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"The ashes blew straight up," repeated Sonam
quietly, "as if they were caught in a vortex. There is no clearer
sign than that."

The wind was whispering softly as the
committee of High Lamas meditated on the shores of the lake. Sonam
should have been relaxing into that meditation along with the rest
of the committee, but his thoughts were restless, colored with
anxiety. No, it was more than anxiety: it was dread.

"Yes," replied Yonten sadly, sitting
cross-legged to his left and equally failing to meditate. "It was
only a matter of time."

"And the Oracle couldn't get any clear sense
of him here on Earth," Sonam continued, the words slipping from the
corner of his mouth.

From his position in front of them, Saragarhi
turned his head and regarded the pair sourly, all meditative
quiescence gone. "Your minds seem scattered today, brothers. But
you may calm yourselves. I have had the vision that we seek."

Sonam asked in surprise, "You have?
Already?"

Saragarhi nodded. Gently, he added, "Tell me
Sonam, do you enjoy long journeys?"

"You know I do not," answered the lama.

Saragarhi let out a sigh. "Then I fear you
will not like what I saw."

Sonam felt the dread settle about his
shoulders, bearing down on him like a dead weight. "Is the tulku we
seek so very far away?"

Yonten muttered crossly, "You know how
contrary Gendun Gyatso could be. He even said before he died that
he'd use his phowa as a way of protesting what's happening here in
Nepal."

Sonam ignored Yonten and stared beseechingly
at Saragarhi. "Tell me," he pleaded.

The older lama replied serenely, "My vision
was of an orange moon orbiting Saturn."

"No," exhaled Sonam, before he could stop
himself.

Saragarhi continued, "And of a small metal
thing that floated near it. The metal place looked very old, almost
worn out, I'd say."

"Getting there is going to cost a packet,"
spat Sonam.

Saragarhi had the cheek to simply shrug in
response to the financial objection. "We must go where we must. The
days when we searched only in the local region are long gone."

Yonten interjected diplomatically. "I'll get
some pictures of the moons of Saturn. Let's see if our brother can
identify which one he saw in his vision." He smiled beatifically.
"Once we have the moon pinned down, it should be relatively
straightforward to establish what station we need to visit."

The lama stood up slowly, his aged joints
stiff. "Don't fret, Sonam. I'm sure the flight won't last more than
a year. Eighteen months, tops."

*

Molly Douglas was trying to get Oli to nap
when Commander Hanover called. With her three-year-old child
shrieking in the background, she answered the line.

"Molly? Sorry to disturb you, but something
rather important has come up." She found she couldn't quite tell
what expression was on Hanover's face in the small image projected
by the wall-mounted communicator. He looked as amused as he was
panicked, the two conflicting feelings warring for territory on his
features.
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