What’ sthe Seeker 7’ she
asked.

| told her. | described its connection with Margolia, then explained what Margoliawas.
“Ninethousand years?’ she said.

“yes”

“And you hopeto find this place? Margolia?’

“Weknow that’ s atrifle optimigtic. But we do hopeto find the ship.”

Gray lids came down over her eyes. And rose again. The corneas were black and diamond-shaped. She
consdered mefor along moment. “Who knows?’ she sad, findly. “Find one, and it might lead you to
the other.”

“Asyou cansee,” | said, “1 need your help to get the information from the Falcon.”

She sat quite gill while she considered it. Then she seemed to come to aconclusion. The door to the
passageway opened. | turned and saw one of the guards. Selotta motioned him forward. He had my chip
inhisright hand. | wondered if it might be possible to grab the chip and run.

“No,” said Sdlotta. “ That would not be agood idea.”

He handed it to her, turned, and left. She inspected it, switched on alamp, and took alonger look. When
she' d finished she turned those diamond eyes directly on me. | got the distinct feeling she thought she was
talking to me. Suddenly she seemed surprised. She shook her head in aremarkably human gesture and
tapped the trandator. “It’s hard to remember sometimes | have to speak.”

“l guess” | said.

“I was asking whether you don't have some qualms about the possibility of aliving civilization out there.
Y our own people, after nine thousand years. Y ou have no way of knowing what you might find.”

“I know.”
“No offense intended, but humans tend to be unpredictable.”

“Sometimes” | said. “Wedon't expect to find aliving world. But if we could find the origina settlement,
we could retrieve some artifacts. They’' d be quite valuable.”

“ I’ m S_,Ire.”

| waited, hoping she' d give me the chip and wish me godspeed.



“Perhaps we can make an arrangement.”

“What did you havein mind?’

“Y ou may haveyour chip.”

“If—7

“I will expect, if you find what you’ re looking for, a generous bequest.”
“Y ou want some of the artifacts?’

“I think that would be areasonable arrangement. Yes, | will leave the detailsto your generosity. | believe
| may safely do that.” She got up.

“Thank you, Sdlotta. Y es. If we succeed | will see the museum istaken care of.”

“Through me persondly.”

“Of course”

She made no move to hand over the disk. “Chase,” she said, “I'm surprised you didn’t cometo usfirst.”

| stood there trying to look asif attempted theft had been arational course of action. “I’'m sorry,” | said.
“| should have. To be honest, | didn’t know whether you would alow it.”

“Or try to grab everything for oursalves.”
“| didn’t say that.”

“Y ou thought it.” She put the chip on the tabletop. “1’ [l look forward to hearing from you, Chase.”

FIFTEEN

Those decisonsthat are truly sgnificant are only confronted once. Whether it’sthe choice of alife
partner, or of an invasion route, the opportunity never returns. Y ou must get it right the first time.

—MaraDelona,
Travels with the Bishop, 1404

Back in my hotel room, | used my notebook to run the chip. First | scanned for any referenceto
Margolia, to aderdict, or to any kind of artifact whatever.

“ Negative search,” itsad.
“Okay. Just print the damned thing out and let’ s see what we have.”
“Very good, Chase. The data covers ten missions, beginning in 1381 and ending in 1392.”

The hotd made severd versons of assorted nonalcoholic drinks available for its guests. While | waited
for the printout, | tried one with alime taste that was actudly quite good.

The Falcon had visited nine sunson its last flight with the Wescotts. None had been binaries. We had the
usual details on each—mass, temperature, and age, dong with awedlth of associated data. We aso had
the details of the planetary systems, where they existed. (One of the targets, Branweis 4441, had none.)
We had everything that had been on the original report and, asfar as| could see, nothing more.
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And everything was cons stent.

| took it back one mission, conducted in 1390-91. They’ d ingpected ten systems on that one, and again
all the data checked oui.

| went over the rest of theflights, al the way back to Adam’ sfirst mission on the Falcon. | saw no
anomdlies

A week later | was at Takmandu, where a message was waiting from Alex. Spare no effort, he'd
written. Come back with the prize and consider yourself a junior partner.

Sure, Alex. What we have is a copy of what we aready had.

| was glad to check out of the hotel and get the shuttle up to the orbiter. And | can’t adequately describe
my fedlings, ten days|ater, at seeing the Belle-Marie again.

| got on board, said nice thingsto the guysin opsto get aquick clearance, told Belle I’d missed her, sat
down on the bridge, and started going through my checklist. Fifteen minutes later | was on my way home.

It was afour-day flight. Mostly, | sat stewing over the amount of time and effort invested to come up with
nothing. | read, watched some sims, and when | got within radio range of Rimway | called Alex.

“How' d you make out?” he asked.

“| got the Al download. But there' s nothing new init.” We were audio only, with atwe ve-minute total
time delay while the transmisson traveled out and back. | made mysdlf comfortable.

“ Okay. Hang on to it. Maybe we can find something.”
Did heredly think | might tossit overboard?“I’m not optimistic,” | said.

Hewaswaiting at Skydeck when | docked, al smiles and reassurances. Not my fault nothing was there,
he said. Not to worry. We' |l take another look. Who knows what we might see?“Don’t know wherel’d
be without you, Chase,” he added. He thought | felt terrible. What | mostly felt wasfrustration. Three
weeks of mostly inedible food and playing mental dodge bal with Mutes, and we had nothing to show for
it.

“Where sthe download?’ he asked findly.
It wasin one of my bags.

“Okay.” Hewastrying to sound reassuring. “Why don’t you get it out so we can look at it on the way
down?’

“It' sno different from the officid record.”

Hewaited for meto comply. | did, and when he had the printout in his hands, we headed for the shuttle
deck. WEe d gone maybe five steps when hiseyes|it up and he rolled the documentsinto a cylinder and
waved them over his head.

“What?' | sad.

“Theindividual operations are dated. W€ ve got the sequence in which they visited each system. Good
show, Chase. You'reagenius.”



“Why’ sthat important?’

“Think about it. Y ou did your Survey time before the quantum drive became available. When distance
redly mattered.”

13 Okwln
“You've got, say, adozen starsto visit on agiven misson. How did you determine the sequence?’

That was ssmple enough. “We arranged things so the overall distance to be traveled waskept to a
minimum.”

“Yes.” He squeezed my arm. “ So now we can find out whether the record reflects where they actudly
went. If they didn’t take the shortest routes among the target stars, that'll tell usthey changed something.
And maybe we |l be able to figure out where the Seeker is”

When | pressed him how this would happen, he talked to me about fuel economy. “Y our friend Sharais
on vacation. Off on anidand somewhere. When she gets back, we'll present the matter to her and see
whether she can pin thingsdown.”

“Okay,” | said.
“By the way, you had acal from Delia. Get back to her when you can, okay?’

The following evening | met her at the Longtree, adowntown bistro located just off Confederate Park.
Dark corners, stained pandling, candles, soft music. It was her suggestion, but it was one of my favorite
places.

She was dready seated when | got there. Dark hair framing attractive featuresthat held a hint of anxiety.
She was modestly dressed in a powder blue skirt, white blouse, and deevelesslace jacket. Only her
comm link suggested weslth: It was encased in agold bracelet on her wrist. * So good to see you,
Chase” shesad. “I’m glad you could come.”

We taked about the weather for afew minutes. Then | let her know | was surprised shewasin
Andiquar.

“I came specifically to seeyou,” she said.
Our autowaiter showed up, introduced himself, took drink orders, and hurried off.

“| should tell you,” | said, “that we ve located the Al record for the Falcon. It backs up the officid
reports.”

“Good.” She amiled defengvely. “It' sjust amatter of time, though, isn't it?’

“I don’'t know.”

“| hatethis.”

“I'msure”

Our drinks came. She studied hers, thenraised it. “To the Seeker,” shesaid. “Wherever itis”
“Tothe Seeker,” | agreed.



“They’d want you tofind it,” shesaid. “I know they wouldn’t have wanted it to Stay lost.”
“I think you'reright.”

Deliaadjusted her jacket collar, tugging it together, pulling it around her asif to fend off something.
“Chase, | know my parents have been part of your investigation. Bits and pieces of it are getting back to
rre”

“We haven't redly been investigating your folks,” | said. “It’ sthe missonswe ve been looking at.”

“Phrase it however you like. It' sthe same thing. Word' s getting around, and people are calling meto ask
what kind of cover-up they wereinvolvedin.”

“I’'m sorry to hear that,” | said. “We' vetried to be circumspect. | know no on€e's accused anybody of
anything.”

“Theinvestigation is enough. It congtitutes an accusation. I’'m sorry to say this, but I’ d be grateful if you
would stop.”

| looked out through the window. People hurried by, bundled against acold night. “1 can’'t do that,” |
sad.

“I'mwilling to make it worth your while.”

“Y ou just said your mom and dad would want the Seeker found.”

“That’ swhat they would want. But | don’t want the family name destroyed.”

“I'msorry,” | sad. “I redly am.”

She no longer looked friendly. “They’re not dive to defend themselves.”

“Délia, there are no charges. Nobody’ s claming they did anything wrong.”

“Doctoring the record, if that’ swhat happened, would be acrimind offense, wouldn’t it?’
“Yes. | sugpect 0.”

Tearswererolling down her cheeks. “Please take aminute and think about what you' re doing to us.”
The waliter was back to take the dinner orders. The way things were developing, | wasn't sure we were
going to get to dinner. Shelooked a me, looked at the menu, started to say something, and shook it
away. “The specid,” shesaid. “Rare”

Red mest.

| ordered aboca casserole, which, for my off-world readers, tastes much like tuna. | also asked for a
second round of drinks and settled in for the duration.

“Incidentaly,” shesaid, “I had another visitor who was interested in my parents.”
“Oh? Who wasthat?’

“His name was Corbin. Josh Corbin, | think.” Shebit her lip. “Yes, that’ sright. Josh. Y oung guy.
Midtwenties”

“Why was heinterested?”’



“He said hewas doing ahistory of Survey operations.”

“Did he ask about the Seeker 7’

“Asamatter of fact, yes.”

That was ajolt. Somebody else knew. “What did you tel him?’

“I didn't see any point keegping things quiet. | told him pretty much everything | told you.”

While | was having abig timewith Delia, Alex received acdl from the producer of The Peter McCovey
Show. They had heard about the search for Margoliaand were going to “highlight it” next day. Severa
guests were being invited. Would he care to appear?

Alex was not happy that word of the effort was getting out, but it seemed impossible under the
circumstances to keep a secret. He tried to beg off, but they told him he was the center of interest and
would be essentia to what they wanted to do. If he persisted in refusing to participate, the producer said,
they would have no choice but to inform their audience he had been invited but had declined. And they
would be forced to put an empty chair on the set to represent him.

Alex had been on these kinds of shows before and always got attacked. “They don't let you talk,” he'd
complained to me afterward. “ The hosts |oad the questions, control the flow of conversation, and never
let you finish an answer if they don't like the way you're going.” Thefact that they consstently went after
him as someone more interested in making money than in revealing the truth didn’t help. They’ d made it
sound asif there was something wicked in turning a profit.

But Alex thought the empty chair wouldn’t look good. So he agreed.

| went with him to the station the following evening. They could have done the show by remote, of
course. But they prefer that you come physically so they can arrange your makeup and do what they like
to call the persona touch, which always seemed to involve laying on alot of charm and trying to put him
off guard before they go to broadcast. This was the same guy who, when the Christopher Sm
information came out, had openly accused him of being unpatriotic.

Peter McCovey is short and stocky with ablack beard and a smile that never goes away and never
changes. He wore his trademark blue jacket with awhite neckerchief and awhite sash. A little
pretentious, he admitted to me, but his audience expected it.

There were two other pandlists, Dr. Emily Clark, who doubted that the Margolian colonists had ever
managed to get afoothold on the world of their choice, wherever it might have been. And one Jerry
Rhino, who ingsted that Margoliahad not only survived its early years but had affected our daily lives
through sublimina influences and magnetic manipulation. “It’ sthe source of our spiritud strength,” he
said. Rhino had written several books on the subject and waswildly popular with the occult crowd.

The show took place on a set designed to resemble a book-lined den. McCovey introduced his guests
and opened things up by asking Alex what had really happened to the Margolians.

Alex, of course, didn’t know. “Nobody knows,” he added.

Rhino claimed he knew, and the show devel oped rapidly into an argument. McCovey liked having guests
quarrel with one another. He was, and remains, among the highest-rated media hogts.

Clark smiled relentlesdy throughout the performance, successfully implying that anyone who took any of
thisserioudy was anidiot. When Alex tried to argue that for al we knew they could till be dive and



prospering out there somewhere, sherolled her eyes and wondered aoud where common sense had
gone. She could not tolerate Rhino at al and smply dismissed him with icy sarcasm.

But Jerry plunged on, unaffected. The Margolians had gotten caught up in the spiritual flow of the
cosmos. Cut off from the more mundane activities of the homeworld, they had reached akind of nirvana.
And so on. Occasiondly he glanced a Alex for confirmation. | got theimpression Alex wastrying to
hide.

McCovey’ s standing claim was that he took no sides. He was not reluctant to call people names. At one
point he asked Alex to explain how he wasn't avandal, and he told Rhino he was deranged. I’ ve noticed
since that he makesit a point to invite people on who are easy to assault because they’ re reluctant to yell
back. I’ ve never mentioned that to Alex.

Inany case, Alex left the studio in ablesk mood. He swore he' d never again dlow himsdlf to be caught
like that. We stopped at the Silver Cane, and he tossed down three or four drinks, which waswell past
hisusud limit.

Theredl atack came the following day, when Casmir Kolchevsky showed up on Jennifer in the
Morning. “ There should be legidation to put people like Benedict out of business,” heinssted.
“They rethieves. They take treasures that belong to all of us and sell them to the highest bidder.
It's contemptible.”

Hewent on like that for the better part of fifteen minutes. At the segment’ s conclusion, Jennifer invited
Alex to gppear and defend himsdlf. Alex admitted he' d dready received acdl. “ They told meI’d want to
watch.”

“What are you going to do?’

“I don't know,” he said. “I’'m not sure going on doesn't just make thingsworse.” He sighed. “I'm tired of
it. These guys are never satisfied. People like Kolchevsky, who could never find anything on hisown, get
on and claim we' re stealing things that belong to the audience. But none of it belongs to anybody. It

bel ongs to whoever iswilling to show some ambition and do the legwork. If it weren't for us, alot of this
suff would still belying around out there.”

“Okay,” | said, “but you haveto go on and say that, Alex. You can't just let him make those charges and
not respond. It looks like a concession.”

He nodded. “Book me. And by the way, your pal Sharais due back tomorrow. I’ ve aready made an
gppointment for you.”

“Okay.”
“Show her the Al log. I'll be surprised if she can't tell uswhere the Seeker is”

| got acal that evening from Windy. “ 1 didn’t want to talk to you from the office, because | was
concerned about being overheard,” shesaid.

“What'swrong?’ | asked.

“I think I know who was putting out information. One of my people saw amember of the director’ s staff
downtown last night. Shewasin abar with one of Ollie Bolton's specidisis”

“Balton?’



“Ther€ sno proof anywhere. But—" She shrugged.
“Do you have confidentia information that Bolton would beinterested in?’ | asked.

“Sure” shesaid. “We aways have stuff on projects and speculationsthat I’ m sure, for that matter, you
and Alex would like to see”

“It doesn't prove anything,” | said.
Her voice hardened. “No, it doesn't. But we' re going to call her in tomorrow morning and talk to her.”
| hesitated. “No. Why not leave her in place? Just be careful what she sees.”

Windy didn’t take well to didoydlty. “I hate to do that, Chase. If thiswoman is collaborating with him,
giving information away, she should be terminated.”

| decided | wouldn’t want to get on her wrong side. *Y ou don’t know for sure. So you can't redlly act
anyhow. Let it go for now.”

SIXTEEN

Timeisariver of events, and its current is strong. No sooner does athing gppear initsflow thanitis
swept away, and another takesits place, until that too is carried from sight.

—Marcus Aurdius,
Meditations

| was at Shara s office next morning to explain what we wanted. The mission reports showed the stars
vidted by the Wescotts on their various flights. Thanksto the Falcon Al record, we now knew, for each
mission, the order in which those visits had occurred. “ Alex thinks you might be able to determine
whether that sequence coincides with the original proposa.”

“But the proposals have been discarded,” said Shara. “\We dready went over this.”

“I know,” | said. “But hang on. Before the quantum drive was developed, a Survey ship dways
computed the shortest total route for agiven misson.”

| saw the perplexed look giveway to asmile. “Oh,” she said.

“And we know that Wescott was interested in G-type stars near the end of their hydrogen-burning
(:yd e.H

“Okay.”

“We're pretty sure they found something in one of the systems and deleted that star from the report.
They went somewhere else and subgtituted that for the one that had been in the origina proposdl. If we
can establish which star was deleted—"

“—You'll know wherethe Seeker is”
“Canwedoit?
“Without having the proposal in our hands—"

“ YS,”
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“Sure” Her eyesfocused elsewhere. A flock of colbeesfloated padt, riding thewind. Her Al brokein to
inform her of anincoming call.

“Not now,” shesaidtoit. Then: “Chase, let me see what you have.”

| passed the disk over. She put it in the reader and darkened the room. “ Can we assume it probably
happened during thefind misson?’

“That’' sagood placeto art.”
She directed the Al to bring up aprojection of the search areafor the 1391-92 flight.

The office vanished, and we were adrift among the stars. “ I’ ve blanked everything outside the subject
area,” theAl sad. “ There arethirteen hundred eleven starsin thefield.” Most wereydlow
G-types. One, near the bookcase at the far wall, brightened. “ That’s Taio 4776, where they made
their first visit.” A line grew out of it and connected to a second star, ahaf meter away. “ Icehouse
27651.” It angled off to athird, near the desk lamp. “ Koestler 2294.” And up to a star near the
overhead. From there it skimmed a ong the sofa, touching two more, and turned sharply to crossthe
room. In the end we were looking at aglowing zigzag. “ Distance across the field is thirty-two point
four light-years. Total distance covered by the mission is eighty-nine point seven light-years. Ten
starsvisited.”

“Mark.” Sharawas addressing the Al. “Keep thissamefidd. | want you to show uswhich stars are near
the end of their hydrogen-burning cycle. Say, starsin which helium burning would begin during the next
haf million years. Blank everything dse”

“1 will require a moment, Shara.”
“Takeyour time.”

“Shara” | sad, “wouldn’t someone have had to visit these systems earlier for Adam to know which suns
were at the end of the cycle?’

“Not a al. Spectrographic analysswould provide everything he' d need to plan the flight.”
“Ready,” said Mark.
“Okay.” The stars were beginning to wink out. “Let’ s see what we have.”

We were | eft with about thirty target stars, including the ten visited by the Wescotts. The track of the
Falcon was bright and clear.

“Store the pattern,” she said.
It winked off.

“Okay, Mark. Now | want you to plan aflight to the sameten tars, using minimd tota travel time. Start
from the same star the Falcon mission used. Taio Whatever. When you haveit, put it up.”

Tao 4776 grew bright, and the line came out of it again, moved to I cehouse, then to the star near the
lamp. When it had finished dl ten, the zigzag pattern floated in front of us. “Looks like the same one,” |
sad.

“Let’sfind out. Mark, shrink the pattern and let’ s see the first one again. Overlay them.”



He moved the patterns until they were sde by side. Then he merged them.
|denticdl.

“Try the previousmisson,” | said.

Wefound it in the 1386-87 flight.

The patterns were almost identicd. Again, the misson had vidited ten planetary systems. But thistime, it
had not used the most-fuel-efficient route. The deviation came at the Sixth Star.

Tinicum 2502.

It wasn't amgjor change, but it was enough to tell us something waswrong.

We sat looking at it. Had they remained consistent to the pattern, they would not have gone to Tinicum.
“Okay,” | said. “Which star should they have visited? Which onefitswith the rest of the pattern?’

Shara put the question to the Al. “Assume,” she said, “that after Tinicum 2502 they returned to the
origind track.”

“Here” sad Mark, brightening anearby dar.
Tinicum 2116.

“Brilliant, Shara” | sad.

She amiled. “I have my moments.”

| took her to lunch. It seemed the least | could do. We went to the Hillside, got atable by awindow,
ordered drinks, and sat back to talk about lost interstellars.

“Tinicum’s planetary system will probably have adiameter of about eight billion klicks,” shesaid. “But
the sun’ s gravitationd influence will reach out severa timesthet far. If the Seeker’ s orbiting one of the
planets, you should have no trouble finding it.”

“Butif it'sin solar orbit—"
“—You're going to want to pack afew meds.”

Y eah. That was the next order of business. It would take the Belle-Marie, which had only basic
navigation equipment to conduct the search, along time. Maybe years. “Can Survey hep?’

“I can let you have apiece of hardware, atelescope, that should move thingsaong nicely.”
“Shara” | sad, “you’ reawarm, wonderful human being.”

“Right. What do | getin return?

“I'll pay for lunch.”

“You're dready paying for lunch.”

“Oh.” | thought about it. “Y ou want to come aong? Be there when we find it?”



Shemade aface asif I'd just offered aplate of chopped squid. “1 don’t think so. | know it’s historically
big stuff, but I'm just not an enthusiast. Not enough to spend that much time on shipboard. You'll
probably be out there a month or two.”

The food came. Sandwiches and drinks. There was aguy at awindow table trying to catch Shara seye.
She seemed not to have noticed. “When you find it,” she said, “you publicly share credit with Survey—"

1] Dm”

“—And agreeto give us access to the discovery. Which isto say you and your boss don't strip the ship
before we get there.”

“We'll want to take some stuff. Just abit.”
“Keep it modest. Can you do that?’

“Of course”

Shelooked a me. “I meanit, Chase.”

“I know. It won't beaproblem,” | said.

“Okay.” Shetried her drink, but her mind was elsawhere. “ The truth about Survey,” she said after a
hesitation, “what we don’t admit publicly, isthat our primeinterest isfinding another civilization. That's
not officia, of course. Officialy, we want to inventory what’ s out there. Each system goesinto the
catalog. Physical details about suns and worlds. Characteristics and arrangements of the planetsin each
system. Any odd features, and so on.

“But the people in the ships know that most of the information they bring back goesinto File and Forget.
| mean, who redlly cares about the surface temperature of one more gas giant?’

“Soyou'retdling me—?’

“—Inspection of gas giantsis generally done at long range and tends to be hit-and-run. Ditto, worldstoo
closein, or too far out. The ships are required to survey everything in the system, but we generaly will
not go in close. Y ou know that. Y ou used to work for us. That means, if the Seeker isorbiting aplanet,
the planet would most likely be in the biozone. So you want to start there.”

“Wedon't even know for sureit’ sin the system.”

“That' swhat makesit achalenge.” Shetook thefirst bite out of her sandwich. “ Good stuff,” she said. “I
lovethisplace”

“Tell me about the telescope.”

“Okay, we |l need to coordinate getting it for you.” She spotted theflirt and looked bored. “When are
you leaving?’

When | got back to the office, | reported the conversation to Alex, who pumped afist intheair. “I
believewe'reinbusness” hesaid.

| dso told him about Windy’scal.

“Ollie Bolton.” He made aface. “Why am | not surprised?’



“I don't think there’' s much we can do. Short of physical assault.”

“I don't, either.”

“You don't seem dl that annoyed.”

“It'spart of the business,” he said. “We got outsmarted.”

“It'snot part of the business. It’s bribery.”

“Let’ snot worry about it for the moment, Chase. We have bigger thingsto think about.”

The Belle-Marie didn’t have amount for the telescope, so there was adelay of several dayswhilea
cradle was prepared and ingtalled on the hull.

Whilethat was going forward, Alex tried to check on Josh Corbin, the man who' d visited Deliaand
questioned her about the Seeker. But we got no useful information beyond what we dready knew: He
was an occasiond consultant for Bolton.

Meanwhile apackage arrived for me at the office. It carried agreeting card: Chase, I’ ve never
forgotten you. Letting you get away was the dumbest thing I’ ve ever done. I'll call this evening.
Jerry.

There had been a Jerry Unterkefler in my life afew years back, but he hadn’t struck me as the passionate
type.

Last year, during the Polaris business, when severd attempts were made on our lives, we bumped up to
class-A security coverage. | was about to open the package when it paid off. Jacob told meto puit it
down, gently, warn Alex, and for both of usto get out of the house.

We stood on the lawn an hour later while police carried the box off. “ Clearance nanos,” Fenntold us.
“They’ d have turned the house into a park with three stone benchesin about four minutes time.” He
looked at me. “ You' d have been one of the benches”

That was unsettling.
“Who' d want you guys dead?’ he asked.

We had no ideawho would go so far asto try to kill us. We spent an hour with him, answering
guestions, trying to zero in on suspects. We told him about the Seeker, and about Josh Corbin. And
about Ollie Bolton.

“Y ou think Bolton’s behind this?’

Alex said hedidn’'t know. I’'m no fan of Bolton’s, but | couldn’t believe he'd try to kill anyone. “How
would you get your hands on these things?’ | asked. “On the nanos?’

“We'relooking into it. They’ re designed for industrid use. Not hard to get. Unfortunately.”

That night they located Jerry Unterkefler and hauled him downtown for an interview. Actudly, it was
good to see him again. But | knew hewasn't behind it.

Fenn cdlled to warn usto be careful, take no chances, and not to hesitate to let him know if wefet
threatened.



Truth was, we aready felt threatened, and we were glad another flight on the Belle-Marie was coming
up.

Two guys from Tech Support attached the telescope, which they cdled aMartin, after Chris Martin, who
isbelieved to be thefirg to use this specific type. Back in ancient times. They connected it to the ship’'s
Al, ran acouple of tests, and told uswe were all set.

Thistime, of course, Alex was coming. We logged in for amorning departure, but couldn’t get rooms at
either of the Skydeck hotels the night before, so we were forced to deep on board. We had dinner at
Karl's, asedate Dellacondan restaurant. It's Alex’ sfavorite at Skydeck. Whenever we' re there, hetries
to scheduletimeto eat at Karl’s. Afterward, he returned to the ship, while | went looking for a party. |
found one, and didn’t get back to the Belle-Marie until we were within a couple hours of launch. Not
that it mattered. Once we were away from the station, we' d need nine hoursto build up acharge, soI'd
have plenty of timeto deep. Alex was up when | got there, and he looked at me disgpprovingly. But he

didn’t say anything.

I’d given Belle the target information before we d goneto dinner. Belle’smaximum rangeon asingle
jump was just under athousand light-years. Tinicum 2116, our destination, was Sixteen hundred. So
we' d have to stop and recharge. The entire voyage, from departure at Skydeck until our arriva in the
vicinity of the target system, would take just under nineteen hours. As opposed to the Six weeksthe
Falcon would have needed.

| showered and changed and was back in my seat when the fifteen-minute ready-signal camein from
ops. The magnetic clampstook hold and moved usinto the queue.

There was a passenger ship in front of us, capacity about thirty. People on vacation, maybe. | watched it
launch. Then it wasour turn.

Alex wasin the right-hand seat. He d been unusudly quiet, and as we moved forward during those last
seconds before departure, his eyeswere on me. “Y ou sure you're awake?’ he asked.

On the way out to our jump point, we ran an action sm and played some chess. I’m not really
competitive with him. That' s probably good, because he takes the game serioudy. We aso enjoyed the
thestrica release of the musical Second Time Around.

By late afternoon, ship’ stime, the quantum drive was fully charged. So we made thefirst jump. It's
actudly ahit easier on the system not to go maximum range. In this case, with atarget sixteen hundred
light-yearsout, | just divided it in half.

We came out in the middle of nowhere, of course, in the deegps between the Sars.

| started to recharge and told Alex we' d be ready to go at about 0200 hours. Not the best timing in the
world.

| supposeif we' d thought we would be able to make the second jump and immediately homein on the
Seeker, we' d have been up and ready to go. But it was going to be along process and we knew it. So
we decided to push the jump back, get adecent night’s deep, and bump forward to Tinicum in the
morming.

Alex settled in after dinner to watch apand of experts argue politics. (We' d brought afew chipswith us
to supplement the ship’slibrary.) | entertained myself with the VR for awhile, one of those interplanetary
travel experienceswhereyou St in your chair and sail through therings of agas giant while avoice-over
tellsyou how they formed and why they ook the way they do. | descended into a nova, which was



somehow less unsettling than dropping into the atmosphere of Neptune. The narrator thought it a
gorgeous world. That told me he' d never been there. Actudly, | hadn’t either, but I’ ve seen placeslikeit,
and when you look at them, up close, believe me, you're not thinking esthetics.

| read for an hour and fell adegp about midnight, after telling Belle not to wake me. “When we' ve
finished recharging,” | told her, “I don’t need to know about it.”

“ Okay, Chase,” she said. She' d appeared beside me looking about twenty years old, demure,
attractive, and sporting apair of wings.

“Going somewhere?’ | asked.
Sheamiled. * | always thought people look more exotic with flyware.”
| didn’t know how to answer that. “Don’t call me,” | said, “unlessthere’ saproblem.”

But it didn’t do any good. When arecharge is complete, it produces a dight modification in the sound of
the engines, and I’ m condtitutionaly unable to deep throughtit.

We made the second jump, as planned, as soon as we were both up and awake. Lights flashed, then
went green. My insdes churned abit. They do that sometimes during the trangition phase. We had asun
thistime, and Belleidentified it as Tinicum 2116.

Thiswasthe system the Falcon should have visited but, if you believed their report, had not.

“We are three point one AU’ s out from the central luminary,” said Bdle. “ Half that distance from
the biozone.”

“Okay. Let’s start the long-range scan. We need to see what the planetary system lookslike.”
“ Adjusting course,” Belesad. “ Inbound.”
“And let’ s put the Martin to work. Seeif anything out there lookslike aderdict.”

The technology for the Martin was smple enough. It used a three-meter tel escope to survey squares of
sky ten degreeson aside. It did one square every minute in ultraviolet through mid infrared, and
recorded the results. Thusthe entire sky wasimaged in six hours, a which point the process sarted

again.

That alowed usto build a cataog of al moving objects, planets, moons, asteroids, you nameit. The
object we were looking for would have areflective hull. Which meant a high abedo. If it wasredly out
there, we expected to be able to pinpoint it within afew days.

| invited Alex to punch the button to activate the system, but he declined. “Y ou' ve done dl the brute
work in this operation so far, Chase,” hesaid. “Youdoit.”

So | did. Lampsflashed, and Belle showed up wearing khakis and asafari hat. “ Search is under way,”
shesaid.

| tied the Martin into the navigationa display so we could watch. Alex stayed awhile, got bored, went
back to the common room.

During the next few hours, our long-range scan spotted a gas giant ten AUs out from the sun, and another
at fourteen. That wasit for the day. Alex was visibly disgppointed, but | reminded him there salot of
acein asolar system and you can't expect to find everything right away.



| spent most of that first day on the bridge, watching the sun grow aswe drew closer. Alex drifted
between his quarters and the common room, mostly leafing through inventories of antiquities available on
the market. After dinner, he joined me up front, asif that would prompt Belle to agreater sense of

urgency.
“Bdle” hesad, “can’t we see anything yet?’

“ 1t stoo soon, Alex.”

“How much time do we need to spot a planet?’

“ Maybe another day or so.”

Helooked at me. “1 don't suppose we' ve found anything with the Martin?’

“No,” | said. “When we do, you' Il befirst to know.”

“I can't believeit takes the Survey shipsthislong to figure out what’ sin aplanetary system.”

“WEe re not really equipped to do aplanetary search,” | said. “Our gear is designed to find small targets
that reflect alot of light. Derdlicts or docking stations or whatever. Long-range scan is okay, but we
would have been better off with something more speciaized.”

“Why didn’t you get something more specidized for this part of the work? I mean, we have the Martin to
hunt for the Seeker. Why not get something that finds worlds?’

“I don't know,” | said, trying to keep the edge out of my voice. “| was thinking about the derdlict, and |
guess| never gave much consderation to trying to map asolar system.”

“Wdll,” Alex said, “no harm done, | guess. Whatever’s out here, we' Il find.” He looked dispirited, and it
seemed to be more than smply having to wait around.

“Youdl right?’ | asked.

“I'mfine” Helooked away from me.
“Something’ s bothering you.”

“No,” hesaid. “Not redlly.”

He' d expected we were going to ride in and, within the first few minutes, spot aclass-K, aworld with
liquid water and gravity levelsthat people would find comfortable. When it didn’t happen, he began to
suspect it wasn't going to be there.

We were not really looking for an ancient wreck. He wanted Margolia.

“Y ou don't find these thingsright away, Alex,” | said. “Have alittle patience.”

He dighed. “Chances arg, if there were aclass-K world in the biozone, we' d have seen it by now, right?’
| couldn’t lieto him. “Probably. But let’ sjust relax.”

He shrugged. “I’'m dwaysrdaxed,” he said. “ They don't make them any more relaxed than | am.”

On thefourth day insystem, Belle reported another hit. “ It saterrestrial,” shesad. “ Wedidn't seeit
earlier because it was on the other side of the sun.”



“Where'sit located?’ asked Alex.
“In the biozone.”

Bingo. He jumped out of hischair and squeezed my arm. “Let’ shope.” He peered out the viewport. “Is
itvisble?”

Bele pointed out adim tar.
“Let’'sgotakealook.”

Belle acknowledged, and we changed course. We' d need another ten hours or so to recharge, after
which we could jumpin close.

“It has an atmosphere,” shesad. “ Equatorial diameter thirteen thousand kilometers. Distance
from the sun one hundred forty-two million.”

“Beautiful,” said Alex. “It' sanother Rimway.”

“ No evidence of a satellite.”

“What about radio transmissions?’ he asked. “ Are we picking up anything?’

“Negativeradio,” sadBdle. “But it’s quite far.”

Nothing was going to dim hismood. “It’ s asking too much to expect them to be dive after dl thistime.”
| agreed with that. “Don’'t expect amiracle,” | said. | was getting abad fedling.

“1 am able to detect the presence of oceans.”

“Good!” Alex leaned forward like aracing hound.

“I haveaquestion,” | said.

“Freaway.”

“If that’ sredly Margolia, why didn’t the Wescotts say something? They were here what, in 13867?
Maybe’ 877 The proposals would have been destroyed by 1390 at the latest. But as late as 1395 they
weredtill keeping quiet.”

“There would have been some suspicions,” he said.

“So what? They’ d have to take the chance and come forward at some point.”
He shook his head. “Maybe they werejust giving it moretime.”

“Alex,” | said, “don’t get your hopesup.”

It wasn't like him to get carried away like that. But the potentia was so enormous, he smply couldn’t
contain himsalf. And I’'m not talking about money. Benegath the hard-bitten profit-and-loss attitude, Alex
was aromantic. And this was the ultimate romantic possibility.

Wewere ill feding the glow when, afew hourslater, Belle said, quietly, “ Looks like bad news.”

A pal fdl over the bridge. “What isit, Belle?’ | asked.



“Theworld is not suitable for settlement. Probably not even for human life.”

Alex made asound deep in histhroat. “I thought you said it was in the biozone, Belle?” he said.
“It’s moving away from the sun.”

“What do you mean?’ demanded Alex.

“It’sin ahighly dliptical orbit. | can’t give you the exact numbers yet, but | estimate it goes out
asfar asfour hundred million kilometers.”

“That would makefor acold winter,” | said.

