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But the team soon discovers that their odyssey is no mere public-relations ploy, for the moonriders are no harmless phenomenon. They are very, very dangerous … in a way that no one could possibly have imagined.
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Prologue

Ordinarily, Jerry Cavanaugh would have been asleep in his cabin while the AI took the ship closer to the Sungrazer, the gas giant at Beta Comae Berenices. A world on fire, as the public relations people referred to it. And there was no denying it was a spectacular sight. This flight marked his eighty-eighth visit, and he never tired of looking at it.

The Sungrazer was a Jovian, four times more massive than Jupiter, with a tight orbit that took it literally through the solar atmosphere, where it burned and flared like a meteor. He marveled that the thing didn’t explode, didn’t turn to a cinder, but every time he came back it was still there, still plowing through the solar hell, still intact. The ultimate survivor.

It orbited its sun in three days, seven hours. When you got the angle of approach right, got black sky behind it, it became even more spectacular. Of course, the view on the ship’s screens didn’t reflect the view from the ship. In order to get the kind of perspective management wanted, that gave Orion Tours its reputation, the Ranger would have had to approach much closer to the sun than was safe. Instead, when the dramatic hour arrived, he would put the Sungrazer chip into the reader and people would look through the viewports and see images taken from the satellite. It was breathtaking stuff, and if it was a trifle deceptive, who really cared? Orion did not keep the method secret. Occasionally someone asked, and Jerry always told them, yes, the view they were getting was not really what it looked like from the bridge or through the ship’s scopes. Too dangerous. This is what you would see if we could get in sufficiently close. But of course you wouldn’t want that.

Of course not, they always replied.

That would not happen, of course, until tomorrow morning, when they made their closest approach. The tour was timed so that the visual changeover happened during the night, when the passengers were – usually – asleep in their cabins. At around seven or so, when they began getting up, the first thing they saw would be the Sungrazer, and it was probably the most dramatic moment of the entire flight.

He had thirty-six passengers, a full load, including three sets of honeymooners, seven kids fourteen or under, one clergyman who had saved for a lifetime to make the trip, one contest winner, and two physicians. The contest winner was a young woman from Istanbul who had never before been outside her native country. He wasn’t clear on the precise nature of the contest, and his language skills did not allow explication. But she sat wide-eyed near the main display all during the approach.

Jerry had been enduring sleepless nights on recent flights. He’d resisted going to see someone about it, but the condition had worsened this time out. On this last night before starting home, he hadn’t been able to sleep at all, so he’d dressed and come up to the bridge, where he sat, paging listlessly through the library. The AI was silent. The navigation screens gave him views at several magnifications of the sun and the gas giant.

He heard muffled voices in one of the compartments. Then the ship was quiet again, save for the vents and the electronics.

This would be his last flight before retirement. The kids were grown and gone now, so he and Mara had thought about taking off somewhere alone, an extended vacation to Hawaii, but in the end they’d decided it would be nice to stay home. Jerry had lost whatever passion he’d had for travel. He’d settle for going down to the bridge club, and maybe eating dinner at the Gallop—

The AI’s voice broke in: ‘Jerry, we have activity at one eight zero.’

Jerry looked up at the screen carrying the feed from the after scope. The sky was brilliant, the Milky Way trailing into infinity.

‘Sensor reading,’ said the AI. ‘Objects approaching.’

‘On-screen.’

‘They are on-screen. If you look closely, you can see them.’

Dark objects moving against the stars.

‘What are they, Rob?’

‘Unknown.’

‘Asteroids?’

‘They are artificial.’

‘Are you saying they’re not ours?’

‘I am merely saying I am not familiar with vehicles of this type.’

‘Moonriders.’

‘Are there such things?’

‘Right now I’d say yes. They aren’t on a collision vector, are they?’

‘No. But they’ll come close. Within twenty kilometers.’

That was enough to scrape the paint. What the hell were those things?

‘Range is twenty-two hundred kilometers and closing.’

He counted eight of them. No, nine. Flying in formation like a flock of birds. Coming up his tailpipe.

Flying in formation. What natural objects fly in formation?

‘They’ll pass on the port side,’ said the AI.

‘Anybody else supposed to be out here, Rob?’

‘Negative. No other traffic scheduled.’

‘How fast are they coming?’

‘Fifteen kilometers per second. They will reach us in two and a half minutes.’

‘Nothing on the circuit?’

‘Not a sound.’

‘Okay. Let me know if anything changes. Meantime, let’s get a close-up. I’d like to see what they look like.’

The AI focused on the lead object. The others vanished off-screen. It was a sphere. Not much reflectivity. That was odd so close to the sun. ‘Do we wish to alert the passengers?’ asked Rob.

There was no reason to believe the objects were dangerous. But he didn’t like things he couldn’t explain. He woke Mysha, his flight attendant, and told her what was coming. Then he flicked on the allcom. ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he said, ‘I’m sorry to disturb you, but we may have to maneuver. Please secure your harnesses.’

The objects were in precise formation and, as he watched, all nine began to turn to starboard. Jerry delivered a string of expletives. ‘They’re on a collision course.’

‘Not quite,’ said the AI. ‘If they maintain present heading, they will still pass to port. The closest of them will approach to within two hundred meters.’

He thought about easing away. But it was probably not a good idea. The first law of successful navigation was that when somebody else was close by, make no surprise moves. ‘Hold steady,’ he told Rob.

‘They are ninety seconds away.’

He’d flicked on the bank of harness status lamps. Two of his passengers were still not belted down. ‘Rob?’ he said.

‘I will see to it.’

Moonriders. He’d never taken their existence seriously. But there they were. ‘Rob, give me a channel.’

‘Jerry, I have been trying to contact them.’

‘Let me try.’

‘Channel is open.’

The last two warning lamps winked off. Other lights came on. Some of his passengers wanted to talk to him.

Jerry took a deep breath. ‘This is the Ranger,’ he said. ‘Is anybody there? Please acknowledge.’

He waited. But heard only static.

‘They’re slowing,’ said Rob.

Black globes. He could make out devices on the hulls, antennas, other equipment that might have been sensors, or weapons. They re-formed themselves into a straight line running parallel to the course he was traveling. Still to port.

‘Distance between units is four kilometers.’

The first one passed.

‘Antennas are pointed in our direction,’ said Rob.

And the second. They blinked quickly past, one every couple seconds. Then, as quickly as it had begun, it was over, and the line pulled well ahead of him. He watched them settle back into their vee.

‘Phenomena of this type,’ said Rob, ‘have been reported here and in several other locations over the past two years.’

‘We have everything on the record?’

‘Yes, Jerry.’

Ahead, the globes were becoming hard to see. He got on the allcom. ‘Anyone on the port side will have seen unidentified vehicles passing. I don’t know what they were, but they are gone now. However, I’d like you to stay belted in for the moment.’

Moonriders. So named because they’d first been reported as dark shadows moving among the moons of Pollux IV. That had been forty years ago.

They were gone now. Like the tour ship, they seemed headed toward the Sungrazer. Sightseers from somewhere else?
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Wherever it is dark, there will always be strange lights. In primitive times, the luminescences were fairies. Then they became departing souls headed for paradise. Then UFOs. Now they’re moonriders. It doesn’t seem as if we ever grow up. Those imaginative souls reporting alien vessels circling the Pleiades cannot bring themselves to believe the anomaly might be anything so prosaic as a reflection. Or perhaps not enough ice in the Scotch.

