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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




PROLOGUE


From the secret diary of Oliver Guest.




Entry date: June 14, 2026


The day I died: July 6, 2021. I remember it like yesterday.


I woke up a little after seven, though it might be more accurate to say that in the final night of dreams I never slept. Sometimes I was with my darlings, all my darlings. They were the same age at the same time, as they had never been in life. They would be fourteen years old forever. I would see to that.


But I traveled into nightmares, too, whenever my thoughts drifted forward half a day to imagine my final minutes. No Death Row, of course, and no march to the scaffold, not in these enlightened times; rather, we would stroll together, I and the observers and reporters and admirers and guards, to the Chamber of Morpheus.


What wonderful things words are. Three-quarters of a century ago the suicide flights of the Japanese Air Force became the kamikaze, the Heavenly Wind; today the death cell and sleep without end become the Chamber of Morpheus.


But back to reality. I woke around seven on the morning of my last day, and by eight they were at me again.


This time it was a short, neatly dressed man with a dark beard and a balding, wrinkled brow. He entered the room where I struggled to swallow coffee and toast—this condemned man, at least, ate no hearty breakfast—and he began, “Oliver Guest—”


“Do I know you?”


“We have never met, no. I am Father Carmelo Diaz.”


“I specifically said, no priests. I was promised no priests.”


“I know. It is not as a priest that I come here.”


An obvious falsehood. A true priest can no more decide to be a nonpriest than a fish can decide to live out of water. But he went on with something of greater possible interest, “I carry with me an offer from the Governor.”


“Let me see it.”


He shook his head. “Although I have the offer with me in writing, I would rather first discuss it with you orally.”


“No. Let me look at it. Then maybe we will talk.”


With apparent reluctance, he reached into an inside pocket and handed over a thin packet of papers. Official state seal. Governor’s official letterhead, and below it a certification that Carmelo Diaz was empowered to meet with Oliver Guest and negotiate on behalf of the state. And, finally, an outline of the terms of the offer.


While I was reading, I felt sure that Carmelo Diaz’s eyes were in constant motion, flickering from me to walls, to floor, to ceiling, and finally—irresistibly—back to me.


I didn’t have to watch Diaz to know this. I had seen the same behavior in a hundred visitors. They were intrigued—and some offended—by the apparent opulence of my living quarters. The furnishings were massive, immovably attached to the floor, and finished in soft and expensive leather. The walls, all the way up to the ten-foot ceiling, were covered in rich dark red velvet. Shoes sank deep into the pile of the soft carpet. The lamps, all ceiling inlaid, could dim or brighten at the touch of a button.


Less obvious—not obvious at all to me, until I did my own experiments—was the room’s harmless nature. Harmless, in the specific sense that a person in the room would find nothing to permit self-damage or self-slaughter. Left to explore the room, as I had been free to explore it, any visitor would finally conclude that everything was innocuous with the exception—the eyes of Carmelo Diaz, ever and always, came back to me—of the occupant.


I had no pen, of course, to sign anything. Nor would he have. Guards would be brought in to provide a writing instrument if we reached some kind of agreement.


That was a large if. I folded the three sheets of paper and handed them back to Diaz.


“A model of vagueness, if you don’t mind my saying so. The state wishes me to give certain specific information. If I provide it, then certain vague concessions will be offered to me as a quid pro quo.”


“It was written that way at my request.” Given the setting, Carmelo Diaz seemed too much at ease. I wondered if he had been here before, dealing with others on the threshold of the Chamber of Morpheus. The innocent blue eyes in that rounded Celtish skull told me nothing. Apparent innocence itself meant less than nothing, and all first impressions based on appearances alone are likely to be deceiving. I, for instance, have features and build that appear somewhat coarse, even loutish, while my nature is both sensitive and finicky.


“No two humans are identical,” he went on. “Your needs and wishes do not match those of the next man. You and I need room to maneuver, a freedom to negotiate.”