“ And it approaches to within forty million. There’s a possible error of ten percent, but at those
ranges it wouldn’t matter.”

“I guessnot,” said Alex.

“When it reaches perihelion, the planet’s equatorial regionswill get fourteen times more sunlight
per sguare centimeter than Rimway does.”

“What happensto the oceanswhen it getswell out in its orbit?’
“ Not enough data yet.”

The world was wrapped in white cumulus. The oceans covered more than haf the globe. And the
landmasses were green.

“ Axial inclination,” said Belle, “ ten degrees.”
She confirmed that there was no moon.
“It must boil over at forty million klicks” said Alex.

“ Asit approaches perihelion, Alex, it accelerates. It would be moving very swiftly during the
period when it is receiving maximum radiation.”

“Bat out of hell,” Alex said.

“ Oh, yes. Most decidedly. When it is farthest away, it moves much more slowly. Thisworld spends
most of itstime in deep winter.”

“But wouldn'’t the oceans dry up and disappear, Belle?’ he asked. “With thiskind of orbit?’

“1 don’t have relevant data,” shesad. “ | can tell you, however, that their presence provides some
protection from the heat during the summer.”

“Why isthat?’ | asked.

“When the world passes close to the sun, there’ s substantial evaporation. Sea level may drop by
thirty meters during the process. The vapor fills the skies with what you’ re looking at now:
optically opague thunder storm clouds, which would block much of the incoming radiation.”

The sensors were able to penetrate the thick atmosphere, and we got pictures. River valeys. Vast
gorges. And snowcapped mountains.



“| suspect the oceans are losing water,” | said. “A few million years of this, and they’ Il probably be
w]e.”

“There appear to be large life-formsin the water,” said Belle.
“Don't they freeze?’ asked Alex. “What kind of year doesit have?’

“ It is approximately twenty-one and a half standard months in length. For nine months, the
temperatures are actually tolerable. Even comfortable. During the coldest six months, the oceans
will freeze down somewhat. To what depth | have no way of determining. Possibly as much asa
hundred meters. That would insulate them against excessive heat 10ss.”

“And provideaway for sealifeto survive”

“Ves”

“Canyou tdl what kind of lifeitis?’

“No. | can discern movement, but | have no details yet.”

Therewas no sign of habitation. No indication anyone had ever set foot on theworld. The land was
covered with vegetation. Jungles, it looked like. We saw no large land animas. No animas of any size, in
fact.

We dipped into low orbit, and Alex stared down at the world. From that dtitude, it appeared warm and
pleasant, anidyllic place, ided for settlement.

There were afew scattered patches of desert. Otherwise, everywhere we looked on land, we saw only
jungle.

“| don't getit,” | said. “Thisthing regularly moves within stone-throwing distance of the sun. How does
al thisstuff survive? Why isn't it adesert? Why isn'tit just charred rock?”

“The periodic proximity to the sun provides a hot, humid climate. Perfect for jungles. And as |
said, the clouds give it a reasonably effective heat shield.”

Alex had other things on hismind. “Belle, do you see any evidence of construction anywhere? Buildings?
Roads? A harbor facility, maybe? Anything like that?’

“ Negative. It will take a while to scan the entire planet, of course.”
“Of course”

“ At the moment, temperature in the midlatitudes,” she said, “ ranges from twenty-three to about
fifty degrees Celsius.”

“A bitwarm,” said Alex.

“ The atmosphere is nitrogen-oxygen-argon. Breathable. Perhaps a trifle oxygen rich. Air pressure
at ground level is probably in the range of a thousand millibars.”

“Likehome”

“| see no reason why not.”



Alex looked at thejungle. “What do you think, Chase?’
“I can’t imagine anyone would want to settle here.”

Bdleblinked on. In her ederly librarian/maternd figure persona. Lined face, white hair, reassuring smile.
“1"m getting volcanic activity in the southern hemisphere.”

| needed somebody to talk to, so | called up Harry Williams. He appeared in the right-hand seet, smiled
eadly, and said hello. Hewas abig man, or at least the avatar was big. He looked around the bridge as if
he owned it.

“Thisisa hell of aship you have,” hesad. “ | wish we'd had a few of these.”

A white jacket with ahigh collar contrasted sharply with his dark skin. He was dressed casualy, aman
who was getting ready to go for astroll in the park. There was an intensity about this guy that manifested
itsdf in hiseyes and the set of hisjaw. Don’t get in hisway.

“Where arewe?”
“Tinicum 2116.”
“Where?’

No way he could recognize the designation. The catalog system had been changed any number of times.
| pointed him to the viewport. “We thought maybe that was Margolia”

“1 don’t know,” hesaid.
| showed him some of the close-ups. Jungle. And more jungle.

“No,” hesad. “ That's not it. Margolia was a summer world. Green and wet with high skies and
deep forests and broad oceans.”

“I wish you knew where it was located.”
“Sodol.”
“Would you recognizeit if you saw it?’

“No. I’ve no data on it.” Therewasapained reflectionin hiseyes. * Why do you think it sin this
system?”

| tried to explain, but he got impatient. Told meto let it go. “ Doesn’t matter. That’snot it.” Hefdl
dlent for atime. Then: “ Margolia,” hesad. “ Isthat what you call it? Our world?”

“Yes. | guesswedo.”

“We could have done worse. He was a great man. Have you read him?”
“No. Not redlly.”

“ He was a twenty-fifth-century philosopher. And a British prime minister.”
“So what was there about him that appedled to you?’

“ He measured everything against reason. No intricate abstractions. No sacred texts. Accept



nothing on authority. Asthey said in an earlier age, ‘ Show me the evidence.” ”
“That sounds sensble”

“ ‘Never lose sight of reality. The individual human life spanis brief and, in the long view,
inconsequential,” he said. ‘We are children one day and signing out the next. Therefore, in the
brief moment we are allotted, live reasonably, be compassionate, and when your hour comes,
accept it without histrionics. Never forget that your handful of hoursis a supreme gift. Use them
wisely, do not fritter them away, and remember that your life is not an entitlement.

“ ‘Most of all, live free. Free of social and political stricture. If thereis such a thing as a soul,
these surely are its components.” ”

“Would Margolis have gone with you?’

“1"ve spoken with his avatar. It was one of the first questions | asked.”

“What was his ansver?’

“He said no. Most assuredly not.”

“Did he say why?’

A smile deepened thelines around the corners of hismouth. “ He called the plan grandiose.”
“Wdl,” | sad, “thereyou are.”

The moment stretched into one of those silences where you could hear the murmur of eectronics. Finaly,
| asked whether he had gone on the flight alone. “Or did you have afamily?’

“ My wife Samantha. And two boys. Harry Jr., and Thomas. Tommy.”
“How long had you been married?’ | asked.

“ Eight years at the time we left.” Hiseyesbecameintense. | don’t even know what they |ooked
like.”

“There were no pictures?’

“No. Whoever did the reconstruction of my persona either didn’t have a representation, or didn’t
think it was important.”

“I'msorry,” | said. Alex wasforever reminding me that avatars have no more fedingsthan the chair |
wasdtting in. It'sdl anilluson. Just programing.

SEVENTEEN

We know that timeisdastic. That it passes more quickly on the roof than in the basement, or at rest than
inamoving vehicle. We know there are objects that may have occupied a place in the cosmos for
severd hundred million years athough they themsalves are not 60 million years old. We are accustomed
to watching timetakeitstoll on the physical world. Buildings crumble. People vanish. The pyramids wear
down. But in the great vacuum that surrounds us, time seems suspended. Footprints, left ten thousand
years ago on alunar surface, endure.

—COriandaKoval,
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We amost gave up and went home. If Margoliawas not in the system, it seemed unlikely that the Seeker
could be there. Somehow, we' d gotten it wrong.

But we' d goneto alot of trouble. And we had noplace else to look. So we stayed, and turned the
Martin telescope loose. Two days later, Belle reported a suspicious object. “ High-albedo source,” she
sad. Highly reflective.

“Where?’ | asked.

She showed me. “ Eight AUs from our present position.”

“Canyou give usany moreinformation?’ asked Alex.

“It'sin solar orbit.”

“Thet's it? Can we get an image?”’

A point of light appeared on-screen. A dull star.

“Enhance, please,” said Alex.

“ It isenhanced.”

He didn’'t sound hopeful. But what the hell ?“ Let’ sgo take alook,” he said.

Belle adjusted course and began to charge the engines. During the next few hours, she was able to report
somedetals “ Preliminary analysis indicates long elliptical orbit. It's currently headed outward
from the sun and will reach aphelion at seven point two AUS.”

“Sounds likeacomet,” said Alex.

“ Albedo’s not right.” We were belting down, getting ready to make the jump. “ It looks as if it would
require approximately eighty years to complete an orbit.”

Alex finished the coffee he' d been drinking and put the cup in the holder.
“ It appears to be metal. Ninety-eight percent probability.”

The jJump got uswithin two days' travel time, and after about four hours the scopes gave us our first redl
look at the object. It was, indeed, aderelict. Once we' d established that, Alex beamed. Knew it al

adong.

It wasin adow tumble, and its exhaust tubes were pointed in the direction of one of the gas giants, which
wasonly afew million kilometers away.

Six hoursin, we were able to make out details, the streamlined body, thrusters, sensor mounts.
Amidships, it carried the soaring eagle that we' d seen on the cup.

Seeker!
“How about that?’ said Alex. “But what the hdll isit doing out here?’

At nine hours, we were able to make out its name, in the now-familiar English characters, on the hull.



Aswe drew closer, we became more aware of the sheer enormity of thevessd. It wasthe size of a
amdl city. Eight giant thruster tubes aft, any one of which could have swalowed the Belle-Marie. Sx
levels of viewports. A hull that would have taken twenty minutesto circle on foot. An army of pods and
antennas.

And—
“Uh-oh.”
Alex turned my way. “What isit, Chase?’

Two of the eight thruster tubes|ooked bent. They jutted at odd angles, off afew degreesfrom the others
and from aline drawn down the center of the ship.

I’d seen pictures of the Crossmeer years before, after itsjump engines exploded. Everybody had died,
because the blast had ripped holesin the ship and the air supply blew out before the hatches could close.
The exhaust tubes had |ooked like these.

“They had an accident,” | said.

Alex turned back to the monitors. “Yes. That' swhat it lookslike.” He exhaled, and asked an odd
question. “Do you think anybody might have survived?’ He was speaking as though it had happened
yesterday and there was sill a chance to do arescue. Being off-world can induce a sense of
timelessness. Things don’t change much when you get away fromwind and rain.

“It'sabig ship,” | said. “I don’t know. Depends on whether it got punctured in the wrong places.”
“Not agood way to go,” he said. “Out here.”
| didn’t think there was a good way to go, but | didn’t say anything.

It was hard to understand how the Seeker had cometo be whereit was. There was no habitable world
inthe system. What was it doing there?*1t’' sbeen along time,” said Alex. “Maybeit just drifted in from
omewheredse”

“From where?’

“From wherever Margoliais.”

“The closest star isamost three light-years out. That’ sway too far for just floating over.”
“Chase, we' re talking nine thousand years.”

“It'stoo far. Under power, without jumping, it would need twenty-five thousand yearsto travel that kind
of distance. At least.”

He shook his head. “Well, maybe they were in hyperspace. The engines blew, and the pilot pulled them
out.” Helooked the way he always does when confronted with achalenge. “That must bethe way it

happened.”
“I supposethat’ sas good aguess asany. But it seemsunlikely.”

There was nothing to be done until we got there, so Alex announced he was going back to hiscabin. L et
me know if you see anything more.”



“Okay.”
“I haveto get back to work.”
“What work?’

“The Blackmoor Medalions,” he said. “Looted during acivil disturbance three centuries ago on
Morinda. Never seen since. They’ d be worth millions.”

“Y ou know wherethey are?’ | said.
“I'mworkingonit.”

We pulled dongside, and even Belle wasimpressed by the size of the thing. The English symbols spelling
out Seeker must have been twenty meters high. The ship was probably three times the volume of the
Madrid, which wasthe biggest vessel currently in service.

The explosion had blown off large chunks of the after section. Severa of the exhaust tube mounts had
been mangled. A cluster of cables drifted out into the dark.

Belletook uswithin sixty meters of the damaged area, matched the roll and tumble of the derelict so that
al motion relative to us stopped, and inched forward along the hull. | looked through blast holesinto the
interior.

“What causes enginesto blow?’ asked Alex.

“Any of anumber of things could happen,” | said. “Thisthing is pretty primitive, and they probably didn’t
have alot of the safeguards we do. It might have been the fud. Might have been an imbalance that can
get created if you try to jJump before the engines are ready.”

“It was the gar drive?’

“Can't tdl. Not from here. And | don’'t know enough about these things that | could be sure from the
ingde ether. But that’ swhere I’ d put my money.”

The ship was pocked and torn. Bdlletrained alight on it, and occasiondly it illuminated the interior
through one of the holes, but we gtill couldn’t make out much. We nosed past cargo hatches. Glided
along rows of viewports. Past long narrow wings and a sail whose sole function would have been to
serve asamount for attitude thrusters.

The English letters, black and unadorned, dipped past. | saw a pate of other phrases and a splash of
color. A flag symbol. | didn’t recognize the flag. It seemed out of character for the Margolians, but |
guessed it came with the ship.

Then we were passing the main airlocks. There were six of them. All sealed.

Findly, we approached the bow.

Alex pointed at an open hatch immediately to starboard. Maybe it was the way the Wescotts got in.
“Alongsde” | told Belle.

Attitude thrustersfired briefly, and we edged in close until | could almost have reached out and touched
her.



| looked up at the sheer dark bulk of the thing, and found mysdlf thinking about Delia Wescott, and |
understood why she’ d been frightened.

We suited up and went over. Alex likesto take charge in these Situations, so he ingtructed me that we
wereto stay together at al times. He' s entertaining when he getslike that. I'm not sure how much help
he' d beif there were area emergency, but it’s dways nice to have a protective male around.

The hatch had not been opened. It was cut. Apparently the Wescotts had been unable to get the manual
release to work. But after so much time, I’ d have been surprised if anything worked.

They’ d a so taken down the inner airlock door. We looked through it into anarrow chamber. A bench
was fastened to the deck. Bulkheads were lined with cabinets. There was no gravity, of course. We were
getting around in grip shoes.

Alex played hiswrist lamp around the chamber, strolled over to abank of cabinets, and tried to open
one. But they were dl warped. Frozen.

We moved out into a passageway. It had three doors on either sde. Then it connected with a cross
corridor with more doors. None of them would open.

Alex picked one arbitrarily and | used alaser to cut it down. When | pulled it clear of the frame, | saw
movement insde. Alex jumped. | guess| did, too.

It was drifting debris, spread al over the room, and it took us severa minutesto redizethat it included a
cadaver. Or what remained of one. We watched the pieces climb one bulkhead and start acrossthe
overhead asthe ship rolled.

There wasn't enough left to know whether it had been aman or woman, or for that matter adult or child.
We stood for along minute, trying to ignore it, shining the lamps around the room. Other objects were
afloat, bits of plastic, pieces of furniture, acomb, shreds of God knew what.

“Stay close,” said Alex. | wished we could have put the door back and resealed the room.

The cross corridor connected with more passageways with more doors. We opened a second cabin and
found much the same sort of condition, but thistime without the occupant. “Looks like accommodations
werefor two to aroom,” said Alex. “Capacity was, what, about nine hundred?’
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“The quarters would not have been bad. I’ d pictured them packed in abit more closdly.”

“Alex,” | said, “why don’'t we move directly to the after section? Seeif we can figure out what
happened.”

He stepped aside and made room. “Lead the way.” He seemed unusualy subdued. There' san inner
cockiness about Alex. He' s good, and he knowsiit. But hetries not to let that knowledge show. During
that first hour on board the Seeker , though, it deserted him. He seemed amost overwhel med.

We wandered aft. We found more pieces and bits of passengers adrift. Hard to know how many.

We a so found washrooms, common rooms, VR areas, and agym. English sgnswere everywhere. |
showed them to Belle and she trandated: EXIT, DECK 5, PRESSIN CASE OF EMERGENCY,
LADIES.



Theinterior airlocks had closed, presumably when the engines blew. But someone, very likely the
Wescotts, had burned through. “ Other than that,” | said. “there doesn’t seem to be any damagein the
forward sections that would date to the time of the accident. Anybody who was on board would have
survived until the air ran out.”

The doorsin the after section were generally spaced farther apart. We opened one and looked into what
must have been an acceleration chamber. Twenty couches, four across, five deep.

All filled.
My God.

| recalled Mattie Clendennon. “ A dead ship.” Her gray-green eyes had grown large as she said it.
“ Carrying a full complement.”

The remains, most of them, were still buckled down, athough body parts had broken loose and were
adrift in the room. A few of the victims had gotten loose.

We got a better ideawho they’ d been.
“Kids” sad Alex.

We found three more such places during the next few minutes. All were filled with children. After that we
|eft the doors shut.

We were grateful, at last, to reach the engineering spaces. The bulkhead was peeled away by the force
of the blast. The main engines were blackened, but otherwise relatively whole. The star-drive unit had
erupted. The damage was S0 extensve, and the specifics of the ship itsdf so unfamiliar, there was no way
to know for certain what had happened. “I’ d say they were trying either to enter or exit hyperspace.”

He nodded.
“Not that it matters,” | added.

“No,” Alex said. “It matters. If we can figure out what happened here, maybe we can figure out where
Margoliais”

| didn’t arguethe point. | just didn’t much care where Margoliawas, not at that moment. And | know
those kids died thousands of years ago, and it was foolish to fed anything at that point, but | kept thinking
what the scene on the ship during those find moments must have been like.,

“Don't,” said Alex. “It was over quickly.”

We looked out through the ruptured hull at the stars and the nearby gas giant, and the distant sun, pale
and cold at thisrange. It was barely more than a bright star in the firmament. When | leaned outside and
looked toward the bow, | could see the Belle-Marie.

“Canyou tell why it happened?’ asked Alex.

| shook my head. “Not redlly. The passengers were buckled in. That confirmsthat they were performing
amaneuver. That'sal | can say for sure”

We descended to the lower decks and wandered the passageways. We came across aworkout area.
Devicesthat dlowed passengersto jog, or to pump pedds, or to smulate weight lifting. The nature of the
equipment suggested they hadn't hed artificia gravity. | checked with Belle, and she told meit hadn't



been developed for centuries after the Seeker.

Most of the equipment was still secured to the deck and bulkheads, but some was adrift. In addition
there were towels and swest clothes.

Accderation chambersin the forward areas, away from the sections that had been damaged, were
empty. Theairlocks had saved them. Temporarily. Those sections were filled with floating human debris.

It was becoming apparent that the Seeker had indeed been carrying afull load of passengers. Nine
hundred people. Had they al been kids?

“Wherewerethey going?’ | asked. “I don’'t think any of the origina flights out to the colony carried
modily children.”

“Anevacuation,” said Alex.
“Fromwhat?’

“I'venoidea” He pushed away something that had floated in front of his hedmet. “It would have been
dower up here”

| knew what he meant, and | didn’t even want to think about it.
He pressed a gloved hand againgt the bulkhead asiif to read its secrets. “Where were they coming from?’

Our air supply was dwindling, so we went back to the Belle-Marie. Neither of ussaid much. If I'd had
my way, we would have caled the whole thing off at that point and gone home. Let Survey or somebody
elseded withit. It was odd. I’ ve gone into more than afew archeological steswith Alex, but thiswas
different from anything I’ d experienced before. Or ever would again.

But he was determined to find out what had happened. So after an hour or so, and showers, we got fresh
air tanks and went back.

First stop that trip was the bridge. We found it on deck four. It was smaler than I’ d expected. And that
surprised me. Big ship, you figure oversized bridge. There was nobody strapped in the seets, for which |
was grateful. God knows what had gone through the captain’s mind during dl that.

| didn’t recognize much about the equipment. There were some toggles and push buttons. But with the
power off, the space wasn't much more than two chairsin an otherwise empty room with a blank control
panel and blank bulkheads, and | couldn’t have read the language without hel p anyhow.

“Any chance of getting thelog?’ Alex asked.
“No. Whatever wasrecorded isn't ill there after dl thistime”

“Pity.” Hewaslooking around, hoping to find something reassuring in the midst of that disaster. There
was a plaque mounted on the bulkhead to the left of the pilot’s sedt. It had a silhouette of the Seeker, and
when we gave Bdle alook, she said it was an award for carrying thefirst settlersto Abudai.

“Where?' Alex asked.
“ Abudai.”

Helooked a me. “Y ou ever hear of it?”’



“Nope.”

“ The settlement shut down after forty years or so,” said Belle. “ It consisted of a group that
disapproved of technology. They were trying to hold on to the old days.”

“What happened to it?’
“1t didn’t work. As the children matured, they packed up and went back to Earth.”

I"d brought a generator with me and managed to tieit in, but it was afool’ s errand. The system wasn't
going to take acharge. The ship was dead as arock.

“I wouldn't be surprised,” said Alex, “if Survey made amonument out of the thing. Or an historic
preserve.”

| wasn't sure which wasthe pilot’ s seet. | imagined Tgjaand Abraham Faulkner Stting there during the
long flights out from Earth. | wondered what they’ d talked about. What they’ d thought of Harry Williams.
How they’ d felt about their passengers. If ether of them had been on board during thisfind flight.

| must have mentioned the pilots names because Alex pointed out that we redly didn’t know when the
Seeker had cometo rest whereit was. “ It might have been along time after the settlers arrived,” he said.
“Tgaand Faulkner could have been dead ahundred years before this happened.”

“I doubt it,” | said. “It’snot likely the Seeker would have lasted out here more than a century. Even with
world-class maintenance.”

| opened some of the panels and looked inside, to see what condition the black boxes werein. These
were the control systems for communication, navigation, power, life support, and so on. And probably
for the Al. If they’d had one.

And | noticed something odd.

The boxes were marked. Plates carried symbolsthat probably indicated amanufacturer and a part
number. And maybe adate. Some also had the group of charactersthat | now knew trandated to
Seeker. Severa others had adifferent group of symbols, but donein the same style. It was dwaysthe
same group. “Bdle” | said, “what’ sthismean?’

“Please hold it higher so | can see. Ah, yes. That says Bremerhaven.”

“ Bremerhaven?’ said Alex.

“That is correct.”

“The other ship on themisson.” Hefrowned. “Buit thisisthe Seeker.”
“Yesh”

“Then those are parts from the Bremerhaven? Isthat what it means, Chase?’
“I"d say 0, yes”

“Arethey critical parts?’

“I don’t know anything about third-millennium ships. | mean thisthing’san antique.”



“ Ba gu%"

“They’re part of the basic package. On the bridge. Connected to whatever controls the captain has.
Y eah. I'd say they were probably critica.”

There were storerooms, some filled with supplies that had never been used, otherslined with cabinets.
We broke into afew of the cabinets and found lots of baggage. It was al frozen rock solid.

There was no shortage of artifacts. Mugs and glasses, like the one Amy Kolmer had brought to the
office, were stored in cabinetsin the dining areas. Most of the glasses were cracked, but some had
survived intact. Wefilled severa containers with them. “No problem about our ded with Shara,” he said.

“There splenty here for everybody.”

Our customers were going to love this stuff. We took some lamps, dinnerware, pens, whatever. We
especidly liked anything that was marked with the Seeker’ s name. The ship also had a substantia stock
of toys. Stuffed animals and books designed for children and pull-toys and sets of blocks and play
pistols. Not much of it wasin what you' d cal pristine condition. But congdering the age of everything, it
was pretty good.

I’d have preferred to complete an investigation before we started taking things out, but the ship was so
big, and there was so much. We' d go from space to space, and Alex would say, look, there' s areader,
or maybe a device that we didn't recognize, or maybe atowed—stiff asaboard but still recognizably a
towel—and we' d pick it up and soon we were hauling alot of stuff around with us. We took what we
had back to the Belle Marie. When we got outside, Alex, hisarmsfull, lost hisgrip on the load.
Everything drifted away, but he managed to savethe Abuda plague.

| mention all thisto impress on the reader that there was afair degree of disorganization in the way we
went about things. We were driven by competing motives, by our desire to know what had happened to
the Seeker , and consequently to Margoliaitsaf; and aso by our hunt for salable artifacts. And maybe a
little guilt associated with taking things from this particular Ste. Don’t ask me why. We d never had that
problem before.

“I dmogt wish there weren't o much here,” said Alex. | knew what he meant. If only alimited number of
artifactsfrom the Seeker existed, they would command extraordinary prices. But if aboatload came
back, even if that boatload were restricted by Survey to museums and exhibits, their very existence
would reduce the vaue of what we had to sdll.

WEél, no hdpforit.

We d just gotten insde when Bedllecaled over. * | think | sighted another ship.”

“Where, Bdle?”

“It’s gone now. Might have been just a blip. It wasn’t on the scope long enough to get a fix.”
“Nearby?”

“Thirty million klicks. There’'s an asteroid ring at that range.”

“Okay. Let usknow if it showsup again.”

EIGHTEEN

Modern technology has made time travel possible. Not in the classic style, of course. Bouncing back and
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forth through the centuries appears to be forever beyond reach. We cannot go back to inform Caesar
that it would be agood ideato stay out of the forum during March. But we can return to hisworld, and
listen to histhoughts, and hear his heart best.

—Jasmine Kalanna,
Voyages, 1365

Y ou wander through something like the Seeker and you think about the federations and governments that
have lived and died while that ship and its Slent passengers moved along its solitary orbit. There had been
dark ages and commercia revolutions and environmental disasters. Religions had been born, prospered,
and vanished. There d been wars, dictators, pogroms, rebellions, disasters. We' d seen golden ages,
periods of extended prosperity, socia and artistic triumphs. The great men and women had come and
gone, as had the mongters, the visionaries, the rebels, and the artists. The sciences had advanced and
retreated, Brooking had made his celebrated effort to reach M4 (and been lucky to come home dive).
Trillions of human beings had been born and lived out their lives. More than haf of recorded history had
passed. “ Y ou ever beento an older site?’ | asked Alex.

“Ontheground, yes,” hesad. “But not anything like this”” Wewerein one of the dining rooms. The
bulkheads were gray and cold in the light from our lamps. On one, near the door, there was abarely
discernible stain. Maybe caused long ago by leaking water. Maybe by spilled coffee. (Did they have
coffeein those days?) It had the effect of reminding usthat people had actually comeinto this room and
talked, and munched on sandwiches. Drunk cold beer. | wondered whether Harry Williams had ever sat
at one of thetables.

Wetook back another container of artifacts, our fourth. Among other thingsit contained awhite pullover
shirt and ajacket. The ship’s emblem was emblazoned on the right-hand breast pocket of the shirt, and a
slhouette of the Seeker had been embroidered on the back of the jacket. Both werein remarkably good
condition. Stiff asboards, but when we got them to the Belle Marie, they’ d flex out.

Wetook inventory and stored everything in the common room. Despite our success, Alex remained ina
dark mood. He' d made the discovery of his career, of anybody’s career, but he showed no sign of
sdlf-satisfaction. “I1t’ snot redlly our discovery, Chase,” he said. “ The Wescotts found it.”

That wasn't theissue, of course. But | played the game with him. “Columbus wasn't thefirst guy to
discover America, ether,” | said. “But he was smart enough to make the announcement, so he getsthe
credit. All of it.”

“Publicreations” Alex said.
What was the difference?
He was staring at the bulkheed. “I think we need to talk to Harry again.”

“Why?" | asked. “What do you expect to find out? He doesn’t know any more about that”—I |ooked
toward the Seeker—"than we do.”

“I know. But | want to talk to him anyhow.”

Belle complied, and Harry Williams appeared, seated in alush armchair. “ Hello,” hesad, chearfully.
“ Good to see you folks. Where are we now? Another oddball world?” Before anybody answered,
he noticed the Seeker through the bridge portals, and his eyes hardened. *“ What happened?” he
demanded.



“The enginesexploded,” Alex told him. “That’sal we know.”

Harry went over to the viewport and stared out. He looked scared.

“It gppearsthey were carrying afull load,” Alex continued. “We think most of the passengerswere kids.”
“When did it happen?’

“Wedon't know that either,” Alex said. “We don’t know any more now than you do.”

“What about the colony?”

“We haven't even figured out where the colony was.”

Hisvoice caught. “ You found the Seeker, but you don’t know where the colony was? How' s that
possible?”

“The ship isadrift in asystem that has nothing approximating the kind of world you' d have needed. We
don’t have acluewhy it’s here or where it came from.”

“How hard can it be?” he demanded. “ Just look for a class-K.”
“You'renot ligening, Harry. Thereisno class-K in thissystem.”
Harry shook hishead. Can't be. “ Where are we now?” he asked.
| told him. Tinicum 2116. Same aslast time.

“Do you know where the colony was established?’ Alex asked. | could hear growing impatiencein his
voice.

“No. I'vetold you, I’m only a composite.”

“I don’'t mean you, the avatar. | mean you, Harry Williams. When thefirt flight left Earth, taking the
colonists out to wherever the hdl it was, did Williams know the destination?’

13 No.ll
“Youdidn't?

“No. Not in the sense you're asking. | couldn’t have told anyone where it was. I’ d been there. |
knew what the world looked like. But | don’t know anything about star travel.”

“You just knew it was out there, somewhere.”

“Yes. There was no need for me to have specifics beyond that. They were irrelevant.” In spite of
everything he managed asmile. “ Tell me something was fifteen degrees west of Antares, and | would
have no idea what you wer e talking about.”

“All right. Let’stry it thisway. Who origindly planned the detailsfor the flightsto Margaolia?’
“ Clement Estaban.”
The name meant nothing to me, but Alex nodded. “The man who waked avay,” he said.

“Yes. At the last minute, he changed his mind. He wasn't the only one.”



“How did that come about?”’

“ Estaban was an engineer. Made some of the early exploratory flights. And he found a summer
world.”

“Was he thefirgt to suggest the idea of acolony?’

“No. | don’t think so. To be honest, | don’t remember who first suggested it. But—" Hewasdill
having trouble with hisvoice. “ | hope they’ re okay.” He spoke asif theorigina colonists might till be
dive somewhere.

“Harry,” sad Alex, “what were the long-range plans for the Seeker and the Bremerhaven?’
“You mean after they delivered the colonists?”
[1] Ya”

“ Smple enough. After the third voyage, the two ships were to remain with the colony. They were
going to be put in orbit. Kept accessible in case we needed them.”

“Okay. That means you intended to maintain them. But did you actualy have the peopleto doit? And
the equipment?’

“Yes. We had both. We sent an orbital dock out with the colony. With all the parts and equipment
we would need for the foreseeable future. And we had a few engineers. Not specialistsin that kind
of work, but willing to learn. But—"

“—But what?’

“| don’t think we wer e that concerned about the ships. We didn’t seriously expect to use them
again. Our sense of the situation was that we were going to be a long time getting the colony up
and running. Years. Maybe decades. We weren’'t much interested in maintaining an interstellar
capacity. There was no need for it.”

“ Okw,”

“We wer e going to keep the ships so we didn’t lose the technology. So we' d be able to
manufacture our own, when the time came.”

“ Suppose the colony got into trouble? There was no long-range communication. Y ou couldn't call for
hdp.”

“What kind of trouble could we have gotten into?”
“Plague,” | suggested.
“We were going to be an off-world life-form. None of the local bugs could have touched us.”

“How could you possibly be sure?” demanded Alex. “In the beginning of the interstellar age, the notion
that disease could only affect life-formsfrom its own biosystem was only theory.”

“We talked to the top people. They said it wasn't possible.”

“They werewrong, Harry. There ve been some incidents.”



Hemade anoisein histhroat. His eyeswerefilled with pain. And | know. It was only an avatar. Not
real. But you should have been there. “Belle,” | said, “can you cut the emotiond levels? We need to be
abletotak tohim.”

“Sorry, Chase,” shesad. * If | make adjustmentsin the personality, | cannot vouch for the
accuracy of the model.”

“It'sokay,” said Alex. “Harry, you put, what, five thousand people out in the middle of nowhere. How
could you be sure something wouldn’t go wrong?’

“We were very careful. We knew the place we were going to. | assure you it was safe.”
“ Suppose somebody changed his mind. Wanted to go home?’

“ The colony would be home.”

“Comeon, Harry. Y ou know what I’ m saying.”

His eyes closed for amoment. “ Actually, we knew that would happen and we made provision for
it.”

“What wasthe provison?’
“ Counseling. And, where necessary, a way to return.”
“How did you manage that?”’

“We knew some people wouldn’'t be able to adjust. We also had a couple of crew membersto take
care of. Who were to go home. They weren’t all members of the community, you know.”

“| assumed—’

“You assumed wrong.” Thevoice was angry now. “ No. Abe was one of us. But that’ s because of
his girlfriend. It wasn’t a matter of principle with him. Two of the engineers were not staying. One
on each ship. And Taja wasn't.”

“The captain of the Seeker

“Ves”

“So how were they going to get home?’

“ The Boykins was going to pick themup.”

“The Boykins.”

“ Yes. They were to be taken back, as well as anyone &l se who wanted to return.”
“So someone ese did know where Margoliawas?’

“ Of course. The pilot’ s name was Yurawicz. Marco Yurawicz.”

“Did he actudly make the flight? Did anyone go back? Other than the crew members?’

“ He made three flights. He returned almost four hundred people who' d changed their minds.”



“Four hundred?”

“ Actually a bit more than that. We knew it would happen. We just didn’t know how many. We
didn’t advertise our intention to provide an opportunity to return because we knew a lot of people
would apply ssimply to see whether they’ d like the experience. Give us a trial run. We wanted
committed people only. But we knew we had to make provision.”

“Wasn't that too many people to expect to keep a secret?’

“They were like me, Alex. They had no idea where Margolia was. And | don’t think anybody in the
government cared where it was.”

“And the crew members never told anybody?’

“ Asfar as| know. That was the deal. They were well paid, and they were obviously as good as
their word.”

“What about Tgja?”

“ She never did return to Earth. Must have liked the new world. Probably found someone and
settled down.”

We went back next day for afind vigt.

We broke into the captain’s cabin, aswell asthose set aside for her executive officer and the other three
crew members. The cabinswere well preserved. Desks and chairs, at least the ones still secured to the
deck, were reasonably intact. They’d had their own washrooms. | couldn’t resist punching the pad over
the shower, but of course there was no water. Outside, in the passageway, the bulkheads were stained
where water lines had burdt.

We found afew pictures on the bulkheads. In the compartment we guessed to be Tgja' s, there was one
of aman, an adolescent girl, an older woman, and a child about five. In the adjoining cabin, we saw a
picture of two attractive young women. Embossed on plastic. There were others. Family members,
presumably. Kids. Even adog. I’ d brought a plastic sack in case we found anything else of interest. But
Alex suggested we leave the pictures for Windy’ s people. “ Show up with those,” he said, “and we' |l be
accused of crimes againgt humanity.”

The rooms had storage cabinets. We cut into a couple and found clothes. Work uniforms, for the most
part. They werein poor condition. It was apity because they carried the Seeker shoulder patch.

We dso made amgor discovery in the captain’s cabin. Lying in acorner of a cabinet that was otherwise
empty, we came across asmall black case that might once have been leather. Insde, we found aplastic
packet containing twelve lenses. | showed them to Alex.

They were stuck to the interior of the case, so we couldn’t remove them. But the leather was open on
both sdes and, after we' d wiped them, we could see through the lenses. Alex examined them in the
lamplight. Then heinvited meto have alook.