—Gregory MacAllister, ‘Down the Slippery Slope’

Wolfgang Esterhaus squinted at the man at the bar, compared him with the picture in his notebook, and approached him. ‘Mr Cavanaugh?’

The man was huddled over a beer. The glass was almost empty. He threw Esterhaus a surprised look, which quickly morphed into hostility. ‘Yeah? Who are you?’

‘Name’s Wolfie. Can I spring for another round?’

‘Sure. Go ahead, Wolfie.’ His voice had an edge. ‘What did you want?’

‘I’m with The National.’

‘Ah.’ The irritation intensified. ‘And what would The National want with me?’

‘Just talk a bit.’ He signaled for two fresh glasses. ‘You work for Orion Tours, right?’

Cavanaugh considered the question, as if the answer required serious thought. ‘That’s correct,’ he said. ‘But if you want to ask me about the moonriders, do it. Don’t stand there and screw around.’

‘Okay.’ Wolfie was too professional to get annoyed. ‘I’m sorry. I guess you get hassled a lot these days.’

‘You could say that.’

‘So tell me about the moonriders.’

‘I doubt I can add anything to what you’ve already read. Or seen.’

‘Tell me anyhow.’

‘Okay. There were nine of them. They were round. Black globes.’

‘They weren’t carrying lights of any kind?’

‘Didn’t you see the pictures?’

‘I saw them.’

‘What did you see?’

‘Not much.’ Wolfie hunched over the bar and looked at his own image in the mirror. He looked like a guy who could use some time off. ‘And they were in formation.’

‘Went past us one after the other, then lined up into a vee.’

‘You didn’t see them again?’

‘No.’ Cavanaugh was on the small side. Black hair, dark skin, carefully maintained mustache. Dark eyes that concentrated on the beer.

‘How did the passengers react?’

‘Only a couple of them saw anything. At the time it was happening, I don’t think they thought anything about it. Only afterward, when I told them what it was.’

‘They didn’t get scared?’

‘Afterward, maybe. A little bit.’

‘How about you?’

‘If I scared that easily, I’d find another line of work.’

Esterhaus had always assumed that people who saw moonriders were lunatics. That the visual records they came back with were faked. But Cavanaugh looked solid, unimaginative, honest. Utterly believable.

Still, it was hard to account for the images on the record. Dark globes in formation. Furthermore, they’d been seen since by others. Reginald Cottman, on October 3, while hauling cargo out to the Origins Project, halfway between 61 Cygni and 36 Ophiuchi. And Tanya Nakamoto, on another Orion Tours cruise, had seen them at Vega. A construction crew, four or five people, had reported a sighting a couple weeks ago at Alpha Cephei.

Physicists had been trying to explain them away without invoking extraterrestrials. The general public was excited, though of course it doesn’t take much to do that. It was why The National was interested. Gregory MacAllister, his editor, didn’t believe a word of it, but it was a hot story at the moment. And a chance to cast ridicule, which was what The National did best.

The reality was that this was a bad time for interstellar flight. Several bills were pending before Congress that would reduce funding for the Academy and other deep-space programs. The World Council was also talking about cutting back.

Meantime, the number of moonrider sightings was increasing. MacAllister suspected Orion Tours had tricked the passengers on Cavanaugh’s ship, had put together an illusion, and he’d hired an ex-pilot to demonstrate how it could be done. It was, after all, only a matter of running some images past a scheduled flight. How hard could it be?

‘Could it have been rigged?’ Wolfie asked.

Cavanaugh finished his beer. ‘No. I was there. It happened just like I said.’

‘Jerry, how long have you been working for Orion?’

He looked at the empty glass, and Wolfie ordered more. ‘Sixteen years this November.’

‘Just between us, what do you think of management?’

He grinned. ‘They’re the finest, most upstanding people I’ve ever known.’

‘I’m serious, Jerry. It won’t go any further.’

‘They’d stab one another for the corner office. And they don’t give a damn for the help.’

‘Would they cheat?’

‘You mean would they pull off something like the moonriders if they could?’

‘Yes.’

He laughed. ‘Sure. If they thought it would help business, and they could get away with it.’ The beers came. Cavanaugh picked his up, said thanks, and drank deep. ‘But there’s no way they could have made it happen.’

‘Without your help.’

‘That’s exactly right.’
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… Yet there is palpable evidence for the existence of moonriders. There are visual records available to anyone who wants to look. It might be time to get serious and make an effort to find out what these objects are.

—The Washington Post, Monday, February 16, 2235
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We have spent a half century now poking around the local stars. What we have found is a sprinkling of barbarians, one technological civilization that has never gotten past their equivalent of 1918, and the Goompahs, of whom the less said the better. Mostly what we have discovered is that the Orion Arm of the Milky Way is very big, and apparently very empty.

We have spent trillions in the effort. For what purpose, no one seems able to explain.

The primary benefit we’ve gotten from all this has been the establishment of two colonies: one for political wackos, and the other for religious hardcases. It may be that the benefits derived simply from that justify the cost of the superluminal program.

But I doubt it. Jails or islands would be cheaper. Education would be smarter.

Today, as we consider pouring more of the planet’s limited wealth into this financial black hole, maybe we should pause to ask what we hope to gain from this vast investment. Knowledge? Scientists say there are no privileged places in the universe. If that is so, we are now in position to calculate, as the fanatics like to say, what’s out there.

What’s out there is primarily hydrogen. Lots of nitrogen. Rocks. A few spear-carrying cultures. And empty space.

It’s time to call a halt. Put the money into schools. Rational ones that train young minds to think, to demand that persons in authority show the evidence for the ideas they push. Do that, and we won’t need to provide a world for the Sacred Brethren who, given the opportunity, would run everyone else off the planet.

—Gregory MacAllister, interview on the Black Cat Network, Tuesday, February 17

It’s a long way to Betelgeuse. One hundred ninety light-years, give or take. Almost three weeks in jump status. Plus a day or so at the far end to make an approach.

Abdul al Mardoum, captain of the Patrick Heffernan, usually had no objection to long flights. He read history and poetry and played chess with Bill, the AI, or with his passengers, if they were so disposed. And he put time aside for contemplation. The great void through which the Academy’s superluminals traveled tended to overwhelm a lot of people, even some of the pilots. It was big and empty and pitiless, so they tried not to think about it but instead filled their days with talk of whatever projects lay ahead and diverted their evenings with VR. Anything to get away from the reality of what lay on the other side of the hull. But Abdul was an exception to the general rule. He loved to contemplate the cosmic vastness.

They were, at the moment, in transdimensional space, which was another matter. The void was gone, replaced by eerie banks of mist and an absolute darkness illuminated only by whatever light the ship might cast. All ships necessarily moved through the cloudscape at a leisurely pace. It was a physical law that Abdul didn’t quite understand. The Heffernan might have been a sailboat adrift on the Persian Gulf. To Abdul, it was daunting, yet he accepted it as more evidence of the subtlety and providence of the Creator, of His care to leave pathways through a universe so vast that without their existence the human race would have been confined to its home sun.