“Freedom is hardly a term that I would apply to my situation. Can you offer me freedom?”


“You know that I cannot.” There was a certain blunt charm to Father Carmelo Diaz. I could imagine that, under other circumstances, he might make a fine dinner companion. It must be one factor in his presumed successes.


“So what can you offer me?”


“Why don’t we first confirm what the state asks of you?” And, when I said nothing, “It is really very little. Your trial provided overwhelming evidence that you murdered fifteen people. We wish to know if there were more.”


“What makes you think there might be?”


“The chronological pattern. There are anomalously long gaps between cases five and six, between eight and nine, and between twelve and thirteen.”


“Perhaps I was busy with other matters. I had to earn a living, you know. A man can’t just go on having fun all the time.”


It was said to test him, and I was pleased to see that he did not wince.


“Do you have other suggested victims?” I went on. “It is hardly useful to propose gaps, unless you have people to fill them.”


“I suspect that you, Dr. Guest, know these statistics far better than I do. But let me state them for the record.” It was his first suggestion that we were being recorded, though I of course had assumed it.


“Confining ourselves to this population area alone,” he went on, “an average of thirty thousand fourteen-year-olds run away each year. Most return home in due course, but close to one-sixth of them remain unaccounted for. Of those, let us assume that only one child in a thousand possesses that standard of physical beauty which satisfies your apparent need. There would still be a suitable candidate, every couple of months, whose permanent disappearance would be indistinguishable from all the rest.”


The thing I liked about Carmelo Diaz was his matter-of-fact manner. No weeping and wailing and accusations from him about the “poor, helpless doomed children.” No suggestions that I was the devil incarnate. It made me wonder if, deep inside, he carried the same needs. He was deliberately, and successfully, matching his speech patterns to my own.


I didn’t let any of this influence me. I learned, long ago, how easy it is to find in others a false resemblance to oneself.


“That’s all you are asking?” I said. “If there were others?”


“Well, not quite.” He hesitated. “You chose such beautiful children, such models of physical perfection. We would like to know who the others were, and where their bodies can be found.”


So far it had all been one-sided. Time to change that. “You have told me what you want,” I said. “Now tell me what you can offer in return, were I to give it to you.”


“If you provide the names of the others whom you killed, and tell us where their bodies are hidden, I will seek a reduction in your sentence.”


And then, of course, it was my turn to smile. “A reduction. Very fine. Father Diaz, I am thirty-six years old. What would be your estimate of my life expectancy?”


“Fifty years. Maybe as long as seventy.”


“Very good. I agree with that. But I was sentenced to fifteen consecutive sentences of forty years each. That’s a total of six hundred years of judicial sleep, a coma during which I will age at my normal rate. I will not live to serve even two of those fifteen sentences. So what are you telling me? That you can commute the total to twenty years? That you can arrange for all the terms to be served concurrently?”


“I can do neither one.”


“So what can you do?”


“I can try to arrange for you to be placed in abyssal rather than judicial sleep. I can make no absolute guarantees, but at the reduced body temperature your rate of aging will decrease.” He paused. “Or so I am told.”


I felt almost sorry for the man. They had sent him to me so inadequately briefed.


And then my sense of caution cut in. He was too innocent, too poorly informed.


“Father Diaz, how much do you know about my professional line of work?”


“Very little.” He was sensitive, exceptionally so, and his voice suggested that somewhere in the last few seconds the conversation had turned, and he knew it. “Before your arrest you were a medical doctor. One, I gather, of high reputation.”


“Perhaps. But not as a physician who treated sick patients. I have always been in research—and my particular line of research is in life-extension procedures. Although my primary thrust is not the study of abyssal sleep, I have done work in that field. I can assure you that the rate of aging of a subject in abyssal sleep, under optimal circumstances, is reduced by a factor of at most three. Even in AS I would die of old age before my sentence was one-third over.”


His eyebrows raised, and he looked not at me, but up at the ceiling.