Each of thelenses carried an image. But | couldn’t make out what they were.
“Any ideas?’ he asked.
“Not redly.”



“You know what | think?’ He took the case back and aimed hiswrist lamp at it. Played it through the
lenses. Blurry images appeared on the opposite bulkhead. He moved the makeshift projector forward
and back. The pictures shifted but did not clear. “Holograms,” he said.

| nodded. “ Could be. We can have Bdllefigureit out.”

He dipped the case into a cargo pocket. “Damn, | wish people would keep better records. It would
have been niceif one of them had |eft us some handwritten comments about what was going on.” He
made an irritated noise. “Can you imagine what something like that would be worth?”

Y eah. These people never think about the future.

“We have company,” said Bdle.

We hurried out to the bridge, but we couldn’t see anything.
“|It appearstobea VTL.”

“What'saVTL? asked Alex.

“Inthe unofficid parlance,” | sad, “it'scaled atracker. It' sfully automated. They' re usudly used as
probes.”

“Would it have been left by somebody?”
“Left or ddivered.”
“Chase, I'm trying to ask whether it was capable of making the flight out here on itsown.”

“Could it have followed us through ajump? No. No such technology exists. The experts say it can't be
done.”

“Then either someone el se happened to find this place, or—"
“—Someone knows about the Seeker. Belle, what'sit doing?’
“ Approaching.”

“‘ETA?

“ About eleven minutes. Coming at high velocity, by the way. It appears to be on a collision
course.”

Welooked at one another and | remembered the park-building nanos. “Belle, start the engines. Alex, we
have to assumeit’s hostile. We better get back to the ship before it gets here.”

Hedidn't need convincing. We moved quickly off the bridge and down through a half dozen
passageways toward the airlock. While we scrambled as best we could through zero gravity, Belle gave
me the bad news. “ It’ s hooked us.”

“What' s shetaking about?’ asked Alex.

“It hasarider beam. It just latches on, and wherever we go, it will go. It getsafreerideand it can close
onusditsleisure”

“Well haveto jump clear.”



“Given eight hours, we could do that.”
We charged out through the airlock and onto the hull.
“It's probably abomb,” he said.

“Maybe. But no need. All it would haveto do is give usagood bump, and it'll belightsout.” We made
the jump over to the Belle-Marie.

“ ETA just over eight minutes,” saidBdle.
“Let’'sseewhat we have,” | told her, scrambling onto the bridge and looking down.

Theintruder was on the monitor. It wasasmall package, not much more than a set of linear engines and
adrive unit with afew black boxes up front. But big enough to put us out of action.

“How fagt isit coming?’

“ Eighteen hundred kilometers per hour.”

“Yeah.” It was approaching the Seeker from directly forward.
“Chase,” said Alex, “can’'t weusethe HCS on it?’

The Hazard Control System was a particle-beam unit designed to take out rocks or ice that posed a
danger. “No,” | said. “There sasafety feature to prevent itsfiring on ships and equipment.”

“Can’'t you override that?’
“If we had sometime.”
“Then what do we do? Y ou said we can't outrun it.”

“Watch and learn, boss. Watch and learn.” | took my seat, engaged the harness, and signaled for Alex to
dothesame. “Bdlle” | sad, “release the controlsto me.”

Status lamps changed color. “ Done, Chase.”
| moved the Belle-Marie forward, dong the Seeker’shull, in the direction of the approaching tracker.
“ Range two hundred ten klicks,” said Belle

A scarlet sunburst was emblazoned on the Seeker’ s prow. | took station on aline between the intruder
and the sunburgt. “ These things are designed to chase asteroids,” | said. “And comets. Space junk. They
aren't made to contend with something that can move independently.”

“Sowe'regoing to—7?

“—Sit hereand wait for it. Whenit rollsin, we'll step asde and it’ll plow into the Seeker.”
“Isn’'t there a better way?’

“Besttiffied there isaway.”

Helooked out at the ship. “1 hate to do any more damage.” Hisface grew hard. “If | get hold of
Bolton—"



“Youthink that’swhoit is?’
“Who es=?’
“| guess. If he can get us out of theway, he could claim the Seeker and everything dsefor himsdf.”

“Chase,” sadBdle. “ It'srotating. Looks like a three-sixty.” | could seeit on-screen. | watched it
turn until its exhaust tubes were pointed in our direction. Then the enginesfired.

“Braking,” Bellesad.

“Thething' snot asdumb as1’d hoped.”

“What do you mean, Chase?”’

“It’ srecognized the danger. So it’s dowing down.”

There was no placeto hide.

Bele sstatus lampsflickered. “ What do you wish to do, Chase?”

“I'mthinking about it.”

“ At current rate of deceleration, it will be moving at twenty kilometers per hour when it arrives.”
“Givemethenew ETA, Bdle”

“ Ten minutes, forty-four seconds if current conditions hold.”

Well, at least we' d picked up sometime. | fired the attitude thrusters and rotated the Belle-Marie. The
tracker showed up in the viewport. Dead ahead. | pointed us & it, warned Alex we were moving out,
and fired the main engines. We began to accelerate.

He wiped the back of his hand against his mouth. But he kept his peace.

| went to max sustainable thrust. We were both driven deep into our seats as the Seeker dropped
behind.

“It hasincreased power to engines,” saidBelle.

“It' sgoneto full braking,” | told Alex. “It figureswe retrying to get past it. It' strying to ow down
enough so it can react.

“1f we maintain present rate of acceleration,” Belesad, “ it will be moving at one point one
kilometers per second when we reach it.”

“I'veaquedtion,” said Alex.

“Go.”

“Y ou're going to turn at the last minute, right? Sip by it on one side or the other?’
“Ves”

“What happensif that thing turns the same way you do?’



“Odds are againg. But that’ sthe easy part. Alex, if it gets behind us, on our tail, it will make getting clear
of it very difficult. | don’t know that we can outrun it.”

1] Okw.”
“So we haveto take it out beforeit climbs up our rear end. | need you to do something.”
“Nameit.”

“I"'m going to shut down the enginesin amoment. When | do, pick out one of the cases and load it with
the heaviest artifacts we have.”

“Okay.”
It wasn't visible yet through the viewport. But the picture on the monitor was getting bigger.
“Belle” | said, “take the helm until | come back.”

“| haveit, Chase.”

| released my harness and collected atether and a pressure suit, which | took back to the common room,
where Alex was shoving artifacts into a box.

“Here” | said, “I'll take over. Y ou put thison.”
“Why?" he asked, puzzled. “Am | going outsde?’

“Tak later,” | said. | finished packing the case and secured it. Alex got into the suit, and | shortened the
tether, cut it back to about ameter and a half, and connected it to his belt.

“ Sx minutes,” saidBelle,

“Okay,” | told her. “Kill the gravity.”

She shut it down and | picked up the case. “Let’sgo.”

| opened the airlock and he went inside. | passed the case to him.
“What do you want meto do with this?’

“We regoing to useit to save our necks.”

| closed the hatch, went back to my seat, and buckled in. Therewasaglow up ahead. * That’sit,” sad
Bdle “ Enginesare till firing.”

“Okay.”
“ Five minutes.”

“Alex, can you hear me?’
“Loud and clear.”
“Start depressurization.”

“| already have.”



“Good. Use the tether to secure yoursdlf to one of the handgrips. We don’t want you going out the
door.”

“Hang on a second.”

| watched the glow getting brighter. “Come on, Alex.”

“ How' s this thing work?”

“It'sjust adip.”

“1 think it’s defective.”

“Jugt knot it if you haveto.”

“ Four minutes.”

“Okay, | got it.”

“Giveit agood yank. Make sureit’ s secure.”

“It'sfine”

My inginctswere d| telling meto hit the brakes. “ All right. Air pressure will be zero in another minute.”
“ Okay.”

“When it is, when the green light on the outer hatch comes on, openit.”

“ All right. I know you’re not about to tell me we're going to hit it with the artifacts.”
“How do you like bregthing?’

“1t's till on collision course, Chase,” said Belle.

“Didn’t we have something else we could have thrown at it?”

“We could probably have used asink if we' d had moretime.”

“Two minutes.”

“Belle, power to the main engines. Let’ s be ready to move out.”

“Pressure's zero,” said Alex.

“Itisstill on collison course,” sad Belle.

“One minute, twenty, Alex.” Thetracker was il braking.

“ Opening the outer hatch.”

The airlock was on the port side. “When you push the case out, try to be gentle. Don’'t shove it.”
“ Okay.”

“We want it, as much as possble, to continue ahead on our present vector.”



“ Okay.”

“Judt lay it out there. Let me know when it’sdone.”

“All right.”

“Ready?

“ Ves”

“Doit.”

| heard him grumble. Then: “ Okay. It's gone.”

“Very good. Don't try to close the hatch. Just hang on. Turn in ten seconds.”
“ Okay.”

“Nine, eight .. .”

The one serious risk was the one Alex had aluded to, that the tracker might guess what | was doing, or
possibly even react quickly enough to changeits course. But | doubted that was possible. More likely
wasthat I d cut it too close and would dam into the damned thing on my own.

“Four, three. . .”

Itsengineswere dlill firing, ill trying to decderate.

.. Two...

| fired the port-side thrusters, turning hard to starboard. The tracker’ s starboard thrusters fired asit tried
to match the move, but it was too late. We soared past, and the case of artifacts caught it right on the
nose a acombined velocity close to two thousand kilometers per hour.

The sky lit up behind us. Alex complained that he couldn’t believe he' d actualy done that. Had to have
been abetter way. Now that there was time to think about it, | redlized we might have filled the container
with water. But | let it go.

We did a series of long- and short-range sweeps to assure ourselves nothing else was coming our way.

NINETEEN

Orhits, vectors, and intersections. When you understand them rightly, al becomes clear.

—Korim Mass,
Inthe Lab, 1411

The next order of businesswasto clean the lenses. It was ddlicate work and | 1&ft it to Alex, who'sthe
expert. When he was satisfied he’ d done the best he could, we showed them to Belle. “What do you
think?’ he asked her.

We watched lights playing through them. She commented that, considering their age, they weredmost in
decent condition.

“Can you reproduce theimages?’ asked Alex.
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“1 think so. Put one into the reader and let’ s see what we have.”
We retreated to the common room, and | loaded thefirst lens.

“That’sgood,” said Belle. Lightsdimmed. We werelooking at afield under astarlit sky. Dark trees
crowded in on our left. In the foreground, two people stood by a gate in awooden fence. A little girl, and
awoman who seemed to be her mother. Beyond the gate were alawn, atree with aswing, and ahouse.
Beyond the houselay ariver.

Everything was somewhat blurred. “ Hang on,” said Belle. “ | see the problem.” The picture cleared,
and the VR effect took hold. We were standing inthefield. On thefar sde of theriver, in the darkness,
aring of light glittered.

“A city, | think,” said Alex. “Where are we, Belle? Can you tdl? Isit Earth?’
“1 don’'t know. It could be anywhere.”

The child was about nine. She wore a blue jumpsuit and a matching bow in her long auburn hair. Shewas
looking directly at us, smiling, waving her hand. The mother’ s eyeswere aso fixed on us. Shewas
dressed in khakis, her head canted, smiling self-conscioudy, patiently waiting for the picture-taking
session to end.

| could fed rain coming. And the wind whispering in the trees. A yellow glow in acloud-filled sky
suggested the presence of amoon. The girl wanted to run toward us, to embrace us, but | suspected
she' d been instructed to pose, and so she did.

“Okay?’ Alex asked.
“Yeah,” | said. “Next, Belle”

Same two people. Standing on the front porch of the house. The house looked lived in. The front steps
didn't fit quiteright into the porch, and the post light leaned at an angle. The roof had some torn shingles,
and one of severd large windows needed its frame repaired. Thiswas't the kind of place you used to
impress friends. But there were lots of flowering bushes out front. And it looked comfortable.

The clouds had backed off abit, and we could see the moon. It was full and bright, afraction larger than
Rimway’ s satellite. Light spilled through the windows. The woman was laughing now, more at ease, and
seemed to be in the act of reaching down to catch the child in her arms. She was attractive. Her hair was
likethe child’s, auburn tinged with red. She looked happy, awoman without acarein theworld. She
wore awhite blouse and dark dacks. “1 wonder who they are,” Alex said.

| shrugged. “Maybe she became the captain of the Seeker,” | said.

“She doesn't ook like somebody who'd be piloting interstellars. She' |l have her handsfull with thelittle
girl.”

“I wastadking about thelittlegirl,” | said.

“It'snot Earth,” sadBdle.

The voice seemed to come out of a patch of trees. “How do you know?’ asked Alex
“1t'snot Earth’s moon.”

Three of the holograms were views of theriver. It looked wide and tranquil. The woman appeared in one



of them, standing beside atree, gazing thoughtfully at the opposite bank.

Two were not recoverable. The other seven had been made in the vicinity of the house, including one
with the mother and child standing in an open front door, providing our only red glimpseinto theinterior.
| could make out an armchair and atable with alamp on it. The girl appeared in each of the seven.

There were two chairs on the porch, and a table supporting a potted plant. Someone had draped a
jacket on the back of one of the chairs. A toy wagon had been left out front on the lawn. And we saw
the walkway that connected the house with the gate.

We went back to the river and looked more closely at the ring of light on the other side. “ Can we get
closer?’ | asked Belle.

She focused on the ring, then moved rapidly toward it. It expanded, broke into individua lights. Thelights
looked asif they might betraffic.

“Okay,” said Alex. “Let’ sseethe girl’ sjumpsuit again. Up close.” The child appeared front and center.
Laughing. Pulling at the mother. The jumpsuit had a shoulder patch.

| recognized it. The suit and the patch. “It’s from the Seeker

“Made especidly for kids,” he said. “ Probably asouvenir.” He looked up at the sky, but the stars were
hidden. “ThisisMargolia” hesad.

I”’d gone to bed thinking how good it would be to get home again, and | was just drifting off to deep
when Alex knocked at the cabin door. | turned on alamp, grabbed arobe, and told him to comein.

Hewas holding a cup of coffee. “ Sorry to bother you, Chase.”

“It'sokay. What' swrong?’

“I'just thought of something, and | wanted to runiit by you.”

There was only one chair in theroom, so | sat up on the bed and left it for him. “Go ahead,” | said.

“WEe ve been talking about a catastrophe of somekind. That’ sthe only likely reason they’ d have packed
al those kids on the Seeker. It was arescue effort.”

“Sure. Hasto be. The colony ran into something. A virus. Famine. Maybe even diens.”
“You'rethinking smdl, Chase”
“Smd|? Aliens show up and that's small 7’

“We both know the planetary system hereis screwed up, right? | mean, we' ve only been ableto find
three worlds, and one of themisin alopsided orbit.”

“There snothing unusua about that, Alex. There are lopsided systems everywhere.”

“But thisisthe one where we found the Seeker. That suggests at least the possibility of a connection.”
“Alex, what are we talking about?’

“Put the catastrophe on a planetary scae.”

“Oh.”



“Maybe something came through this system and either plowed into the colony world or gected it.”

“Or knocked it into the sun. It' s possible. But it seems pretty unlikely.” The chance of acollison was
remote. But, if something had come thisway—

Hiseyeslooked digtant. “1 think the odds are pretty good,” he said, “that’ s exactly what happened.
They arrived and set up on that pleasant world in the holograms. Built acity. Spread out abit. Nicelittle
placesin the country with porches and swings. They were there long enough for the two shipsto get old.
The house we saw needed repair. Then they got an event.”

“Could be,” | said.

“Maybe arogue world passing through. | don’t know. I’'m not a planetary scientist. We should have
brought thet friend of yoursadong.”

1] s,]a.a.”
“Y eah. Shara. She might have been able to give us a better idea.”
“It would explain everything. If they hadn’t maintained the ships, or they’ d smply gotten old—"

“—Neither wasreliable. Neither could make it on its own. So they had to cannibalize oneto givethe
other achance. The plan would have been to send it to get help. Provided there wastime. | mean, Earth
waswhat, ayear avay? And another year back.”

“Thefact that they loaded it up with kids suggeststime was short,” | said.
“Or that they thought they’ d solved the Seeker’ s problems.”

Hetook adeep bresth. “1’d like to know what actualy happened.”

“If they got gected from the system, we won't find them.”

“No, | don’t suppose wewould.” He tapped his fingertips on the navigation monitor. “Why don't we run
atest? Seeif we can confirm that this system was really home to the colony world.”

“What did you havein mind?’

“Welook for the moon.”

“Themoon?

“Sure. Margoliahad amoon. We have apicture of it.”

“Wel, maybe we do. But even so, the moon would probably have gotten booted, too.”
“Wedon’'t know that. In any case, | don't seethat it hurtsto look.”

“Okay,” | sad. “If it' sdtill inthe system, it shouldn’t be too hard to locate.” We knew what one side of it
looked like. There was alot of debris floating around, but not many spheres.

He went up to the bridge. | padded along behind him in bare feet, and we directed Belle to run through
theimagesagain.

The moon was actudly visblein three of the holograms. She put them on display one by one. We had
only the face of the satdllite to work with, but it would be enough. We studied its details, craters here and



here. Ridges over there and up toward the pole. Mountain range thus and so. “Are we ready to do a
sweep, Bdle?’ | asked.

“ Say theword.”
We decided the moon would most likely be in asolar orbit and started our search accordingly.

We found four candidates the first day, but eiminated them quickly. Alex became engrossed in the effort.
He talked with Belle incessantly, quizzing her about where we were |ooking, whether we were wasting
time on one prospect or another, whether she was till following the search parameters that we' d set out
for her.

She darted getting irritable. By the beginning of the fourth day, when we were far from the sun and deep
in the system with nothing resembling a moon anywhere on the scopes, shelost patience and told us

she' d let us know when she had information of interest. “ In the meantime,” she added, “ we need to be
thorough. Even if this doesn’'t ook like a promising area, we want to eliminate it so we don’t have
to come back here later when we start wondering if maybe we missed something.”

Herolled hiseyes. “I’m annoying the computer,” hetold me.

I’ d done extended travel with Alex on numerous occasions, and if you're going on along cruise, he sas
good to have aong as anybody. He can hold up hisend of a conversation. He has a sense of humor.

He' sreasonably patient. And usudly he knows when to be quiet. Nevertheess, when you put two
people into a confined space over along period of time, with no break, things do tend to get fractious.
I’ve seen sudiesthat indicate it’ s not so much being limited to seeing the same person day after day asit
is the confinement within bulkheads. Put two people on adesert idand, with sun, wind, and open sea,
and you don't get the same effect at all.

So we made full use of the VR capabiilities. We went to the theater, attended a concert, sat on the beach
with hordes of other people, took our medlsin virtua restaurants, went to sporting events and tried to
scream along with the crowd. We played in achess tournament in India, walked aong the coast at Sea
Gate, watched Parvis Kuney do his comedy act in the Royale, and wandered through the ancient Louvre.

The problemwith dl thisisthat it's virtual , and as the days pass, you become increasingly aware of that
fact. There was nothing congtructive to be done. Alex could spend time updating himself on the latest
developmentsin theworld of antiquities. | read mysteries. And after awhile, it got old.

Asany singlefemde of the correct agewill tell you, there’ snothing quite like living with the possibility that
on any given day you will meet The Guy. The one who setsyour heart racing and whom you know from
the beginning you will never forget. Well, okay. I’ ve never seen one of thosein the flesh, and there are
momentswhen | doubt they redlly exist. But then an evening with the right sm, watching Choelo Tabor
look into the soul of a Chase Kolpath avatar, watching the two of usfall desperately in love whiletherain
pours down on the cottage roof and the music swells and carries us avay—Well, | can tell you that
Chodo could have me anytime. But | knew that | wasn't going to see him, or anyone ese for that matter,
out here around Boopsilon Delta, or wherever the hell we were.

We were a0 beginning to use up our fuel. Short jumps are short, but we were doing alot of them and
they burn just as much fud asthelong-range insertions.

Eventualy we transferred the search to the far Sde of the sun. By then, the plan was to take aquick look
around, seeif anything presented itsdlf, then rethink our options.

Finaly, on the ninth day, Belle announced she had spotted something.



“Themoon?’ | asked.

“Not exactly,” shesaid. Another oddly human trait: She loved being in charge of the moment and never
hesitated to draw the Situation out. “ How about that?”

“What?’ demanded Alex. “What do you see?’

“ Another high-albedo object.”

“Another tracker?” | held my bregath.

“No. | don't think so.”

“Another ship?’

“Possibly.”

“The Bremerhaven?’ | said.

“| cannot make that determination. Whatever it is, however, it's nearby.”

It wasn'’t the Bremerhaven. And it wasn't another vigtor. It was adocking facility. It was about a
kilometer long, with two enclosed bays for landers, atermina, something that must have been a storage
unit, and a collection of struts, crosspieces, and burst tanks. It was adrift, turning dowly, end over end,
trailing spars and broken cables. The bays were open and empty.

We pulled dongside. Alex was dready climbing into his suit. | asked whether we wanted to take a
packing container with us.

“Let’'sjust golook,” he said. “ See what we have.” He was still subdued.

| picked up alaser, and we made the crossing. There was apossibility the enclosed sections of the
dtation were still holding air pressure, and that turned out to be the case. We went through one of the
bays and had to cut our way through a bulkhead. There were no human remainsthistime. For which |
was grateful.

We moved into adark passageway, a bit more relaxed than we had been on the Seeker. But wedidn't
engagein our usud hunt for artifacts. To be honest, there was't much lying around.

Nor was there debris floating through the dark. We found an observatory, amaintenance station, and a
gdley. There were two boarding tubes. Both had been brought inside and retired to their cradles.

We went back out onto the dock, where, we assumed, the Bremerhaven and the Seeker had oncetied
up.

“How’d they doit?’ asked Alex.

The shipswould have dwarfed the station. We found tethers. They were thin, and it was hard to imagine
ether of the behemoths secured by them. “The dock has magnetic skirts,” | said. “They just locked it in
andtied it down.”

“I’d have expected to find something broken,” he said.

“How do you mean?’



“Maybe’mwrong. But I’ ve assumed the Bremerhaven would not have been operationd after they
removed the parts we saw in the Seeker.”

“I don't redly know for sure, but that' salmost certainly right.”

“So what happened to it?’

| looked at the retracted tethers. Everything wasin order. “They released it,” | said.
“Why?"

“Maybe they didn’'t want the dock wrecked.”

“Chase, the dock got thrown along way. Y ou serioudy think they didn’t know that was going to
happen?’

“l havenoidea, Alex.”

He touched one of the tethers. It had logt itsflexibility. “Why bother releasing a ship that couldn’t go
anywhere?’ hesaid.

“I don’t know. Maybe they didn’'t want to have it come down on their heads during whatever it was that
was happening. So they got rid of it.”

“Maybe.” Helooked at mefor along minute, although | couldn’t see hisface insde the darkened helmet.
“It doesn't fed right.”

Bdlecdled: “ We have a candidate for the moon.”

As soon aswe got within range, we saw that it was the satellite from the holograms. There was no
mistaking the craters and the ridgdline and the mountain range.

Bdle usudly had ahard time understanding the vagaries of human behavior. She thought the discovery
was reason to celebrate, so she showed up dressed in ablack off-the-shoulder gown, looking like a
modd from Sand and Sea. She held both fists over her head while her bosom heaved, and she
showered us with congratul ations. But the mood on the ship remained gloomy.

Likethe Seeker, and the dock, the former moon had gone into solar orbit.

“ Circumference at the equator is thirty-five hundred kilometers,” Belle announced. Big for amoon,
even by the stlandards of Rimway’ s oversized satdllite. “ | do not detect any indication of catastrophic
damage.”

Y ou’ ve seen one moon, you' ve pretty much seen them all. This one was heavily cratered on one side, the
sdewe d seen in the hologram. The other was relatively smooth, the product of an ancient lavaflow, |
supposed. We went into orbit around it and began looking for anything that might tell us how it had
gotten there.

Alex took pictures, and we mapped the object. We measured it and scanned it. We hoped to find signs
that someone had walked on it. A base, amonument, awrench dropped in the dust. Something. Buit if it
wasthere, wedidn't seeit.

“ Orbital period approximately seven hundred thirty-five years. It is now inbound midway between
aphelion and perihelion.”



“We ve got adock and amoon,” | said. “We might be able to use them to figure out where and when
the event happened.”

Henodded. “Doit.”

My chanceto shine. “Bdlle,” | said, “track the orbits of the moon and the dock back nine thousand
years. Do they at any timeintersect?’

“Working,” sad Béle.

“That' sgood, Chase,” said Alex. “Y ou may have afuture as amathematician.”
“That would be astep down,” | said.

Bellewas back. “ No. They do not intersect. But thereis a close approach.”
“How close?’

“ They come within two point three million kilometers on March 3, 2745, in the terrestrial
calendar.”

“Fifty-five years after they’ d first touched down,” said Alex.
“Let’sseewhat it lookslike, Belle. Show us the biozone, too.”

She dimmed the lights. Gave us the sun. Drew awide circle around it to indicate the biozone. She added
abright ydlow arc. “ Thisisthe dock.” And asecond arc, passing well to one side of the dock. “ The
moon.” The approach took place on the inner edge of the biozone.

“Bdle” sad Alex, “ show uswhere the terrestrial world was on that date.”

“It’s hard to be certain, because the planetary orbit might have been different prior to the event.”

“It would have been different, Belle,” | told her.
“Then what am | looking for?” She sounded annoyed.

“Assumethe terrestrial world originally had astandard orbit inside the biozone, near itsinner edge.
Wherewould it have been?’

“ One moment, please.”
Nobody said anything.
A blinking marker appeared a hand’ swidth avay from the moon. Farther from the dock.

“Not exactly an intersection,” said Alex.

TWENTY

Wewill interrupt theideologica nonsense, whether it be paliticd, religious, or socid, that flowsfrom
generation to generation. Wewill begin anew, in anew place, with anew approach. Wewill learn from
history, and we will discard the doctrines that have kept the human race anchored firmly to a cacophony
of discord and confusion. We have aways known the potential for greatness, because we have seen
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what can be done when individuasthrow off the shackles of conformity. Now we will demonstrate what
can happen when an entire society prizes, above dl ese, free minds.

—Harry Williams,
Remarks at the Freedom Day Celebration in Berlin, March 3, 2684 C.E.

Wewere still orbiting the moon when Belle reported that she' d located the Bremerhaven. “Thefind
piece” | sad.

“We'll see”

It was smdller, leaner, and longer than the Seeker. No blown enginesthistime. No sign of damage
except dentswhereit had probably been struck by drifting rock and ice. It carried the same flag, and a
morefluid style of |ettering on the hull.

We saw no signs of human remainsingde. There were some pieces that would have looked good on
Rainbow’ sinventory, but Alex decided, without explaining why, that we would take nothing from the
Bremerhaven. “Leaveit for Windy,” he said.

On the bridge, we opened the panels and |ooked at disconnected power lines. And at empty spaces
once occupied by control boxes. Alex clomped around in his magnetic boots and poked hislamp into
every open space. “Chase,” he said at last, “ answer a question for me. After they transplanted the black
boxes to the Seeker , would thisthing have been capable of going anywhere? Under its own power?’

“I doubt it.”
“But you're not sure.”

“I'm not familiar enough with the ship. It' s possible, for example, there san auxiliary control center
elsewhere on board.”

“All right,” hesaid. “Isit possblefor usto make a determination?’

| remembered a set of Bremerhaven power relaysin the Seeker’sengineroom. “Let’ sgo look at the
driveunits” | said.

I’ve remarked elsewhere | don’t know much about third-millennium technology. But you don't haveto if
you' re just looking to see whether parts are missing and power cables are disconnected. | only needed a
quick glance to know that the Bremer haven wouldn't have gone anywhere on its own.

We removed nothing. Mostly we just made avisua record. Then we went back aboard the Belle-Marie,
and poured ourselves some coffee.

Alex was adrift somewhere,

“What?" | asked, findly.

Hetook along pull a his coffee. “I think the jungleworld isMargolia”

“Even though the orbits didn’t match up?’

“Yes. | don't know how, or why, but they’ re buried on that world somewhere.”

There was no indication there had ever been a settlement. But of course, giveit afew thousand years,
and the heavy vegetation we were looking at would have buried Andiquar. We took the launch down



and padded around abit on the surface, looking for evidence. But there was nothing. Confirmation one
way or the other would take speciaized equipment.

“ Chase?’

“Yes, Bdle?’ | was ngpping on the bridge while Alex looked over images from the surface.
“1”ve been examining the orbit of the Bremerhaven.”

“And—7?

“On March 3, 2745, it was thirty million kilometers away.”

“From thisworld?’ asked Alex.

“Ves”

Welooked at each other. “How do we explain that?’

“For now,” hesad, “let’sjust cdl it an anomaly.”

TWENTY-ONE

Inthe midst of celebration are we overtaken by caamity.

—Kaory Tyler,
Musings, 1312

We dipped back into our home system at the end of aflight that people would probably be talking about
athousand yearslater. We' d found our Atlantis, but it had been a disappointment on a scale so vast that
it weighed down every other consideration. Had we guaranteed ourselves agreat bottom line?
Absolutely. Were we going to be cdebrities? | pictured myself being interviewed on every show from
Round Table to Jennifer in the Morning. Money would pour in. And | was aready thinking about a
book. Still, we had hoped for an Atlantis that would be, despite al odds, up and running. Or at least,
visble

“What will you cal it?" asked Alex, referring to the book.
“Last Mission,” | sad.

He pressed hisfingers againgt histemple and adopted the tone he might have used with achild. “1 hope
you' re not suggesting you' re going to retire. And anyhow, titles shouldn’t be about you.”

“It's not about me. I've no intention of retiring, Alex. It' [l be about the Seeker. Trying to go for help,
having aload of children on board, and the engines go down. No rescue possible within light-years.
Everybody on board dies, and Margolialosesits only hope. It' satragic story.”

“Yes” hesaid. “It soundslike adowner. | think you need some daylight in there somewhere” Hewas
gtting in the common room, in front of a chess problem to which he paid no attention. When | asked how
he planned to announce the discovery, helooked uncertain. “I haven't decided,” he said. “What do you
think?”

“We could cdl apress conference, jointly with Windy.”

He picked up the black king, studied it, and put it back. “I’m not anxiousto do that. | don’'t want to stir
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up Kolchevsky and the other morons. Why don’t wetry to keep alow profile for now, and move our
suff as quietly aswe can?’

“Y ou know that’ s not going to work, Alex. Onceit gets out that we found Margolia, every journdistin
the world is going to be begating down our door. We need to know what we' re going to say to them.”

We docked, made entry, and went in through the zero-gee deck because we had three containersfilled
with artifacts.

Aswe came out into the main concourse, atall, young man waswaiting for us. “Charlie Everson,” he
said. “How wasthetrip, Mr. Benedict?”

“Okay.” Alex looked in my direction. Did | recognize him? 1’ d never seen him before. He had black hair
and a conservative bearing, but something about him reminded me of one of those guyswho are dways
trying to impress you with their positionsin the world.

“Windy sent me,” he said. “ She’ sanxious to know how things went.”
“Tell her,” said Alex, “it was a productive operation. We' |l get over to see her firgt thing tomorrow.”

“Good.” He seemed pleased. “ She'll be anxiousto hear the details.” | expected him to press us, to ask
whether we' d found what we were looking for, but he shoved his handsinto his pockets and said she'd
been talking about throwing adinner in our honor. “By theway,” he added, “we ve arranged your
passage on the shuttle.” He had large brown eyes, and they focused on the containers. “ Compliments of
Survey.”

“Wadll, that' sgood of you,” said Alex. “Thanks.”
“It'sour pleasure. Arethose artifactsin the cases?’
“Yes” Alex sad.

“Wonderful.” He smiled again. Looked a me and |ooked away. Thiswasaguy on the shy side, |
decided. Someone who rarely had agood time. “ Congratulations, Mr. Benedict.”

“Thank you.”

“I'll let Windy know. And I'll tell her to expect you tomorrow.” We dl shook hands. “It was good to
meet you both.” He started away, paused, and turned back. “Reservations are in your name, Mr.
Benedict. The shuttle leavesat Sx.”

Alex thanked him again, and he went on hisway. Had other business to take care of, he said.

We stopped to arrange shipping for the containers. | was carrying afew of the more fragile artifactsina
box, which | intended to carry aboard the shuttle. At first they told us there was no room for more cargo,
and they’ d have to go down on alater vehicle. Alex showed them some money, and they found space.

We had dmost an hour to spare when we left the kiosk. Alex waslooking hesitant. “What’ swrong?’ |
asked.

“I'mhungry.”

There were plenty of snack shops. But Alex insisted we go to Karl’s, with its candles, soft music, and
szzling Dellacondan chicken.



“Wedon't havetime,” | said. It struethat an hour on Rimway is moderately longer than aterrestrial
hour, but we' d till not come close to making the shuttle. At Karl’s, you were expected to relax, enjoy
the ambience, and let the food catch up to you, so to speak.

Hefrowned. “There sanother flight at nine.” He looked a me with those big eyes. Come on, Chase,
we' ve been cooped up for weeks. Let’ srelax abit. “Why don't we just take it easy?’ he said. “Take
advantage of the opportunity?’ He was really asking whether | wanted a decent med, or preferred the
prepackaged stuff on the shuttle.

S0 he called the reservation desk to make the change, and we strolled up to B Deck, and poked our
heads into a couple of the souvenir shops. | bought a shirt for anephew, and Alex got some chocolate
for the ride down. Then we wandered into Karl’s.

Despite the mixed outcome of the mission, it was a night to celebrate. We got our table and sat down

and | put the box and the souvenirs on the seat beside me and told Alex not to let me forget it. There was
sultry music drifting from the piano at the far end of the dining room. Wetossed off drinks and stared into
each other’ seyeslike a couple of starstruck lovers. We told each other how good we were, and how the
entire world was going to come to our doorstep to ask how we did it. We ordered seafood. White
staple, supposedly from the Inland Sea. Whatever, | enjoyed every bite. It'sfunny, | can clearly
remember the details of that meal, the way the salad looked, the dressing | used, the shape of the
wineglasses, everything asif it happened yesterday. | can still seethe chanddlier, and the half-filled dining
room. | can see Alex, swept away by the emotions of the evening, Sitting a the apex of his career,
smultaneoudy ddighted and depressed. The plight of those people so long ago had gotten to him. Had |
been behaving that way, he' d have told meto get my act together. Everybody dies eventudly. It' s ancient

history.
Wdl, it was that.

| remember hisjoking about how there should be an antiquities dedlers hall of fame. About time they got
the recognition that had long been withheld. And he took time to thank me for my contribution. I think by
then he’ d drunk abit too much.

The piano player wasred rather than virtud, atal, serious-looking guy with abristling mustache and gray
eyesthat didn’t quite match the romantic music. | can still tell you what he played, and that he wore ared
carnation and looked mournful. | remember thinking maybe it wasaresult of hiswistful repertoire. “Lost
Without You.” “Night with No Moon.” And “Chandra.”

I’m not sure precisely when | became aware of a change in atmosphere. We d gotten well past the medl
and were smply stting, drinking, and enjoying the evening. | was beginning to wonder if we' d makethe
nine o’ clock flight. And gradualy | noticed a change in the mood of the place. The spontaneity seemed to
evaporate, and people were whispering and looking around and shaking their heads. Alex saw it, too.
When our waiter came over to refill our glasses, Alex asked if something was going on.