It was the second week of the mission. Their destination was Betelgeuse IV, one of the oldest known living worlds. Intelligence had never developed there, at least not the sort of intelligence that uses tools and devises political arrangements. Because the biosystem was so ancient, it was of intense interest to researchers, who had established an orbiting station and were forever scrabbling about on the surface of the world, collecting samples to be taken to the orbiter and examined with relentless enthusiasm. The local life-forms did not use DNA, a fact of great interest to the biologists, though Abdul never understood that, either.

This flight, he realized, was going to be long. Usually he enjoyed these missions, took a kind of perverse pleasure in the solitude, looked forward to the conversations that the environment invariably stimulated. But this would be different.

The Heffernan was carrying four passengers, all specialists in varying biological fields. The senior man was James Randall Carroll, Professor Carroll, no casual intimacy, thank you very much. He was tall and a trifle bent. He was forever brushing his thin white hair out of his eyes. He smiled a lot, but you never got the sense he meant it. Despite his inclination toward formality, he wanted very much to impress his colleagues and Abdul. He did that by going on endlessly about the differences between terrestrial reptiles and their closest cousins on Betelgeuse IV.

There were, he would point out as though it really mattered, fascinating similarities in eye development, despite the differences in the local spectrum. Here, let me show you. And twenty minutes later they were into the feeding habits of warm-water reptiles. Or mating procedures. Or the curious and as-yet-unexplained diversity of propulsion methods by certain inhabitants of one of the southern swamp areas. Particularly annoying was his habit of periodically asking Abdul whether he understood, whether he grasped what the change in refraction really implied. The professor even followed him onto the bridge when he tried to retreat. (He’d made the mistake of inviting the four passengers to come forward anytime they liked, to see how the ship operated. It was a tradition, an offer he’d been making for years. But no more.)

Betelgeuse was approaching supernova stage. It would happen sometime during the next hundred thousand years or so, and Abdul found himself wishing it would happen while Carroll was in the vicinity. He’d like to see his reaction if the world, the swamps, and all its lizards, were blown to hell.

Abdul had been piloting Academy ships most of his career. He loved the job, loved carrying researchers to faraway places, loved watching their reactions when they saw the pale shrunken suns, or the supergiants, or the ring systems. He had no family, could not have had one and kept his career. It was the sacrifice he’d made. But it was well worth it. He treasured every mission. But Carroll was going to take this one from him.

‘Abdul.’ It was Bill, the AI. ‘We’re getting fluctuations from the 25s.’

The 25s were the jump engines. They controlled action across the interface, in and out, and provided initial momentum after insertion. But once the Heffernan was under way through the clouds, they went into maintenance mode. There should not have been any fluctuations. ‘Can you see a problem, Bill?’

He blinked on. In his gray eminence persona. That meant he was trying to reassure Abdul everything was under control. Which scared the devil out of him. ‘Don’t know. I’m getting contradictory signals. Mixer’s not running properly, but it appears the entire system is misfiring. Power levels are dropping.’

Abdul opened a channel to Union, the space station. ‘Ops immediate,’ he said. ‘This is the Heffernan. We are having engine problems. May have to abort flight.’ He closed the channel while he thought what else he wanted to say. ‘I’ve been with this outfit my entire life,’ he told the AI. ‘It’s always been smooth riding. I’d like not to blow an engine now.’

‘Maybe you’re due.’

‘Maybe.’ He opened the channel again but was startled to see the Academy logo blink on. And then an ops officer.

Odd coincidence. From out here, at a range of almost ninety light-years, a transmission should take about eighteen minutes to reach Earth. So they couldn’t have a reply already.

‘Acknowledge your last,’ the ops officer said. Abdul stared, unbelieving, at his image. ‘Leave the channel open. We’ll stand by to assist.’ The screen blanked. The lights on the hyperlink flashed and went off. ‘The system’s down,’ said Bill. ‘Power surge.’

‘Can you restore it?’

‘Negative.’

‘How’s the radio?’

‘Radio’s okay.’ Not that that would help if they were stranded out here. ‘We are getting a prejump warning, Abdul. Four minutes.’

How did the reply come back so quickly? What was going on?

The jump engines were designed, in the event of a major problem, to terminate operations and return the ship to normal space. That was what the warning was about. Jump in four minutes. Nobody wanted to break down in hyperspace. If you did, no help could reach you. If the engines blew, you couldn’t get out. Ever. He didn’t know whether it had actually happened to anyone. Two ships had vanished during the seventy years or so that the superluminals had been in operation.

‘Bill,’ said Abdul, hesitantly, ‘are we capable of making the jump safely?’

‘I am optimistic.’

Abdul opened the allcom so he could speak to his passengers. They were gathered in the common room, where Carroll was going on about predators in saltwater marshes. ‘Everybody buckle in,’ he said. ‘We have a minor engine difficulty, and we’re going to jump back into normal space until we can get it resolved.’

That got their attention. ‘How big a problem?’ one of them asked.

‘Not serious. Strictly nuisance value.’ He didn’t really know that was true. There was, for example, an outside chance the engines could explode. And there was a somewhat better possibility that the jump would fail. That power levels were not sufficient to move the ship between dimensions. ‘We should be fine,’ he added, knowing before he’d finished the remark that it was the wrong thing to say.

‘Can you fix it?’ asked the youngest of his passengers, Mike Dougherty, who was just out of Bernadine. Nice kid. Of the four, Abdul suspected he was the one who’d really be missed if things went wrong.

‘No. It has to go back to the shop, Mike.’ He heard them moving to the couches, heard the harnesses taking hold. ‘Sorry about the short notice. These things are automatic, so I’ve no control over them. But we’ll be out the other side in a couple of minutes. Just sit tight.’ He activated his own harness. Bill’s image disappeared. ‘Bill.’

‘Yes?’

‘Are we by any chance not where we think we are?’

‘It would seem to be the only explanation for the response from ops. We’ve apparently traveled a much shorter distance than we should have.’

‘Damn. What the hell’s happening?’

‘I suspect we haven’t left the solar system.’

Okay. Whatever. Under the circumstances, that might be a good thing. But the priority at the moment was to make a safe exit. He went through the check-off list with Bill, the readings on both sets of engines, fuel levels, pile temperature, probable entry vector, external mass indicator. If necessary, he could abort the jump. But everything was within the guidelines.

‘One minute,’ Abdul told his passengers. ‘Everybody belted in? Please let me hear it.’ He did not have the warning lamps of the tour ships.

One by one, they replied. All set. But their voices betrayed a degree of nervousness. ‘How far out are we?’ asked Carroll.

‘We should be a bit over ninety light-years.’ Except that the response from ops had come back too quickly.

‘Will they be able to find us?’ asked Mike.

‘Sure,’ he said. No reason why not. Abdul left the channel open. Heard Carroll comment that jump engines could be dangerous. ‘My uncle was on a flight once—’

‘Ten seconds,’ said Abdul. He thought his voice sounded relaxed. Professional. Utterly confident.

LIBRARY ENTRY

There is no safer method of transport than superluminal. Since the passage of the Kern-Warburton Act, almost thirty years ago, there has not been a single documented case of catastrophic loss due to malfunction.

—The Engineering Annual, XXVII, p. 619
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… So we have progressed to the point where we can move politicians around faster than light. I’m not sure I see the advantage.

—Gregory MacAllister, Notes from Babylon

They woke Priscilla Hutchins before dawn with word that the Heffernan was missing. Lost. We don’t know where it is.

‘How do you mean lost? It’s in hyperflight.’

‘Something went wrong. They jumped out.’

