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Young Amy at Shasta – The Beginning

 


Amy was the witness on the night the
sky turned pink all over the world.

 


The night was so full of stars there didn’t
seem to be any room between them for the usual velvety black sky.
It was chilly, even on this gorgeous summer night, because of the
altitude, and Mount Shasta was a spooky place in any case. Amy
shivered, hoping that Mr. Michaels would notice and maybe even put
his arm around her (fantasy thought). Mr. Michaels, at two A.M.,
was trying to find any decent moon of Saturn, wishing he was home
in bed, and hoping neither he nor the school got sued for any
shenanigans fueled by teen hormones. Astronomy was never like
this.

 


“Amy, look through this, and don’t jiggle
the ‘scope.” Amy looked and shivered and jiggled the tripod stand.
“I can’t see anything, Mr. Michaels. What should I do?” “Dammit, I
just had it lined up with Ganymede. Don’t you have a jacket?”

 


One of the boys, Jason, popped up. “Here
Amy, you can have my jacket.” Amy, even in the gawky stage, was
very cute. Jason was trying to get close to her, but so far had
only managed to get her to come to this astronomy field trip - not
even a touch or a kiss. Amy frowned, looking suspiciously at Jason
for the motive she suspected he had, and took the jacket without a
Thank You. It was warm from Jason’s body heat. She liked the idea.
But it was Mr. Michaels she adored, and he knew everything.
If she could only get him to pay attention.

 


“There it is. Amy, you look first. The rest
of you guys line up, and don’t touch the telescope.”

 


Amy squinted and saw a tiny disk of light
with a blob in the middle - Ganymede. So what. She remembered
trying to calculate the time it took light to travel to Ganymede on
the last quiz. She got the arithmetic right but forgot to convert
the units from miles per hour to kilometers per second and got a
ridiculous answer. She was intensely aware of Mr. Michaels
cologne.

 


“Why is it turning pink, Mr. Michaels?”

 


“What’s turning pink? Ganymede?”

 


“No. The sky around Ganymede looks pink.”
Amy looked up. The whole sky seemed a bit pink, but there were so
many stars it was hard to be sure.

 


“That’s not possible. Now record the azimuth
and altitude and your observations and give up the ‘scope to the
next in line.” Amy pulled her notebook out where it was tucked into
the back of her waistband and took a pen out of her hair and
scrawled, covering a whole page. The sky was definitely pink. She
wrote that down, too, with the time, and even converted it to
GMT.

 


Jason hovered somewhere behind her. “Amy,
maybe we can share that jacket. I’m c,c,cold.”

 


“Jason, you can have your damn jacket back,
just keep your hands off me. I’ll go sit in the bus.” She dropped
the jacket on the ground, putting on her best exasperated “stupid
boys” look, and turned around, ready to face Jason down. All she
could see of him was his head outlined in stars, and the sky was
really pink now.

 


Wait, she thought, I never saw the sky pink
before. It’s hours until dawn, something must be happening
here.

 


“Mr. Michaels, Mr. Michaels!” Amy,
jacketless, was pulling on his coat. Mr. Michaels was once more
bent over the telescope, flashlight in hand, adjusting the
settings. “What now, Amy?” “What’s happening with the sky?” she
said, a little breathless. “Huh?” Mr. Michaels stretched his
cramped back and looked up.

 


The velvety black sky of history, that had
been the stock in trade of poets and songwriters, mojos and
magicians, saints and seers for all history was not, and never
would be again, velvety black. It was now and forever tainted with
a blush. Not just on Shasta, but everywhere in Earth’s night side,
at the time recorded by Amy on her scrawled pad, in every direction
anyone could look, the sky was pink.

 


Of course, Mr. Michaels did not know that
until morning.

 


The Los Angeles Times decided to do a human
interest article on the phenomenon. Mr. Michaels called the
Editorial desk, after checking the American Astronomy Society and
Royal Astronomy web page and his own email, and worrying, and
hoping we weren’t at the end of time yet. The editor, who believed
everyone was as ignorant of science as he was, picked Mr. Michaels’
group for his story. They were absolutely delighted to find Amy,
photogenic, effusive, and, for once, sounding like a young
astronomy student.