“The shuttle,” hesaid. “ It blew up on the way down.”

| have to confess my firgt thought was not for the victims, but for us, how close Alex and | had cometo
being part of the disaster. Had it not been for his gppetite, and hisinclination to visit Karl’ s at every

opportunity—

Thevictims. They’ d been walking around the concourse afew hours ago brushing shoulderswith us. And
the guy with the shy demeanor. Charlie. Had he been aboard?

| don't recall that either of usate or drank anything after that. The waiter had no details. | heard someone



sobbing out in the concourse. | remember getting up from the table while Alex paid the bill. We
wandered outside in adaze. “ These things happen,” | said.

He gave me astrange look and shook hishead. | don’t know how | got there, but | ended in hisarms.
“It'sokay,” hesaid.

| just hung on.
Alex shifted hisweight.
“What?' | asked.

“The artifacts.” He cdled the shipping service. Y es, they were sorry, but the three containers had been
onthesx o clock shuttle. “ But | seethey' re insured. No need to worry, Mr. Benedict.”

Insured for anomina sum. Insuring them for their true value would have overwhe med the shipping
company and they’ d have refused to accept the packages.

At that moment | remembered the box, the only remaining artifacts. Which I’ d eft at thetable. | Sarted
back, only to see the host hurrying my way with the box and my purchasesin his hands.

Wetried to cal Windy. Her Al informed us she was on ancther circuit, extremely busy, planning for a
conference starting tomorrow.

| asked whether they knew about the shuttle.

“Yes,” hesad. “ Dr. Yashevik knows.”

“I'veaquedtion,” said Alex. “Isthere a Charlie Everson on Windy' s staff?”
“No,” saidtheAl. “We do not have any such person on therolls.”

| broke the connection. He pulled me over to one side and |ooked anxioudy at the crowd swirling around
us

“Y ou think that was meant for us?’ | asked.
“What do you think?’

“No survivors,” somebody was saying on anews spot. “ Names have not yet been released pending
notification of next of kin.” The reporter turned to another journdist. * Bill, what do you have?”

“Lara, thisis believed to be the first shuttle accident in more than a century. The last one
occurred—"

People were gathering to watch.

Alex called security. He gave them Charli€' s description and told them he might be involved in what had
happened to the shuttle. Thiswas the guy I’ d thought shy.

Two minutes later, aman and woman showed up and asked alot of questions. After we' d given them
what little we had, they looked skeptical. But they thanked us, assured usthey’ d make afull report, and
asked us where we could be reached if additional questioning became necessary.

“Maybe they can get him before he gets away from the sation,” | said.



“Let’shope.”

The mediaaccount continued: “ —Air and Space will be issuing a statement shortly—"

A man standing beside us shushed hiskids. A woman on the far side of the concourse collapsed.
“ —Twenty-two people, including the pilot—’

| looked around, wondering if | might spot Charlie somewhere. Wondering if he might make asecond
attempt at us.

“—Into the ocean. Rescue teams are just arriving on the scene—’
Alex opened the box. Everything was accounted for. “Try to hangontoit,” he said.

“ —They're telling us there was no hint of a problem, Lara. No distress call. Nothing like that.
They just dropped off the scopes without warning—"’

The screen showed schematics of the L 700, which was the shuttle model used at Skydeck. An analyst
began explaining its safety features.

A pair of paramedics arrived to attend to the woman who' d collapsed. There were cries of Look out
and Give them room. Then they carried her away.

“—Tell usit’sthe safest shuttle in the fleet. It's been in service throughout the Confederacy for
mor e than sixty years. And thisisthe first—"

We disengaged from the crowd and found seats in one of the boarding aress. | think we were just
beginning to grasp the redlity of what had happened. Twenty-two dead. It would congtitute one of the
worst disasters of modern times. But I'm not sure that waswhat | wasfeding. | pictured mysdlf insdethe
cabin and suddenly blown into the sky.

“You okay?’" Alex asked.
“Yeah.”

The security people came back and took usto a centra location where we described Charlie again for
an artigt. “Did you know,” Alex asked, “there was atime they used surveillance camerasin placeslike
this? Recorded everything.” In fact, he added, Rainbow had sold one of the devicesto a collector years

ago.
“Maybe we need to get them back,” | said.

By the time we were finished, we' d missed the nine o’ clock shuttle, too. Assuming there d been one.

TWENTY-TWO

Nothing quite shocks the system like murder. It reminds usthat, evenin thisrelatively enlightened time,
there are fill barbarians among us.

—Barringer Tate,
Civilized to a Fault, 1418

By morning they had the names of the passengers. | was not surprised to see therewas no Charlie
Everson among them.
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“Hewasn’t one of our people,” Windy told me, speaking over the circuit. “ | didn’t even know you
guys were back until your call camein.”

“Wegot in yesterday.”

“ Thank heaven you weren't on it. You really think this was an effort to kill you and Alex?”
“It’' sthethird attempt.”

“ My God, what’ s going on?”

“Alex thinks somebody was hoping to put us out of the picture and claim the Seeker.”

She brightened considerably. “ You found it?”

“yYes”

“Tell me about it. What kind of condition isit in? Whereisit? Did you find Margolia?’
| paused briefly for effect. “We orbited the place.”

She caught her breath. “ Really? You wouldn't kid me.”

“No, Windy,” | said. “Wewerethere.”

She clapped her hands, screamed “ Y es!” and came out of her chair with such force | thought shewas
going to charge physicaly into my office. “ Marvelous!”

“It'sajungle now. Nothing left.”

“It’s okay! But you found it? Wonderful! Are you sure? How do you know if there s nothing left?”

| needed several minutes to explain. Then another few minutes el gpsed while we talked about the effect it
would have on the archeologica community. After she’ d settled into aradiant glow, she switched back to
the shuttle. “ What did Charlie look like?”

| described him.

She shook her head. “ Rings no bells.”

“| assumeit’ s safe to say you don’t know anything about atracker either, right?’
“No. What tracker?”

“Somebody tried to play bumper carswith us.”

“Thisiscrazy,” shesad.

“Right. Wethink the danger’ s past now that we vefiled the clam.”

“ Be careful anyhow. When did you file?”

“Fird thing thismorning.”

“You included us?”



“Wouldn't haveit any other way.”

“ Thank you.”

“Y ou’ re welcome. We need two things.”
“I'mlistening.”

“We d like to have an announcement made right away. With abig enough splash so we can be sure these
lunatics know it sgone public. Just in case they’ re not following developments at the Bureau of Records.
We want them to know Margoliais off thetable.”

“ Okay. I'll set one up for tomorrow morning. What else can | do for you?”
“I assume Survey will be sending amisson?’
“ Of course.”

“Okay. You'll want to get moving on it. These people, whoever they are, have ahead start. They could
do afair amount of looting before anyone getsthere.”

Assoon as|’dfinished talking to Windy, | called Shara. “ | heard what happened,” shesaid. “I'm
glad you guys missed the flight.”

“There smoreto it than that, Shara. Somebody tried to take us during the mission.” | explained about the
tracker.

“How could that happen?” she asked. “ Who knew where you were going?”
| hesitated. “Nobody except you.”

She covered her mouth withahand. “ Hey,” shesaid. “ | didn’t tell anybody.”
“That’ swhat | wanted to ask. No one came around, asking questions?’

“No. Not a soul.”

“Would anybody have had accessto the information you gave us?’

She took adeep breath. “ The staff.”

“What gtaff? Who, specificaly?’

“ Chase, anybody who works for Survey’s administrative staff could have pulled it up.”
“Shara—"

“1 used my office to run the program. That made it accessible.”
“Tothewholeworld.”

“1I"'msorry, Chase. You didn’t say anything about a need for secrecy.”

“I thought it was obvious.

“ltwasn't. I'msorry.”



“Okay. At least we know what happened.”

“If I'd realized, | could have put a security code on it.”
“It'sokay,” | said.

“1 didn’t know—"

Fenn cdlled us and that afternoon we got interviewed by two more investigators. We went over
everything we' d told the first team, then went over it again. They asked who would want us dead and
looked skeptical when we told them we didn’t know. “Not that | don’t have enemies,” said Alex. “Can’t
avoid itinmy business. But | don’t know of anyonewho' d quaify asahomicida maniac.”

“And you think they were after this Margolia?’
13 Ya”
“Soundslike the biggest clam jump of dl time.”

They were mae and female, very serious, thank you ma am, are you absolutely certain? The maewas
short and dumpy, the femdetal and trim. The male seemed to bein charge.

They cdled up images of every Charlie Everson on the planet. None of them wasthe guy. Then they
showed usthrough arogues gallery. Nobody there, either.

“Wasit abomb?’ | asked.

The woman nodded. “ Yes.” Her voice showed strain. Subdued rage, maybe. “Hard to believe,” she
added after apause, “anyone would put a bomb into avehicle loaded with people. | don’'t know what
we recoming to.”

“They’ veimplemented al kinds of security measures,” said themale.
Alex asked whether the police had any ideawho might have doneit.
They replied they weren't in aposition to comment.

They advised usto be careful and cdll if we saw anything suspicious. “Don’'t assumeyou' re safe,” the
woman said, “smply because you' vefiled aclam. It would probably be best if you didn't travel together.
Until we sort thisout.”

Nobody was much interested in archeologica discoveries when the breskup of the shuttle was
dominating the news. Windy tried anyway. She arranged the press conference for next day as she said
shewould, and Alex made the officid announcement. He stood in front of a crowd of about fifteen
writers and journalists—normally, for an event like this, there would have been close to a hundred—and
told them Margolia had been found.

Theimmediate reaction was laughter and snorting. Surely he was speaking metaphoricaly.
No. “It' sactually there. We ve been there.”
“Arethey dive?’ someone asked, to more laughter.

“No. It'salong time dead. It'sjungle now.”



“Areyou sure?’ They darted to calm down. “ Y ou' ve got the right place, | mean?’
“Yes,” said Alex. “ There seemsto be no question.”

He went on to describe what we' d seen, and what we surmised about how it had happened. Probably a
passng gar.

The writers kept him busy more than an hour. How long had the colony |asted before the catastrophe?
How had he felt when he went inside the Seeker ? How do you spdll that? What did we estimate the
population of Margolia had been when it was destroyed? Were we going back? What had led us there?

Hewasready for that last one.

“I have to confessthat Chase and | were not the persons redlly responsible for the discovery. Adam and
Margaret Wescott found the Seeker amost forty years ago. It was a Survey mission, and when they
returned they were il trying to figure out the sgnificance of what they’ d seen when both werekilled in
an earthquake.”

Therewas aflurry of questions at this point, but Alex overrode them. “Fortunately, they’ d brought back
acup from the Seeker, and that eventualy led the way for us.”

When he described what we' d found on the derelict, the room became briefly quiet.

He never mentioned the three containers of priceless artifacts that had survived in the Tinicum region nine
thousand years, only to get blown gpart on the shuittle.

Weweren't even out of the building before we' d heard that Casmir Kolchevsky had issued a statement
describing our activities as“desecration.” He was gppaled, and suggested it was time some serious
legidation was put on the books to “ stop the thieves and vandas who make aliving looting the past.”

We got acall on the way back to the office from Jennifer Cabot, the host of Jennifer in the Morning.
“Alex,” shesad, “ 1 just wanted to alert you that Casmir will be on tomorrow. He'll be talking
about Margolia. | thought you might like a chance to respond.” Casmir. Her buddy, in casethere
was any doubt whose side she was on.

We djust |eft the traffic stream and were heading in over the newly developed homes and malls that now
covered what used to be old forest west of Andiquar. Alex made the kind of face he does when flying
insects have gotten into the house. “What time do you need me?’ he asked.

When we got back to the office, | wondered whether he' d want me to help him prepare for his debate.
“It' sokay,” hesaid. “I'll befine. Taketherest of the day off. You'veearned it.”

It sounded like agood idea, but there was too much to do. We were in the center of the day’ s news, and
cdlswere coming in from clientsal over the world, each of whom seemed to think we had a pile of
artifactsto make available. In fact, we had five, three cups, aplate, and the Abudai plaque.

We dso had recelved more than twenty requestsfor interviews with Alex. Thiswas an opportunity
unlikely to come again, so | wanted to take advantage of it.

That evening, | set asde afew minutesto talk to Harry and update him on what was happening. You're
supposed to do that with avatars, so they can be more responsive to the next person who needs them.
But generdly people don’t bother much.

Usudly, | wouldn't have gone to the trouble mysdlf. But | couldn’t not doit.



| told him afresh expedition was going out.

“Chase,” hesad, “ do me afavor.”

“Sure”

“1f anybody is able to figure out what happened to Samantha and my kids, let me know.”

Okay. It'sglly. I knew he couldn’t remember them, had never known them, didn’t even know what they
looked like. It was Strictly his software functioning.

And maybe mine. | decided to seewhat | could find out.

| called Shepard Marquard at Barcross s department of terrestria antiquity. “I want to talk about Harry
Williams, Shep.”

“Okay,” hesad. “ Congratulations on what you did. | saw the press conference. You guys are
something else.”

“Thanks”

“Wish I'd been with you. That’s some score.” He cleared histhroat. *“ Information about Williamsis
fairly sparse. What did you need?’

“Hisfamily. How much isknown about hisfamily?’
“ Did he have a family?”
“Wife. Two kids. Boys.”

“Okay.” Heglanced down at something off to hisright. “ I’'mlooking now.” He frowned, shook his
head afew times, stared hard, laid hisindex finger againg hislips, and findly looked up. “ Wife' s name
was Samantha,” hesaid. “ And yes, there were two sons.”

“Harry . And—"

“ Thomas. Thomas was the younger. About five when they left.”

“What else do you have?’

“That'sit.”

“Can we check off-line?’

“ Can you make yourself available for dinner? 1’1l be in town tomorrow. Asit happens.”
“Of course, Shep,” | said. “That would be nice.”

“1"ll get back to you.”

TWENTY-THREE

.. .Granted in recognition of exemplary achievement in the service of mankind. . .

—From the inscription on Survey’ s Person of the Y ear Award
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Shep showed up at Rainbow |ooking handsome and very much the man of the evening. He brought a
data chip and a couple of books. “I have some information on Samantha,” he said. “| aso thought you'd
enjoy watching the departure of the Seeker .

“You havethat?’ | asked, ddlighted.

He held the chip in his pam. “Hologram record,” he said. “ Reconstructed. From December 27, 2688.”
| was anxiousto seeit, but he shook his head. “Dinner first,” he said.

“Why can’'t we take aquick look now?’

“Because thisway you haveto invite me up.”

“Shep,” | sad, “thefacilities are better at the office.”

He grinned. It was a splendid, clean, hold-nothing-back smile. “1 doubt it,” he said.

So we ate at the Porch Light, and | took him back to my apartment.

We watched coloniststrek through the narrow concourses of an antiquated space station. The Seeker
had been too big to dock, so passengers were taken to it twenty at atime by shuttle. According to the
narrator, it had required dmost aweek to lift nine hundred people into orbit and transfer them to the ship.
They were al ages, not just young, as I’ d expected. And there werelots of kids. Some trailed balloons
and chased each other around; others were in tears. Reluctant to leave home, | guess.

A reporter conducted interviews. Everything had been trandated into standard. They were headed for a
new frontier, they were saying, and life was going to be better. | was surprised to hear that they expected
relations between the colony and the home world eventudly to be established. “ After we get things up
and running.” Up and running seemed to be the catchphrase.

I’d had the impression the colonists had al been well-off. That they were amoneyed class. But the
peoplein the visua record looked ordinary.

There didn’t seem to be any well-wishers present to see them off. | assumed that melancholy fact rose
from the cost of riding up to the station, which must have been considerably more expensivethanitis
today. Good-byes would have been said on the ground. Still, there was something londly and dispiriting
inthat final departure.

A white placard had been |eft on aseat. | couldn’t read the ancient inscription, but the trandator gaveit
tome Margolia or Bosom.

It made no sense. Still doesan't.

The last few filed up anarrow ramp and boarded the shuttle. The hatches closed, and the shuttle dipped
away, while a correspondent talked about new pioneers.

Then we were stlanding in aroom with afireplace where severa people discussed “the sgnificance of it
al.” Thesgnificance of it al seemed mostly to be gloom and doom. The colonists were ma contents.
Their good sense was questionable, as were their patriotism, their motives, and even their moras. They
were putting loved onesin danger. Failing to support agovernment to which al owed gratitude and
dlegiance. “ It'sthe kids | feel sorry for.”

After afew minutes we were back on the space station, looking out awall-sized viewport at the Seeker.



It was tethered fore and aft to supply units. Fuel and electrical cables had been run out to it. The shuttle
was pulling away from itsairlock, starting back.

The correspondent returned: “ So the largest single group of off-world colonists ever to leave us at
one time is embarked and ready to go. And thisis only part of the first wave. The Bremerhaven will
be leaving for the same destination, wherever that might be, at the end of next month.”

Tethers and cableswere being cast off. Auxiliary thrustersfired, and the giant ship began to move away.

“In four days,” thevoice-over continued, “ the Seeker will enter the mysterious realm we call
hyper space. And ten months from now, God willing, they’'ll arrive at their new home. And in two
years, the Seeker is scheduled to be back to pick up another contingent.”

The correspondent was standing in the space station. He was gray, intense, pretentious, melodrameétic.
Behind him, the concourse was empty. “ Chairman Hoskin issued a statement thismorning,” he
sad, “ expressing his hope that the people departing today will find God’ s blessing in their
enterprise. He has offered to send assistance, should the colonists request it. Although he admits
the distances involved would present problems. Other sources within the administration, who
declined to be named, commented that the Republic is better off without the travelers, that, and
I’m quoting here, ‘these were people who would never have been satisfied until they were able to
impose their godlessideology on therest of us.’

“Tonight at nine, Howard Petrovna will be a guest on the Lucia Brent Show to discuss whether the
colonistswill be able to make it on their own.”

| could still seethe Seeker through the viewport. It was turning away. Moving into the night.
“ Back to you, Sabrina,” the correspondent said. “ Thisis Ernst Meindorf at the Seeker launch.”

One of the books was a hogtile biography of asinger named Ameliawho was apparently well-known at
the time of the departure. Shethrew in her lot with the Margolians and left with the first wave, had been
among the people I’ d been watching. She abandoned a lucrative career and apparently became alegend
for doing so. But for years afterward, there were sightings of her around the world, as though she' d never

gone.

Her biographer discounted that possibility, of course, and portrayed her as adarling of those persons
who thought society had become repressve. “ The government provides everyone with comfortable
circumstances and a decent income,” sheis quoted as saying. “ And we have consequently abandoned
ourselvesto itsdictates. We don't live anymore; we Smply exist. We enjoy the entertainments, we
pretend we are happy, and we take our satisfaction from our piety and our mora superiority over therest
of theworld.” But, argues the biographer, instead of fighting the good fight, she abandoned the cause and
fled into the outer darkness “with Harry Williamsand hisilk.” 1t was cowardly, he argues, but it was
understandable. | wondered how anxious he would have been to stand againgt Chairman Hoskin.

“Unlikely,” said Shep. “ People used to disappear. Sometimes, when you came back, you were
somebody else. Sometimes you didn’t come back. Y ou raised afuss, you took your chances.”

The singer had been taken into custody on severa occasions, usudly for something called “inciting to
dissatisfaction.” The author, who lived a hundred years later in better times, comments that she would
have been subjected to personality reorganization “to make her happier,” except that she wastoo well
known, and there would have been apolitica price.

The account ends with Amelia s departure on the Seeker .



The other book was The Great Emigration, written early in the Fourth Millennium. 1t covered the
movement over three centuries of disaffected groups to off-world sites. The author explained the
motivation for each group, provided portraits of itsleaders and histories of the resultant colonies, al of
which eventualy falled.

Severd of the emigrations were larger than the Margolian effort, athough they tended to be spread over
longer periods of time. The factor that made the Margolians unique was their secrecy, thelr determination
not to be ruled from, or even influenced by, terrestria political forces.

The book had a picture of Samanthaand Harry. She was on horseback while Harry, holding the reins,
stood gazing up at her. The caption read: Cult leader Harry Williams with girlfriend Samantha
Alvarez at her parents farm near Wilmington, Delaware. June 2679. Nine years before the
departure of the first wave. She was about twenty, laughing, standing on the stirrups. Shewas
condderably smdler than Harry, with long auburn hair cut well below her shoulders. And not bad to look
at. She could have had her pick of guys down at the club.

There wasn't much el se, about her, or the Margolians. The book was sympathetic to government efforts
to placate the people the author consstently referred as disgruntled. There had been concern, he said, at
the highest levels of government for the colonists, who would be “far from home,” “determined to
proceed on their own,” and “in the hands of well-meaning but irresponsible leaders.”

There had been “ government effortsto placate’ the Margolians, he said, although these seemed to
consst mostly of promises not to prosecute. The offensesthat were laid at the door of Williamsand his
associates conssted generdly of chargeslike “ disruption of the common welfare.” He' d been imprisoned
twice.

“I couldn’t find anything about the sons,” he said.

“Okay. At least we have a picture now to go with Samantha s name.”
“Shewaslovdy.”

“yes”

“Likeyou, Chase”

One of the problems guys aways have in a strange apartment is that they don’'t know how to turn down
thelights

| showed him.

Alex and | met Windy, at her invitation and Survey’ s expense, next evening a Parkwood's, whichis
located at aposh country club on theriver. | never redly felt at homein these places. They’retoo forma
and too proprietary. Y ou dways get the sense that people are too busy being impressed (and trying to be
impressive) to enjoy themsdlves.

Trueto form, Windy had gotten therefirst. “Good to see you guys,” she said, asweralled in. “1 haveto
tell you that the people at Survey are absolutely knocked out by your work, Alex.”

“Thank you,” he said.

“I have some newsfor you.” He leaned forward. “Y ou’ re going to be named Survey’ s Person of the
Y ear. At our annua ceremony.”



Alex beamed. “ Thank you for letting me know.”
“There |l beagada. On the eleventh. Can you makeit?’
“Sure. Wouldn't missit.”

“Good. And of course | need not remind you that thisis strictly not for publication. We |l make an
announcement later thisweek.”

“Of course”

The drinks came, and we toasted the Person of the Y ear. The table was relatively quiet, considering the
things that had been happening. Maybe the news that Margoliawas nothing but a jungle had dampened
Windy' s spirits. Or maybe she was planning to use the evening to negotiate Survey’ srightsto the find.
Wewere gtill waiting for our food to arrive when the operations chief wandered in and pretended to be
surprised we were there. “ Great show,” hetold us. “Magnificent job, Alex.” Hewasalittle man who
waved hisarmsalot. “When you go back,” he said, “I’d like very much to go with you.”

| looked at Alex. Had he told someone he was going back? He read my expression and signaed no.

And then came Jean Webber, from the board of directors. “ They’ |l be putting your statue up in the Rock
Garden,” shesad. “Theway thingsare going, you'll be hereto seeit.”

The Rock Garden was Survey’ s Hall of Fame. Plagues and likenesses of the great explorers were
ingtaled there, among flowering trees and whispering fountains. But the honor had always been
posthumous.

Alex liked to play the role of aman unaffected by externd honors. The only thing that was important to
him, he liked to say, was knowing he’ d accomplished something worthwhile. But it wasn't true, of
course. Heliked accolades as much as the next guy. When the plaudits had poured in for hiswork during
the Christopher Sm affair, he' d been ddlighted. Just as he was hurt by the reaction of some who claimed
he had done more harm than good and should have | eft things alone.

| had no trouble picturing Alex, with his collar pulled up to hide hisidentity, dipping into the grotto at
night to admire his statue, while claming by day that it was dl nonsense.

They brought our food, fish for him and Windy, fruit dish for me. The wine flowed, and | began to
wonder if Windy wastrying to lower our resistance. The evening began to take on a pleasant buzz.

Until Louis Ponzio wandered in. He was Survey’ s director, and aman whom Alex found hard to
stomach. Alex was usualy pretty good at masking his reactions, favorable and unfavorable, to other
people. But he seemed to struggle with Ponzio, who was a self-important, squesky, artificialy cheerful
type. Thekind of guy, Alex once said, who, when he was in school, was probably routinely attacked by
the other kids. But Ponzio never seemed to notice.

“Wel done, Alex,” he said, clapping ahand on his shoulder. “ Y ou redly put on ashow thistime.”
“Thank you. We seem to have been very fortunate.”

Ponzio looked at me, tried to remember my name, gave up, and turned to Windy. Shetook her cue. “Dr.
Ponzio,” she said, “you remember Chase Kolpath. Alex’ s associate.”

“Of course” he said. “Who could forget one so lovely?’



Who, indeed?

Hedidn't stay. We hadn’t yet worked out al the details of the rights transfer for the Seeker and for
Margolia. And | suppose he was smart enough to redlize that Survey had its best shot at an outright grant
by hisstaying clear and letting Windy handle things.

Hewould have been right. During the course of the evening, Windy negotiated access and salvage rights
to the Seeker and to Margolia. Alex retained the right to make a return voyage and bring back more
artifacts, adthough he accepted limits.

Windy made notes, drank her wine, and put away the fish, pretty much in tandem. And shedidit witha
flourish. “Very good,” she said, aswefinished. “ One more thing: We re going to mount an expedition
posthaste. We' Il want you to sit down with the people running the mission and give them all the help you

“Sure” said Alex, “I'll be happy to.”
“And, Alex—?’
“Ya”

“I' know this hasn't entirely turned out the way you would have preferred. But there’ sabigger payoff.
Thisisamonumental find. Whatever hgppens from here on, you' re up there with Schliemann and Matsui
and McMillan.”

TWENTY-FOUR

The sciences have dways missed the point. Theirsisadream world filled with quantum fluctuations,
rubber dimensions, and people who cannot decide whether they are dead or alive. Perception isthe only
redity.

—L eona Brachtberg,
Last Woman Standing, 1400

For dmost two days Alex was the toast of Andiquar. He appeared on Jennifer in the Morning and The
Daytime Show and Joe Leonard & Co. Academic heavyweights showed up everywhere to pay him
compliments and explain to the public the sgnificance of the discovery. Alex confronted Kolchevsky on
Jennifer and later on The Dumas Report, pointing out the contributions he' d made over the years, while
Kolchevsky called him atomb robber.

On the second night, somebody on the south coast was charged with murdering hiswife and throwing the
body off asmall boat, and the Margolia story was driven out of the headlines.

Alex enjoyed playing the conquering hero and was even willing to show generosity to Kolchevsky. “He
stands up for what he believesin,” hetold me. “It’s hard to take issue with that.” He even sent amessage
to him, congratulating him on his performance. Heinssted, with astraight face, that he was not rubbing it
in.

There was only one uncomfortable moment, which occurred when Ollie Bolton cameto our defense.

Speaking on The Data Drill, he announced that he was proud to be a colleague of Alex Benedict.
“Alexand | areclosefriends,” hesad. “ | know himwell, and he has always been a credit to the
community. If he has perpetrated an outrage, then so have |. If he has gone beyond what is
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permitted by law, and by a decent regard for the opinions of mankind, then | have gone even
farther.”

“Sanctimonious creep,” said Alex.

“ Alex Benedict isright,” Olliecontinued. “ If it weren’t for people like him, many of these remnants
of our past would remain adrift for ages. Might, in fact, never be found at all.”

On the day that the South Coast Murder, asit cameto be called, took over the media, the weather finally
turned, and spring showed up. Birds were warbling, everything was in bloom, and a fragrant breeze was
moving the curtains.

Windy caled Alex to add her voice to the compliments pouring in. “ You almost had me convinced that
we need more antiquities dealers,” shesaid. “ So you can take it as an honest, but reluctant,
appraisal.”

“Thanks”

“ Something else I” ve been wanting to mention. There' stalk in the office of bringing you on asa
consultant. Would you be interested?”

Hethought about it. “Windy,” he said findly, “you know you can ask me anything at any time, and I'll do
what | can. But | don't think I’d want to enter into aforma contract.”

Her expression registered disgppointment. “ There' s nothing | can do to persuade you?”
“No. I'm sorry. But thanks.”

“That’s pretty much what | thought you’ d say. But hear me out. We' |l take you both on. The
compensation would be steady, wouldn’t take much of your time, and you’ d have the sense of
satisfaction that comes with knowing you' re making a serious contribution. And we' d approve
your sales. That would give you cover.”

“And give Survey control of the busness”
“ Alex, it would work well for everyone.”
“| gppreciate the offer,” he said.

Bolton dso called. “ 1" ve been meaning to get to you,” hesaid. “ What a magnificent coup.
Margolia. How can any of us ever top this?” Helooked genuinely pleased and not at al envious.

“Thank you, Ollie,” Alex said, hisvoice neutrd.
“1 wish I’d been with you.”
Alex wasn't entirdly able to hide his contempt. “ Or maybe even abit ahead of us.”

“Oh, yes. | won't deny that. Anyhow, I’ ve ordered a case of the best Kornot wine sent over.
Please accept it with my congratulations.”

“You know,” Alex said, when thelinewas cleared, “I lisen to him, and | think maybe Windy isright.
Maybe we are dl thieves”

“Wll, Alex, we can be pretty sure he is”



“Yeah.” Hetapped hisfingers on the arm of hischair. “Y ou know, maybeit’' stime Dr. Bolton paid a
pricefor Gideon V.”

Three dayslater | wasa Windy’ s office with a packet of documents. “Do you know what the
Blackmoor Meddlions are?”

“Of course.” Shetook adeep breath. *'Y ou don’t mean to tell me he' sfound them now?’

“No,” | said. “But we'd like Ollie Bolton to think s0.” | laid the papers on her desk. The top one
dtipulated that Alex believed the Medd lions were located on a three-centuries-old imperia warship, the
Baluster.

She registered doubt at firdt, then began to smile. “Which iswhere?’

“In orbit around the supergiant star Palea Bengatta. The ship was damaged in thefighting, and they just
|eft it there. What we d like you to do is pass this up the line to the director’ s office. The woman you
suspect of giving out information isdill there, right?”

“Yes. We haven't said anything to her.”

“Good. Please keep it that way. For awhile.”

Shelooked at the report. “Palea Bengatta? Where' s that located?”’

“It'son thefar Sde of the Confederacy. In the direction of the Perseus Arm.”
“Okay.”

“It'sjust aderdict. There are severa of them out there. Left over from the Morindan civil wars”
“So what’ sthe point?’

“The Baluster was a battle cruiser. A search will take months. Maybe years.”
“Have you explained how the Medallions got there?”

“It'sdl inthefootnotes,” | said. “Madnessin high places.”

“And you think Bolton will buy it?’

“Wethink hell find it irresigtible”

Alex had included legitimate (where it could be found) and bogus documentation: the nature of the
damage, copies of fleet memoranda, pieces of personal correspondence. “ There was, in fact, astory that
amember of the adminigtration escaped on awarship with the Medallions, when things started to come
gpart.” | shrugged. “Who knows what the truth is?’

“Y ou two are something e se, you know that?’

There was aso an account of Rainbow’ s own plansto make theflight. Leaving in five weeks. As soon
as we can get things together. Sourceswere named, and it dl looked very officid.

“Ill take care of it,” she said.

“Thanks”



“It' sokay. It'sniceto see alittle poetic justice. | hope it works. By the way, our Margoliamission will be
leaving in aweek. We d like to have you and Alex come by for the farewell ceremonies.”

“Absolutely,” | said.
“And maybe we could have Alex say afew words.”

The event was conducted at the newly erected Pierson Hall in the Survey complex. Ponzio was there, of
course, and aclutch of politicians. And the exploration team. There were about adozen of them, and
they’d beriding in two ships. VR representations of the ships themsaves, the Exeter and the Gonzalez,
floated on either side of the room. I’ d once piloted the Exeter, which had since been specialy modified
with gtate-of-the-art sensors. The Gonzal ez was |oaded with excavation equipment.

Alex wore hisbest for the occasion: navy jacket, white collar, silver links. Windy introduced us around.
“Y ou wouldn’t believe how things have been going here,” shesaid. “It' sbeen acircus.”

The hosts passed out snacks and drinks, and as soon as al the scientific people were present, we were
moved into a conference room. A man who seemed to be in charge took the podium, everyone quieted,
and heintroduced Alex, “the gentleman who made the discovery.”

Alex got an enthusiastic round of applause, pointed to me, and said how he couldn’t have doneit and so
forth. The audience swung around in their seats, | got up, and they clapped heartily. He described how
the mission had gone, outlined aspects of the discoveriesthey might want to pay particular atention to
(likefinding the ground station at Margolia, which very likely had been located aong the equator),
showed some pictures, and asked for questions. Thefirst one was a navigationd issue, which he passed
tome.

When they finished, he wished them luck and sat down. The guy in charge returned to the lectern. He
made afew brief comments, thanked everyone for coming, and adjourned the meeting. | learned later he
was Emil Brankov, the senior scientist and team leader.

Aswe headed back toward the main room, Alex told me he wanted to find out when the Seeker blew
up. “I’d like to know if it matches 2745.”

“When the orbits came closest to each other.”
“Yes. Do you think it would be hard to determine? When the engines went?’

“If they’ ve got somebody dong who' sfamiliar with the way they built ships during that period, they ought
to be able to do something. Ships have al kinds of clocks and timers. Probably did even in those days.
It'sjust amatter of figuring out when the engines shut down.” | was becoming aware one of the younger
team members had been watching me with interest. “Why do we care?’ | asked.

“I don't know. Maybe I’'m till on afishing expedition.” A strange look cameinto hiseyes. “1 don’t know
what it is. There' s something that doesn't fed right. And | think we owe them that much. To get & the
truth.”

“Alex, dl thisisthousands of yearsago.”

Wefound out the mission was carrying an expert on early FTL technology. His name was Spike
Numitsu. Hewas an older guy, white hair, long nose, sparkling sea-blue eyes. Alex cornered him and
asked whether he could work out the date of destruction.

“Possbly,” hesad. “I'll keep you informed.”



“I can't seeit could make any difference,” | said.

“I know.” His eyeswere focused somewhere in the distance. “But I’ d like to know why the
Bremerhaven was released from itstether. And why its orbit doesn’t match up.”

TWENTY-FIVE

The would-be murderer was especidly pernicious, having planned to do the deed before the victim had
finished dinner.

—Barrington’s Ethics, third edition, 1411

Survey’sfield mission got off on time, and afew days later we were receiving reports from both ships.
Spike and histeam seemed lessrattled than Alex and | had been. They talked about the presence of
mummified remains asif they were smply one more result to be noted and filed.

Meantime, the Gonzalez went into orbit around the jungle world, completed a survey, and announced
that the scanners had located ruins. Everything was buried beneath the jungle, but it wasthere. It was
confirmed: We had found Margolia. That night, we caled in friends and celebrated till dawn.

Windy informed us that the Medallion Report, as she called it, had been forwarded to the director. (He
was, of course, in on the plot.) The suspect staff member had handled it, so now it was just a matter of
gtting back and waiting for Ollie Bolton to pack his bags and take off for the far side of the Confederacy.

Meantime, there were no more attempts on our lives.

Alex, pleading he was exhausted, decided on avacation and headed for the Gugalaldands. “Hold the
fort,” hesaid. “And don’t call me.”

Whichishow it happened that | was donein the building when Bolton caled. | dmost told him | was
disappointed to hear hewas still intown. “ | need to speak with Alex,” he said. There had always been
an auraof both sincerity and vulnerability about him. | had to work to didike the guy.

“Hée snot here, Dr. Bolton,” | said.