She was talking to the watch officer at the Academy. ‘Who’s on duty at Union?’

‘I got the news from Peter.’ That would be Peter Arnold, the watch supervisor.

‘Patch me through.’ Hutch was already on her way down to her living room, pulling on a stylish satin robe that she kept specifically for these occasions.

‘Hello, Hutch,’ Peter said, as she descended the stairs. ‘We have no idea where they are.’

‘That’s Abdul’s mission, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘What happened?’

‘We got a message from him about fifteen minutes ago. He said there was an engine problem. They were going to exit back into normal space.’

‘And you haven’t heard from him since?’

‘No, ma’am.’

‘Okay. Get me an estimate of his probable location, and let’s start looking to see who else is in the area.’

‘Already working on it, Hutch.’

She descended into her living room and switched to visual. Peter was a big, easygoing guy who had been an interior line-man during his college days. But at the moment he looked worried. ‘Where are they now? How far out?’

‘About ninety light-years.’

‘Okay. I take it there’s been no follow-up transmission?’

‘No, ma’am, that’s why I’m worried.’ His forehead was creased. ‘The engines may have exploded. During the jump. Otherwise, we should have heard from him by now.’

‘He may not have been able to get a message off right away. He has passengers to worry about. There’s also a possibility the hypercomm failed.’

‘At the same time as the engines? I doubt it.’

‘The Heffernan’s a Colby class, Peter. The systems are interrelated. They could have gone down together. If so, they’re adrift out there somewhere. Waiting for help to arrive.’

‘My God. If that’s the case, it’s not going to be easy to find them.’

‘You know precisely when communication stopped. If they made the jump successfully, that will tell you approximately where they are. More or less.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘Scramble anything you can find. And, Peter—’

‘Yes, Hutch?’

‘Try not to let it get out. Keep me informed and let me know if you need anything.’

She alerted Michael Asquith, the Academy’s commissioner. He listened patiently, commented that these things never seem to happen during business hours, and asked how serious she thought it was.

‘They’re probably okay,’ she said. ‘The ship’s old, but the drive system is well designed. It’s possible they got stranded in hyperspace, and it’s possible the engines could have exploded. But either of those eventualities is unlikely. They’re almost certainly adrift somewhere. But without communications.’

‘They have radio?’

‘Probably.’

‘But the search area’s too big for radio?’

‘It won’t be easy if that’s all they have.’

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Stay on top of it. And keep me informed.’ He signed off. At the moment, there was nothing more to do, so she went back to bed. But she didn’t sleep.

She gave up eventually and headed for the shower. She was covered with soap when Peter called back. They’d worked out the search area. It was big, but that was inevitable because of the vagaries associated with hyperflight, and the fact they didn’t have the precise moment when the Heffernan made its jump. ‘But we caught a break,’ said Peter. ‘The Wildside is in the immediate area. They can be on the scene early Tuesday morning. We couldn’t have planned it better.

‘The al-Jahani is also in the neighborhood, so I’ve diverted them as well.’ The al-Jahani was an Academy ship, on its way back from Quraqua. It had passengers on board, but there’d be room for the Heffernan people if a pickup was necessary. As seemed likely.

She updated Asquith. Got him out of bed to do it. He listened, frowned, nodded, shook his head. ‘Let’s keep the lid on this,’ he said, ‘until we know what’s happening.’

‘I’ve cautioned our people, Michael. But we’re not going to be able to sit on it long. The story’s too big.’

‘Do what you can.’

‘You might want to think about holding a press conference later this morning. Tell the media what we know. Control things a bit. It’s just a matter of time before it gets out.’

‘Okay,’ he said. ‘See to it.’

‘Michael,’ she said, making no effort to hide her annoyance, ‘Eric works for you.’

He nodded. ‘Coordinate with him. Make sure he has everything he needs.’

There was still no word from the Heffernan when she got to the office an hour later. Not a good sign. She turned on her desk lamp, said hello to Marla, her AI, and collapsed into a chair.

If Abdul’s hypercomm was down, they had a serious problem. They could not precisely compute the ship’s position in hyperspace. Where transdimensional space was concerned, there was always a fudge factor. Academy pilots were trained, in the event they had to exit, to send a message immediately before they took the action. His failure to do so left them operating from guesswork.

Vehicles moving through hyperspace traveled at an equivalent rate of approximately 1.1 billion kilometers per second. Not knowing precisely when Abdul made his jump meant they could be anywhere along a track billions of kilometers long. Abdul and his people might be pretty hungry by the time help arrived.

She listened to the original message, in which Abdul said he was having engine trouble, and they were going to make their jump. And she decided she was worrying unnecessarily. The guy was a veteran, and he was telling them he was seconds away from pulling the trigger. The Wildside should have no trouble finding them.

Nothing more she could do. Outside it was still dark. She let her head drift back and closed her eyes.

‘Hutch,’ said Marla. ‘Sorry to interrupt. You’ve a call from Eric.’

Eric Samuels was the Academy’s public relations director. He held the job primarily because he had an engaging smile and a reassuring manner. Everybody liked Eric. When he was in front of an audience, you knew things were going to be okay. He was about average size, black hair, blessed with the ability to sound utterly sincere no matter what he was saying. Curiously, his private manner was at contrast with the public persona. He was a worrier, his gaze tended to drift around the room, and you always got the feeling the situation was headed downhill. His subordinates didn’t dislike him, but they didn’t like working for him. Too nervous. Too excitable. ‘Do you really think it blew up?’ he asked.

‘I hope not, Eric. We just don’t know yet.’

‘Have we started notifying the families?’

That was the problem, wasn’t it? The families would assume the worst no matter what they were told. ‘No,’ she said. ‘When do you plan to talk to the media?’

‘At ten. We can’t wait any longer than that. I understand the story’s already gotten out.’

Moments later she had another call. ‘Cy Tursi,’ Marla said. Tursi did the science beat for the Washington Post. ‘Wants you to get right back to him. And hold on, there’s another one coming in. Hendrick, looks like.’

Hendrick was Newsletter East. ‘Refer them to Eric, Marla. And get me the commissioner.’

‘He’s not in his office yet.’

‘Get him anyway. And I need to see the passenger manifest for the Heffernan. And a next-of-kin list for them and for Abdul.’

Asquith’s voice broke in on her: ‘What is it, Priscilla?’ He always used her given name when he was annoyed with her.

‘The story’s getting out. We need to notify the families.’

‘I know. I’d appreciate it if you’d take care of it. Personally. Tell them all we know is we lost contact. No reason for alarm.’

‘I’d be alarmed.’

‘I’m not worried about you. Anything else?’

‘Yes. I assume you’ve talked to Eric.’

‘Not within the last hour.’

‘Okay. The press conference is scheduled for ten.’

‘Good. I’m going to want Eric to keep it short. Just read them a statement and maybe take no questions. What do you think?’

‘Michael, we can’t get away with that. Not in this kind of situation.’ She pointed to the coffeemaker, and the AI turned it on.

‘Okay. Maybe you’re right. I hope he’s careful out there. I’m not sure you shouldn’t do it.’

‘If you change the routine, you just ratchet things up. Eric’ll be fine.’

‘Okay.’

‘Michael.’

‘Yes?’ He was wishing the situation would go away.

‘After I talk with the families, I’ll want some time with you. Are you on your way in?’