“That is AS as you know it today,” he said at last. “But in twenty years time, or thirty, who knows? Do you not have faith in science? Science advances.”


“And sometimes, it retreats. As you say, who knows? In twenty years, civilization itself may collapse. In thirty years, the world could be unrecognizable.”


I make no claim of prophecy with those statements. I was just making conversation, keeping my mind away from the subject of the close of day and the beginning of endless night.


Father Diaz, a Jesuit by training if ever I saw one, did not allow himself to be diverted. “Science advances,” he repeated. “You are a logical man, Dr. Guest. You understand the odds. On the one hand, we have possible progress in AS that grants you a chance—albeit a small one—of living through your entire sentence and beyond. On the other hand, without some kind of negotiated settlement you face mandated judicial sleep until your body expires of natural old age.”


On most matters I was, as he said, a logical man. I was also a man with no alternative offer. At the very least, I would see this through the next stage.


I nodded. “Let us obtain writing materials.”


“There are others?”


“There are. Three, as you surmised. I will provide you with names, and with locations, and with dates.”


I had my own agenda. Father Diaz was tolerable company. If he left, I would be open to invasion by others more doubtfully acceptable.




I gave him what he had asked, names and places and dates. He stayed, as the hours wore on. At my request, a chess set was brought in and we played three games. One win, one loss, and one draw. A fair reflection, I thought, of the result from our other game.


We ate a simple lunch of cheese and onion sandwiches. I, to my surprise, had a fair appetite. And then, sooner than I thought possible, two o’clock was approaching.


“Do you propose to stay to the end?” I asked.


He nodded. “Unless you have an objection.”


“No prayers, then. No last-minute attempts to save my soul.”


“I cannot save another’s soul. Only the person can do so.”


It was the closest he had come to priest talk, and a good thing, too. He seemed resigned to the fact that I was not about to discuss the logic of my choice of victims.


“We must soon be going,” Diaz continued. He gestured toward the door of my room, where a face was visible at the grille. “It will be better if you leave this room voluntarily, and are able to walk without assistance or coercion.”


“Certainly.”


I was, in fact, preternaturally calm. In retrospect, a sense of the unreality of events had surely overtaken me. Who can accept the idea, viscerally rather than intellectually, that this is to be the last conscious half hour ever, in a universe destined to endure for tens of billions of years? Carmelo Diaz had promised to do his best on my behalf, but I put no stock in his success—either intellectually or viscerally.


We walked, side by side but far from alone. All the way along the corridor, with its dull gray walls and infrequent locked doors of bright blue, others paced before and behind us.


No one spoke. The whole building was as quiet within as it would be without. Judicial sleep, which killed no one until they expired of natural causes, had ended the long rhetoric about capital punishment. No one would be outside, chanting their scripted slogans.


Actually, I am not sure there would have been any sad songs for me, even in the good old days of Sparky and Slippery Sam. So far as most people were concerned I deserved the electric chair or the lethal injection—probably both. After my capture I had followed the news reports. I was a child killer, the worst one in decades.


All a perversion of reality, and quite unfair.


The door of the Chamber of Morpheus stood open. It was flanked by guards, all unarmed. Should I prove violent, no one wanted to kill me accidentally and destroy the notion that this was a civilized and even kindly proceeding.


I walked forward and sat down on the soft black cushions of the room’s single chair. Leg and arm braces clicked into position. Everyone remained at a respectful fifteen feet, until at last one woman moved forward to stand in front of me. Much to my surprise, I recognized the Governor.


“Do you,” she asked, “wish to make any final statement?”


I shook my head.


“I am told that you were a man with great gifts, Oliver Guest,” she went on. “You had the power to do great good, and you did great evil from choice. Your punishment does not begin to match the dreadful nature of your offense. God have mercy on your soul.”


She stepped back to join the ring of people, while I wondered what that was all about. Then I had it. We were just two months away from elections. For Governor Jensen this was just another media opportunity. Her comments made a brief nod to the scientific community, pointed out that she was strong on law and order, and reassured the religious that she was one of them.