He was seated behind adesk, collar open, looking tired. Looking disappointed. “ Chase, don’t get
formal with me. Where is he?”

“He son vacation.”

“Where?”

“Heleft indructions not to divulge the information.”
“ Can you reach him?”

“No.”

Helet me see heknew | waslying. “ When do you expect him back? Do you think you can tell me
that much?”

“In aweek.”

“ ChaSE ”
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“Did you want to leave him amessage, Doctor?’

“| guess the two of you left one for me.” He picked up a sheet of paper, studied it, dropped it back
on the desktop.

“I'm sorry, but I’ m not following you.”

“ Palea Bengatta.”

“Oh.”

“| guess the secret’s out.”

“What secret’ sthat?’

“1’m not going to apologize.”

“| didn’t expect you to.”

“It’s competition. All’ sfair.”

“Sureitis. Wasit you who destroyed the shuttle?’

Helooked genuindy shocked. “ Was that aimed at you?” Hiseyesgot very large, and | got the sense
he had to catch his breath. “ Chase, do you honestly think I’ m capable of something like that?”

Actudly, | didn't. “Areyou?’
“No! I’ve never harmed anyone. Never would.”
“Isthere anything e se, Doctor?’

“Maybe | should have realized. When it happened the same day you got back. And now this.” He
hesitated. “ Are you there alone?”

“Yes” | sad. “Why would you care?’

Thelinesin hisface were sharply defined. Maybe it was the lighting. Or maybe he was scared. “ Be
careful,” hesad.

It didn’t sound like athrest.

| called Windy. “ Have you heard anything from Bolton?”
“No,” shesad. “ Why?”

“I just talked to him. He didn't bite.”

“| thought you guys wer e under estimating him.”
“Yeah. Lookslike”

“Have | your permission now to get rid of the contact? The director isn’'t happy walking on
eggshells.”

“Yes. Of course. Do what you haveto.” Shelooked annoyed. “Y ou okay?’



“Yes. I'msorry the creep is going to get away with it.”
“I know. Me, too.”

| debated letting Alex know about the call from Bolton, but decided tolet it go. | could tell him when he
got home. | didn’t want him reminded of it when he was supposed to be taking time off.

Two days later, Windy told me Brankov had landed on Margoliaand begun excavations. “ They're into
one of the sites,” shesaid. “ It's down about thirty, forty meters under the jungle floor.”

“How’ sthe weather?”’
“Wet and hot.”
“Not good conditions.” Anything left by the settlers would have turned to mush.

An hour later she released thefirgt statement on the findings. It included a picture of Brankov holding a
rock that was reasonably smooth on one side and that he said had once been part of awall.

That evening, speaking at adinner of corporate types, the director described his reactions to the news
and added how pleased he was with the contributions made by Alex Benedict, noting that he' d been
“exemplary in hisefforts’ to protect the Sites.

That was too much for Kolchevsky, who erupted again that evening. But he’ d become old news, so he
didn’t get much play. But he'd drummed up some alies, and there was evidence anew push wason to
criminaize artifact retrieva unlessit was done under license from an authoritative source. Alex had
awaysinssted that such alaw could not be passed, that it was essentialy unenforceable. When |
mentioned it to Windy, she surprised me. “ You'll find out eventually,” shesaid, “ so | might as well
tell you. I’mone of the backers. | think we have a good chance to get it through.”

| don’'t know why it took me off guard. She reminded methat Survey had always been willing to help
Rainbow, but “ you guys never seem to have enough.” She caught herself. Shook her head. Smiled.
“Sorry.”

Next day, she patched through acall from Spike Numitsu. He was speaking from what appeared to be
an operations center. “ Alex,” hesaid, “ the explosion on the Seeker took placein 2742. Early in the
year. We're going to take a look at the engine room tomorrow. I'll let you know what we find.”

| relayed it to Alex, who was relaxed in beach clotheswith aglass of winein hishand. Hewason a
veranda, and | could see the ocean in the background.

“How about that?” he said, obvioudy pleased. “ Chase, what do you think?”
“ About what?”

“ Twenty-seven forty-two.”

“I'm not following.”

“ Do you recall when it happened?” Hewastalking about the near intersection of the orbits of the
dock, the moon, and Margolia. The date of the disaster.

“Yes. It was 2745.”
“ Three years after the Seeker died.”



“So what’ syour point?’

“ Chase, they had at least three years warning. Think about that. Three years to save themselves.”
“They tried,” | said. “They rebuilt the Seeker. 1t didn’t work.”

“Y ou think they’ d have given up that eesily?’

“Given up? Comeon, Alex. They werein an impossible Situation. Once the Seeker exploded they had
no interstdlar capability. FTL communicationsdidn’t exist. What do you think they might have done?’

“ Chase, they had some bright people with them. They had technicians, physicists, engineers. They
knew how FTL drives worked.”

“Doesn’'t do them any good if they can't build one.”
“ But they had three years.”

“Y ou keep saying that. | don’t see how it matters. It takes a highly advanced industrial base to produce
the kind of energy they’d need. Y ou can’t do it out in the woods, no matter how smart your people are.”
I’ d talked with Harry Williams often enough that the whole thing frustrated me. If these people were so
smart, why didn’t they check the neighborhood before they moved out there? And took their kidswith
them?

“No.” Alex shook his head. Something off to the Side caught his attention. “ I’ ve got to go, Chase. But
we're still missing something.”

| forgot to tell him about Bolton'scall.

Lessthan an hour later, as| was closing up for the day, Bolton was back on the circuit. “He' s not back
yet,” | told him. “Two or three more days.”

“Thiscan't wait.”

“What' swrong, Ollie?’ Helooked so unsettled | forgot my resentment.

“1 don’t want to talk over an open circuit. Will you meet me someplace?”
“Comeon, Ollie. I'm busy.”

“ Please. It'simportant.”

| let him see | was unhappy. “When and where?’

“ Brockbee' s okay? At eight?”

“Makeit seven.”

| keep fresh clothes at the country house, so | didn’t have to bother going home. | showered and
changed and even though | didn’t think Ollie could be aphysicdl threet, | dipped a scrambler into my
jacket. | took the company skimmer and, just as the sun was touching the horizon, | headed for town.

Brockbee sisa private club. It slocated behind a high wall, and, because it’ s afavorite hangout of
political and corporate heavyweights and celebrities of various stripes, security is serious. They queried
me on gpproach. | gave them my name and explained | was meeting Dr. Bolton.



“ One moment, please.” | went into asow circle over the rooftop landing pad. “ Very good, Ms.
Kol path. Welcome to Brockbee's. Please turn control over to us. We'll bring you in.”

Minuteslater | Srolled into the dining room. The host informed me Dr. Bolton hadn't arrived yet, but he
showed meto my table. It was precisaly seven o’ clock.

Twenty minutes later | was dtill Sitting there. A house avatar came by and asked whether | would like
something to drink while | waited. Or perhaps an appetizer. “ We have some excellent hors d’ oeuvres
this evening.”

| passed.

At the haf hour | debated calling him, but decided the hell with it. On my way out | told the host to give
Bolton my complimentsif he showed up.

Carmen’ svoice woke me out of asound deep. “ You have a call, Chase. It sounds important.”
My firgt thought wasthat it was Bolton.
“Ingpector Redfield,” shesaid.

It was till dark out. What on earth did he want? Then | got a premonition that something had happened
to Alex. | grabbed my robe and hurried out into the living room. “Put him on, Carmen.”

He appeared from the front seet of a police cruiser. Looking abit frazzled. “ Chase,” hesaid. “ Sorry to
bother you at this ungodly hour.”

“It'sokay, Fenn. What isit?’

He made aface. Bad news coming. “ Ollie Bolton’sdead,” hesaid. “ Somebody cut a fuel linein his
skimmer.”

| needed a moment to digest what he' d said. Bolton dead? It seemed impossible. “When?’ | asked.

“We're till putting it together. But it looks like a few hours ago. Apparently he lifted off, got up a
little bit, and the thing shut down. Crashed on his own property. Neighbor coming home around
midnight saw the wreckage.”

“Okay. You'resureit was murder?’
“No question.”
“Why'dyou cdl me?’

“His Al says he had a dinner engagement with you last night.”

TWENTY-SX

In the morning of the world, When earth was nigher Heaven than now.

—Robert Browning,
Pippa Passes, 1841C.E.

The mediainterviewed Kolchevsky inthemorning. “ 1 won't pretend | was a friend,” hesad. “ | won't
even pretend the world is not better off with him gone. But | would have preferred that he had


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Seeker-toc.html

seen the error of hisways. I’ m sure the police will spare no effort to bring the perpetrator of this
heinous act to justice.”

| let Alex know, and he announced he' d break off his vacation, which wasinitslast day anyhow, and
comedirectly home. * Until we know who did this,” hesaid, “it'spossible you and | arestill in
somebody’ s sights. Be careful.”

Fenn summoned meto his office. It appeared, he said, the victim had been on hisway to meet me when
his vehicle went down. “| takeit you have no ideawhat he wanted to tell you?’

“No,” | said. “Nonewhatever.” I'd suspected it might have been an attempt to pry meloose from Alex.
But that sounded too much like my ego working overtime. And even if it weretrue, | could see no way it
would help theinvestigation aong.

He asked about Alex’ srelaionswith him. Had the animosity become overt?
“No,” | said. “You don't think Alex had anything to do with this?’

He shook hishead. “No. | know him too well to believe anything like that. Still, Alex had reason if
anybody did. Whereis he, precisey?’

Hetold me he' d want to talk to Alex as soon as he showed up.

The perpetrator remained hidden as spring passed into summer. We became more cautious than ever.
Nobody could get near either the Rainbow skimmer or our persond vehicles without setting off darms.
We both carried wegpons al thetime, and | learned to keep a close watch on my surroundings. It wasn't
theway | wanted to live. But the weeks passed, and nothing more happened.

Reports continued to come in from the mission. The Exeter reported something new: They’d found a
trangparent globe in solar orhit. It wasforty-eight metersin diameter. Indde was athick layer of frozen
earth, and beneath the earth were watering and heating systems.

Therewas an airlock. And afew trailing cables and power lines.
Spike was baffled. It had been adrift in the middle of nowhere.
“It' sagreenhouse,” said Alex.

| had to admit that was what it sounded like to me, aswell. But why? What purpose could it have
served?

Alex sent aquestion: Was the Bremerhaven'’slander till on board the ship?
“What' sthat have to do with anything?’ | asked.
“Patience,” he said. “We have agreenhouse. Now everything depends on the lander.”

Fenn let us know that the trail had gone cold. Alex asked whether there were no suspects at dl. “None,”
he said. “Bolton had lots of friends and admirers. Hard to find anybody who wanted him dead. Other
than hisex-wife. And maybe afew competitors.” He gave Alex asignificant look.

After awhile | felt the need for some time off and took aweekend to get away with my current love
interest. With both of them, in fact, but that’ s another story. | turned everything off so | was out of touch
with the office. I’ ve dready admitted | wasn't as committed to the Margolians as Alex was. Whatever
else we could say about them, they were along time dead, and it was just hard to get excited. But | spent



an undue amount of time worrying about Alex, who' d become fixated.

| wasn't surprised when | got back to my apartment and found a boatload of messages from him waiting
for me. “ Chase, call me when you get in.”

“ Chase, call when you can.”

“ Chase, we wereright.”

“ They' ve started finding human remains.”

“1t looks asif there were thousands of them at the south pole. People who survived the event.”
Spike reported back. There was no lander on the Bremerhaven. “Excellent,” said Alex.

“ Apparently they tried migrating,” Windy told usone morning in late summer. “ They headed toward
the polesin summer, and back to the equator in winter. The winters were long; the summer was
short. But Emil thinks they were able to survive for a while.”

“How long?’" Alex asked.

“They' re still putting the evidence together. But it looks like a few generations.” She took a deep
breath. “ Hard to imagine the courage of those people. You wonder what kept them going.”

Waiting for help to come, | thought. Hoping someone would find them.

“They built some aircraft. And Emil says he found evidence of pretty ingenious food production
facilities.”

The living conditions began to emerge. The polar retreat became alarge, sprawling base, much of it
underground to facilitate cooling during the summer. Living quarters were necessarily spartan, but
functional. Anything that got you away from the sun during solar passage must have looked pretty good.

| tried to imagine what it had been like when the planet rolled in close. How big had the sun appeared in
the afternoon sky? Had it been possible even to stick your head outdoors?

The answer, according to the estimates we were getting, was a surprise. The experts were saying yes.
The amount of heet in the polar regions during the hottest part of the summer was on apar with
temperatures at Rimway’ s equator. Hot, yes. But downright pleasant in contrast with the rest of the
planet.

By the end of the year, the mission had found the remnants of alibrary. Severa thousand volumes. “ But
unfortunately beyond recovery,” Brankov said. We had been to lunch with Windy and returned with
her to her officeto find that piece of newswaiting.

Beyond recovery.

Brankov let usseethelibrary. Aninterior room, no windows, walls lined with shelves, shelvesfilled with
mush.

“Books just won't survive long under the best of conditions,” hesaid. “ These are theworst.” |
vividly remembered the jungle and the damp humid air.

Eventudly the estimate camein: “ We think they managed to hang on for almost six hundred years.”



Brankov looked like amilitary guy. About fifty. Blond hair cut short, jumpsuit absolutely correct, diction
perfect. “ They couldn’t maintain their technology. Not indefinitely under these conditions.
Eventually they must have simply worn out.” He looked away and shook his head. “ You' d have to
be here to understand what they faced.” Hewasin amodular hut, one of those traveling shelters.
Through awindow, we could see a heavy snowstorm raging.

“Sx hundred years,” said Alex. Back and forth, equator to pole, every twenty-one months, while the
world dternately boiled and froze.

| looked out at the balmy weather that passes for summer in Andiquar. Windy said, “I wonder if anybody
ever even looked for them.”

| was thinking how they’ d wanted to be left done.

We got more news aswe did into autumn. Some of the original towns were found, the ones built by the
first arrivals on Margolia. | wondered whether any part of the house we' d seen in the holograms had
survived. And what had happened to the little girl posing so happily with her mother.

Alex became engrossed in Margolian research. He traveled to libraries on the continent and in the
idands. He brought home extracts on the movement, which he read religioudly. They were mostly from
books that had appeared originaly in the twenty-eighth century. A number of them had been privately
printed, family histories, church records, journas. He commented that such things survive because they
tend to get thrown into trunks or attics, and when they show up a couple centuries later, there’ s historical
interest. “ So peopl e take care of them. Reproduce them. Get through the first two hundred years,” he
sad, “and you have it made.”

When | asked what he was |ooking for, he laughed and pushed a sheaf of documentsaway. “The
Bremerhaven,” he said. “I’ m trying to figure out what happened to the Bremerhaven.”

Jacob’ scdl light began blinking. Transmissonfor Alex. * Dr. Yashevik, sir. She wants you to call
when you have a moment.”

He told Jacob to connect, and moments later Windy appeared. “ Thought you' d like to know. They
found this at about twenty degrees south latitude.” Thelight changed and we werein an excavation,
during ablizzard, looking at part of abuilding. A cornerstone, in fact, with symbolswe couldn’t read.
Except the number. “ It says Paul DeRenne School. 55. We have no idea who Paul DeRenneis.”

“What' sthe number?’ asked Alex. “Theyear it was built?’

“ That’ s what they think.”

Fifty-five. “That would have to be the fifty-fifth year from the foundation of the colony,” he said.

“ Probably.”

“Has anybody been willing to make aguess how long ayear was out there, prior to the event?’

“ They think it would have been about ten percent shorter than a standard year.”

“So the school was built about forty-nine years after the landing, terrestria time.”

“ Somewherein there.”

“ Assuming the colony was founded 2690, that would have been about 2739 by the terrestrial calendar.”



13 Y%”
“Thething hitin 2745.”
“Yeah. | wonder if they even knew it was coming when they built the school.”

Alex rubbed hisforehead. “ Probably not. Would the building have been tenable afterward? After the
event?’

“1 don’t know. He didn't say.” Windy sighed. “ If it was, you wouldn’t want to be there during
summer or winter.”

“No,” said Alex. “I guessnot.”
“It would have meant alot of running around,” | said.

“They might not have had much choice,” said Alex. “It' snot asif they could have stayed afew months at
the pole, and the rest of the year on the equator. They would have needed bases between. Placesto
stay. Maybe this became one. Spring City. | can’t imagine they were able to stay very long in any one
place”

“I"'msurprised they just didn’t give up,” said Windy. She seemed saddened by the news. | think we'd
al hoped the end had come quickly.

Alex smiled. “Six centuries.” Hetold Jacob to enlarge the cornerstone. “Incredible.” It had begun to get
dark outside. Our outside. Rain clouds building. “ Anything else?’ he asked.

“ They found a monument. Maybe the place where the colonists first set foot on the ground. Hard
to say for sure. Everything's so broken up.”

“What'sit look like?’

Thelightsflickered and we were standing beside pieces of stone that were being painstakingly
reassembled into awall. There were fragments of an inscription that read, when trandated, On this Site,
and —in the name of—, and foot. And azero. There d been another figurein front of the zero, possibly
anine, or an eight. Followed by C.E. “ Common Era,” sad Windy.

“It s Earth-related,” said Alex, for my benefit.

“We think,” she continued, “ the colonists arrived in January 2690. More or less. Emil says they
wouldn’t be likely to refer to terrestrial dates, in concrete, except for terrestrial-related events.
They can only think of one.”

She was back on the circuit again just before we closed up for the day. “ Got something else. Emil says
he thinks they found the ground terminal for the flights down from orbit. It s in the southern
temperate zone.”

“Jacob,” said Alex, “let’s seethe map.”

| didn’t redlize we had one. A globe of Margolia appeared. It showed the now-familiar idand-continents,
rivers, mountain chains. Thelocation of the south polar base was marked and the various Sites that the
mission had uncovered.

Windy told us where the termina was, and Jacob duly marked it. “ It was located just outside a major
city.”



Okay. No surprisethere. “Any sign of alander?’

“No,” shesad. “ They' ve scanned the area pretty closely. Emil says the jungle probably ate it.
Was there a lander on board the Seeker?”

“Yes” sad Alex. “It wasthere.” He signed off and looked at me, waiting for me to say something.
What did he want from me?“Why are you smiling like that?’ | asked. “What' sal this about the lander?’
“Whereisit?’

“Dissolved,” | said. “Part of thejungle”

“How’ d they get down from the orbiter?’

“How’d who get down from the orbiter?’

“Whoever released the Bremerhaven from itstethers?’

“I don’t know. Maybe they didn’t come down. Maybe they—"

“Right,” he said. “Maybe they boarded the ship.”

“No. The ship wouldn't function.”

“Then where sthe lander?’

“It'son the ground somewhere. They'll find it. It sburied.”

“There sanother possibility,” he said.

“Whichiswha?’

“Chase, | want you to do afavor for me.”

| Sghed. Loudly. “Okay.”

“I've been talking to every higtorian, librarian, and archivist | can think of.”

“About what?’

“Anything that might help us. | want you to check something out.”

“Okay.”

“Y ou’ ve been to Earth, right? No? Historic place. It' s about time you paid avisit.”

TWENTY-SEVEN

The home world exercisesits Siren call over usal. No matter how far we wander, or how long we are
gone, it waits patiently. And when wereturn to it, aswe mug, it ingsto us. We came out of itsforests,
waded ashorefromits seas. It isin our blood, for good or ill.

—Ali Barang,
Go Left at Arcturus, 1411
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Earth.

It was an odd fedling, seeing Sol up close. The planet floated in the void, with its big scarred moon, and
the continents, their outlinesfamiliar, asthough I’ d been there before. Asif | were coming home.

Harmony, the giant orbiting station, glittered in the night. Harmony was the most recent in along series of
orbiters. It began asasmple termina and maintenance station afew centuries ago, but they kept adding
toit, hotels here and rec areas there and aresearch facility out back. The original structure was hardly
visible anymore, concealed within an array of pods and domes and spheres. There was along argument
raging at the time over whether to upgrade or replaceit atogether.

A liner was leaving as | gpproached. It passed me, outward bound, light radiating off the bridge and
through rows of viewports. It was abig ship, though not in the same league with the Seeker, and certainly
not as romantic. Asit passed me, it fired its main engines and accelerated away until dl | could seewasa
fading gar.

| turned the Belle-Marie over to the controllers, and they brought us into adocking area crowded with
small vessals. Mostly corporate vehicles. A boarding tube attached itsdlf to the hatch, and | climbed out.

Three hours later | was on the ground, on the origind terra firma, adeep in acompartment on aglide
train headed west across the North American continent. In the morning | got my first look up close at the
Pacific, and caught acommuter flight for the Destiny 1dands, the Queen Charlottesin ancient times, about
eighty klicks up the coast. | could see traffic moving below, and people on beaches. FHatillas of sailboats
dotted the ocean.

The Degtinies consst of more than 150 idandsin an areastill preserved in apredominantly naturd State.
Thereweretall trees, morning mists, and eagles on thewing. I’ d never seen an eagle, and | understood
immediately why it was an appropriate symbol for aninterstellar. | looked down on snowcapped
mountains, blue lakes, winding streams. Two days later, on theflight out, I’ d see adozen or so gray
whales gliding through the quiet waters.

I’d made reservations at the White Dove Hotel, at Rennedll Sound, overlooking the ocean. They provided
apleasant room, with wide windows and billowing curtains. The Pecific, at |least a those latitudes, was
more serene than the Eastern Seaat home. Looking west from the hotel, | could see nothing but water.

It was late morning when | finally got moving. | looked up the name Alex had given me, JulesLochlesr,
and asked the Al to connect me with the University of the Americas. Lochlear, | wasinformed, would be
happy to see mein the early afternoon. “ At one o’ clock sharp.”

He was located in the upper reaches of the campus library. It was one of those old-style buildings,
designed by someone with a penchant for geometry run amok. There were multiple roofs and doorsin
unusud places. The corners of the various structures were rardly pardld with each other, and even the
walkways through the upper tiers rose and fell seemingly at random, and at angles that suggested only an
athlete might navigate them safely. It'sastyle that somebody once described as an explosion rather than
adesgn.

| had some trouble finding Lochlear’ s office, but | suppose that's part of the game. Hewas aonewhen |
got there, working at atable piled high with books and pads. It was spacious, its walls decorated with
assorted academic accolades and awards. A large diding door opened onto averanda, providing aview
of the campus. When | gppeared, he didn’t look up, but kept writing in agreen folder while using his
other hand to wave me toward adivan.

Hewaswadll past hisprimeyears. Infact, | suspected I’ d arrived none too soon. He wasthin, and his



shoulders were bent. A few strands of white hair complemented bushy eyebrows. His eyes were watery,
and he seemed frail beyond endurance. “Y ou must be Ms. Kolpath,” he said, in asurprisingly steady
voice, still without taking his eyes off the paperwork.

“That's correct, Professor.”
“Very good, young lady. I'll bewith you in just amoment.”

It took abit longer than that, but finally he expressed his satisfaction with the task at hand, put the pen
down, and favored me with aglance. “Forgiveme,” he said. “ Stop in the middle of one of these things,
and sometimesit takes an hour to get back to where| was.”

“It' sokay. It'sgood to meet you.” Alex had described him asahistorian and an archivist. “What isit
you' reworking on, Professor?’ | asked, by way of launching the conversation.

“Oh, nothing, redly.” He pushed back from thetable. “It’sjust something I’ ve been toying with.” He
tried adismissve amile, but hedidn’t meanit.

“What isit?’ | perssted.

“It's The Investigators.”

“The Investigators?’ | asked.

“It'saplay. | expect they’ll be performing it a the Theater by the Sea next season.”
“I didn’t know you were aplaywright,” | said.

“Oh, I'm not. Not redly. I’ ve done afew. But they never get beyond the local group. Y ou know how it
is”

| had no idea. But | said yes, of course.

“| do murder-mystery comedies,” he said. “Eventudly, I’ d like to see one of them go all theway to
Brentham.”

| pretended | understood the significance. “ That would be nice,” | said. “Good luck, Professor.”
“Thank you. I'm not optimitic.”
“What do you teach?’ | asked.

“Not athing,” hesaid. “I taught history at onetime, but that’slong ago. | got tired trying to persuade
reluctant sudents, so | gaveit up.”

“And now you—?’

“I"'m seated firmly in the Capani Chair. Which means | work with occasional doctoral candidates. God
help them.” He laughed and got up, tottered momentarily, but hung on and laughed. “ The floor’ snot as
steady asit used to be. Now, | believe you're hereto—" Hisvoicetrailed off, and he rummaged through
another pile of papers, gave up, and opened a cabinet. More searching, then his features brightened.
“Yes” hesad, “hereitis. Ms. Kolpath, why don’t you come with me?’ He headed for the veranda. The
door did open, and he led the way outside. “Be careful,” he said.

Heimmediatdy gained strength. Hisfrailty dipped away, and he moved amost with the ease of ayoung



man. When | stepped out behind him, and my weight melted off, | understood why. “Antigrav units,” |
sad.

“Of course. Y ou' re about thirty percent norma weight at the moment, Chase. May | cdl you Chase?
Good. Please watch your step. Sometimes the effect induces a sense of too much well-being. We' ve had
peoplefdl off.”

We were on one of the ramps I’ d seen from the ground. Its handrails consisted of ornately carved metal,
and it angled sharply up to one of the rooftops. Lochlear started to climb, moving with practiced ease.

We went to the top and strode out onto the roof. He walked with a casua inattention that, combined
with hisfrailty and reduced weight, left me worried that the wind—which was steady and coming in off
the ocean—might blow him off. He saw my concern and laughed. “Have no fear,” he said, “I comethis
way dl thetime”

| gazed acrosstherooftop at the sea. “I1t’slovey,” | said.

“Thisiswhere| get to be young again. For afew minutes.” We hurried past chairs and tables, and
reentered the building through a double door. | couldn’t figure out what dl the rush was about, until |
redlized that L ochlear did everything on the run.

We pushed through a set of curtains and entered along, narrow room, crowded with shelves and files
and chips and books and display cases. The casesheld individua volumes. “They’ re here somewhere,”
he said. “I thought I’ d set them aside after the messages from your Mr. Benedict.” The books on display
were old, the covers discolored and worn, and in some cases missing. He opened a cabinet door, peered
insde, and brightened. “Hereitis,” he said. Heremoved abox, set it down on atable, and began to go
throughiit. “Yes.” He pulled out severa labeled containers. “Good.” He dusted them off, sorted them, put
acouple back, and placed the rest in front of me. There were four of them. Each held eight disks. The
labelsread COLLIER ARRAY, UNCOLLATED, and were marked with catalog numbers.

“Taim?’ hesad.

AnAl’'svoicereplied, gently, “ Good afternoon, Dr. Lochlear.”
Heturned to me. “ Chase, Tarim will be happy to assst you.”
“Thank you.”

“One morething: These are quite valuable. Please be careful. The scanner isover here by thewadll if you
wish to make copies. Y ou won't be able to take the originas out of the room, of course. If you need to
speak with me, just tell Tarim, and he'll put you through. When you' refinished, please |eave everything
on thetable. It s been a pleasure to meet you, Chase.” Then he was gone. The door closed behind him
with an audible click.

At thetimeit became operational, the Collier Array had been the largest telescope of al time. It was
based off Castleman’ s World, which supported and maintained it for the better part of seven centuries.
With units scattered across the planetary system, it had possessed avirtua diameter of 400 million
kilometers. It was aproduct of the Fifth Millennium, and it remained in operation until it fell victimto one
of theincessant wars of the period. Its destruction had been a ddliberate act of maice. By then, however,
it had become obsolete.

The Array had drawn Alex’ sinterest because Castleman’ swas four thousand light-years from Tinicum
2116. Four thousand yearsfor light to arrive at the system’ s multiple lenses. So herealized that, if it had



any record at al of that star, it would be of atime preceding the event that had disrupted life for the
Margolians.

Much of the data gathered by the Collier was|ost with the general collapse on Castleman’s a the end of
the Fifth Millennium. But in the early decades of the last century, investigators uncovered atrove of
stored raw dataiin hard copy from the Array. No one had sorted it out, because much of it had since
become available e sawhere.

The disks were marked with the dates they were thought to cover, but even about that there was
uncertainty. Not that it mattered.

| sat down in front of areader, took Belle srecord of our flight to Tinicum, and inserted it. Then |
removed thefirst disk from box #1 and put itin dso. “Tarim,” | sad, “ please activate.”

Statuslamps came on.

“Tarim, I'mtrying to find Tinicum 2116 in the Collier raw data. I’ ve provided you with a spectrographic
analysis and images of surrounding star patterns. Please commence search.”

“Working,” hesaid.
| opened anovel and sat back to wait.

Sometimes you get lucky. Tinicum 2116 had been inspected, and the entry turned up thirty minutes later,
on the second disk.

Tarim posted a picture of the ar, as seen through the Collier. Beneath were the results of the analysis,
spdling out quantities of hydrogen, helium, iron, lithium, and whatnot. And afind line: Planets: 4.

Four.

Weknew of three.

Thefourth was another terrestrid.

No wonder the orbits hadn’t matched.
Two gas giants. And two terrestrias.
Bingo.

Lochlear caled to ask whether I'd like to have dinner with him. Some of the faculty members got
together most evenings. I’ d stayed in the archives, going over the other disks to see whether there was
more on Tinicum. There wasn't. But | was bored and stiff when the invitation came, so | was more than
willing to find something e seto do.

He picked me up and escorted me to the faculty dining room, which wasin an adjoining building. There
werefive or six others gathered when we walked in. Lochlear did the introductions, everybody made
room, and | was surprised to discover they’ d heard of me. Kolpath? Furrowed brows all around. Y ou
were with Benedict when he found Margolia, weren't you?

| allowed as how that was so.

They wanted to shake my hand. All of them. “ Superb piece of work, Chase,” said an energetic young
guy who looked asif helifted barbellswhen he wasn’t in the classroom. They asked meto pass my



congratulaionsto Alex, and to tell him they were dl in his debt. It was anice moment. A couple of them
asked lightheartedly whether Rainbow was taking on help. And they wondered what | was doing at the
universty.

When | told them it was just basic research, they laughed, and amiddle-aged woman with honey-colored
hair said she' d keep it qui€t, too, if she were out to bag the kind of game | usualy went after. They al
laughed again. And | sat therefedling like the queen of the walk.

The guy with the muscleswondered if we were positive about what we d found. Wasit redly Margolia?
“Yes” | sad. “There sno question.”

They raised their coffee cupsin atoast to Rainbow. “ The University of the Americas agppreciates you,
Chase,” said aheavysaet man in ared sweater. Galan Something-or-other. His specialty was modern
theater. | wondered what he thought of Lochlear’ s plays.

They didn’'t seemto fed any of the disgppointment Alex and | had experienced. Exhilaration wasthe
order of the day. The middle-aged woman excused hersdlf and left, returning afew minuteslater with a
copy of Christopher Sm’'s Man and Olympian. “| waswondering if you'd Sgnit,” shesad.

My connection with the Sim business was along time ago, and | hesitated. It was aleather-bound
edition, gilt edge, black ribbons. Not the sort of book you want casualy to mark up. “Please,” she said.

| complied, feding abit foolish.
“What'snext?” asked Lochlear.

“Home,” | said.

“I mean, what’ sthe next project? McCarthy?’

Golis McCarthy was an archeologist who' d returned from afrontier world a century earlier, claiming to
have brought back dien artifacts. Not Mute. Something else. Hewouldn't go into details, but during the
next three months the artifacts went missing, supposedly weighted and dropped in the ocean by
McCarthy. McCarthy and his people—seven of them altogether—refused to comment and, within seven
months, al were dead, the victims of assorted accidents. It was a conspiracy theorist’sdream. “No,” |
sad, “I think we' rejust going to take it easy for awhile.”

Lochlear leaned close. “Did you find what you came for?’
“Oh, yes” | said.
He beamed. “I’'m glad we were ableto help.”

The guy with the muscles, whose name was Albert, told meif we had anything more like Margolia up our
deeves, he' d gppreciate an invitation to go dong. | told him next time I’ d bein touch.

When it was over, and we were on our way back to the library, Lochlear commented that I' d been abig
hit. | was sorry Alex hadn’t been there,

| couldn’t resist taking aday to go sight-seeing. | went rafting, tried my hand at a canoe, rode atour ship
through theidands, and alowed Albert to take meto dinner. There was a glorious late-summer sunset,
and | decided that, if | ever found reason to relocate, the Destinieswould be high on my list.



TWENTY-EIGHT

Sophocles, Dostoevski, a Imra, Bertolt, are al engaged, first and foremost, in mythmaking. They depict
the best, and sometimesthe worgt, that isin us. They reveal how we wish to think of ourselves, how we
would liketo be, if only we had the courage.

—NMurid Jean Capdiana,
Introduction to The Compl ete Benoir, 2216 C.E.

| was becoming famous. Shortly after | entered the home system, the guysin opstold metherewasa
new sm I'd beinterested in seeing. About Margolia. (There were, they said, two or three morein the
works. Everybody was rushing to take advantage of the discovery.) Did | want them to relay it to me? It
was cdled Margolia, Farewell.

| pretended to think it over. Thetruth was | thought, from the way they were talking, it wasa
draméatization of theflight Alex and | had made. So | put on acasua front and said sure, if they had a
minute, they could send it.

To my disappointment, it turned out to be ahistorical epic about the last days of the colony. In this
verson it was arogue planet that brought everything to grief.

A lone stientist arrivesin the capital and seeks an audience with Harry Williams. The approach of the
newly discovered world, he says, will be catastrophic. There |l be quakes, tidal waves, volcanoes.

“It’s going to alter our orbit,” headds.
“Will we survive?”

The scientist istal, thin, gray, intense. Right out of Central Casting. “ Mr. Director, | do not see reason
for hope.”

“How long do we have?” asksWilliams.
“ Fourteen months.”
(Thewriters either didn’t know or didn’t care that the colonists had had at |east three years warning.)

His colleagues react angrily, ingsting such athing could not happen. Theworld on which they standissix
billion years old. What are the odds that something like thiswould occur only afew decades after they'd
arived?

When the period of denid passes, there’ san effort to determine whose fault it is. Williamstakesto the
arwaves, announces the finding, and accepts responsbility. “ We are working on a solution,” hetels
hisligeners.

Thereisn't timeto get help. So they decide to put as many people asthey can on both ships and send
them back to Earth. The watchword becomes Save the children! Then, catastrophic news from the
engineers. Nether the Seeker nor the Bremerhaven is cgpable of making the long flight home,

That produces a second round of recrimination. Again, Harry acceptsthe blame. “ It was my
responsibility,” hetelsthe Council. And | thought, Damn right.

Ah, yes. Noble Harry. Played by a character actor who speciaized in such parts.
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We watch the fury when the word gets out. Angry crowds surround government buildings. Williamsis
driven from his position of leadership.

After aseries of loud debates, the decison istaken to strip the Bremerhaven, and useits partstofill in
on the Seeker, which isthe more rdiable of thetwo ships. “ God help us,” saysatechnician, “ I'mstill
not sureit will get home.” Home has once again become Earth.

At that point, | shut it down. I’ ve no taste for downbeat sms, and | knew how this one was going to end.

Alex waswaiting at the termind outside Andiquar when the shuttle set down. * Glad to have you back,”
he sad. “Thework’ sbeen piling up.” Then helaughed asif the comment had been raucoudy funny. “I
takeit wewereright.”