He sighed. ‘I’ll be there.’

Hutch was in her sixth year as director of operations. She’d had to make these sorts of calls after the losses at Lookout, and when the Stockholm had bumped into the dock at the Origins Project and killed a technician. In past years, talking to families had been a duty assumed by the commissioner, but Michael had delegated it to her, and it was just as well. She squirmed at the prospect of wives and kids getting bad news from him. He was a decent enough guy, but he was always at his worst when he was trying to be sincere.

She called Peter first, but he still hadn’t heard anything. So she started making the calls. Get it done before the press conference begins.

It was painful. In all five cases, as soon as she identified herself, they knew. Two were in the NAU, where it was still an ungodly hour, and that alone screamed bad news. The others were across the Atlantic. They took one look at her and eyes widened. Fearful glances were exchanged with whoever else was present. Voices changed timbre.

In the case of one of the researchers, the wife had come out of a classroom, where she was conducting a seminar of some sort. She came close to cardiac arrest as Hutch explained, as gently as she could, then had to connect with the front office to get help for her.

Among the four passengers, three had never before been in Academy ships. One near-adult child told her that he knew something like this would happen, that he’d pleaded with his father to stay home.

When at last it was over, she sat exhausted.

The sun was well over the horizon when she cornered Asquith in his office. ‘Do we have any news yet, Priscilla?’ he asked.

‘Not a word.’

He took a deep breath. ‘Not good.’ Asquith was a middle-aged guy who was always battling his weight, and whose primary objective in running the Academy was to stay out of trouble. Keep the politicians happy and continue to collect his paycheck. His doctorate was in political science, although he never disabused people of the notion he was a physicist or a mathematician.

The first thing Abdul should have done after the jump would have been to send a message. Let everybody know he was okay. And where he was. The silence, as the saying goes, was deafening.

Asquith was behind his desk, keeping it between them. ‘The Colby-class ships,’ she said, ‘are no longer safe. We need to scrap them.’

He reacted as if she’d suggested they walk on the ceiling. ‘Priscilla,’ he said, ‘we’ve had this conversation before. We can’t do that. You’re talking about half the operational fleet.’

‘Do it or cut the missions. One or the other.’

‘Look. We’re under a lot of pressure right now. Can we talk about this later?’

‘Later might get somebody killed. Look, Michael, we don’t really have a third alternative. We either have to scale things back or replace the ships.’

‘Neither of those is an option.’

‘Sure they are.’ She stared at him across the wide expanse of his desk. ‘Michael, I’m not sending anybody else out on the Colbys.’

‘Priscilla, I’ll expect you to do what the missions require.’

‘You’ll have to find someone else to do it.’

His face hardened. ‘Don’t force me to take action we’ll both regret.’

‘Look, Michael.’ She was usually even-tempered, but she kept thinking about Abdul and his passengers when the alarms went off. ‘I knew before the Heffernan went out that it wasn’t safe.’

He looked shocked. ‘You didn’t tell me that.’

‘Sure I did. You just don’t listen unless I beat on the table. The whole Colby line is unsafe. We’re taking people’s lives in our hands. You and me. It’s time to go talk to your friends on Capitol Hill.’

‘All right,’ he said. ‘Okay. Keep calm. Take a look at what you think we have to do. Give me a plan, and we’ll go from there. I’ll do what I can.’

Most of the reporters were scattered around the world in remote locations, but twenty or so showed up physically for the briefing, which was being held on the first floor of the conference center. Hutch watched from her office.

Eric, who pretended to believe Michael Asquith was a leader of uncommon ability, made a brief opening statement, reiterating what the journalists had by then already learned, that the Heffernan, while in hyperspace, had apparently developed a problem with her engines, and was currently unaccounted for. ‘The Wildside is on its way, and will be on-site within twenty-four hours. The al-Jahani is also close by. We’re optimistic everything will be okay.’

The first question, the one they all knew was coming, was asked by the New York Times: ‘Eric, there’ve been reports of breakdowns throughout the Academy fleet recently. Just how safe are the starships? Would you put your family in one?’

Eric managed to look surprised that anyone would ask. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘People are safer in Academy vessels than they are crossing the street in front of their homes.’

The Roman Interface inquired whether the Academy fleet might be getting old.

‘The ships are tried and proven.’ Eric smiled, as if the question was foolish. No reason for concern. ‘If we thought any of our ships had become untrustworthy, we’d pull them out of service. It’s as simple as that. Robert?’

Robert Gall, of Independent News: ‘What actually happened out there? Why’d the engines fail?’

‘It’s too soon to say. We’ll conduct an investigation as soon as we’re able. And the results will be made public.’ He signaled a young brunette in the front row.

Her name was Janet and she worked for the Sidney Mirror: ‘Is there any truth to the story that funding cuts are responsible for the recent spate of accidents?’

‘Janet, a few cases of mechanical malfunction do not constitute a spate of accidents. No, we have everything we need to perform our mission.’

‘And how do you perceive your mission, Eric?’ This came from Karl Menchik, who represented one of the Russian outlets and who, Hutch suspected, was a plant, accredited to ask softball questions and get Eric off the hook.

‘To take the human race to the stars,’ he said. ‘To set out across the infinite sea, to land on distant shores, and to report what’s out there.’

It could have come right off one of the monuments.

LIBRARY ENTRY

Interstellar flight has run its course. It has been a harmless diversion for the better part of a century, but it is time to move on. Sea levels are rising, famine is common in many parts of the globe, thousands of people die every day from a range of diseases for which cures exist but for various reasons are not available, and population continues to outrun resources. A quarter of the global population is illiterate.

It is time to rearrange priorities. We should begin by recalling the superluminals, which contribute nothing toward creating a better life for the planet’s inhabitants. Let’s put the exploration effort aside for the present. Let’s concentrate on solving our problems at home before we go wandering off to other worlds whose existence have no impact on anyone other than a few academics.

—Venice Times, lead editorial, Monday, February 16
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We’re a population of dunces. Consider the level of entertainment available to the home. The single most valuable skill in showbiz seems to be the ability to fall, with panache, on one’s face.

—Gregory MacAllister, Life and Times

‘I believe him.’

MacAllister stared down out of the taxi at the network of bridges and islands that was modern Tampa. ‘No question in your mind, Wolfie?’

‘Well, you know how it is, Mac. I wouldn’t bet the house, but yeah, I’d have a hard time believing it didn’t happen exactly the way he said it did.’

Below him, the city was a complex network of canals. Beautiful from the air. A prime example of the human capability to make art out of bad news. But the oceans were still rising, and they’d have to redesign the place yet again when the ice cap went into the water or the next big hurricane came along.

Homo imbecilus.

‘So are we going to do the story?’

‘Hell, Wolfie, what’s the story? What do we have to say? That somebody’s out there riding around in black ships?’

‘That’s what it’s beginning to look like.’

‘Wolfie, you have any idea how that sounds?’

‘Yeah, I do. Doesn’t mean there isn’t something to it.’

‘It’s bogus. You have a combination of slick corporate types who want the government to put more money into space, and a general population that will believe anything. But go ahead. Run with it. See what you can come up with.’

It fit with an idea for a new book, a history of human gullibility. In eighty-six volumes. How people make things up, and other people buy in. Organized religions. Notions of national or racial superiority. Political parties. Economic boobery. Whole armies, for example, who thought they could earn indulgences by killing Arabs. Or the seventeenth-century Brits who concluded they were intended by God to carry His truth to the benighted. Or the lunatic Jihadists of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. People still believed in astrology. And in cures that medical science didn’t want you to know about.