 


“For reasons unknown, the background color
of the night sky changed to a pinkish cast last night. Those of you
in cities may not have noticed, but if you got away from the lights
you may have seen it. This is Amy, from the astronomy class of
Brentwood High, who was up on Mount Shasta last night on a class
trip. Amy, what did it look like to you?”

 


“It was 2:24 AM, 0924 Greenwich time, and
the sky turned pink over several minutes. It was really pink by
2:27. I wrote it all down here.” She flashed her notebook. The huge
scrawl could be seen. “At first I could only see it as a background
to Ganymede, through our school’s six inch reflector, but then God
blushed. It wasn’t dawn yet.”

 


The editor knew a good sound bite when he
heard one. He put it on the wire and on the local TV stations under
the heading, “God Blushed.”

 


Mr. Michaels was hard put with Amy. She had
a thousand questions: What was the sky, really, and how could the
light come from everywhere at once, and why was it like cosmic
background radiation, and if it was, what did it mean to be getting
pink, and if it wasn’t what could it be, and how come last night,
and on and on. It had been a long time since he did any real
astronomy. Now, with this harbinger of cosmic catastrophe, he was
driven by a sense of impending doom that kept him awake nights. He
still had contacts at UCLA and Palomar. The easiest thing was to
put Amy’s youthful enthusiasm to work and have her gather the data
and paperwork. He gave her the list of Web sites and telephone
numbers and fax hotlines and email addresses and let her go.



Amy never was interested in anything but
men, boys and popularity. To her surprise, and to the astonishment
of her friends, and teachers, she was on the hook of curiosity and
along for the ride.

 


Hers was a ride that would span six
generations, and see the maturing of that adolescent species of
which Amy was a prime example.

 


 


O

“How old are you, Amy?”

 


“Seventeen.”

 


“Have you ever been on TV before?”

 


“No.”

 


“You’re on now. This is Amy covering the
amazing story of God’s Blush.”

 


“Just two weeks ago the sky turned pink,
everywhere, all at about the same time. I was on Mount Shasta with
my astronomy class and recorded what I saw. Since then, Mr.
Michaels, our astronomy teacher, has asked me to monitor all the
astronomy news and organize it for him. This is what I
learned.”

 


“At first astronomers and physicists were
very worried. There was something called the cosmic background
radiation, an echo from the Big Bang when this universe was
created, that looked the same in any direction, but everything else
came from one direction. So they thought the pink sky radiation was
coming from some cosmic event, like the universe was exploding.
Actually, imploding, which is the backwards of exploding. Then a
Professor Aranski at IBM Yorktown Heights Laboratory, that’s in New
York State I think, looked at it with a new gadget called a flash
spectrometer and found out it was a code, like a TV signal. Nobody
ever saw a TV signal that came from everywhere at once, so this was
strange. Then a lot of people at NASA Jet Propulsion Laboratory got
to work on it. They are very good at codes and signals. A lady
there, Dr. Eagan, found there was part of the code like an index,
like the menu on cable TV, that we could actually understand.

 


“Another man, Mr. Perl, is an expert on
communicating with extraterrestrials. Not that he ever actually did
it, but he thought about it a lot. He figured out that the code was
almost the same as the one he thought about, and it worked. Here’s
what he translated:

 


“The extraterrestrials who sent this signal
are very advanced and very old. So old, they may have been the
first civilized people, maybe even the first advanced species, in
the universe. They are very different from us. After a very long
time, much longer than all of our history, they learned a lot about
how the universe works. Then they made a big project and put
together this message to every species that might come after them.
This message has everything they found out about science and math
and physics, and has stories about them and probably even pictures,
but we can’t figure out how they work yet.

 


“We think the reason the message is
everywhere at once is to hide where it really comes from. Maybe
they were worried that someone nasty would find them. But the way
they did it is way beyond anything we can even guess how to do. If
we take all the electricity and all the gasoline and coal and other
power since humans learned how to make fire, it wouldn’t be enough
to power that signal for even a second. And it’s been there, as far
as we can tell, for ten billion years.

 


“When I heard that it was around for so
long, I asked Mr. Michaels how come we never saw it before. This is
what he told me, I hope I got this right: The universe is so big it
takes light a long time to get here from far away. Even though
light travels at 186,000 miles per second, that’s 5.8 trillion
miles per year, it took that long for the light from the farthest
stars to reach us. There are still more stars we haven’t seen yet.
The light that they sent out hasn’t reached us yet. It’s like a
curtain that moves back 5.9 trillion miles every year, and we don’t
know what we will see until it does. It’s like a curtain in
heaven.”