It was good of himto usetheplurd. Infact, I’'d had no part init. “Yes” | said, “there was another
terrestrid world.”

“Excdlent. Were you ableto get its orbit?’
“No. There were no details.”

“Nothing at dl?’

“No.”

Wetook the dlevator to the roof. It was quiet, the place nearly deserted. “ Another terrestrial world,” he
sad. “That meansit wasin the biozone.”

“That’ snot clear. They didn’t use the standard categories. But they list the makeup of the atmosphere.
Nitrogen and oxygen look like the standard mix for aclass-K. So I’d say yes, it wasin the biozone. Had
to be”

“Good.”

“I dill don't seewhy it matters. | know what you' re thinking, but they wouldn't have been dumb enough
to retreat to aworld that was going to get ripped out of orbit. Surely they would have known what was

going to happen.”

We arrived topside, and the doors opened onto arainy afternoon. We walked out into the dispatch area,
flagged ataxi, and headed west.

“Nevertheless, Chase,” hesaid, “that’ s precisely what they did.”

“Butit wassuicide”

“Soit would seem.” Helooked out at the storm as we rose over the city.

Twenty minutes later we walked into the country house. Jacob had coffee and jelly donuts waiting.
“S0.” | sat down and trested mysdlf. “What' s next?’

“We need to find the missing world.”

| had known it was coming. “Y ou’ rekidding.”

“From abusiness standpoint, it would bring us abonanza. Its atmosphere would have frozen when it left



the vicinity of its sun. So the surface would have gone void, and artifacts would have been preserved.
Mint condition, Chase. And the story of that last group of colonigts, if we can establish they actudly
existed, isgoing to approach mythic proportions.”

“How do you suggest we find the missing world? 1 doubt it can be done.”
“That’ syour area of expertise, Chase,” he said. “Find away.”
How do you search for adark body lost among the stars?

| reviewed what | knew about the state of sensing technology. Not very much, | discovered. So | made
some cals and eventudly came up with Avol DesPlaine' s name. He was described to me asthe best we
had on the subject.

| told Jacob to try to get through to him. We left amessage, and he returned the call in the morning. He
could, heinformed me, spare aminute,

He had the darkest skin I" d ever seen. Unlessyou lived on Earth, skin color hasn't been adistinguishing
feature for thousands of years. There’ d been too much intermarriage among those who had headed out
from the home world. And the result had been amoderate olive texture for dmost everybody. Some
were lighter, some darker. But not by much.

DesPlaine was the exception to the rule. | wondered whether he was the product of afew genesthat had
hung on, or whether he was arecent arrival from Earth. He was asmal man, or he sat in the biggest
armchair on the planet. It was hard to tel which. * What may | do for you, Ms. Kolpath?” he asked.

| explained what | wanted to know. Nine thousand years ago, a planet had been expelled from its solar
system during a close pass by an extraneous body. We don’t know which direction it went. “Istherea
technology that would help usfind it?’

“Sure,” hesad, warming to the subject. “ Of course. But you' re talking about a substantial volume
of space. Do you have anything other than what you’ ve told me? Anything at all?” He had awide
skull, afew strands of white hair, and deep-set eyesthat never left me.

“No,” | said. “We know which system it got blown out of. That’ s about it.”

“| see” Hescribbled anote. And hedidn’t crack asmile, dthough | sensed that he wanted to. “ How
large will the search fleet be?”

“| beg your pardon?’

“ How many ships would be engaged in the operation?”
“One. It'snot afleet.”

“One.” Another near smile. Another scribble. “ Very good.”
“| assume that creates aproblem.”

He cleared histhroat. “ Does the g ected world have aname?’

| scrambled for one. I'd once had acat named for acharacterinanold novd. “Yes,” | sad. “It'scalled
Bdfour.”

“ Balfour.” Hetasted it, ran it around on hislips. “ If people can give it a name, surely somebody



would have an idea which way it went. If not, if you’re just going out into the dark to search,
you' d be as likely to find it asto find a coin in a sizable patch of woods. At night.”

“Even with the best technology?”’

Helaughed. There was something of arumblein it. Had we been audio only | would have thought him
much bigger than hewas. “ Consider the sensor gear a flashlight. With a narrow beam.”

“Stuation’ sthat bad, huh?’

“1 always try to take an optimistic view.”

TWENTY-NINE

There are persons who pass through our lives but briefly. And we are never afterward the same.

—ChileYarimoto,
Travels, 1421

Alex doesn't believe anything' simpossible. If you can travel faster than light, he liked to say, everything's
on thetable. The corallary isthat you don’t go to him and tell him an assignment can’t be managed.

| needed help, so | went back to Shara. She was engrossed in a conversation with—I think—her Al
when | walked in the door. She signaled me she needed aminute, asked a couple questions about stellar
populationsin aregion I’d never heard of, got her answers, made notes, and turned my way with abig
gmile. “Chasg,” shesad. “How’sit fed to be a celebrity?’

“I'm looking for away to cashin.”
“I understand they’ re trying to get you to come work for Survey.”
“There’ sheen sometak.”

“Don’t doit. There’ s not much money, and | don’t think anybody ever got famous.” She got serious.
“What can | dofor you?’

“Shara, there was another world in the Tinicum system. A class-K. We suspect whatever scrambled the
orbit of Margoliagected it.”

“And you were wondering if there might be away to track it down?’

“yYes”

“Why on earth would you care? Y ou think there might have been abase there?’
“Something like that.”

“Okay,” shesad.

“So do you think it might be possibleto find it?’

“Thisdl happened, what, nine thousand years ago?’

“That’s correct.”

“Good. That' srelatively recent. But you don’'t know the nature of the intruder? Of whatever broke up
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the sysem?’

“No. Wethink it might have been ablack hole”

“Why?'

“Because there aren’t any stars near enough to have done the job.”

Shelooked skepticd. “Wdl, actudly, it might have been any of anumber of things.”

“Whatever. We don't care what the object was. All we reinterested in isfinding the missing world.”
“It might be possible. Tell me about the system again.”

“Okay,” | sad. “Right now, it hastwo gas giantsin norma orhits. It also has Margolia, which isrunningin
aserioudy exaggerated dlipse, and adidodged moon.”

“Doesthe class-K have aname?’
“Bdfour.” It was garting to sound good.
“And you' ve got a couple of ancient spacecraft out there, too, right?’

“Yes. And adock that went adrift at the time of the event. The Seeker was gpparently trying to jump into
hyper when it blew.”

“Okay. As| understand it, the Seeker set out with those kids three years before the event.”

“That’s correct.”

“That meansit probably won't be much help. What about the other ship? The Whatzis?’

“The Bremerhaven. Itsorbit doesn't place it anywhere near Margoliawhen the intruder came through.”
“That’ sinteresting.”

“Maybeit was orbiting Bafour.”

“Any reason to think that? Or isit guesswork?”

“It' sguesswork.”

“What about the dock?’

“It would have been a Margoliawhen the object hit.”

“And they’ re both currently in solar orbit?’

“yYes”

“Get methe details. Everything you' ve got. Thefirst thing we need to do is establish when it happened.”
“We aready know.”

“All right. Good. That might makeit possible. Send methedata I'll look everything over and get back to
yw.”



“Thanks, Shara.”

“My pleasure. I'm glad to help. It'Il be abreak from my routine. Isthere adeadline on this?’
“No,” | sad. “It' swaited thislong; | assumeit can wait abit longer.”

Shelaughed. “ Get it to metonight, and I'll try to have something for you tomorrow.”

“Y ou were right about the time of the event,” she said next evening, aswe sat at the Longtree, Spping
cocktails. “It happened March 1, 2745, on the terrestrid calendar.”

“That’ sonly a couple days away from what we figured.”

“We retadking caendarsrather than timeitself,” shesaid. “It’ shard to dedl with this sort of thing because
of the odd things that happen with time when the objects are hundreds of light-years apart.”

“All right,” | said. “We know when it happened. Where do we go from there?’

A singer wasdoing “Fireand Ice.” It was cold and wet outside. But the Longtree wasfilled to capacity.
A wedding party had taken over one wing, and another large group was celebrating something. Couldn’t
tell what. There were occasiond bursts of laughter around the room. In the center of the dining area,
several coupleswere dancing.

“Chase,” she sad, “we know where the gas giants were at the time of the event.”
13 Okwlﬂ

“They were undisturbed by the passage. That probably lets out your black hole. Had the intruder been
massive, redly massve, they would have been disrupted, too. But in this case, their orbits don't seem to
have beeninfluenced at dl.”

“That tdlsuswhat?’
“That the intruder was less than atenth of a solar mass.”
“Okay.” | didn’t see how that could help. But she seemed to know where she was headed.

Shefinished her cocktail and ordered another round. “Might aswell,” shesaid, “aslong as Alex isfeding
generous.” Rainbow, of course, was paying for the evening.

“Absolutely. Help yoursdlf.”

“All right. So Margolia s orbit gets stretched, and its moon goes south. The other terrestrial world,
Bafour, istossed out of the system dtogether. That suggests an intruder mass at least ahundred times
gregter than Margolia”

“Okay.”

“My best guess,” she said, “is amass equivaent somewhere between a Jovian and an M-class dwarf
dar.”

“Shara” | said, “1 know you' re interested for academic reasons. But isany of thisgoing to help usfind
Bdfour?’

“Ah, you don’t have the patience you used to, Chase. If we split the difference between the Jovian and



the class-M, we'rein brown dwarf territory.”

“Brown dwarf.”

“Yes. It sadar that never quite got off the ground. Not enough mass. So it didn’t ignite.”
“It' sadark object, then.”

“No. Not necessarily. They have enough energy to glow. They stay warm for along time.”
“What generates the energy?’

“It' sleft over from their formation. What I' m saying isthat thisthing won't look at dl likeadar. It
wouldn’'t be abright light in the sky. But if you got close enough, you' d be ableto seeit.”

“What would it ook like?’

She thought about it. “It might resemble agas giant illuminated from within. It would have clouds.
Probably a muddy brown.”

“That seems an odd color.”

Shara had atendency sometimesto go into lecture mode. She did it now. “Y ounger dwarfs are usualy
blood red. They’rejust radiating the heat generated during formation. Asthey age, they coal off. More
and more moleculesform in their atmospheres, and they acquire clouds.”

“What kind of clouds?’

“Ferrous and silicon compounds, mosily. With some curious westher patterns. Eventually they become
dark red. Intime, they’ll fade to reddish brown, and finally to brown.”

“Okay. And if one of these things came through a planetary system, it could raise hell?’

“You bet. Look, Chasg, it'smassive. Probably one percent of standard solar mass. That sounds smal,
but it'satight little package. If it gets anywhere near you, look out.”

“Canyou tel what its path might have been through the sysem?”’

“Moreor less. Mostly less”

“Explan?’

“I tried atrillion combinations of intruder inclination, periastron distance, mass, and velocity.”
“Waitaminute,” | said. “Try it in the mother tongue. What' s periastron distance?’
“Whenit'sclosest to the sun.”

“Okay.”

“Sol tried all that to seeif | could track it. Something that would produce the resultswe see. I'd say it
entered and exited the system on a path that was mildly inclined to the plane of the planets, with
periastron occurring between the orbits of Margoliaand Bafour. Margolia, by the way, wastheinner of
the two class-K worlds.”

“That doesn't sound like aguess.”



“Itisn't. There arelimitations on what Margolia s orbit could have been. If Bafour wasdso inthe
biozone, asyou're saying, it would have had to be more remote. Anyway, with Bafour in the equation, it
becomes possible to fit the orbits of the dock, the moon, and Margoliatogether.”

“That’ swhy we weren't able to make the orbits intersect,” | said.

“Correct. You needed the fourth planet.” Her eyes were dight. Sheloved talking about astrophysics.
“Thisthing would have been massive. If it had gotten redlly closeto the centrd dar, it would have taken it
out. Likethe one at DeltaKarpisin the last century.”

“Okay.”

Our drinks arrived. Shetried hersand set it down without reacting to it. “All right,” shesaid, “we aso
know the two gas giants were on the far side of the system when the dwarf crossed their orbits. So far,
S0 good. But the two terrestrials weren't so lucky. It passed close to them.”

“Shara,” | said, “why do we care so much about the dwarf?’
She pointed a my drink. Have some. | complied. “ Because the dwarf can tell uswhere Balfour is”
“Wonderful.”

“Not so fast. That brings usto the bad news. | can’t give you even arough estimate where Balfour might
be unless we can find the brown dwarf.”

“Why?" | asked.

“Find the brown dwarf and that gives usits mass, current position, and velocity. From that we can work
out its path through the Tinicum system. Then we can put together a decent estimate where we might find
your missng world.”

“Shara, haven't we just moved the problem around? How do we find the brown dwarf?’
She was|ooking at something over my shoulder. “Don'’t turn around,” she said.

| waited afew seconds, and saw awaiter leading atall maein adark jacket past usto acorner table.
Helooked pretty good, and his gaze swept across Shara, and held. There was an exchange of
nonverbals and he moved on. Sharagrinned a me as he passed out of her field of vision. “ Target of

opportunity.”
Maybe she hadn’t changed as much as |’ d thought. “ The brown dwarf,” | said.

“Yeah.” Shewas il digtracted. “Well, the good thing about al thisisthat it can’t have gone very farin
nine thousand years. Certainly lessthan alight-year. It' [l be quite bright in the near infrared, say tenth or
a worg fifteenth magnitude.”

A young woman cruised past, headed for the guy. Shara shook her head. “Pity,” she said.
“Sowecanfindit?’

“It'll cost.”

“What do we haveto do?’

“Go hunting for it. First you' Il need to persuade Survey to let you have aship.”



“Why?" | asked. “We havethe Belle-Marie.”

“It can't do thejob. Y ou' re going to need to deliver a couple of wide-field telescopes to the search area.
A private yacht wouldn’t be able to handle that. Anyhow, Survey has ships dready equipped to do this
kind of thing.”

“I'll talk to Windy.”
“They’ Il want somebody from Survey to go dong. It'sintherules”
“What actualy would we need to do? How do wide-field telescopes work?’

“They comein pairs. We set them well gpart and let them do a simultaneous survey of the sky. The
brown dwarf will stand out.”

“You're sure?’
“Truxme”
“All right. Will the onboard Al be able to take care of things without my getting too much involved?’

“No,” shesad. “You'll have to provide some guidance. The ship will have the equipment, but this
operation’ sabit different from what the Alsnormaly do.”

She explained the procedures. Dinner arrived. Vegetables with salads, and diced chicken. We were both
hungry. She dived in, but | was till trying to write down everything | was hearing. “I'll never get dl this
draight,” | said.

“Sureyou will. | tell you what, before you leave, I'll give you a crash course.”
“Okay.”
“You'll befing, Chase”

“Isthere anybody out there with the mission? Somebody | could ask, in case we have a problem?Who
knows how these things work?’

“Oneor two, maybe,” shesaid. “I’m not sure. But don’'t worry. The person Windy sends with you will
know how to operate the gear.”

| wasn't comfortable with the arrangement. It felt like one of those situations where we' d get out there
and discover | didn’t know what | was doing. And the guy they’ d sent along would look puzzled and
comment how it had been along time. So | took aplunge. “Listen, you said that Survey would want to
send arep with us.”

“I’'m busy, Chase”
“I’d appreciateit. I'd consider it a persona favor.”

Shelifted a piece of tomato on her fork and stole a glance over her shoulder at the corner table. The guy
was absorbed in his companion.

“I'll never ask for anything again,” | said.

“I'msure.” She tapped her fingernails on the side of the wineglass while she thought about it. “1t’snot



that hard, Chase.”

“Thisisapiece of hisory. Wouldn't you like to be there?’

“I think the history’ s aready been made, Champ. | should have gone on the earlier flight.”

“Shara, Alex’ singtincts are usudly pretty good. There might be something more. Something pretty big.”

She was dready well dong on the medl. | knew she' d be reaching for the dessert menu next. Sharawas
one of thoseirritating people who eats what she likes and never seemsto pay aprice. “We' retaking
some serioustime here, Chase. What about my socid life?’

“Well party ontheway.”
Getting aship turned out to be complicated.

Sharawas correct asfar asit went when she said official policy required someone from Survey to beon
the flight. But the someone had to be the pilot. “ There are no pilots available,” Windy toldme. “ | can
check to see whether anyone would volunteer to go. But it would be overtime. And | doubt we
could find anybody anyhow.” Shewent on to tell me who was currently on free time and why they
would not be responsive to come back to work.

“How about me?’ | said. “I’'m licensed.”

“ For Arcturus-class?”

I’ d been piloting yachts and small commercid. “Not exactly,” | said. “But how complicated can it be?’
“It'stherules, Chase. Sorry. | have no choice.”

Windy made some calls and, as predicted, both available people said no. Survey pilots are pretty well
paid, and they don't get alot of freetime at home. Had we been at one of the outposts, or on a station
somewhere, we' d have had no problem. But in Andiquar, it was no go.

So Alex sgned me up for an accelerated program. And that’s how | became qudified for the next level
of superlumina. | havea Longstar license now, whichisalevel beyond Arcturus. | didn’t redly want to
get that one either, but that’ s another story.

Three weeks after my conversation with Windy, | had my license, and she took me on as atemporary,
thereby alowing her to classfy me asan employee.

Sharain the meantime wondered what the fusswas abouit. “1’ |l never figure out why anybody would pay
large sums of money for antiques. | understand their archeologica vaue. But in this case, even that seems
problematical. All you can hopeto do isfind out how afew diehards spent their last days. To be honest,

| think you' d pay them more respect by letting them be.”

I’ d been empowered to offer her athird of any profits we might redlize if the discovery were made and
after Survey got its share. That got her attention. “How much are we talking?’ she asked.

| provided a modest estimate, based on what the handful of Seeker trophies had brought. She was
impressed. “The business pays enough to get by on,” | said.

“I guess. Wdll, okay, Chase. | can’'t very wdll turn that down. But | ill can’t imagine why the Margolians
would try to get over to aworld that's going into the deep freeze. | think thisiswrongheaded all around.
But dl right. What' sto lose?’



Windy showed up afew minutes later, and Sharatold her she was going with us. Windy’s color changed.
“I’d thought better of you,” she said.

So on acool, windy day in late summer, in the year 1430 since the Foundation of Rimway’s Associated
States, Alex, Shara, and | caught the shuttle to Skydeck, and boarded VHY-111. The Spirit. Withinan
hour we were on our way back to Margolia.

THIRTY

Hitch your wagon to astar.

—Raph Waldo Emerson,
Society and Solitude, 1870 C.E.

The Spirit wastwice the Size of the Belle-Marie, with accommodationsfor € even passengers. The
life-support section consisted of the bridge, twelve compartments (one for the pilot), two washrooms, a
compact storage area, an operations center, aworkout center the size of alarge closet, and acommon
room. Thelatter was considerably more spacious than the one Alex and | were accustomed to. That
sad, the Belle-Marie nevertheless made for easier living. The Spirit was drictly avehicle to transport
people from one place to another. There were no amenities.

The rest of the ship, launch bay, main storage, and engine access, adl below, was normally maintained in
vacuum to preserve resources. There was also a parts locker and systems access areaimmediately
beneath the bridge. “ Control unitsarethere,” | explained to Shara, “in case anything needs twesking.
And the black boxesfor the Al are there.”

| went through my preflight checklist and set our jump for nine hours post departure. Then | strolled back
to the ops center, where | found Shara seated in front of adigplay. “ Good,” she said. “| wasjust coming
to get you.”

“Y ou want to talk about our target?’
“Yes” Sheshowed meadtar and alesser light. “Tinicum 2116,” she said. “And Margalia.”
1] Ok@/.”

“Let’ sback Tinicum up nine thousand years.” Coordinates rippled aong the lower right-hand corner,
dowed, and stopped. The star moved halfway across the room. * During the period since the event, it
traveled somewhat more than a half light-year. Thisiswhere it was when impact occurred.

“We know from the effects of the disruption that the intruder came through on an angle close to the plane
of the planetary system. We aso know that, by now, it will have gone about the same distance that
Tinicumdid. A hdf light-year, more or less.”

“ Okw,”

“Keegp in mind that' s an estimate. But it should be reasonably accurate. What we don’t know iswhich
way it wastraveling.”

“Okay. So we can draw aring around the point of impact, a haf-light-year radius—"

“—~And theintruder is somewhere dong the circumference. Yes.” Shedrew thering. “ That' s our search
area. Thetarget might be onthefar side, or on theinterior, probably abit above or below the plane. But
it' sthere”
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“That lookslike abig neighborhood,” said Alex. | hadn’t seen him comein.

“Itis” sheadmitted. “But it’'ssmal enough that it makes a search feasble.”

“How fast isthe dwarf likely to be moving?’

“About the same velocity as Tinicum. Roughly twenty kilometers per second.”

“So,” sad Alex, “it’' s possible the thing might till be close to the sysem? Traveing with it?’
“Close isardativeterm. It passed through the system, so we know there’ s some deviation.”
“All right. Where do we sart?’

“We make for the point of impact. Once there we deploy our telescopes on opposite sdes of it. At a
range of’—she hesitated, considering it—" let’ smake it five AUs. We want the telescopesten AUs

| spent the next few hours boning up on brown dwarfs. Sharawas right when she said there are alot of
them. According to Survey there were hundreds in the immediate vicinity of Rimway’ssun. That didn’t
make me comfortable. But then it’ savicinity that incorporates alot of empty space. Modern technology
makestravel virtudly instantaneous, and it causes you to forget just how big everythingis. Asl think |
remarked somewhere dse.

Brown dwarfs are not massive enough to burn hydrogen, so they don’t ignite, the way afull-fledged star
does. But they gtill give off considerable hest, more or lessfrom tidal effects. They can be observed
through infrared telescopes, in which they will appear asafaint glow.

Get close enough to the average brown dwarf and it’ll look like adim gtar. 1t' s only .00004 times as
bright asthe sun, either ours or Earth’s. Still, according to the book, they’ re pretty hot. Temperatures on
the surface range up to 3,200 degrees C. At that level, substanceslikeiron and rock occur as gases.

During the cooling process, they generate methane. The gases condense into liquids and form clouds,
which contain some of the heat. But continued cooling resultsin sorms, which in turn clear off the clouds.
When that happens, infrared light from the heated atmosphere escapes, causing the dwarf to brighten.

Sharawasn't kidding that there were weether patterns. Some dwarfs, the hotter ones, haveiron rain.
Others, which have cooled sufficiently, may produce rain that is ordinary water.

They comein avariety of classfications based on spectra features. “But any of them,” | asked Shara,
“would be visbleto our telescopes?’

She nodded. “Actudly,” she said, “thiswhole exercise should be pretty easy. At least | hope s0.”
“Why?’ | asked. “Y ou got a hot date?’
“Chase,” shesad. “I’'m an astrophysicist. But it doesn't mean | want to spend my weekends out here.”

We made the jump on schedule, but emerged severa days away from our target area. She wasn't unduly
happy about that. “ Seems as if we could use some improvementsin the technology,” she told me.

| checked in with the Gonzal ez, the mission command ship, to let them know we d arrived in the area.
Alex took advantage of thelink to talk to Emil Brankov about the latest findings at the excavation Sites.
There were, Brankov said, “ a lot of artifacts. And some human remains. Not much left of them, but
they' rethere.”



Whilewe cruised into position, we spent time talking, watching sms, working out. Sharaenjoyed
role-playing games that involved blowing things up. | wasn't sure whether she wastrying to send mea
message or whether it reflected anaturally combetive spirit. | became more aware how much she had
changed since our daystogether at college. When | mentioned that sometimes| felt asif | barely knew
her, she asked if | was aware how different I’d become.

“Inwhat way?’ | asked.

“Y ou were shy. Unsure of yoursdlf. And, as| recal, you took authority figures pretty serioudy.”
“I'mdill shy,” | said.

She laughed. “I have no doubt.”

We dso enjoyed Conversations with Caesar. If you haven't tried it, it gives you achanceto st and talk
with avatars of historical personages. Shara had ataste for the ancients, so we spent the better part of
two days discussing rdligion with Cleopatra, women’ srights with Thomas Aquinas, and public reations
with Henry VI1I. Marinda Harbach explained why we have such abloody history. “ Serious predators,”
shesaid, “ do not kill one another. Never have. A tiger understands, for example, it’s dangerous to
attack another tiger. It's not at all certain who will end up dead.” But humans had never been
serious predators. On the contrary, they’ d been innocuous creatures, had eaten whatever came to hand,
and never developed the ingtinct to avoid quarrels. * After all,” shesaid, “ when a fight breaks out
between two monkeys, somebody gets a few lumps, but that’ s about all. They actually enjoy it.
Brain scans make the point beyond question. By the time the monkeys discovered advanced
weaponry, it was too late.”

We taked about war and peace with Winston Churchill, and bumping universeswith Taio Myshko.
Kau, the Al, did impressions of each character. Nobody knew, of course, how Churchill had actualy
sounded, but Kalu had Myshko down cold.

He a so did impersonations of us. He seemed to enjoy himsalf commenting in Alex’ s deliberate and
studied manner on the advantage of antiquities as an investment. He did Sharatalking about how stars go
bump in the night. And he was forever ordering snacks using my voice.

“I don't eat that much,” | told Alex. But he just laughed.

When we got close to theimpact point, Sharadecided it was time to inspect the telescope packages.
Rather than pressurize the cargo deck, we put on suits.

Cargo was divided into three sections, the middle being the largest. It was our launch area, and it
contained the packages. The lander, which was a bilious yellow color with DEPARTMENT OF
PLANETARY SURVEY AND ASTRONOMICAL RESEARCH genciled onits hull, was securein
thelone bay.

The two tel escopes were cubes with rounded edges, not much taller than | was. Plastene sheets
protected them. Working in zero gee, we moved them onto the launch track.

We stripped the plastene from one of the packagesto get agood look. The unit was ashoulder-high
black metd dish, with severd minithrusters attached.

“It' satwo-meter scope,” Shara said. * Equipped with a thirty-two thousand times thirty-two thousand
infrared-sengitive imaging array. It can cover three by three degrees of sky.” She circled the thing and
clicked aremote. Lamps blinked back. She compared them with a checklist.



“Okay?" | asked.

“Yes, indeed.” We walked back to the second package, pulled off the wrapping, and repeated the
process. When she was done, we ingpected the launcher. “I guesswe'redl| set,” shesaid at last.

We went back up an ascent tube, passed through the airlock onto the bridge, and climbed out of our
suits. Sharacommented it was good to fedl some gravity again. Kau announced we were one hour from

the impact point.

We sat down and, for whatever reason, began reminiscing. We discovered we' d both dated the same
guy, and both had the same reaction. We talked about instructors | hadn’t thought of for fifteen years.
And ambitions, some fulfilled, some abandoned. “Y ou became apilot,” Sharasad. “When | first met
you, when you were still akid, you told me that was what you wanted to do.”

That wastrue. | also wanted to be a sculptor at onetime, but that didn’t go very far. “Yeah,” | said. “I
aways liked the idea of coming out here. Thought it was romantic.”

“Andit wasn't”

“It wears off.”

Shelaughed. “1 remember when that guy Jerry Whatzisname was going to be the father of your children.”
“That’ salong time back.”

“Whatever happened to him?’

“He became abanker,” | said. “Or afinancial advisor. Something like that.”

“You ever ssehim?’

“No. Not for more than ten years.” And, after amoment: “He smarried. Two kids, last | heard.”

“| can’t imagine you married to a banker.”

“Me, neither.” Still, | thought of him on occasion. | wouldn't have minded running into him some evening.
By accident, of course.

When Kau announced we were within seven minutes of our destination, we retreated to the ops center,
where Alex was waiting. Shara sat down in the operator’ schair. “Kau?’

“Yes, Shara. | amhere.”
“Prepare to launch the Alphapackage.”

“Onyour direction.” Therewas abank of monitors. One provided an outside view of the launch doors.
We watched them open.

“Whothehdl isKau?’ asked Alex.
“TheAl,” | said.
“| know that. But who was he?’

“When the government wanted to shut interstellar exploration down two centuries ago,” Sharasad, “he
was the guy who dissuaded them. It cost him politically because people didn’t want to pay for it. One



opponent asked him where doesiit stop?’
“What was hisanswer?’ asked Alex.

“*You stop, you die” Hewasthefirgt secretary of the Department of Planetary Survey and
Agtronomica Research.”

“Thefirg secretary?’
“Thisisawhile back. They didn't have directorsthen.”
“Okay.”

A gdlar cloud was coming into focus on one of the monitors. “Up there,” she said. “That’ s Virginium.
Lotsof hot, young stars. Come back in afew billion years and it might be anursery for new civilizations.”
She amiled at Alex. | was getting the impression he was taken by her. “ Time to launch. Y ou want to do
the honors?’

“You go ahead,” he said. And that generosity of spirit convinced me. Alex loved dramaand ceremony.
“Kdu,” shesad. “Launch Alpha”

The package went out through the hatch, its thrusters fired once, twice.

“ Alpha away,” said Kau.

The package dwindled and vanished in the night.

My turn. “ Everybody strap down. Kalu, prepare to depart.”

Kau acknowledged. Sharataked with the Alphateescope’ sonboard Al, giving it fina instructions.

Moments ater, Brankov’ simage blinked on in the ops room. He looked tired. “ We found some
inscriptions on stone,” he said. One of them appeared, alarge marble block with English symbols. We
couldn’t read them, but he trandated: McCorby Hedlth Labs. Benegth it, adate. The name of the month
was March. It was the fourteenth day, and the year was 11.

“We' ve got a city hall down the street. And what was once the Chalkoski Botanical Gardens a
half klick away.” | could seetheintensity in Brankov'seyes. Thiswasthe misson of alifetime,

A few hourslater we jumped one and ahdf billion kilometersto the far sde of theimpact point and
deployed Beta.

“What we' regoing to do,” said Shara, “isto run afull survey of the sky, three hundred sixty to latitudes
twenty degrees above and below the orbital plane.”

| was tempted to ask what orbita plane because we were in the middle of nowhere. But of course we
were working with the plane of the planetary system asit had been nine thousand years earlier. “ The units
will runin parald,” she continued. “We need to look at atota of fourteen thousand four hundred square
degrees. That means we need sixteen hundred image pairs. Each image will require five minutes of
exposure plus dither time.”

Alex wasglazing again.

Sharaunderstood. “It means,” shetold him, “we should be able to do the complete survey in about Sx



days”
“Excdlent,” hesad. “And a some point during dl this, we' Il spot the brown dwarf.”

“We should. Yes. We'll overlay the images from the telescopes on the screen.” She tapped the central
monitor. “Everything’ sframed againgt the stars. The stars won't show any gppreciable movement from
oneimage to the other because they’ re too far. But anything close by will appear to jJump. And that, Mr.
Benedict, should be our dwarf.”

“How much of ajump?’ | asked.
“I’d say thirty to sixty arcseconds.”
Alex grinned. How much was that?

“It'sokay,” Sharasaid. “Just look for a separation. Now, when it happens, we' | want to measure the
radid velocity. That'll alow usto figure out gpproximately where it was when the impact happened.”

“But we dready know that.”
“Confirmation data. And the more exact our informationis, theeasier it’'ll beto locate Bafour.”
“Okay,” said Alex. “Good.”

“The hitch isthat we don't know the temperature of the dwarf, so we'll run the survey at wavelengths of
two to ten microns. That' Il dlow for fairly hot or very cool dwarfs, and everything between.” She held up
aremote. “Are we ready to start?’

“By dl means” said Alex.

They exchanged glances. “Thanks,” hesaid. “I will.” Without another word he took the remote and
started the operation.

THIRTY-ONE

There are worlds enough out therefor al. Go, and you will see canyonsto make your head spin, and
solitary beaches, and rings of light, and iron rivers. But wear atopcoat.

—Tavron Hamm,
There and Back, sxth millennium

Oncethe survey started, Conversations with Caesar stopped. Alex never |eft the ops center except
from necessty. He watched rdentlesdy as the images shifted every few minutes, showing anew patch of
sky. If one of the points of light seemed atrifle blurred, he leaned forward expectantly, hoping Shara
would react, or that Kalu would declare ahit.

Occasiondly, he talked with Brankov, who said he was fascinated by what we weretryingto do. “1
wish you all success,” hesaid. “ Let us hope you find it. And that your speculations prove correct.”

Sharastuck it out with Alex thefirst day. Until she couldn’t stand it anymore. Alex was smply too
intense. On the second morning, shetold him to let her know if they found something and retreated to the
common room. | stuck my head in once in awhile to see how she was doing, but for the most part |
stayed with Alex. Out of amisplaced sense of loyalty, | suppose.

“Why does he care so much?’ Sharaasked. “He' s aready made the big finds. So what if afew of them
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retreated to a base somewhere ese? Right? Or am | missing something here?’

“No,” | said. “You'reright. I’ve never seen him like thisbefore. | think it hasto do with the Seeker. Full
of kids. That really shook him up. | don’'t think he buystheideathat they would have known what was
going to happen to one world but not to the other. Of the two, they must have known Margoliawas
safer. He wantsto know why they jumped into the lion’s mouth. He thinks he owesit to them to find

“If in fact that’ swhat they did,” said Shara. “I’'m not convinced.”
“Nether am . But hisingtincts for things like this are pretty good.”

“Chase,” shesad, “ingincts are for things like food and sex. They don't have much to do with logic.”
She shook her head. “If they actually landed people on Bafour, the explanation will turn out to be that
they screwed up the calculations.”

“But they should have been ableto figureit out, right?’
“Sure” Shesghed. “Butit’snot my cal.”

We needed a change of subject. “ Shara,” | said, 1 was surprised to find out how common these things
are. Brown dwarfs. Do we have the local ones mapped?’

“Surely you joke.” She smiled again. That mischievous, |et’ s-not-be-naive grin. “ There' s no reputation to
be made looking for local brown dwarfs, so it doesn't happen.”

“Maybe the Council should get onthe stick.”

“Yeah, I'm sureit’sat thetop of their agenda. | mentioned it to one of their reps onetime, and he asked
how much warning we' d have if one blundered into the system.”

“How much warning would we have?’

“Probably twenty or thirty years.”

“And what did he say?’

“Told metwenty or thirty yearswould be plenty of timeto ded with it.”

“Ishe serious? What would we do if it happened?’

“Wouldn’t be much you could do. Except evacuate the planet.”

“Evacuate the planet? We don’t have the facilities, do we? For that kind of effort?’

“Billions of people? | doubt it.” She was sitting with abook in her lap. “1 don’t think math was his strong
uit.”

| was ad eep the second night when Alex knocked on my door. “We got ahit,” he said.

| woke Shara. She came out in arobe and sat down to look at the images on the screen. There appeared
to betwo dim stars, sde by side.

“That it?" | asked.

“There' sadecent chance. Kalu, what’ sthe range?’



“ Point six-four,” hesaid. Fraction of alight-yesr.

“Recessond veocity?’

“ Twenty-two kilometers per second.”

She scribbled numbers on apad. “It’ s a pretty good match. That's probably it.”
“Probably?’ said Alex.

“No way to be positive yet. We should reconfigure the telescopes’ optica trainsto ahigher
megnification.”

“Why?'
“That'll give usthe transverse velocity. Allow usto get a 3-D picture, and pin it down for certain.”
“How long will it take?’

“About fourteen hours.”

“Okay.” Alex rubbed his hands. “Then you can figure out where the planet is, right?’

“If thesghting is confirmed.”

“That’sgood. Shara, you're atreasure.”