He was on a book tour, promoting Guts, Glory, and Chicken Soup, a collection of his essays. It had been a profitable trip so far. Readers had lined up in fourteen cities across the North American Union to buy his book and tell him they shared his views on politicians, college professors, bishops, the media, school boards, corporate service centers, professional athletes, and the voters. Well, some of them did. Others came to yell at him, to call him a rabble-rouser and an atheist and a threat to the welfare of the nation. In Orlando the previous evening he’d been told his mother must be ashamed (which, curiously enough, was true), and that no decent person would read his books. One woman offered to pray for him.

But they were buying Guts and Glory. It was jumping off the shelves. I wouldn’t read it myself, but I have a deranged brother. Sometimes they brought pies or whipped cream, hoping to get a clear shot at him, but the dealers knew feelings ran high when he was in town, so they disarmed everyone coming in the door.

In Houston, the mayor, anticipating his arrival, had given an interview saying no person was so disreputable that he wasn’t welcome in that fine city. The Boston Herald advised readers planning to attend the signing at Pergamo’s to keep their children home. In Toronto, a church group paraded outside the bookstore with signs telling him he was welcome at service if he wanted to save his soul.

He was used to it. Enjoyed it, in fact.

The taxi started down. MacAllister realized he was hungry. It was getting on to midmorning, and he hadn’t had anything other than toast and orange juice. He was scheduled to appear as a guest on Marge Dowling’s Up Front before going over to Arrowsmith’s later that afternoon for the signing. The show was at ten.

It was a bright, pleasant day. In February, Florida was always bright and pleasant. He hated pleasant weather. A little of it was all right, but he liked storms and snow, heavy winds, downpours. He didn’t understand why its residents didn’t move north.

The taxi settled onto the roof of Cee Square Broadcasting. MacAllister paid up and climbed out. One of the staff appeared in a doorway and hurried over to greet him. Good to see you, Mr MacAllister. How was your flight from Orlando? We’ve been looking forward to having you on the show.

The guy couldn’t even pretend to be sincere. He was scared of MacAllister, and his voice was squeaking. MacAllister could have put him at ease, but he resisted the temptation.

Marge waited downstairs. She delivered the standard embrace that was not quite an embrace. Nothing touched him but fingertips and one cheek. She was tall, with dark hair and dark eyes, carried away by her self-importance. The sort of woman who’d have been okay had she stayed home and baked cookies. Everything with her was an act. Her enthusiasm at seeing him, her pretenses at modesty (‘So good of you to spend some time with us, Mac’), even her accent. She’d been born and reared in Minnesota, but she sounded like someone who’d be going home after work to the plantation. ‘Mac,’ she said, ‘it’s been a long time.’

Not long enough. But her show provided a perfect format for him. There’d be a second guest, someone who would be expected to provide contrasting views to his own. In past years, the guests had been local champions of social uplift, whom he’d dismembered at leisure. The primary topic for that day’s show was to be interstellar expansion, and his opponent would be an Academy pilot. A woman, no less. When he’d first heard, he’d thought it might be Hutch, but it wasn’t. And he was relieved. He wouldn’t feel right sticking barbs into an old friend in front of a large audience.

She got him fresh coffee and turned him over to the makeup people. ‘See you in a few minutes, Mac.’ In his case, makeup was a joke. He had a commanding presence, always looked good, and had no need of cosmetics. But the producers insisted.

Right. MacAllister sat down, and a young woman who should have had better things to do with her life tried to take the shine off his nose. When she was done, a guide took him to the green room, where he sat down, exposed to The Morning Show, a network offering with two people going on about a kidnapping in Montana. Then the guide came back for him and led him through a side corridor into a studio. Three leather chairs were placed around a table. The walls were paneled. When the picture was transmitted, they would appear to be filled with leather volumes. One would have a fireplace. If the fireplace didn’t alert the viewer it was all a scam, MacAllister couldn’t imagine what would.

A kid producer sat in one of the chairs, studying a script. He jumped up when he saw MacAllister and shook hands a bit too enthusiastically. ‘It’s a pleasure to have you back, Mr MacAllister,’ he said.

‘Thank you.’

The kid looked at his notes. ‘You’re going to try to explain why we shouldn’t be spending tax money to support the Academy? Am I right?’

‘I can do that,’ said MacAllister. He didn’t like to think of it quite that way. And he considered informing the producer there might be a middle ground somewhere. But in the larger scale of things, his opinion didn’t count anyhow. The politicians made the decisions, and the voters paid no attention.

Marge came in, carrying a copy of Guts, Glory, and Chicken Soup. She had changed clothes and was smartly set out in shades of brown and blue, white collar, gold bracelet. ‘They told you we were going national?’ she said.

‘No. Why? What happened?’

‘The Heffernan. It’s become a big story.’

‘And I’ve become an expert?’

‘Oh, Mac, it’s not you. Valentina is an Academy pilot.’ She glanced at a clock. ‘Our segment will be twenty-two minutes plus break time.’

‘I assume Valentina is the other guest?’

‘Yes. It turns out to be nice timing.’

‘I assume they haven’t heard anything yet? About the Heffernan?’

‘Not a word. Our sources tell us things are a bit rattled at the Academy. This may not have a happy ending.’

MacAllister tried to remember the details. ‘Five on the ship. Was that what I heard?’

‘Yes. It’s one of the research missions.’

‘Pity. I’m sorry to hear it.’

She looked down at the book. ‘My people tell me this is hell on wheels,’ she said. She’d probably read it, but she was sending MacAllister a message. You don’t intimidate me, big fella. ‘How’s the tour been going?’

‘Okay.’ He pulled out a chair and sat. ‘How’s life in showbiz?’

‘Same as always.’ She was all warmth and charm. ‘I suspect you’ll be glad to get home, Mac. Are you free for lunch today?’

MacAllister thought about it. Actually he’d prefer to eat alone, but it was to his benefit to keep Margie happy. ‘Sure,’ he said, ‘that would be nice. I know you’re very popular here, though.’ A little stroking never hurt. ‘Can we find a place where the peasants won’t recognize you?’

‘No problem,’ she said. ‘We’ll go over to Carmen’s.’

With about three minutes to go, the kid producer came in and rearranged the seating. ‘You’re here,’ he told MacAllister, moving him to his right. ‘It gives you the library backdrop. You’ll look very literary. Exactly the effect we want.’ He checked his notes. ‘Just relax.’

Irritating little squeak.

Marge seated herself in the center, asked what the next book would be, but pressed her finger over her earpiece before he could answer. ‘Valentina’s here,’ she said. ‘She’ll be right in.’

‘What’s her last name?’

‘Kouros. She says her friends call her “Valya.” She’s Greek.’

‘Okay.’

‘You’ll like her.’

‘I’m sure I will.’ MacAllister couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to spend most of her waking hours sitting in a tin can traveling between Tampa Bay and Arcturus. Priscilla Hutchins had spent years doing that. As women went, Hutch was no dummy, but she couldn’t have been all that smart.

He heard voices in the adjoining room. A woman appeared at the door, talking to someone he couldn’t see. She was a striking creature, tall and athletic. The sort of woman who had probably starred on her college soccer team. She finished her conversation, nodded, and came in. A hand closed the door behind her.