It was tempting to speak my thoughts—what had I to lose? But beside her, Carmelo Diaz watched intently. Without Governor Jensen’s blessing, there was no way he could keep his end of the bargain.


On with the show.
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I survey the room. Even without a special reason for knowledge I would be familiar with this chamber. It is a nightmare from everyone’s childhood. I stare at the big clock. One fifty-five. The gray circular wall and the white sky of the ceiling is as distant to me now as the remotest galaxies. Above me, a silver hoop slowly descends to encircle my seated body at midchest. Everything is done automatically, without human involvement.


“He who is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone.” So no one will be responsible for what comes next. The cool injection carrying me to the undiscovered country is controlled by the Chamber of Morpheus’s central computer, a device close to human in intelligence but untroubled by human doubts or conscience.


One fifty-seven. Most condemned prisoners, I had learned, close their eyes as the hoop settles into position. I stare, unblinking, as the green syringe extends itself and sits waiting by my upper left arm.


One fifty-eight. Everything can begin, I am ready. But procedure must be followed. I watch the slow sweep of the second hand, marking the countdown to the end of the universe. There ought to be music, the sound of trumpets or perhaps a Dies Irae. But music is not permitted in the Chamber of Morpheus. Instead there is total silence, the audience hushed and rigid.


Twenty seconds. The end of the needle, so fine that it fades to invisibility, touches my arm. I flinch. The descent into judicial sleep is supposed to be painless—but on whose testimony?


The clock readout reaches two o’clock—and moves past it. Five seconds. Ten. I sit a little straighter, convinced that something has gone wrong and the journey to Lethe is delayed.


And then I realize that the injection was made exactly on schedule. I had not felt it, but I am moving, expanding, ascending on pink clouds of glory. The chamber, far below me, fades out of sight.


The forever sleep has begun.







IN THE BEGINNING


First Strike. February 21, 2026;


Kimberleys Plateau, Western Australia.


It was evening, but it was not dark. Would darkness ever come again?


Wondjina crawled from the shadow of the rocks and peered north and west. No clouds were in the sky, and the Sun was on the horizon. Soon it should be night, cooling the desert and bringing longed-for relief.


But there would be no night; soon, again, would come the Rival.


Wondjina turned to face south and east. A hint of pink was already on the skyline, warning that the Rival was alive in the heavens and about to rise in the cloudless sky. If Wondjina were to find water it was best to seek it at this time, in the cooler hour before the Rival usurped the Moon and evening turned again to day. It must be done quickly. Thirst was all through him, weakening his muscles and stiffening his joints.


He made his way to the dried-out riverbed and walked along it, seeking patches of sun-seared grass. Under the grass, deep in the gravel, he would find the water that fed their roots. There, and nowhere else.


For twelve days, the Rival had risen as the Sun set. Between them, Sun and Rival seared the land and drew off every hint of surface moisture. Without dark there could be no night, without night there would be no midnight fall of dew. And the deep waters were running dry.


Wondjina took the trowel from his waist sling and started to dig in the gravel of the watercourse. From time to time he laid down the tool, picked up the hollow reed, and pushed it deep. He sucked hard on the other end.


Nothing, and still nothing. Every day, the reed had to be pushed deeper. Dig again, dig harder. Finally, after ten minutes of hard effort, a few mouthfuls of warm, brackish liquid.


He straightened and stared again to the south. The Rival had lifted above the horizon. Now it was a dazzling blue-white point too bright to look at. There was no circle of light, like the Sun’s disk, but when the Rival was high in the sky it threw down its own intense spears of heat.


This torment could not last. Or if it did, Wondjina’s family would not be here to see it. They would leave, heading away to seek help from lowland strangers.