 


“Thank you Amy, excellent reportage. And now
this: the President just announced in his emergency press
conference the formation of a cabinet level advisory on the
anisotropic radiation phenomenon.

 


“Now, with the weather, here’s Stormy Sam
the Weatherman. Sam?”

 


“Thanks, Ginny, and please don’t call me
Stormy today, I’ve got nothing but good weather to report. That
Curtain of Heaven business is fascinating, though, isn’t it?”

 


Thereafter it was the Curtain project. So
Amy’s reputation was made.


 


1. Liam in San Diego - Generation 1

 


He had a black felt porkpie hat with the
brim turned up all around. It was soaked in the light drizzle. The
hat was an affectation, but now it was a last desperate attempt to
stay dry in an unseasonably wet San Diego morning. Rain or not,
hardly anyone in San Diego wore a felt hat. Under it, his pink skin
glistened, his dark hair hung limp, his angular features were
pinched against the weather, and the rain dripped off the sharp
point of his nose. To Amy he had a wet puppy look and she extended
her umbrella.

 


“Hi. You look like a visitor. Lousy time to
see Columbus’ statue. Are you Italian?”

 


“Fah, Italian. Look at this fair Irish face
and tell me I’m Italian!” He had the lilt of the Ould Sod and not a
shred of courtesy. He sidled under Amy’s umbrella for shelter, or
maybe to get closer to Amy. He turned his head and showed Amy an
impishly charming smile. He smelled like wet wool and tobacco.

 


“And yourself, fair colleen, ye would be a
native of these parts?” The smile went from impish to ingenuous.
His eyes flashed blue. Amy, at 23, was the image of a pretty
California girl.

 


Amy smiled brightly in response. “I live
here. I like to come to this park at Point Loma to walk and think.
Sorry about the rain. This is not our usual San Diego weather.”

 


“Ye needn’t apologize t’me about the
weather. This poor crofter’s son has stood out in the fields in
worse weather than this. Except for this magnificent view, the gray
drizzle is vera much like County Kerry. By the way, I’m Liam. Liam
O’Meara, but Liam to you.” He stuck out his hand. Amy noticed he
had long, tapered fingers, the hand of an artist or a musician. She
took it in a hesitant grip but held it too long. Liam was just the
sort of rogue that appealed to her, the opposite pole from her last
guy. Columbus Monument was a place for her to escape the
confinement of the apartment she used to share with Jared, an
upcoming, if ascetic, biotech engineer at PolyGen.

 


“I’m Amy. Hello, Liam.”

 


“I know well who you are. I saw you on the
news show last night – the Curtain Project or some such. D’ye
suppose there might be a dry spot in a pub around here? I could
tell you the story of my life, such as it is, and you could explain
to me what’s getting’ every Tom, Dick and Harry worked up about
this pinkness in the sky, not that you’d be makin’ much of a
bargain in the swap.” Nodding his head in emphasis, he shook a
puddle of water off his hat. The water drained down the collar of
his coat.

 


West, below the cliff, the wide blue waters
of the Pacific rolled on to a horizon hidden in gray haze. South, a
blue-hulled tuna trawler made its way under the lee of Zuniga Shoal
Breakwater against a weak ebb tide. Gulls wheeled around it. Their
staccato cries made a surreal counterpoint to the bass obligato of
the trawler’s big diesel. Come nightfall on this bluff, after the
skies cleared, the spaces between the stars would glow pink.

 


Yes, thought Amy, Liam was just what she
needed right now. And Liam, from the shape of his grin, knew it
perfectly well.

 


O

Liam and Amy were fortunate to find an empty
booth on Sunday night.

 


“I wanted to be an astronomer and watch the
stars. But the math was sooo hard! I couldn’t do the math.” The
truth was, Amy couldn’t reliably multiply two numbers and get the
decimal point right. But she adored an astronomy student named Kent
and she thought being out under the stars with a telescope and a
picnic basket was romantic.

 


“So I switched to Public Communications. One
of the local TV stations hired me to do weather and I already had
some experience on the Curtain, so when the Curtain of Heaven
segment was syndicated I got the local. Actually, I love the
job.”