Valentina had red hair, intense blue eyes, sculpted cheeks, and she looked at MacAllister as if she thought there was something vaguely comical about him.

Marge did a quick set of introductions. Valentina spoke with a mild accent. She said she was pleased to meet him, but she didn’t seem to know who he was. Poor woman needed to keep up. The producer, now sealed in the control room, was whispering into a mike.

Marge signaled they should leave the studio. ‘We want to make an entrance,’ she said, leading them off to the right. ‘What we’ll do,’ she said, ‘is talk about the Academy’s mission, whether starflight is safe, what we’re getting from it, and so forth.’ She smiled at them both. ‘Try not to agree with one another any more than you have to.’

Somebody was doing the weather. While they waited, they did some small talk. Valentina had been piloting for the Academy twelve years; she was originally from the Peloponnesus; and she had the impression MacAllister might once have flown with her.

‘Not me,’ he said. ‘I’ve only been off the planet once.’

‘You’ve missed quite a lot,’ she said.

Red lights flashed, the show’s theme music came up, he heard a voice telling viewers they were watching the 282nd edition of Up Front with Marge Dowling. Fingers pointed their way, and Marge returned to the set while a virtual audience applauded enthusiastically. She welcomed the greater Tampa Bay area, and the nation at large, and summoned first Valya, then MacAllister. They took their assigned seats while she reviewed the latest update, which was that the Heffernan was still missing. She went on to provide some background on the mission, why they were going to Betelgeuse, how big the star was, and so on. MacAllister’s eyes started to glaze over. What he was willing to go through to sell a few books.

The first question went to Valentina: ‘We’ve had starflight now for more than two generations. The common wisdom is that superluminals are a safe form of transportation. Is that true?’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I know how this sounds in light of the event you just reported. But nevertheless, considering the distances traveled, there is no safer mode of transportation in existence.’

MacAllister rolled his eyes. ‘What is it, Mac?’ Marge asked.

‘Look out for statistics,’ he said. ‘At the beginning of the space age, the first space age back in the twentieth century, they used to measure transportation safety by the number of fatalities per passenger-mile. Using that method, the safest form of travel in 1972 was the Saturn moon rocket. We don’t really want to measure distance. If you simply count fatalities against the number of flights, the superluminals don’t look quite so good.’

Valentina sighed. ‘You’re right, Gregory,’ she said, putting a slight stress on the name, informing him he was out of his league here. ‘You can prove pretty much anything statistically. I’ve been riding the Academy’s missions all my adult life, and I never have a qualm.’ She smiled. ‘And I’ve never lost anybody. Nor has anyone I know lost anybody.’

Her adult life probably consisted of about fifteen years, but he let it go.

‘What’s your best guess?’ Marge asked. ‘How serious is this Heffernan thing? How’s it going to turn out?’

‘I think we’ll find them,’ she said. ‘It’s just a matter of getting to the area where they were lost and picking up a radio signal. Of course you never really know, but it shouldn’t be a problem.’

‘I hope not,’ said MacAllister. ‘But the real issue here is, why do we bother to go out there at all? What’s the point?’

Marge tossed the question to Valentina.

‘This is our backyard,’ she said. ‘We’d be remiss not to look around. To see what’s there.’

‘Our backyard,’ said MacAllister, ‘by your reckoning is pretty big. And I can tell you what’s there: rock and hydrogen. And empty space. And that’s it. We’ve spent billions on starflight, and we have nothing to show for it. Zero.’

Valentina looked as if he were being irrational. He drew a condescending smile from her. ‘A year ago,’ she said, ‘we intercepted an omega cloud that would eventually have destroyed the planet. I know Mr MacAllister thinks that is of no real consequence, but I’m sure your viewers would have their own opinions.

‘We also rescued the Goompahs. You’ve probably forgotten that, Gregory.’ Again that offbeat stress on his name. Poor Gregory. He’s not too bright.

‘Saving the planet is good,’ MacAllister said with a straight face. ‘But it’s done. I’m obviously glad we were able to do it. That doesn’t mean we should stay out there indefinitely, at an escalating cost to the taxpayer. Look: There are millions of people in undeveloped countries who never get a decent meal. Every time we wipe out one plague, we get another. Meantime, the oceans continue to rise. They’re talking about a collapse of the Antarctic ice shelf within the next ten years. If that goes, folks in Pennsylvania are going to get their feet wet. Right now, we charge back and forth between Sirius and the Dog Star—’

‘Sirius is the Dog Star,’ said Valentina.

‘And what do we have to show for it? We get a physical description of another place nobody cares about.’

‘You want to save us from the greenhouse problem—?’

‘Of course.’

‘And from famine?’

‘That would seem to be a good idea.’

‘Solving either problem will require technology. We can learn a great deal more about planetary maintenance by studying what goes on elsewhere. We have to do more now than simply raise the cities another three or four meters. We have to find a way to get control of the climate. That means experimentation. But I don’t think we want to be conducting experiments of that nature at home.’

‘I think, Valentina, that may be a little over the top.’

‘Maybe. But if you’re right, and nobody really cares what’s out there, I wonder whether we’re even worth saving.’


MacAllister found himself thinking of Hutchins sitting in her office at the Academy. She wouldn’t be watching this live, but she’d hear about it, would probably see it that evening. So he tried to go easy. But it wasn’t in his nature. Pouring big money into starflight at a time like this was unconscionable. And dumb.

‘Dumb?’ said Valentina. ‘You remind me of the guys in the Spanish court who said something like that about Columbus.’

‘In those days,’ he said, ‘you could breathe the air in America. It makes a difference. I say, if people want to go to the Big Dipper, let them buy their own canoe.’

‘You’re talking as if only a few of us have gone to the stars. In fact thousands of people have experienced superluminal flight. And anyhow it’s not really individuals who’ve gone to Arcturus, it’s the species. We’ve all gone.’

‘Tell that to the people on East Fifty-third in the Bronx.’

‘Gregory, we’re wired to go. You and I can sit here and talk all we like, but that won’t change anything. There’s a destiny involved. We could no more not go than you could sit through a conversation like this and not say a word.’

He sighed. ‘When people start talking about destiny, it means their argument has hit the wall. What we should do is get the people who are always going on about the stars, pile them onto a few ships, and let them go colonize Alpha Boobus III. With the single proviso that they stay there.’

It’s more or less traditional after these on-air debates to shake hands after the show. MacAllister had even gone for drinks occasionally with people with whom he’d conducted blistering debates. This one had been innocuous enough, but Valentina wasn’t a professional. She took everything personally, and when Marge congratulated them on a good performance, the Academy pilot glanced at him as if he were not worth her time, said good day in a voice an octave lower than the one she’d used during the show, and stalked out of the studio.

Normally, MacAllister was proof against beautiful women. They were okay for ordinary males, but they could prove a major distraction for somebody who operated at his level. Still, he liked to be admired by the fair sex, enjoyed the occasional come-hither glance, and was inevitably willing to follow up on the invitation so long as he could see no downside. But when Valentina strode out in that uncivil manner, his feelings were hurt.

And there again was evidence of the damage women could do. Had she been a male, he wouldn’t have given a damn. As it was, riding back to the hotel in his cab, he sat uncomfortably holding up his end of a conversation with the publisher’s rep, wishing Valentina had been a better sport about things.