She amiled modestly. “I dowhat | can.”

| was standing around, pretty much irrdlevant. “ Anything | can do to help?’

“No. Thanks. | can take care of it. Y ou might aswell go back to bed.”

“Yeah. Okay, I'll seeyou guysinthemorning.”

| started for the door. Shara turned suddenly toward Alex. “But there' s something you can do for me.”
“Nameit.”

“I’ve never seen abrown dwarf. From nearby. Instead of just Sitting here, waiting for the numbersto
comein, why don’'t we go take alook?’

“All right,” said Alex. He hid it well, but he wasn't excited at the prospect of going off on asidetrip. Not
at thispoint. But hefigured he owed Shara. He looked my way. “Chase?’

“Consider it done, boss.”

“I mean,” said Shara, “aslong aswe ve comethisfar, it would be nice to see one.”
That surprised me. “Y ou’ ve never seen adwarf star?’

“Actudly,” shesad, “no. | never redly had the opportunity.”

“Wdl, we ll rectify that.”

She looked ddlighted, akid at abirthday party. “I mean, we pretty much take them for granted. There
arealot of them, and they don’t actudly do anything.”



“Except barge around.”
“Yeah,” shesad. “Except that.”

Shortly before we made the jump, we got atransmission from Brankov. They’ d found what appeared to
have been a museum set up to honor the origina settlers. Not much was distinguishable. The objects that
had been exhibited, as well as the casesin which they’ d been placed, had al but dissolved. “ We can
make out some of the inscriptions. And that’s about it. Some terrestrial dates. Some names we
don’t recognize.”

During the course of the conversation, we told him we might have found the brown dwarf.
“ Glad to hear it. So you can figure out where Balfour is? Are you headed there now?”

“We re going to take alook at the dwarf first. We have alady on board with a specid interest in
compact objects.”

“ Okay. Good luck. Keep me informed.”

We sent amessage to Windy, letting her know what was happening. It seemed like smart policy to keep
Survey’ s public relations officer in the loop.

We made agood jump and came out within aday’ stravel time. The brown dwarf looked like agas
giant, except there was no sun nearby, so the glow it was putting out wasn't reflected light. 1t packed
about 5 percent of a solar mass benegth all-encompassing clouds. “1t' salittle bit light,” said Shara. “It
needs about eight percent solar massto ignite.” To become alegitimate star. There was a collection of
moons, eleven of them atogether, and awispy ring that wasn't immediatdy visible.

The dwarf itsalf—a curious term for So monsirous an object—seemed to be smply a sphere of eexily lit
mud-colored clouds, with afew reddish streaks and spots. Surface temperature checked in a 8007
dm;K. “The spots are storms,” Shara said. She was luminousthat day. | had never seen her sofilled with
sheer joy. She was face-to-face with, as she put it, one of the objects that formed the gravitationa center
of her life

She stood by aviewport, bathed in itsautumn light. “Isn’t it gorgeous?’
“Yes” | sad.

“ItsaclassT,” shesad. “Lot of methane. And it’s got water.”
“Water?’

Shenodded. “Yep.”

| went over and stood beside her and she embraced me. “Chase,” she said, “I takeit dl back. I'mglad |
came”

“Good,” | said.

Wewere diill there, exchanging pleasantries, when Kalu' s baritone got our attention. * We have the
transverse velocity,” hesaid.

Sharanodded and started back for the ops center. “Let’ sseewhat it looks like.”

Kau gave usa3-D projection. Here was the brown dwarf. Thiswasitstrack back to the time of impact,



and over there, well toward the monitor bank, was Margoliaand its sun. At the point of impact.
“They don't intersect,” | said. “ Something’ swrong.”

“Kadu, run acheck, please.” Shelooked at me and shrugged. These things happen.
“Thedisplay is accurate, Shara.”

“Can'tbe” | said.

“Yeah. It' snowhere near the system.” She checked the ranges. “ Thisis not the one. Closest it got wasa
decent fraction of alight-year. A twentieth.”

| became aware of Alex, sanding slently at the hatch, listening.
“Doesthis mean we got thingswrong?’ | asked. “ Are there two brown dwarfsin the area?’

“Could be.” She sat down at one of the ops consoles and the 3-D images vanished. “Actually, sixty
percent of brown dwarfstravel in pairs.”

“Reglly?’

“Y es. The companion isusudly within atenth of alight-year.” She put the scope images on the monitors.
Viewsforward and aft, and off both beams. “It’snot very likely that thisthing missed Margoliajust as
another, unrelated, dwarf took the system apart. So there' s probably—"

Againg the cosmic backdrop off the starboard side, a bloodred star appeared. First magnitude.
“Thet it?’
“I'll get back to you,” said Shara.

It wasjust under a half light-year from our position, and itsradid and transverse vel ocities were dmost
identical to the brown dwarf.

“It'sone of your bloodred jobs,” | said.

“Lookslike.” She was tapping keys and watching numbersroll down the screen. Finally, she froze them.
Wewere looking at a set of coordinates. Shararan the dwarf backward until it intersected with Tinicum.
At the point of impact. “ That’ syour intruder,” she said. “No question.”

“Okay.” Alex took the chair beside her. “Now we can figure out what happened to Balfour.”
“Givemealittletime,” shesaid.

| sent off areport to Windy, then went back to my cabin and tried to read. | wastired, but | just lay there
listening to the assorted sounds of the ship. The Spirit was noiser than the Belle Marie. The quarters
were more cramped. And it felt more impersonal. | can't explain that, exactly. Maybeit wasthe Al. Kalu
wasn't exactly charismatic.

Eventualy | gave up, got a shower, and put on aclean set of clothes. Outside, Sharawasin the middie of
an explanation. And she looked solemn. Alex was pale. Sharawaved in my direction. “—Doesn’'t mean
it necessarily got swallowed,” she sad.

Alex took adeep breath. “ Sharathinks,” he said, “there might have been acollison.”



“Might,” shesaid.

“A direct hit?’" | asked. “Bdfour?’
“It'spossble”

Nobody said anything.

“Look.” Sharaleveled her voice. Let’ sdl kegp calm. “We need to check this out more carefully. | need
time to put the numbers together. Then we can get a better ideawhat actually happened.”

Alex looked a me. “Chase,” he said, “bring Emil up to date. And get us over there.”
“Over where?’
“Totheintruder.”

We swung to starboard. The intruder was adistant red glow. We lined up on it, fed therange into Kalu,
and belted down.

“Don’t jumpintoo close,” Sharacautioned. “We want to give ourselves plenty of space with that thing.”

I’ve always been a safety-first kind of person. Because of that, and the inaccuracy of the quantum drive,
we came out almost three days away. Close enough.

Again, | was struck by the dwarf’ s resemblance to a gas giant. Except that this one was red, with no
visble moons and no ring. Its surface churned with tornadoes and cyclones. “That'll beiron,” Sharasaid.

“Wheat will?”

“The clouds. And silicates and corundum.” Occasionaly, when the clouds parted, hot spots that were
even brighter became visible. Shara spent time on the ingruments while Alex watched anxioudly.

“What are you looking for?” he asked.
“Maybe asurprise. Good news: It did not swallow Bafour. But it did have lunch recently.”
“How do you mean?’ asked Alex.

“Probably Bafour’s moon. Thisthing passed within afew hundred thousand kilometers of Bafour. And
I’d bet it took the moon. Do we know whether Balfour had one?’

1] NO_”
“Okay. I’d bet it did.”
“How do you know?’

She pointed at lines on the centra screen. “Its atmosphere is saturated with silicates.”
“Whichtdlsuswhat?’
“It swallowed amoon. And it happened at about the time of the intersection.”

Alex took adeep breath. “How can you be sureit wasn't Balfour?’



“It wasn't aplanet.” She spun around to face him. “ Terrestrial moons are made of the surface scum
skimmed off terrestrid worlds by mgjor impacts. Think of Rimway’ s structure. Aniron core and asilicate
mantle. The moon at home s pretty much nothing but iron-poor mantle materid.” Sheindicated the
screen. “ Take alook at thelines. Y ou can seetheré snoiron.”

| couldn’'t seethat, and | had no doubt Alex couldn’t. But that was irrelevant. Shara could, and that was
al that mattered.

“So where sBdfour?’

Shewas smiling broadly. “It got close enough to lose its satellite. So at the very least, it' strailing behind
the dwarf.”

“Can we get pictures?’

“I’'vebeentrying to. | haven't seenit yet.”
“Okay. It'sdtill early.”

“Right. And there sanother possibility.”
“Whichiswhat?’

Bare minutes later, the second possibility materiaized when ablue star gppeared from behind the dwarf.
“Chase” Sharasad, “ Alex. Enjoy the moment. Unless|’ve completely blown it, you're looking a
Bdfour.”

THIRTY-TWO

Useyour eyesingtead of your brain, and you' Il cometo grief every time.

—Ddis Tolbert,
The Adventures of Omar Paisley, 1417

“I don't think there’ sany question about it,” said Shara. “ That' s your missing planet.”

We were getting a decent picture on the scope. And we saw immediately that it had oceans! And it was
green.

Alex looked overwhemed. “It' saliving world,” he said.

Sharanodded. “Lookslike.” And to me: “How closeisit to the dwarf?’

| passed the question to Kalu. “ It s about a million kilometers. Maybe a bit more.”

She clapped her hands. “ Close enough. Who would' ve thought?’

It was a glorious moment. We danced and yipped and embraced. | got a huge hug from Alex.
“It'sintidal lock,” said Kau. “ Orbital period looks like approximately two point six days.”

It took afew minutesfor usto come back to redlity. We broke into the stock cabinet and passed out
drinks. We lifted our glassesto Bafour.

“Brilliant,” said Alex.
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“How do you mean?’ | asked. “Who'sbrilliant?’
“The Margolians. Now we know why they moved people to Balfour.”
“Y ou think they knew in advance thiswould happen?’

“Yes.” Sharalooked puzzled. “They figured it out. Maybe they weren't sure. | don’t know what kind of
equipment they had with them. But they understood Balfour might come out of it okay.”

“Why thefrown?’ asked Alex.

“Well,” she said, “living conditions on the surface, during the event, and for aconsderabletime
afterward, would have been difficult.”

“Inwhat way?’

“During the first few decades after capture by the dwarf, rotational energy would have had to be
disspated.” She ran through afew equations on a notepad. “ There would have been lots of earthquakes,
tidal waves, typhoons, volcanoes going up. Globa warming during the first century. Substantia
evgporation. I'm thinking jungle pretty much everywhere.”

“Agan?’ | asked.

“Yes. Warm, wet catastrophes breed jungle.” She shook her head. “ They would have had to be
desperate to crossto Balfour, and it’ s hard to see how they could have survived.”

| wondered whether | wouldn'’t have preferred going down with the origina world rather than getting
hauled off into the night by arogue dwarf.

One side of Bafour, of course, was permanently dark. We trained the scopes on it anyhow and held our
breath. | don’t know what we expected, or what Alex was hoping for. But nobody said anything. And,
as we expected, no flicker of light appeared anywhere.

“If therewere survivors” said Shara, “if they’ d actualy succeeded in establishing a base and keeping it
aive, it wouldn't have been on the back side anyhow. It' [l betoo cold there.”

She turned to the data coming in from the sensors, which were gtill examining the brown dwarf, noting its
mass and gravitation, itsrotationa period, the distribution of eementsin its clouds. Surface temperature
was 15007 dm;K. “It'syoung,” she said. “Much younger than the other one. They cool off asthey age.”
Shegrinned. “Likeguys” The party girl survivesinthe astrophysicist.

“How old isit?’ | asked.
“About ahundred million years.”
“That’s young?’

“Redivdy. Sure”

| love the way these peopletalk.

Alex had been looking at the pictures of Bafour, paying no attention to the conversation. “We' Il want to
go down to the surface and see what we have. What are conditions like on the ground, do you think?’

Shara gtarted to answer. She said something about picking our spot and it would be comfortable enough,



but then we got ablinker and she stopped dead. | switched over to the auxiliary display.
“What' swrong?’ asked Alex.

“WE re getting acode white.” | ran a confirmation, to be sure.
“Out here?’ asked Shara. “Who'd bein distress here?’
“Kau,” | sad, “do we haveavisud?’

“ Negative, Chase. | amtrying to get a lock now.”
“Isthereavoice sgnal?’ asked Shara

“No,” | said. “All we're getting isthe beep.”

“Ridiculous” said Alex. “There can’t be anybody in this area.”
“ Somebody’shere,” | said.

“ Chase, | have the coordinates.”

Wewere al looking at one another. Everybody had abad feding. “Kau,” | said, “do we have avisua
yer?

“On-screen.”

It wasaY-pod. An emergency unit. Something to keep you going until help came. But the hatch was
open.

We enhanced theimage.

“There ssomeoneinthe pilot’sseat,” said Shara

Wearing a pressure suit. | opened achannd. “Hello, Lifeboat. What isyour condition?’

| switched over and we listened to acarrier wave,

Alex leaned close to the mike. “Hello.” He sounded hostile. “Are you able to respond?’
“Kau,” | sad“whereisthething?’

“ Bearing zero-three-four mark two-seven. Range four hundred twenty-five klicks.”
“Any 9gn of aship?’

“Yes. I'm getting data now.”

“Deails, please?”’

“ Looks like a private yacht. KY designator on the hull. Rest not visible. It appears to be adrift.
There’' s a power signature, but it’slow.”

“Okay,” | said. “Take usto the pod, quickest possible route. Everybody belt down.”

“Wait aminute,” said Alex. “Thisisasetup. Hasto be.”



“I think you'reright,” | said. “It’'stoo much of acoincidence. But it does't matter. We can't tekea
chance and leave him. And we ve got to get moving. We don’'t know how long he' s been out here.”

Alex nodded. “First we need to take some precautions.”

“Kau,” | sad, “what’sour ETA?’

“How much fuel are you willing to expend?”

“Whatever it takes. Quickest time.”

“Very good, Chase. | make it thirteen minutes.”

“What kind of precautions?’ asked Shara.

Theman in the pilot’s seat wasn't moving. It was dark inside and hard to get agood look.

“We better hustle,” | said, aswe dipped alongside. | climbed out of my seat, but Alex asked sharply
where| thought | was going.

“Tocollect him.”

“No. Let' sdo thisthe way we decided.”

“| wasn't aware you would be the oneto go after him.”

“Sorry | didn’'t make mysdlf clear. But thisisn’t ajob for awoman.”

Oh, Lord. Herewe go again. “Alex, | have more experiencein zero gee.”
“What' sit take to crossten meters, pull him out, and bring him back?’

Wil truth was, Alex wouldn't haveto go outsde at dl. And sure, | could haveinsisted. | was, after al,
the captain. But | couldn’t seethat it made much difference. And when his testosterone was flowing, I'd
awaysfound it best to indulge him.

“Good,” hesaid. “Now let’smove on.” He glanced over a Shara

A few minutes|ater, in a pressure suit, he was hurrying through the launch bay, which, you will recal, was
maintained in vacuum. | turned the lights on for him and, as he approached the cargo doors, | opened
them.

Kau managed the attitude thrusters and angled us toward the pod until it floated in through the cargo
doors. Then we raised the Spirit dightly, and the vehicle settled into acradle.

“Good,” sadAlex. “ Touchdown.”

| activated magnetic locksto secureit and gave him alittle gravity. Alex walked cautioudy around to the
open hatch, looked in, and found himsalf confronted by alaser. | saw it the moment he did. “ Back off.”
A familiar voice crackled out of the speskers. A male. “ Don’t make any sudden moves.”

Alex froze.

“ Kolpath, | assume you can hear me. If you try anything at all, do anything except follow my
instructions completely, | will kill him. Do you under stand?”



It took me aminute to remember. Charlie Everson. The young man with the shuttle reservations.
“Okay,” | said. “Don’'t hurt him. 1 won’t give you any trouble.”

“ Good. That’s smart.”

Alex found hisvoice. “ What' s this about?” he demanded. “ What do you want, Everson?”

Charlie got out of the pod. “ I’ m sure you know, Mr. Benedict.” Hisvoice was laced with contempt.
“Now turn around and walk straight ahead and don’t reach for anything.”

Alex started to walk. Charlie kept hislaser leveled at Alex’ sback. “ What' s this all about anyhow?”
Alex asked.

“ Just keep going.”

Alex started to turn, and Charlie fired his wegpon at the deck. Alex froze. Charlie waited afew seconds
and turned the beam off. “ | scare easily,” hesaid. “ Don’t do anything unless | tell you to first.”

“Chase,” saidKadu. “ Lower deck is punctured.”

“It's okay, though,” Charlie continued. “ You do what | say, and nobody’ s going to get hurt.” He
wasin abright yelow pressure suit with no markings, Alex in Survey’s stlandard forest green. They
reached the zero-gee tube, got in together, and came up to the main deck. | heard them enter the airlock
and close the hatch. The compression cycle started.

The inner hatch opened directly out onto the bridge. | turned to faceit.

“Who do you work for?” Alex asked.

“No need for you to know,” hesad.

“You planted the bomb, didn’t you? You took down the shuttle and killed twenty-three people.”

“Yeah. | guess| did. Don’t remember the exact number.” Hisvoicewas deadly cam. Full of
menace. “ Kolpath.”

“What do you want, Charlie?’

“1 want to remind you. No surprises when the door opens. | want you and the other woman
standing directly in front of the airlock. With your handsin the air. If you're not there, I'll kill him.
Do you understand?”

“What other woman?’

“Don't play games with me. You know who I’ m talking about. Michaels.”
“She' snot on board. There' snobody here but Alex and me.”

“You'relying.”

“Suit yoursdf.”

“What happened to her?”

Thelamp on the hatch was amber. Still pressurizing.



Alex brokein: “ She switched over to the Gonzaez when we stopped at Margolia.”
“Why' d she do that?” Hewasn't going to buy it.

“ Boyfriend on board,” Alex said. “ Dumb bitch. It’s the only reason she came with us.”
Wil it was better than my story. | was going to claim she got Sick at the last minute.
“You'relying,” sadChalie.

“1 wouldn’t do that. Not when you're carrying a laser.”

He hesitated, unsure what to do next. “ Anything happens, anything at all | don't like, somebody’ s
dead. You understand, Benedict?”

“1 understand.”

“ And you out there, Kolpath?”

“Nobody’ll giveyou any trouble, Charlie”

“1f | see anybody else, anywhere, he's gone.”

“Sopit,” sadAlex. “ You'refrightening her.”

“ That's a good thing, Benedict. A little fear at the moment makes for a healthy attitude.”
“ Do what he says, Chase. He's a nutcase.”

“Watch your tongue,” said Charlie.

“Why? What are you going to do? Kill me?”

“I canif you like.”

“Pleaselet him be. WE Il give you whatever you want.” The status lamp turned green. | took my placea
few pacesin front of the airlock and raised my hands. “Kau,” | said, “open the hatch.”

It swung wide. Charlie ordered Alex forward and stuck his head out and looked around. When he saw
nobody, he pointed to abulkhead. “ Both of you over there. Keep your hands over your heads.” We
did aswe were told while he removed his helmet. He took a deep breath. “Damned stale air,” he sad. |
didn’t know whether he meant the air from his suit, or the air on the bridge.

Alex pulled off hisown helmet. “How’ d you know?’" he asked. “How did you know we were here?’
He shrugged. No problem. “Anything you do, | know about.”
“Youlundtic,” | said. “What the hdll’ sthis about?’

Hedidn't care much for criticism. Thelaser swung in my direction. | threw myself to one side and he
fired a short burst. Only asecond or so. It seared into my leg, just below the knee. | screamed and tried
toroll awvay fromit. Alex started forward. But Charlie turned the wegpon back on him. “Don’t,” he said.

Alex stopped dead.



“I don't want to hear any more mouthing off from either of you.” He glared at me, offended. “Do it again,
and I'll shut you up permanently.” Alex came over to help me while Charlie looked around the bridge.
He spotted a couple of air tanks. “1 hope you don’t mind if | borrow these on the way out.”

“When areyou leaving?’ | asked. | was't bleeding, but my leg hurt like hell. Alex tried to get ointment
from thefirg-aid locker, but Charlietold him no. “Don’t go near anything unless| tell youto,” he said.

Theairlock door was il open. “Kau,” | said. “ Close the hatch.”
It swung shuit.

“No need to do that, Chase,” Charlie said. There was something obscene in the way he pronounced my
name. “| wasn't planning on staying long.”

| stared up at him. “Force of habit.”

He glanced through the door, down the passageway. “Let’ s just go make sure we' reredly done.” He
backed off, keeping as much distance from us as he could. “ Y ou go first, Benedict. Any trouble, | shoot
her.”

“Be careful with that thing,” Alex snapped.
“Just dowhat | tell you.”

| got to my feet. It wasn't as painful asit would have been at full gravity, but | fill tried to keep my
weight off theinjured leg.

| limped aong behind Alex into the passageway, and Charlie brought up therear. All the doorswere
closed. “We re going to open them one a atime,” Charlie said. “And Chase, you stay back here near
rre”

One hand closed on my shoulder.
“Anybody we see,” he said, “is dead. No questions asked.”

“There’ snobody back here, Charlie,” Alex said. His cabin wasimmediately off the bridge. Thefirst
room. “Kau,” | said, “open room one.”

The door rolled up into the overhead. “Insde,” Charlietold Alex. | followed. He stayed at the doorway,
where he could watch the passage. Therewas asingle closet in the cabin. “Openit,” he said.

Alex pushed the manua and the door did into the bulkhead. A few shirts, apair of dacks, and ajacket
hung insde. Otherwise, it was empty.

We crossed the passageway. “ Y our cabin?’ Charlie asked, looking at me. Clothes were everywhere.
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“Pretty doppy.” We opened the closet for him. More clothes. * Y ou dwaystravel likethis, Chase?’ he
asked, dlowing himsef agrin.

“I liketo be prepared,” | said. | was serioudy hurting at that point, leaning against a bulkhead, trying to
Say upright.

Shard s quarters were next. Alex opened the door and showed him an unused room. Nothing in the



closet. Nothing in the cabinets. Charlie had dready seen dl her stuff in my place. When he was satisfied
we closed it and moved on.

One by one we went through the remaining compartments, same routine each time. We inspected the
operations center, the common room, the washrooms, and the storage area at the far end of the passage.

Charlielooked puzzled. He d been sure we would find SharaMichaels. “How have you been managing
the search without having atechnician on board who knew what she was doing?’ he asked.

“I know what I'mdoing,” | said, trying to sound insulted.

“I'msure” He used the laser to start us walking back toward the bridge. His eyes were hard and cold.
Pureice. He kept looking around. When we got to the bridge, he noticed the deck hatch—the one that
led down into the partslocker. “What' sthat?’

“A hatch,” | said.

That earned me adap that drove meto my knees. Alex glared at me. Stop provoking him.
“What'sdown there?’ Charlie demanded. “ And forget the smart mouth.”

“Supplies” | sad. “Equipment.”

“Openitup.”

| told Kalu, and the door did back into the deck. Charlie moved us away, looked down, and growled
something. “Okay. You can closeit.” He opened one of our comm links and pulled on apair of
earphones. “All set,” he said to someone at the other end of the circuit.

We couldn’t hear thereply.
Charlie nodded. “ Everything' s under control.”
Something more from the yacht.

“Okay.” Charlie kept acareful eyeon us. “We Il be changing courseinaminute,” hetold his
confederate. “Once we'relined up, | need you to bring the yacht dlongside. Off to starboard. Just tell her
and she'll take care of it. I'll be coming back in afew minutes.” He listened and nodded. “I’ll let you
know whenit'sdone.”

| wondered about the course change but said nothing. Alex’ s eyes caught mine, and | couldn’t missthe
message. Bad things coming.

Charliewasdill ligening. “Okay,” he said finally. He was nodding a whatever was being said. Then he
switched on the speaker and Signaded to Alex: “ The bosswantsto talk to you.”

Alex nodded. “Hedlo, Windy.”

“Oh,” shesad. It was her voice, whispery and sad and filled with regret. If I'd been sitting in achair, I'd
havefalen out of it. “ So you knew.”

“Sure. Who dse knew we were out here?’

“Very good.” She paused. “ | wanted you to know I’ m sorry things are turning out the way they
are”



“Itwasyou dl thetime,” | said.

“| tried to talk sense to you, Chase. But you wouldn’t listen. Neither you nor your sanctimonious
partner was willing to back off. You were going to keep defiling sites, keep stealing artifacts, and
keep selling them off for your own damned profit. I'm sorry for you, Chase.” Her voice shook.
“You have so much potential. And you’ ve made me do things I’ [l always regret. But somebody had
to stop you.”

“Why’d you kill Ollie?” Alex asked.

“ He ransacked the Gideon V site. | thought he deserved it. | assumed you’ d agree. He bought one
of the director’ s people. What | told you wastrue. | wouldn’t lie to you.”

“Not in so many words,” | said.

“That’s hardly fair. | don’t know how many times | warned you about what you and your partner
were doing.”

“So you arranged to bomb a shuttle.”
“No. | didn’t intend that.”

“That was my idea,” said Charlie. There was something surreal about that moment. Charlie was standing,
grinning, proud of himself. It seemed foolproof. Most people don't screw around the way you two do.”

“ You and Chase had to be stopped. | told himto take care of it, but to find a way to make it ook
like an accident. | never imagined—"

“It'stoo late to worry about it now,” said Charlie. “ Can't put the wasps back in the nest.”

Alex tried to lower his hands, but Charlie signaled him to keep them high. “You didn’t redly kill Ollie,” he
said, “because of Gideon V, did you? Y ou killed him because he' d begun to suspect the truth about
you.”

“| killed him because of Gideon V. But it’strue he' d begun to put things together. He was, in fact,
foolish enough to ask me the same question you just did, whether I’d been responsible for the
shuttle. | was offended.”

“I'msure” said Alex.

“1 meanit. | didn’'t want those people to die. If I’d had any idea—"
“How’d you know?’ | asked Alex.

“What € se could Ollie have wanted to tell you?’ he said. “Look out for Windy.”

“1 had no sympathy for him. I mean, we're talking about a guy who robbed tombs. Who bribed
one of our staff to get access to information. That was what outraged me. People like him and
you have no moralsat all. I’'msorry to say it, but it’s true. Even you, Chase. You' ve corrupted
Shara. By theway, | haven't heard her voice. Hello, Shara. I’'m sorry you had to get involved in
this”

“She'snot here,” said Charlie. “ There sjust the two of them.”
“ Of course she' sthere, Blink. Look around. And be careful. She's hiding somewhere. Call me



when the job’s done.” She broke the connection, and | shut down our end. We did not want to take a
chance on Windy’ s overhearing the next few minutes.

“Blink?” said Alex. “Isthat you?’

“Yeah.” Helooked nervoudy around to reassure himsalf there was no one coming up behind him.
“Okay, whereisshe?’

“Windy’ smistaken,” Alex said. “ Shara swith the Gonzalez.”

| moved a couple of pacesto my right. Away from Alex. Alex gave me amoment and inched in my
direction. Charlie responded by moving to hisright. He wanted to keep some distance between us. But
we wanted to inch him around where he’ d be standing with his back to the cargo airlock.

“What' syour full name, Blink?’ asked Alex.
“What do you care? Where sthe bitch?’
“She’ snot here”

He aimed the wegpon at a point between Alex’ seyes. Alex flinched abit, but he didn’t back away. “I'll
say it again,” he said. “ She’ snot here. Y ou know she' snot here”

“Okay. It doesn’t matter.” He pointed the weapon at the pilot’s chair. “Sit down, Chase. Y ou, too,
Benedict.”

We complied.
“Chase, put thisthing on acollision course.” He nodded toward the brown dwarf.

| started to turn around, but he held the laser where | could seeit. The torch end of the thing, which was
big, black, and lethdl.

“Kau. New course. Make for the brown dwarf.”

“ Orbital ?”

“No.” | hesitated.

Charlie pushed the laser againgt the back of my neck. The metd fdt cold. “Tell him,” he said.
“Makeit collison.”

“ Are you sure, Captain?”

“yes”

“Very good. It will require only a moderate adjustment to our present course.”

“Doit.”

“ And we will be accelerating for a few seconds.”

Alex waswatching me. “Y ou know, Charlie, Blink, whatever your nameis” he sad, “you’ re going to get
caught.”



“It' spossible. But | doubt it.”

“ Two minutes to start of maneuver,” said Kau.

“Very good,” said Charlie. “Buckle yoursdvesin, people.”

He braced himsdf againgt abulkhead. “1 hope neither of you will try anything foolish during this.”

The Spirit dipped into itsturn and began to accderate. Something went bump in the airlock.

“What wasthat? he demanded.

“Storage,” said Alex. “We probably didodged something while you were turning the place upside down.”

Charlie stole alook down the passageway. It was still empty. He hung on to amonitor while gee forces
pushed usinto our seats as we smultaneoudy accelerated and turned to port. Then it al went away. “
Maneuver complete,” said Kalu. “ We are on collision course with the dwarf. Impact in four hours,
eleven minutes.”

“Thanks, Kau.” | started to release the harness, but Charlie told meto st ill. He came up behind me
and | caught aglimpse of thelaser. | thought he was going to useit on me. But ingtead hefired at the
controls. Didn’t aim; just cranked it up and swept the beam aong the pandl. It cut through modules and
monitors. Wires popped and burned. | said something unkind and rel eased the harness, but he shook his
head no and siwung the laser, il firing, in my direction. Heamed low. | got my feet out of theway, and
the beam diced into the base of the chair and cut it off its mount. It collgpsed and spilled me onto the
deck.

“Don't get up,” hesad. “Just stay whereyou are.” Theair filled with the acrid smel of burning cables.
He smiled a me. “Believe me, I'm sorry about thisbut | don't redlly have any choice here, love” My
heart stopped. Helaid an index finger dongside hisjaw. “It can be ahard world,” he said. His back,
findly, wasto the airlock.

“You know,” Alex said, “it’ s painful to have this happen when we're so close.”
“Yeah”
“I mean, thiswould be agood time. To be out here on amission like this”

That wasintended to Sgnd Shara. Charlie, not paying drict attention, missed theline. Thiswould be a
good time. .. Now or never.

Behind him, the airlock began to open.

“I"dliketo leave you both divefor theselast few hours” hesaid. “But | can't. I’'m sorry about that but
I’m not sure what my chances would be to get out with you two loose up here. For example, I' m pretty
sure you could sedl meintheairlock. Couldn’t you?’

“Wecan't dothat,” | said. “There snoway.”
“Good. But | can't be certain. Sometimes you just don't get a break, you know?’
| was straining to keep my eyes off the hatch.

“Ladiesfirgt, | suppose. I'm redly not sure of the protocol in this sort of arrangement.” Heleveled the
weapon at me. “ Good-bye, Chase. It'll be—"



Sharacharged out of the airlock with awrench.

Charlie heard her, gtarted to turn, and | grabbed the laser. Shara swung for his head. He got one arm up,
and the wrench nailed him on the shoulder. Good enough. He screamed and went down. Alex jumped on
and we dl wrestled for the wespon.

Charlie pushed me asde and hit Sharain the jaw, sending her tumbling. Alex and Charlie were both
holding the laser when it went off again. Metd crackled and smoked. Charlie screamed and tried to
wrestleit away. It popped into the air and bounced under the auxiliary seat. They flailed away at one
another, trying to get to it. But Sharagot there first, grabbed it, soun around, and came up firing. The bolt
hit Charliein the head. He grunted, staggered back, and crumpled, dowly, as people will in low gravity.

Shara, who isnot given to messing around, held the beam on him as he went down.

“That' senough,” Alex said. He took the wegpon from her. Charlie lay flat on the deck with hisface gone
and awigp of smoke rising from his skull.

The controlswere adisaster area, charred and cut.

Sharalooked at Alex, assured hersalf he was okay, and turned to me. My leg wasn’t so good, and my
neck hurt. “1 was beginning to think you’ d forgotten me,” she said.

“I wish we could have gotten you out of there abit sooner,” | said. “1’d hoped you' d get him when he
first came aboard.”

She gazed at Alex. “There was never enough separation between you. He kept the laser aimed at your

“Wdl,” said Alex, “he’ sout of business. That'sdl that matters.”
| wasn't so sure. “Kalu,” | said, “ status report, please.”

“Hello, Chase. | no longer have control over the flight path. Control systems for main engines
and attitude thrusters on both beams are inoperative. Quantum engines are down. | have no
specifics on them at the moment. Life support isokay.” He started reading off alaundry list of
problems, but | interrupted. “ Details later, Kdu. Arewelosing air?’

“Hull integrity isintact, except hole punched through lower deck.”
“Canwemaneuver a al?’

“1 can turn us around the central axis. That's about it.”

“How about we use the lander to get clear?’ said Shara

“It doesn't have enough thrust. We d just follow the Spirit down.”

“Go to manud,” suggested Alex.

“The problem’snot the Al,” | said. “It’ sthe controls. They don’'t exist anymore. Kau, send a code white
to the Gonzalez. Tell them they have four hoursto get to us”

“No,” said Alex. “Wait.”

“What' swrong?’



“Isthecomm link off?" Alex asked.

“| shut it down afew minutes ago.”

“Then Windy doesn’t know what happened?’

“No.”

“Y ou send that code white and Windy’ [| know quickly enough.”

“It doesn’'t matter, Chase,” said Kdu. “ The long-range transmission system s inoperative. We do
have radio available.”

“That would get them herein maybe six months,” said Shara.
Alex was opening the deck hatch. “We Il have to make repairs,” he said. “We have spare parts.”

| took along look at the bridge. “I hope we have alot of them.”
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The future is no more uncertain than the present.

—Walt Whitman,
“Song of the Broad-Axe,” 1856 C.E.

“Can you make repairs?’ asked Alex.
| looked at the wreckage. “I’m not optimigtic,” | said.

Outside the viewport, the vast red clouds blocked off haf the sky. “I’m not asking you to be optimigtic.
Judt jury-rig something.”

They watched hopefully while | did aquick survey. “I could get it up and running again,” | said, “if we
have the parts, and if we had time. I’ ve got Kau to help. But the relays are gone, thewiring'supin
smoke, some of this stuff isfused. Give me aweek, and | might be able to put something together.”

“It'sthat bad,” said Alex.
“That'sabout it,” | said. “Theanswer’sno.”

“You have three hours, fifty-seven minutes,” said Kau, “ before reaching a point from which we
will not be able to extract the ship.” | guess he wastrying to be helpful.

| looked at Shara. “Why don't you cdll it ared dwarf?’
“They've always cdled thiskind of object abrown dwarf.”
“Theyacht’sour only way out,” said Alex.

“I don’t think Windy’ sgoing to invite usover.”

“I loveriding with you guys,” said Shara. “Doesthiskind of thing happen al thetime?’ Despitethe
bravado, she looked frightened. “ Anybody have any ideas?’ She' d gotten the burn ocintment and was
rubbing it into my leg while | sat with my head back and my eyes closed.
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“DoesWindy know,” asked Alex, “that we ve logt thrust?”

“Yes” | said. “No way she could missthat. What she’ swaiting for now isfor Charlieto tell her our
communications are a so down, that we can’t contact anyone. Then it’sjust amatter of picking up her
guy and clearing out.”

Alex looked down at the body. “If shefigures out Charlie'sgoneto hisreward, she' sjust going to take
off and leave us”

“Look.” | pointed at the viewports. Windy’ s yacht was pulling into position off our starboard beam.
Getting ready to extract Charlie.

| did aquick scan of thevehicle. “It' sa Lotus,” | said. “Carrying capacity is three. Pilot plustwo
passengers.”