 


Actually, she loved the excitement
surrounding the job, and she loved a good turn of phrase. People
who had no interest in science watched Amy. Some dreamed of going
to the stars, some dreamed of Amy. It all added up to ratings. New
discoveries were announced in canned segments from a NASA scientist
or a university professor interviewed by a syndicate reporter. Amy
introduced the segment. She had done more real work as a weather
girl.

 


“They’re wastin’ yer talents, Amy. They’re
just ridin’ on yer good looks and talent, girl, can’t ye see that?”
Liam had switched from beer to whiskey, but his tongue never needed
loosening from that source. He sipped the whiskey with tremendous
reverence and equal dedication. So far, Amy had not been able to
discover any solid fact about Liam’s background. Nevertheless, she
confided in him about her career, her broken engagement with Jared,
even her problems with her cat. That, she thought, was her problem
- too trusting and too straightforward. No talent for being cunning
and defensive.

 


“Well, I think the syndicate will put me on
contract in a few years, if the Curtain Project doesn’t fizzle.” If
I kiss ass, don’t get pregnant, and win the lottery, she
thought.

 


“Amy, this Curtain Project is much bigger
than you know. It’s going to change everythin”. Don’ ye know, it’s
changing the vera nature of the human race?”

 


Now how does he know that, she
thought. A potato farmer from the Irish back country?

 


“Amy, listen to me, girl. I’m askin’ ye to
call this gentleman, his name is Kelly, and tell him about yerself.
Here, I’ll write it doon so you won’t forget.” He dumped out a
pocket which contained several toothpicks and a stub of a wooden
pencil and scribbled “Kelly” and a telephone number with a Boston
area code on a damp napkin. “I’m putting it in yer pocket now.” He
reached over the table and tucked it in Amy’s blouse pocket, which
not only put his hand on her left breast but put his mouth within a
few inches of her lips. He paused. The scoundrel, she thought. But
when he looked up, his blue eyes were beamed right into hers. Hell,
she said, and kissed him. Then she got up, went around the table,
pulled him out of the booth and took him straight to her
apartment.

 


O

Amy, naked, found Liam’s lean body
fascinating. He was fine boned yet leathery, pale skinned next to
her tan, with long hands and feet. As she crawled over him, kissing
any part she found tempting, it occurred to her that she was wet
and eager for someone she hardly knew. And it was a little late to
worry about that. When his penis was a satisfactory color and
hardness she impaled herself on it and he worked her to a screaming
orgasm. Liam turned her in every position she had ever heard of and
a few new ones. She envisioned neighbors queuing up at the
apartment door, listening, but she wouldn’t restrain herself and
she was pretty sure she couldn’t restrain Liam.

 


O

When Amy got Liam to tell her the story if
his life, Liam, his brogue thickening, started the tale a few
thousand years ago. His ancestors, he claimed, were the Tuatha
d’Danaan, blue skinned god-beings who came down from the sky and
coupled with humans. They warred amongst themselves and they warred
with their descendants. Eventually, disdaining further contact with
mere humans, and/or expelled from the lands they held, they
gathered their kith and kin and went off to another place. Whether
that place was an island or another dimension was never made clear.
Whether it was a legend or the truth should have been clear, but
with her body comfortably wrapped up in his, it didn’t seem very
important.

 


His ancestral lands were too tiny and too
hard to scrabble out a living, and he did not have the skills to
work in one of the new high-tech plants that dotted modern Ireland.
He was here in the United States to find decent work and having a
hard time of it, what with immigration and all. So he claimed.

 


At length, as the room darkened and
starlight glowed through the casement, this uneducated son of the
soil proceeded to tell Amy things about the Curtain Project that
made the fine, silky hairs on her bare body stand on end. The
Project has deep knowledge to be gained, and the human race is
going to need it. Infancy is over! It is high time to grow up and
face the universe! The visible portion of the universe that
contained humans and founders alike was such a tiny piece of the
whole thing. Every year the radius of the sphere we could see got
bigger by 5.9 trillion miles (had he heard her say that?) and there
were entities out there that humans were not ready to face. Worse,
human radio waves and TV signals were launched into this void and
could not be called back.

 


Liam claimed that Amy had to work with the
Curtain Project. She had to make the science easy for people so
every ordinary soul could face the truth of it and feel it in their
bones. It was important, he emphasized, but Amy didn’t feel ready
to take on a glory role. She was glossing on a nice little house
with Liam and a few little Liams underfoot.