Female star pilot.

He owed his life to one of those. And he resented that, too.

He wondered what Hutch was going to think about his performance.

Damn.

MACALLISTER’S DIARY

I can’t imagine why the peasants are so upset about enhancement. It doesn’t work. Anybody who looks could see that. A recent study showed that approximately 8 percent of people who are products of the technique failed to graduate high school. Fifteen percent can still find time on a regular basis to watch talk shows. And almost half describe themselves as sports fans. If people want smart kids, they might try reading to them.

The reality is, we don’t want our kids to be smart. We want them to be like us. Only more so.

—Monday, February 16
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Most government and corporate leaders would have trouble getting people to follow them out of a burning building. One way you can tell the worst of them is that they talk about leadership a lot. I doubt Winston Churchill ever used the word. Or, for that matter, Attila the Hun.

—Gregory MacAllister, ‘First Man Out of Town’

‘Hutch, I keep thinking about the Heffernan. We’ll have to get rid of Louie Alvarez.’ Asquith sucked in air, a gesture designed to indicate firing Louie was a painful necessity.

‘Why?’ she asked.

‘It’s a maintenance failure.’ He shook his head. Pity. ‘But there’s no way around it.’

‘It’s not his fault.’

‘How do you know? You haven’t looked into it yet.’

‘Nor have you. Louie’s warned us repeatedly that something like this was inevitable. When it turns out that he can’t work miracles, that four of those ships have slipped past their termination dates, then we’ll have to find another excuse.’

‘Is that true? Four of them?’

‘Yes. You have several memos on the subject.’

‘Is the Heffernan among them?’

‘No. Not yet. Give it a few months.’

‘Then we’re off the hook.’ He came around the desk, vastly relieved. Everything’s going to be all right. ‘Hutch, you and I have been through a few problems over the last year or so. Let’s calm down. Keep cool about this.’

‘People’s lives are involved, Michael.’

‘I know that. And I’m not suggesting we put anyone at risk. Let’s just not get excited. What we need to do is concentrate more on maintenance.’ He patted his stomach and let his gaze wander over the various plaques and trophies on display. It was the way he reassured himself of his capabilities. ‘Look, let’s get the Heffernan back. Then we’ll figure out where we go from here.’

She got up, started for the door, but stopped short of the sensor area. Didn’t want the door open yet. Asquith had already gone on to something else, was looking down at a stack of folders, signaling that the interview was over. He was not an impressive figure. Barely taller than Hutch. His thin brown hair was combed carefully over his scalp. He’d just been through a messy public divorce, one of those ugly things with his wife claiming adultery and demanding a huge settlement while he maintained she was deranged. Everything had been played out in the media amid rumors that there was pressure on him to resign. Hutch wouldn’t have been unhappy to see him go, but she knew what political appointments usually were, and she’d prefer dealing with Asquith, who was at least open to argument.

He knew she was standing there, and his eyes rose to meet her. ‘Something else?’ he asked.

There was a silent plea in the way he asked the question. Please don’t make waves. ‘Louie stays where he is. And I’m starting the administrative procedure to take the Colbys out of service. You’ll have to sign off on some of it.’

He shook his head. ‘No. I told you we can’t do that. Not possible. Look, call them in if you want, check them as each one reports. Make sure they’re okay.’

‘We already do, Michael. It’s the routine.’

When he got frustrated, he literally threw up his hands. He did that now. ‘We need to make sense,’ he said. ‘We don’t have enough ships as it is to carry out the missions.’

She stood her ground. ‘Then do what you said you would. Put some pressure on the politicians. They want the programs, they have to be willing to fund them.’

‘I’m doing that, Priscilla. What do you think I do up here?’

She wasn’t sure, but she knew it had nothing to do with pressuring people above him. ‘Talk’s not enough,’ she said. ‘We need to cut back. We can reduce survey operations. Maybe stop them altogether until somebody comes up with some money.’

‘Or they call our bluff.’

‘Don’t make it a bluff, Michael.’ That was the problem with him. Even if he did threaten, nobody would take him seriously. ‘We have to mean it. We can also stop hauling research and support personnel around. And shut down the Nok mission. We don’t need it. What are we learning from those idiots anyhow?’ The Noks were eternally shooting at one another while humans mostly hid and took notes. ‘And I’ll tell you something we could cut that would make the point. Stop our support for the Origins Project.’ Origins was a largely European effort, a hypercollider under construction out on the other side of 36 Ophiuchi.

He rubbed the back of his hand against his mouth. ‘I’m not sure I’d want to go that far.’ Origins had the potential to confirm or reject various long-held speculations about the nature of the universe. Unfortunately, none of them held promise for showing a monetary profit. Because they were blue-sky operations, the most that could be said was that maybe there would be a practical benefit. Unfortunately, that sort of talk carried no weight with Congress or the World Council. ‘Priscilla, do you have any idea what the political price would be if we did that?’

‘I don’t much care about the politics.’

‘You damned well better. Check your job description.’

‘Michael,’ she said, ‘do what you want. You’ll have my resignation this afternoon.’

He looked pained. ‘I don’t want your resignation. I want you to help me get past this. This is a bad time for all of us. I know you too well to believe you’d walk out.’

There was nothing more pathetic than watching Asquith when he was genuinely scared. He had reason to be. A resignation by the director of operations at a time like this would point a finger directly at him. ‘It’s your call, Michael.’

He sat, staring up at her. ‘All right,’ he said finally. ‘Let me think about what we can do, okay? I’ll get back to you.’

Hutch moved within range of the sensor, and the door opened. ‘The next Colby flight is the Kira, next week.’

‘Okay. Sit tight for a bit. Let me figure out what we want to do.’ His eyes settled on a note written on his calendar. ‘By the way, keep your schedule clear this afternoon. Senator Taylor will be here later, and he wants to see you.’

‘He wants to see me?’

‘He’ll have his daughter with him. She’s a big fan of yours, apparently.’ His tone suggested he was puzzled why that might be.

‘Things are pretty crowded today, Michael.’

He waved the problem away. ‘Make yourself available. He specifically wants his daughter to say hello to you.’

‘Okay.’

‘I think her name is Amy. She wants to be a pilot. And you might keep in mind that Taylor will have a lot to say about whether we get decent funding next year.’

She was in conference with a couple of her department heads when the call came. ‘The commissioner says Senator Taylor’s on the grounds. Please go up to his office.’

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I’m on my way.’ She made her apologies and reset the meeting for four o’clock. It was a cool day, and the heating system didn’t seem to be functioning. She grabbed a jacket out of her closet and headed up to the second floor. Asquith kept her waiting about ten minutes in his outer office, then rolled out, straightening his collar and giving directions to his AI, Don’t call me, I’ll be back in half an hour. Take care of the place.

He signaled her to follow, and they hurried down to the ground level and out of the building.

‘Where are we meeting them?’ she asked, as they descended the front steps and turned north on one of the walkways.

‘In the courtyard.’ Taylor was a Greenie senator from Georgia, a guy who had no time for the Academy, star travel, or the sciences generally. He had gone to Congress on one issue only: a promise to do whatever was necessary to get the greenhouse under control. He had grown up on St Simons Island, off the Georgia coast. A resort back in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, it wasn’t much more than a sandbar now. ‘He wants to talk about the future of the Academy.’
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