“My God,” said Shara. “WEe ve got to do better than that.”

Alex was staring at the approaching yacht. “Only if we' reworried about Windy. | think I'm past that
point.”

“Wadll,” | continued, “there’ s always a safety margin. Y ou can get one or two more on board.
Congdering the size of that thing, I'd say one. But if we could take the damned thing, we could dert
Brankov; and then it would just be amaiter of hanging on until he got here.”

“Y ou figure there’ s anybody ese over there?’ asked Shara.
“| doubt it,” said Alex. “Thisign't thekind of flight where you take friends aong.”

Sharawas standing with her back pressed againgt the bulkhead. “ Okay, how do we manageit? She's
not going to open up for us”

“Shemight,” Alex said. “After dl, she' sexpecting Charlie”
“Sowegive her Charlie?’ | said.
“Exactly. Kau, can you impersonate Charli€ svoice?’

“1 believe s0.” | jumped. It sounded asif Charlie was up and around again. “ | want to remind you. No
surprises. | want you standing directly in front of the airlock when it opens. With your handsin the
air. If you're not there, I'll kill him. Do you understand?” Tone and inflection were perfect.

“Good,” said Alex. “Beautiful. Now let’ s call Windy and have Kau do his Charlieimpression and tell her
everybody’ s dead and he’ s coming home. Tdl her to open theairlock. If | put on his pressure suit, |
should be able to cross and get inside without her being awareit’ sme.”

“You? | sad.

“Who would you suggest?’ He knew what was coming and sent me awarning glance. “ The sooner we
get this going, Chase, the better.” He checked to make sure he had the laser.

“I should go,” | sad.
HWM!

“Same as before. | have more experience working in vacuum. And thistime al our lives depend on



getting it right.”
“Chasg, it’' stoo dangerous.”
“Y ou think it’s not dangerous sitting here waiting to see how thingsturn out?’

Hetook adeep breath and let it out dowly. “Look, it’snot that | don’t think you can handleit. But
you'reright: All our lives are on the line here. We have to give oursalves the best possible chance. She
may haveto bekilled.” His eyesbored into me. “ Are you prepared to do that?’

“If | haveto.”

Shara had been watching the sparring. “Y ou know,” she said, “I don’t want to create more problems,
but this babe is a psycho. She might be thinking this is agolden opportunity to get rid of the one person
whotiesher toit.”

“Youthink?’ | asked.

“Why not? If | werein her place and operated the way she does, the minute Charlie checked in and told
me everything here was taken care of, I’ d say good-bye, Charlie, hasta la vista, and be on my way.”

Alex and | traded unsettled glances. “ She’ sgot apoint,” he said.
“So what do we do?’
“We better think about it beforewe cal and tell her anything.”

“We need abetter idea,” Sharasaid. “ And by the way, since my lifeishanging here, too, if somebody’s
going to make ajump acrossto the Lotus, | want the most experienced person doing it.” She looked at
me

“Okay,” Alex said. “Chase, | guessyou'vegot it.”
113 Gm.”

Alex was standing back, away from the viewport, trying to look out without being visible to the other
ship. “You say the Lotus issmdl. Doesit have any interior airlocks?’

“No. Just acockpit, three small cabins, and a maintenance area.”
“So onceyou'reinsde, that’sit. No obstacles?”’

“None.”

“Okay. | haveanidea.”

“Whichis?”

“We have one thing going for us”

“What'sthat?’

“Our main airlock’son our port sde.”

“How’ sthat an advantage?’



“The Lotus is off to starboard. Shecan't seeit.”

“Okay,” sad Alex, “areweready?’ He waswearing Charli€' syellow pressure suit. Sharaand | werein
the Spirit suits.

“| think s0,” | said.

“One question,” said Alex. “When you talk to Kau, isthere any chance Windy will be ableto listen in?
“No. The hull should provide adequate shidding.”

“Don'’t forget that the launch doorswill be open,” said Shara

“That’sright. | forgot.”

“Then she will be ableto hear us”

“Maybe we better assume she will.”

“Okay,” hesad. “Everybody keep it in mind. Arewe ready?’

Nodsall around.

“Let’'smove.”

Sharaand Alex cycled through the cargo airlock onto the lower deck. | waited five minutes, spending
most of my time watching the dwarf get closer. A sorm wasfloating in its upper atmosphere, acircular
smear, darker than the bloodred clouds around it.

| had Charlie' slaser. | checked its power levelsand tied it to my belt. Then | strapped on my air tanks
and athruster pack.

When the five minutes had elapsed, | told Kalu to get ready and opened achannd to the Lotus.
“Windy,” sad Kdu, in Charlie svoice, “ we have a problem.”

“What isit, Blink? What' s taking so long?”

| fed Kau thereply. “ 1 took out the main boards. But they have a backup bridge on this thing. In
the launch bay. In case of emergency.”

“ Knock it out, too.”

“I’mworking on it.”

“What do you mean, you' re working on it, Blink? Just demolish it. Where' s Benedict?”
“He'sloose. He got clear.”

“ Say again.”

“He got clear. Windy, the laser failed. That’s why there’ s a problem.”

“ Goddamn it, Blink. | told you to check everything.”

“ 1t was charged. But the damned thing blew up in my hand.”



“Where are you now?’
“Ontheauxiliary bridge.”

“ Okay. Do what you have to. Take the goddam thing apart physically. How about
communications?”

“ They' ve got a long-range capability.”

“Then don't let it happen. Kill them.”

“ The two women are already dead.”

“ At least you got that part of it right.”

“ Benedict got down through the airlock when the laser went out.”
“You can't find him?”

“ He' sdown here somewhere.”

“ All right. Don’t worry about him. Just destroy the controls and make sure you get their
communications. Let me know when it’s done.”

| opened acircuit to Alex. Because of the possibility that Windy might overhear, we couldn’t talk to one
another. So | smply left it open for Six seconds and shut it down. Alex would hear the carrier wave, and
the six seconds told him phase one had gone according to schedule. Initiate phase two in five minutes.

| disconnected Kau and put the chips that constituted his memory and programsinto a pocket. Then |
put on my helmet and went into the main airlock. Two minuteslater | was outside, bathed in dark red

light.

If Windy wasn't watching the Spirit, we had no problem. But we knew she would be. Probably, her
attention would be riveted on the cargo airlock, where Charlie had made his entry and which was ill

open.

Precisdly five minutes after I’ d sent Alex the carrier wave, | sent a prerecorded messagein Charli€'s
voice. “ Windy, | got the son of a bitch.” Moments|ater, if our timing was right, two space-suited
figures, onein Lotus yelow, the other in Survey green, fought their way past the open doors. The struggle
went slent as, presumably, Charlie' sradio was shattered. (There was no way we could redistically
coordinate the sounds of combat with whatever Windy might be seeing.)

But it worked. “ Blink!” she said. “ Kill him. Don't let him near the other bridge.”
| climbed atop the Soirit, and launched mysdlf toward the Lotus.
“Blink! Answer up! You got him. Finish him off!”

The cargo airlock cameinto view as| cleared the hull and began to approach the yacht. | caught
movement but couldn’t quite make out what was happening.

For the minute or so it took meto get across | was horribly exposed. In full view. All she needed do was
look away from the thestrics.

The Lotus’sairlock was shut. | landed besideit as gently as| could and touched the manual control. The



lock opened, and | dipped inside.

The outer hatch closed and air pressure began to build. If Windy was paying any attention at dl, she
knew by then someone had invaded the airlock. And it shouldn’t be hard to guess what was going on.

Her voice broke out of thelink. “ Who'sin there?”
What adip.
“1 know you're there, Alex. It won't do you any good.”

| could hear her, tinkering with the hatch. Probably trying to figure out away to sedl it S0 | couldn’t useit.
But airlocks aren’t designed that way. It'sasafety feature. Y ou can dways open the inside hatch aslong
astheair pressure matches whatever’ s outside.

“You might as well go back where you came from, Alex. You come through that door, you're
dead.” Her voicewas pitched high.

Air pressure reached normal and | shut it off. | thought about what would be waiting when | opened the
hatch. Nutcase with another laser. Or ascrambler.

A shoot-out could go either way, and there was too much at stake to take any chances. | thought about
the question Alex had put to me. If it cameto it, could | take Windy’slife? And | redized the only certain
way to save the Situation was to do o.

| reversed thelock controls, putting it back on the decompression cycle. She saw immediately what |
was doing.

“That’s smart,” shesaid. “ Get out while you can, Alex.”

| knew the makeup of the yacht. Beyond the bulkhead on my right was a cabin. A storage compartment
lay tomy left.

“1 assume you killed Blink,” shesaid. “ And this has all been an elaborate charade. But no matter.
He wasn’t very competent anyhow, was he? How did you manage it?”

The air pressure hit zero. | opened the outer hatch and looked across at the Spirit. Sharaand Alex were
standing near the cargo doors, watching. We' d agreed they were to stay clear until the thing got settled.
Nothing they could do, in any case.

“You don’t want to talk to me, that’s okay. It doesn’t matter, Alex. | won't take offense. |
understand you' re upset. I’m sorry things are turning out this way. It’'s nothing personal. | just
can’t continue allowing you to rape the sites. You're too good at it.”

“Hello, Windy,” | sad. “How’sit going?’

“Chase!” She sounded horrified. “ He sent you? That coward sent you?”
“It wasmy idea.”

“He' seven a bigger lout than | thought.”

| wondered if Alex was getting this. “He has't killed anybody.”

“You're a cool one, aren’'t you, Chase? Lecturing me about morals. What a joke.”



“I'm sorry you think so.”

| picked the right-hand side, the side that bordered the cabin. | released the laser from my belt, aimed it
at the bulkhead, and pushed the firing stud.

“ Say away, Chase. Go back where you came from.”

The red beam snicked on and touched metal, about head high. The metal started to scorch. Black drops
bubbled and ran down the bulkhead. | watched it with a sense of satisfaction. Pictured her standing on
the other sde. My longtime friend. God help me.

“ All right. Get out of the lock. I’'m leaving. If you're still there, you' re going to get bounced
around pretty good.”

| can't say | felt any sympathy for her.

“ Go, Chase. Get clear.”

| lengthened the cut, drawing aline about ahaf meter long.

“ Are you out, Chase? Last chance.”

| did apardle cut an arm’slength lower. More bubbles, moreair.
“ Chase?’

“I'm dill here”

Air pressure ingde the yacht was thirty-two pounds per square inch. It began to push through into the
lock.

A whitelamp flashed on, started to blink. It Sgnaed a maneuver coming up. Danger. Belt down.
“What are you doing?” she screamed. “ Chase, stop!”

She was up front now, probably climbing into her seat, and suddenly getting warning lights. The deck
trembled. The engineswere coming on-line,

| made avertical cut at one end of the paralle lines, connecting them.
“Whatever you're doing, Chase, please stop. Please. I'll open up.”
Good-bye, Windy, | thought. And started the fourth cut, to compl ete the rectangle.

The bulkhead blew open as we began to accelerate. | was thrown backward. A hurricane of clothing,
plastic, and towels blasted into the airlock and were spewed out through the open hatch.

THIRTY-FOUR

Y ou may have your quantum-powered marvels, darting into the degpest vaults of the sky. Y ou may jump
between the gdaxies, leaving light in your wake. Asfor me, | like to see what' s out the window. Give me
abrisk wind and a schooner under afull head of sail.

—KashaThilby,
Sgnsof Life, 1428
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The acceleration pinned meto abulkhead in the airlock, and | had to wait it out. After afew minutes, it
shut down and | was able to get out of the lock and up to the cockpit. Windy was dead, tangled in the
harness, frozen, asphyxiated, bloated. It didn’t look like her anymore.

| pulled her clear and set her on the deck. The Al wasn't going to accept direction from astranger, so |
went off-line and started the long turn that would take me back to the Spirit. Then | used the Lotus’s
comm system to contact the Gonzalez, and told them we needed assistance. Not an emergency, |
added, because by that time we had things under control. They acknowledged and said they’ d be on
their way in about an hour.

| put Windy in one of the compartments and closed the door.
Needlessto say, Sharaand Alex were relieved when | pulled alongside the Spirit and took them off.

We closed the outer airlock hatch and repressurized. They listened to my account of what had happened,
and Alex became solicitous. Was | okay? Y ou did the right thing. No choice.

We debated going back to the Spirit to recover Charlie sbody. But it entailed too much risk. We were
getting deep into the dwarf’ s gravity well. So we took a pass and lifted away, while the Spirit continued
itslong plunge toward the bright red clouds.

Alex got on the circuit with Brankov and guaranteed he' d find the flight worthwhile. He refused to divulge
details, but Brankov had no trouble guessing we' d found Bafour.

We welded a patch over the section I’ d burned out of the airlock, restoring it to working order.
“I think it stime,” Alex said, “that we take alook at Bafour.”

The optical equipment on board the L otus was minima. The yacht had a single telescope, intended for
navigation only, which meant no serious long-range capability and no fine-tuning. We couldn’t make out
much planetary detail until we were virtualy on top of the place. The atmosphere, agauzy cloud-filled
envelope, looked terrestrial enough. Gradually two idand-continents and a vast globe-encircling ocean
cameinto view. We could see afew storms. Polar ice caps appeared. And mountain chains and rivers.

“I guessthey knew what they weredoing,” said Alex.

Sharalooked thoughtful. “I don’t see how it could have made any difference. They couldn’t have
survived the trangition phase. But it would have been anicetry.”

Alex asked again about ground conditions while the world was being hauled out of orbit.

“It' sunlikely any of the larger land animas could have survived,” Sharasaid. “ After theinitid shock,
planetary rotation would have been disrupted whileit went into tidal lock. That triggers everything.
They’ d have had turbulent oceans, supersonic hurricanes, volcanic eruptions, you nameit.”

“And thiswould last—7"

“Forty years. Maybefifty. Maybe longer. It’s not my specidty, but I’ d guessit would continue well
beyond any capability acolony would havefor survivd.”

“It looks placid now,” | said.

Blue water, clouds, river valeys. Even thejungleslooked inviting. “It' sexactly the right distance from the
dwarf,” said Shara.



“For reasonable ground temperatures?’

“Yes. Onthefacing side, of course. The back side of the world will be pretty cold.”
“Would the ocean freeze?’

“Don’t know.”

Clouds were, for the most part, white cumulus, but colored by the crimson glow of the pseudosun. The
storms we' d seen through the scope drifted across the broad expanse of the ocean. Snow lay on some of
the higher peaks. “Y ou were right about the jungle,” said Alex. It appeared to be spread across both
landmasses.

The Lotus burned an exorbitant amount of fuel. Alex had been anxiousto get to Balfour, so we camein
at apretty good clip. “1’m going to use the planet to dow usdown,” | said. “We Il go around, about
three-quarters of an orbit. A lot of it over the cold side. I'm sorry about that, but there’ snot much | can
do.”

“Okay,” sad Alex. “What then?’

“WEe Il come out with an anglethat’ Il dlow usto go into orbit around the dwarf. When we' ve shed
enough velocity we'll come back here. Less stress on everybody and alot easier on the fuel.”

Alex looked wigtfully at the arc of the world. “Wish we had alander,” he said.
“The Gonzalez will have one”
Sharalaughed. 1’ m sure Emil will be happy to accompany you down.”

Wewerein orbit around the dwarf when the Gonzal ez contacted us and announced it wasin the
neighborhood. “ What isthat thing?” asked Brankov, referring to the dwarf. “ Is that the surprise you
promised us?”

“Yes” sad Alex. “That'sit. Or part of it, anyhow.”
“What'stherest of it?”
“I’'m not sure where you are just now, Emil. But can you see the blue planet in orbit around it?’

“Negative.” Hisresponsetook more than aminute. So the Gonzalez was ill a aconsderable
distance. He was wearing a Beron jacket, one of those stiff models with pockets everywhere. “ Isthere
a blue planet here somewhere?” | wasn't sure whether he was asking us or hispilot.

“In orbit around the dwarf,” said Alex. “A living world.”

“ Are you serious?’

“Absolutely.”

“ Okay. That’sinteresting. What’s it have to do with us?’

“It used to bein the Tinicum system.”

Brankov grinned. It was a big, what-time-does-the-cel ebration-start expression.

A few hours later we dipped into an equatoria orbit around Balfour. We were over the dark side during



those early minutes, and could see nothing below, except land and water.

We watched the sun rise, and crossed the terminator into the daylight. It was our first leisurely look at the
world. Alex was glued to the viewport, and Shara was watching the monitor. They both reacted at the
sametime, Alex pumping afist while Sharatold mein an excited voice to look.

| saw an inland area.on one of theidand continents. Other than that—?

Sharatried to enhance. Alex waved me closer to the viewport. Get a better angle, look, down there.

The jungle seemed to have been cleared away and there was a cluster of straight lines. Near alarge lake.
“Acity?’ | said.

“Andthere” said Alex. Morelines, farther north. Embracing ariver.

I’m not surewhat | saw in hiseyes at that moment. Usually, when wefind anew ste, he assumes his
modest genius gppearance. Sometimes, if it's been along hunt, he doesn’t bother, and there ssmply a
sense of triumph. But | don’'t know what it was that time. Delight. Sadness. Widtfulness. Exhilaration. All

wrapped together.
“More” Sharasaid. Along the southern coastline, but still in the terminator. We counted five clugters.

“Nothing on the other bigidand,” said Alex.

“That' sbecauseit’ sindirect sunlight,” said Shara. “It’ stoo warm. Everything we ve seenisin the twilight
zone. That' s where the weather would be most comfortable.”

We passed over and lost them. The Lotus didn’'t have a tel escope that could look down to therear. Alex
confronted Sharawith a huge smile. * So much for the tidal waves and tornadoes,” he said.

Shewas frowning. “ Shouldn’t have been possible”
“Sureit was. They rodeit out in orbit. In the Bremerhaven. They stayed there until things camed down.”
“For forty years?’ Sharaand | both blurted it out. Nobody was buying that story.

“Yes. That'swhy they needed the greenhouses. Look, they needed to get the Seeker under way as
quickly aspossible, so it could get to Earth and, they hoped, trigger arescue effort. They expected
there’ d be some survivors on Margolia. But they probably didn’t trust the Seeker. It was their best shot,
but they weren't sure. They knew Bafour would eventualy become livable and that conditionson
Margoliawould be extreme. So, before cannibalizing the Bremer haven, they used it to bring some
people here. Then they stripped it and sent the Seeker onitsway.

“The Bafour group stayed on board. In orbit. Forty, fifty years. Whatever it took. WWhen conditions
settled down on the ground, they were able to go down and establish themsalves.”

“That’ swhy therewas no lander,” | said.
“Right. It sbelow us, somewhere.”
“How many you figure there were?’ | asked.

“Don’t know. Not many, I’d think. Asfew asthey could get away with. Only afew hundred, probably.
Maybe not that many. The fewer they had, the better their chances. What' s the minimum number you'd



have to haveto alow safe reproduction?’
Nobody knew.

Sharagtared at the blue world. “Pity,” she said.
“Why?What do you mean?’ | asked.
“Thecavdry’salittlelate”

Suddenly there was ocean before us again. Behind us, the dwarf-sun sank toward the rim of the planet.
The seawas blue and polished and quiet. We rushed toward the darkness.

“That onearea,” said Shara, “is probably the only piece of real estate on the planet that has comfortable
temperatures. I'll tell you what | think—"

We never found out because she broke off and squealed and pointed at the screen.
Something in the ocean.

“Can you enhanceit?’ she asked. “It looks—"

Likeaship.

It wasn't much more than awake. The object leaving it wastoo small to make out.

“Might bealargefish,” said Alex. | tried to get a better picture but it went fuzzy. “Damn thisthing,” he
sad.

Confirmation came from the Gonzal ez, which was, asit approached, able to use its telescopes. I'll never
forget Brankov’ sfirst words: “ My God, Alex, they're dive down there.”

THIRTY-FIVE

Human exigtence is girt round with mystery: the narrow region of our experienceisasmal idand inthe
midst of aboundless sea. To add to the mystery, the domain of our earthly existence isnot only anidand
ininfinite space, but dso ininfinite time. The past and the future are alike shrouded from us: we neither
know the origin of anything whichis, nor itsfina destination.

—John Stuart Mill,
Three Essays on Religion, 1874 C.E.

Who would have thought?

The Gonzalez’ s sensors and tel escopes keyed on the planetary surface, and they picked up images that
wererelayed to the Lotus. Cities. Bridges and highways. Harbors and parks. Something that looked like
atrain arced across a canyon. And | thought | caught a glimpse of an aircraft.

Brankov cdled again: “ There’ s an electronic cloud. They're talking to each other!” We heard
cheering in the background.

| don’t know how to describe the exhilaration of those moments. It almost wiped out my discomfort over
the events of the preceding hours. It was agood time. | took amoment to congratulate Alex, to kisshim,
and hang on to himin the way sometimes wetry to hang on to aspecid moment, hoping it will never end.
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A tidal wave of news broke over us. The Gonzal ez picked up video signals, music, voices. | tried to get
some of it directly using the yacht’ s equipment. The sky wasfilled with traffic.

Alex was ecdtatic. Shara pronounced herself dumbfounded. “ They’ ve been isolated out here more than
half of recorded history,” she said. “ These people could not have survived.” Sheliterdly glowed.

A few hourslater, the Gonzalez came a ongside, and we crossed over to handshakes and claps on the
back. Have adrink. How’ d you guys ever figure this out? They’ ve got satellites! Look at this over here:
A bal game. With three teams on the field. How long did you say they’ ve been out here?

They were throwing the incoming images across banks of monitors and relaying some of it back to
urvey.

Alex looked happier than I’ d ever seen him. He accepted congratul ations from everybody. Sharaand |
got smooched by every guy on the ship. They weren't fooling anybody. But what the hell, how often did
something like that happen?

Shard s eyes were bright with emotion. When things camed down a bit she came over. “Y ou did good,
Chase,” shesaid.

“ItwasAlex,” | told her. “I’d havelet it go along time ago.”
“Yeah. But | think you deserve alarge piece of the credit.” She grinned. “My buddy.”

Thosefirgt minutes were filled with images: atower that had to be part of aradio transmission network, a
beach loaded with people, a park with fountains and broad lawns and children. “I guessthe lesson,” one
of theresearchers sad, “isthat we' re tough little monkeys. We don't go down easily.”

Brankov stood erect and beaming like a conquering hero. “Biggest discovery in human history,” he said.
They raised their cupsto Alex, the Margolians, Shara, and finally to me. As | write thesewords, I'vea
picture of that glorious moment on the wal a my right hand.

We found additiond cities. They were dl located along the terminator, where weather would be most
accommodating. Some had tall needle towerslike the City on the Crag, some had vast parks, a couple
seemed smply to have spread out haphazardly. One resembled avast whed. In each of these places, the
inhabitants had besten back thejungle, literdly walled it off.

We saw more aircraft.

And listened to radio broadcasts. “ Can’t understand any of it,” said afrustrated Brankov. 1 wonder if
they know we're here.”

The Al was assgned to acquire atrandation capability.

Brankov had undergone atransformation. The formality and reserve were gone. He stood revealed asa
collection of enthusiasms. Loved hiswork. Loved being out in thefield. Loved being on hand when things
were hgppening. Loved hislunch. I’'m not sure | ever knew anyone maintain so high aleve of exhilaration
through so prolonged a period. That first night hetried to talk Sharainto his bed. She ducked, and he
tried hisluck with me. “It would be away to celebrate,” hetold me. “A way to make the event
unforgettable.” Asif it weren't dready. While he waited for aresponse, he added, “Thisseemslikea
moment when anything is possble”

Allindl, it wasameagnificent time.



A debate started over whether it would be prudent to pay our groundside cousinsavidt. “They’ rean
alien culture,” one of Brankov's specidists argued. “Doesn’'t matter that they’ re human. We should let
them be, to develop asthey wish. They should belet done.”

| wasn't redlly invited to comment, but | did anyhow. | pointed out that | didn’t know anything about
impeding development, but going down to say hello to people who' d have no clue who we were or what
we wanted, could be dangerous. “We might get amissile up our rear end,” | said. “They’ ve been donea
long time. Strangers dropping out of the sky might make them nervous.”

It was Alex who made the decisive observation: “They’ re not supposed to be out here. Leave them here,
and they’ll remain isolated. They can't see any other worlds. They probably do not know where they
came from. Probably think they’ re native to Balfour. Let them be, and they’ re stuck here.”

Therewas atall, angular woman who looked asif she worked out alot. She was an archeologist, whose
name |’ ve forgotten, determined that we would go down. And that she would accompany the effort.
What were we afraid of ? For God' s sake, al you had to do, she said, was look at the images. Kidsin
parks, people walking the streets. These were clearly not barbarians.

| wondered if the various bloodthirsty governments down the ages had made it a point to keep everyone
out of the parks and off the streets, but | let it ride.

She succeeded in making al the malesfed asif they were cowardly, so they decided that sure, it was
their clear duty to make our presence known. We d take our chances, what the hell.

Even Alex, who' susudly shrewder than that, bought in to direct contact.

So we organized amission. Brankov was literally drooling at the prospect of descending onto a capital
lawn somewhere, getting out, and saying hello. The female archeologist talked asiif there' d be aband and
acheering crowd.

The lander could accommodate seven, plusapilot. Alex, of course, automatically could claim aseat. Did
| wishto go?

| preferred to hear what they were talking about on the surface before | got into anything. | had this
image of savages rushing Captain Cook. “No, thanks” | said. “I’ll wait here. Let me know how it turns
ajt.ll

Sharasaid she' d be happy to take my place.

Brankov and four other archeologists, including the female, would fill out the misson. They were anxious
to get Sarted. There was even sometalk of not waiting for the trand ation capability. But Alex took a
stand on that. Let’ s hear what they’ re saying before we do anything rash, he ingsted.

We estimated a population of about 20 million. The inhabitants didn’t have an extensive land surface at
their disposa, of course. The night side of the planet wastoo cold, the side facing the dwarf, too hot.
That wasn't to say no one could live out there. But it took a pioneer.

We |oaded the lander with supplies and settled back to wait for the Al.

| know thisisinconsstent, but | was annoyed that they’ d leave me behind. I’ d expected Alex to put up
an argument when | backed off. If he had, maybe I’ d have caved. But I’ d have liked to see the effort.

While they waited for the Al to get ahandle on the language—" | don’t have translation software,”
he' d explained, “ so | have to improvise” —I went back to the Lotus, tied Kau into the yacht’ s base



system, and said hello. He thanked me for the rescue and, at my request, produced Harry.
Harry wore an al-wesather jacket and looked resigned. “1’ ve got good news,” | told him.
Something very much like suspicion crept into hiseyes. “ What?” he asked.
“They'rehere” | said. “The colony survived.”

The rdlaysfrom the Gonzal ez’ s tel escopes were flickering across the monitor. Kids. Boats. Farms.
Aircraft. Cities. Roadways.

“1"ve prayed for this, but did not dare hope.” | wondered if the prayers of an avatar counted for
anything. “ | would not have believed it possible.”

| described how they’ d doneit, and he nodded asif he'd known dl the timethey’ d survive.

“ Do they know who they are? Where they came from?”

“We don't know yet. That may be expecting too much.”

“ Okay. | don’t suppose you know anything about Samantha and the boys?”

“No,” | said. “Harry, it sbeen solong.”

“ Of course.”

“Maybe ther€ | be arecord somewhere.”

Alex cdled from the Gonzalez. “ We' ve got the trandlator,” hesaid. “ We're going down.”
“Becareful,” | told him. “Tell them | said hello.”

| crossed back to the other ship because | didn’'t want to be alone while it was happening. | got therea
few minutes before launch and just in time to hear the Al stop the proceedings dead in their tracks.

“We arereceiving a transmission fromthe ground,” hesaid. “ It isdirected at us and addressed to
‘Unidentified Vehicle.” ”

“Fromwhom?’ asked Alex, who was struggling into a pressure suit.
“ Do you wish meto ask?” saidtheAl.

Brankov and Alex looked at each other, and s multaneous grins appeared. “ Put him through,” said
Brankov.

It was awoman. Gray hair, stern features, intense green eyes. She stood beside a cabinet with glass
doors. The cabinet wasfilled with plates and goblets. She looked across the short space of the common
room a Brankov and then at two or three of the others. Shefinally settled on Brankov. She asked a
questionin an unfamiliar language, and the Al, trandating in afemde voice, sad, “ Who are you?”

Brankov sgnaled for Alex to reply. He took adeep breath. “My nameis Alex Benedict,” he said.
“No. | mean, who are you?’

“I'msorry,” sadtheAl. * | do not think I’ m getting the translation quite right.”



Alex laughed. It was okay. He kept his eyes on the woman. “We ve come looking for you,” hesaid. “It’'s
along story.”

EPILOGUE

Harry’ s colonids had no ideawho they were. The world on which they lived was smply The World.
Therewas no other. The great migration across the stars had been lost, but the episode of the brown
dwarf and their own descent onto Balfour was dimly remembered as part of a sacred text. The ancient
writings maintained they had been brought into the world by acompany of divine beings, acrossashining
bridge. That an earlier attempt had failed when the recipients proved ungrateful and proud. And that the
divinitieswould return one day to lead a select few onward to paradise.

Only afew ill believed any of that. Margolian science, thousands of years ago, discovered there were
two mutually exclusve biosystemsin the world, one embracing humans, awide variety of edible fruitsand
vegetables, and certain animas and fish. Everything €lse was of adifferent order atogether. Food from
one system did not nourish creatures from the other, nor could diseases generally strike acrossthe
boundary. Biologists explained it by concluding life had gotten started twice. But afew true believers
maintained that the dua stream of life, asit was known, showed the origina second-creation story to be
vdid.

Alex had told the woman at the other end of the comm link the entire story. She' d listened, gone pale and
looked skeptical by turns. She' d brought in someone else, atal, glowering man who behaved asif we
weretrying to push red estate, and Alex had told the story again.

And 4till again, to an even taller man in ablue robe.

Emil—we were by then on first-name terms—took over, and talked to someone else, short, dumpy,
red-haired, dressed in white. The offices kept getting bigger, so we knew we were moving up the chain.

Between the redheaded guy and whatever was going to come next, we intercepted a video broadcast.
And therewas Alex’ s conversation with the woman, explaining how everybody on the planet had come
from aplace called Earth, that they’ d been missing for hundreds of generations, and that the visitors were
ddighted to have found their long-lost brothers and sisters.

Smile, Alex. You'reon Universa TV.

Despite the fears of some on board that there' d berioting in the Streets, the Margolians accepted the
assertions with equanimity. Within the next hour we picked up televised debates and commentary on
whether the story of the visitorswas credible or preposterous. Within thirty hourswe' d received an
invitation to vidt the community leaders.

The landing party were received asfriends. The Margolians had agood laugh at our speech patterns and
the way we dressed. We found their food impossible to get down. Prominent men and women were
invited to say hello, and they had questionsfor us designed to dicit the truth. They also took tissue
samples and, |ater that day, announced that we were indeed kin.

It never got dark along the terminator. The trees whispered in the westerly wind, the sun remained
permanently affixed just over the horizon. It dwaysfelt like early evening.

The Margolians had sent shipsinto theicy waters of the dark side. They’ d established bases, sometimes
for military reasons, but usualy for scientific purposes, at various points on the globe. They’ d developed
different languages, different rligions, different political systems. That had resulted in wars during thelr
early years, but they’ d long since banished armed conflict. There were too few habitable placesin the


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\Seeker-toc.html

world. Common sense dictated peaceful societies. They’ d developed manufacturing capabilities so early
there was no record when it had happened.

Because there were no seasons, and no day-night cycle, they acquired some curious ideas about time. It
existed only asameasurement of duration between events. It was purely ahuman contrivance. There had
never been asecond Eingein.

On the whole, they’ ve done well for themselves. (None among them, | understand, would recognize the
name Margolian.) They’ ve prospered with limited natural resources. They’ ve etablished democratic
governments throughout the Bakar a, the terminator, that happy zone where sunlight isindirect and it is
dwaysealy evening.

Today, of course, you can seereplicas of Margolian statuary and other art forms, and even afew
originals, at mgor museums throughout the Confederacy. Some of their architectural designs have been
adopted in places asfar away as Toxicon and the Spinners. Last year’ s number one best-sdlling novel
was by anative of the Bakara. And | should add that their average life span isamost twelve years longer
than ours.

They never got off-world. There was no moon, and they could see no targets for exploration.
Knowledge of the outside universe appears to have been lost early, and the conviction that theirswasthe
only world remains hard even now for many of them to shake. To thisday, there are Margolians who
ing st that the Vigtation, asthey cdl our arriva, never redly happened. That it' sall acongpiracy of some
sort.

Despite their advancesin so many fields, astronomy remained in adark age. The nature of thelightsin the
night sky (which were, of course, visible only to those who ventured out onto the dark side) was for them
an enduring mystery, one whaose solution defied generations of scientists.

Thefirgt trandations of Margolian histories began to appear within afew months after we got home. They
have a decent record of events going back almost five thousand years. Before that, their history becomes
spotty and eventudly vanishesinto aweter of myth. The earliest city of which they know, Argol, was
destroyed in the wars and is now the subject of amagjor archeologicd effort.

Thelr history, initsgenerd outline, isnot unlike that of humanity a home. There wereinvasionsand
massacres, dictators and dark ages and rebellions. And an occasiona renaissance. Philosophies, some
rational, others destructive, had their day. Religions seem to have been there from the beginning. They
were tolerant of each other during their early years, oppressive and exclusive asthe years passed and, |
Suppose, as memories of Earth faded.

There safair amount of talk now that we'll be ableto learn agreat ded about human nature by
comparing the experience on Bafour with that of society at large.

Asl writethis, Alex isthere. He got interested in some of their myths, which refer to alost city. Sekatais
sad to have been an advanced civilization built, for reasons no one can imagine, on the night sde. Alex
thinks it might have been the original base, established before the catastrophe. He says he knows where
to look.

| haven't said anything to him about Harry because he would accuse me of being sentimental. But | hope
he succeeds and that he finds evidence that Samantha, Harry Jr., and Tommy made the flight to Balfour. |
know Harry himsdf wouldn’t have gone. Not if he’ sthe man he seemsto be.

I”’m happy to report that the Wescotts' reputation has prospered. Their achievement in finding the Seeker
has more than overshadowed any question of their using the discovery for selfish purposes.



Blink had several names. He turned out to be arenegade navy pilot who had aready been convicted of
murder for hire. He' d undergone persondity reconstruction, but obvioudy his old tendencies resurfaced,
and he sold his servicesto Windy. He remains the best known case during modern times of recidivism
after amind wipe.

Amy Kolmer got alot of money out of the cup, but | understand sheisbroke again.

Hap Plotzky was convicted of two more assaults after my experience with him. After our return from
Margolia, he asked meto be a character witness at histrial, one of the more brazen acts |’ ve seenin my
life. Currently, he does hedge trimming and generd yard work in Kappamong, in the KawallaMountains.
He has no memory of hisyears asaburglar and athug, and he thinks hisnameis Jasperson. Last year,
the townspeople named him one of their one hundred mode citizens.

Next timeyou'rein Mute territory you might enjoy visiting the Museum of Alien Life-formson Provno.
They have an entire wing devoted to Margolia. And avatars of Alex and me. Counting the Neanderta,
that makes three of us.