 


The next day, Monday, Liam was gone.

 


O

Amy fretted and fumed, hung around her
apartment until early afternoon without getting dressed, ate
chocolate, took a bath and went back to bed. She couldn’t lie still
and twisted the bedclothes into an agonized lump. Eventually she
got herself together and got dressed. A creature of habit, she was
back at the TV station, not even late for work. Feeling quite
virtuous and a bit martyred, she greeted her boss, the station
manager, who handed her a pink slip. He had hired a “more
qualified” reporter with “real reporting credentials” and “ratings
appeal”. Visualizing her replacement as an ambitious bimbo, Amy
choked with anger. Her hands jammed deep in her blazer pockets she
stomped away as well as she could in heels.

 


On the street she found herself clutching a
wadded scrap of napkin in one hand and her cell phone in the other.
It was Liam’s napkin, an ephemeral link to something that seemed
important, something that cut through the emotional fog. Dimly she
recalled that Liam had connected the scrawl on the napkin to the
Curtain Project. Thoughts of the Project still carried some
meaningful connections, or perhaps they were meaningful only in her
feelings for Liam.

 


Twice she started to call the scrawled
number. Twice she got so angry, first over Liam, then over being
canned, that she hung up. She walked without direction until her
feet hurt. Outside a brick-front restaurant, under one of San
Diego’s shade trees, she found a slatted wooden bench. Food smells
reminded her that she hadn’t had anything to eat since yesterday
afternoon. She was suddenly famished. Apart from a jangle of coins,
she did not have so much as a single dollar bill. Down the block
was an ATM machine, if there was enough in her account for a decent
meal.

 


Now angry, then worried, with a backdrop of
weariness and hunger, she made her way to the cash machine and
checked her balance. “Which account?” it asked, “Checking or
Savings?” What? She never saw that before. Idly, she fingered
“Savings”. The balance came back, “$65,000.”

 


That had to be a mistake. She didn’t have a
saving account. That balance was more than two years’ pay. She
fingered the key for a printout of last week’s transactions. It was
a joint account started last Friday with only one transaction – a
deposit. Shocked, she read the other name on the account. It was
Liam O’Meara.

 


Her thoughts churned. Liam somehow knew she
was broke, maybe even about to be unemployed. Maybe he was trying,
in some absentee way, to take care of her. But where did a
penniless immigrant get this much money? Why give it to her for a
one-night stand? No, that wasn’t right. The deposit was made before
they even met!

 


Who was he? Was she being set up for
something and paid off in advance?

 


Brows furrowed, she stood in the ATM kiosk
with her hands jammed into her jacket pockets, comprehension slowly
dawning. She rediscovered that persistent, wadded ball of a napkin.
Alert now, she fumbled the napkin open, smoothing it on the steel
shelf of the ATM. She screwed up her courage and made the call.

 


She was put through immediately to Dr.
Martin Kelly, who turned out to be a highly placed Federal
government official. He hadn’t yet announced the open position for
Publicity Director of the High Z Technology Project, the new name
for the Curtain Project. Yes, he knew Amy. Yes, he thought Amy
would be the ideal candidate. Throughout this bizarre turn of
events Amy felt a sense of destiny, or perhaps simply the coercion
of unseen forces.

 


And Dr. Kelly, who had a slight brogue,
never heard of Liam O’Meara.

 


She had a new job. A great new job. So why
the money? Suddenly she knew, and verified it a few months
later.


 


2. Transcript of Press Release, High Z
Technology Project, San Diego

 


<start transcript>

 


“Hi! I’m Amy.

 


The United States, the European Economic
Union, United Kingdom, Russia, Japan, China, South Korea and Brazil
today announced that they were funding a bigger version of the
Curtain Project that was carried on by the United States and other
nations independently. Instead of duplicating each other’s efforts,
the collaboration will share the information they get from the
Founders’ Message, although each country will be free to develop
whatever technology and markets they can from the information. The
new project is officially the High Z Technology Project and will be
based in San Diego, my hometown. “High Z” is an astronomy term that
means very far away, where the signal appears to come from.

 


Dr. Martin Kelly, who you all know, is the
man who led the group with Dr. Perl that discovered how the message
was divided into various parts and how to decipher the codes. He
will head the new group. Here he is now…”

 


Amy: “Hello, Dr, Kelly. How are you feeling
about this huge responsibility?”

 


Kelly: “Well, Amy, overwhelmed. It is indeed
a huge responsibility. The $1.2 trillion dollar funding makes it
the largest project ever undertaken by the human race. It’s
international in scope and cooperates with major universities and
research centers all over the world. Its planned network will span
the globe and its data base will have far more capacity than the
entire world-wide web.”

 


Amy: “All this to study the pink sky? Why is
it so important to have this huge project when we already had a
smaller one that was going well?”

 


Kelly: “A simple question, Amy, but a good
one. First, the Founders arranged their message so that anyone
could read it. It can’t be kept secret. Second, we were all
duplicating each other’s work. Third, economists decided that any
major inequality in technology among developed nations caused by
unequal access to Founder technology would destabilize world
currencies…”

 


Amy: “Does that mean we wouldn’t be able to
get real French champagne in San Diego?”

 


Kelly (smiling): “Among other things. It can
be hard to trade when one doesn’t know the value of the goods in
his own currency.

 


But there is a more serious fourth reason.
The Founders didn’t withhold anything. It appears they had a
complete description of the physics of this universe and
transmitted it to us and everyone else. They’re sending us answers
to questions we haven’t yet known enough to ask. That message is
perhaps ten billion years old. It repeats over centuries or longer,
we don’t exactly know how long. If the Founders were truly the
first intelligent species, and apparently not the only intelligent
species, there are others out there who are undoubtedly reading
this message and using it. Eventually, those others could discover
us. If they were friendly, they would merely dominate us like we
dominate our pet dogs. If they were not friendly, they would, well,
better not think about it.

 


We are in a race, like it or not, and we
face a common future. We have got to work together.”

 


Amy: “Wow, that is scary. But at the
same time kind of glorious. What if we were the first species,
after the Founders, to master their science? What would we do with
some other species on some other planet?”

 


Kelly: “I hope we would develop the wisdom
that goes with the power.”

 


Amy: “Thank you, Dr. Kelly. Talking about
power, I asked you years ago if we could send a message like that
some day?”

 


Kelly “Yes, I remember. If all the energy
that mankind has generated since our origins – electricity,
gasoline, coal, atomic energy, nuclear weapons, the whole thing –
were to be used for that signal, it would barely power it for a few
seconds. But that signal has been going out for ten billion
years!”

 


Amy: “Good thing they didn’t make it into a
ray gun of some sort. Sounds like we’re trying to figure out what a
cannonball is while it’s coming at us.”

 


Kelly: “Exactly. Well put!”

 


Amy: “For the Curtain… oops…the High Z
Technology Project, bye for now.

 


<end of transcript>

 



 


3. Burgess Battery

 


Deep in his terrible twos, Liam, Jr. sat in
a puddle of milk and cereal on the new carpet and squalled his
little lungs out. Not for the first time, Amy weighed the joys of
motherhood against the daily agonies and found them pretty close to
a balance. She picked the little guy up and his squall moderated to
a pout, his dark hair spilled over his forehead and his blue eyes
advertised his father’s roguish looks. The balance settled rather
solidly in favor of motherhood. Little Liam was going to go to work
with her and she would have to call a carpet cleaner for the mess.
Senate committees would not wait for baby messes. Someone there
would be only too pleased to hold little Liam for a while. The cute
little rogue was irresistible and always behaved better with
strangers.

 


Through the screen door she could see the
limo driver waiting patiently. She grabbed the baby bag, her brief
case and the baby.

 


With Carl Haarken, the Speaker of the House,
in attendance, Emerald Auditorium was well guarded by local police
and Secret Service. TV cameras were setting up in the usual tangle
of cables. In sight but out of earshot, a female security officer
was cooing over Liam, Jr. Amy sat with the dapper elder Speaker and
his young aide.

 


“Isn’t there a difference of opinion over
the value of this information that Dr. Kelly’s group is getting? My
sources say the science makes no sense, especially that stuff about
getting energy out of a vacuum. I thought we disproved perpetual
motion years ago.” A lopsided grin moderated his sarcasm.

 


Amy had to think of an answer – she was no
scientist. It was not quite fair to ask her to answer important
questions, but she knew from experience that if one of the Project
scientists answered it, Speaker Haarken would never understand the
explanation.

 


“It’s not perpetual motion. The energy is
there, stored up in the bent space like a coiled spring, but much
more powerful. When you use it, the spring sort of uncoils and
there are weird effects. But I can’t understand what those effects
are supposed to be. It all happens in more dimensions than I can
imagine.” Amy weighed her explanation and found it wanting, but
Speaker Haarken seemed satisfied.

 


“Why do so many scientists say the Founders’
physics conflicts with what we know? What if there is a secret
here, or a trap in the data, and we wind up blowing the human race
to kingdom come following their instructions?”

 


Goody, she thought, the zillion dollar
question. “Physics is like a complicated poem or a major work of
art. Each person sees it from his own perspective and describes it
in his own way, but we all see the same object. Human science was
done by humans who see geometric objects with edges and shapes.
Founder science was done by magnetic blobs that saw inside things
but saw the outside of things in a fuzzy way. Of course they put
things together differently. Our Dr. Perl thinks they figured out
radio waves and x-rays before they figured out the right triangle.
But when you do the experiments – they sort of give you a lesson
plan in the signal – they work. No one can deny that.

 


I guess the final test is that it does make
sense to the people who study it. We don’t want to build this
vacuum power source from Founder instructions. We don’t have the
temperatures or the materials they had to work with. We have to
understand it in human terms. We have to build it with human
things. And we do. I believe the Project people are being very
careful to make sure no one gets hurt.”

 


Amy paused to carve the air for emphasis.
“But, Mr. Speaker, we need this new power source. Isn’t everyone
worried about hothouse gasses causing a climate change, holes in
the ozone layer, smog in our cities and radiation hazards from
atomic power? What are our choices? All the scientists and planners
say Dr. Burgess’ battery is the best we have, maybe the best we
will ever have, unless we want to go back to living without
power.”

 


“Burgess battery – sounds like you’ve named
it already.” Haarken turned to his aide. “Joey, anything else that
concerns our Project Oversight Committee buddies?”

 


“Yes, sir. It isn’t the science that’s the
problem, but the commercial interests, particularly in the energy
area. DOE wants control, but it isn’t in their charter. EPA is
looking for a way to declare it a source of pollution, but they
haven’t been able to find a reputable scientist to step forward and
claim it’s a hazard. Burgess’ new power source falls right between
the cracks. That’s where all the wrangling is going to be.”

 


“Hmmm.” The Speaker was mentally counting
votes, weighing leverage against the list of important committee
slots he could influence, and doing the kind of shrewd political
calculations that were so much a part of his career. “Let them hang
themselves in political jurisdiction issues. They’ll be forced back
to neutral ground. I think the best I can do is get them to send it
back to the Project for a short trial period, and get them to focus
on who owns it after, and if, it works. Mentally, he added, they
will undoubtedly kill it a dozen times over by then.

 


“Amy, you have a following among my staff
and I personally think you deserve it. Keep up the good work.” Amy
beamed at the compliment, then visibly retreated with a worried
frown. The Speaker rose, trailed by his aide, and mounted the
platform. A Plenary Session of the Joint Oversight Committee on the
High Z Project was about to begin. Front and center on the stage
was a model of the Burgess Battery, looking like a picnic cooler
with an aluminum basketball mounted in a cage. There were two thick
connectors on the sphere for fat cables that led to an array of
light bulbs. It looked like a high school science project, and if
half the people in the room had their way, that was all it would
ever be.

 


Amy wondered if little Liam would see the
benefit of this piece of Founder technology. She had given up
wondering how government, in the best of circumstances, ever got
things right when it came to change.


 


4. Founders - Generation 2

 


All this technical data made her head swim,
but Amy kept paging ahead on her tablet reader. This was the fourth
report from Dr. Elizabeth Eagan, who helped decode the Founders’
message, and the second from Mark Perl, the alien communications
expert. Amy knew the founders were very different from humans, and
was curious about them. There were so many questions from people
that were equally curious. So she persisted. It took two years for
the message to get to that part, and another few months to decode
it. The Founders were not just a little different, but radically
different from anything on Earth.

OEBPS/cover.jpg
KENN BROLY

2
CURTAIN-0F
HEAVEN





OEBPS/tmp_e951acb42e56ac6f9efb60e745f414b6_GNzr9D_html_7c7706a3.png