Wondjina would not leave. He was old, and he would live or die in the homeland. But he could not survive like this. Hunger and thirst gnawed within him. Midsummer was long past, and the Sun was on its annual journey north. Heat should be lessening, rain should carry in on the west wind. But not this year.


Twelve days ago the Rival had appeared in the night sky. Darkness became a memory. The heat steadily increased, a dry wind blew from the south. No animal moved across the red sands. Even the tough, leathery grass had wilted.


Wanderers through the homeland brought word of other changes. Lake Argyle, the great water far to the north, had dried completely for the first time in many years. Far south, the Ord River ran low in its course. The Rival’s presence was felt, north or south, as it was here. You could not run from it, any more than you could escape by flight from the Sun itself.


Wondjina, the family’s living memory of older times, knew what must be done. The answer was not to flee. It was to ask the spirits of cloud and rain to bring relief.


Ask now, ask tonight. The family was determined to leave tomorrow.


He squatted onto his haunches and rubbed the wrinkled skin of his knees. Everywhere was reddish, powdery dust, worse than at any time in his long memory. He opened the woven bag, took out the necklace of dried bones and the bright-stained sections of emu shell. Let the youngsters speak of new ideas, of their belief that the Rival was nothing more than a star suddenly grown great. What did they know? Not one of them could recite a history of the family, not one had learned the modes of address to the spirits of autumn rains.


First, there was the choice of site. Level and high and on the open plateau, where the Rival would always be in sight.


Wondjina began to ascend the course of the dried-out streambed. He climbed slowly and carefully, leaning on his ironwood spear for support. Hunger had weakened his limbs, but he must husband his strength for the ceremony. The Rival lay directly ahead, its southern fire striking matching points of light from sharp-sided pebbles in the watercourse. Was it imagination, or did the intruder tonight flame brighter yet, putting the vanished Sun to shame?


A slender gray-green lizard darted from under Wondjina’s feet, scrambling uphill. Instinct drove his spear, guiding its fire-hardened point through the wriggling body. He leaned and grabbed in one movement.


He ate the lizard whole. The tip of the long tail, hard and scaly and indigestible, was the only rejected fragment. Crunching the delicate bones and allowing cool blood to trickle down his throat, Wondjina felt strength enter his body. He had seen no animal life for three days. This lizard was a clear omen, a gift from the spirits of the rains. It said, the time to begin was here.


He reached the plateau and advanced to its southern margin. The desert land dropped away ahead. Far off, rolling dunes marched to the horizon. On his left the land rose to the distant hills, fading into the continental interior. Above, creeping higher in the sky, the Rival burned in Heaven. It threw the shadow of Wondjina stark behind him.


He laid out the pattern of eggshells and bones, slowly and carefully. The heat was fierce, sucking sweat from his body as soon as it appeared. His grizzled, tight-coiled hair was warm to his touch. The brief respite of evening was over.


Now, then, or never.


He removed his breechclout and pouches and smeared the red ocher and white pipe clay on his body. Then the weaving dance began, turning steadily from right to left, following the line of shells and bones. The chanted invocation to the spirits of rain and cloud came without conscious thought. He had not spoken those words for many years—how many? He did not know—but they came easily.


The Rival rose higher in the sky, moving toward its own noon. The naked figure danced on and on, a solitary black mote on the great plateau. Danced, as his energy slowly faded. Danced, as his legs weakened. There had been a sign that he was to begin. There must be a sign that he was permitted to stop.


Nothing, though his legs were beginning to buckle. The dry south wind blew, and the Rival pierced his body with its daggers of heat. He decided that he would dance until he died. If his life was demanded as the condition of succor, he was willing to give it.


When the change came he at first noticed nothing. It was hot as ever, the wind blew still. Only when he stumbled and fell from sheer exhaustion, then made the effort to regain his feet, did he see it.


A new line of hills rose above the southern horizon. He stared at them for seconds, before his tired brain told him that what he saw was impossible. Not hills. Clouds. As he watched they crept closer, changing from that single indistinct line to lofty mountains and dark feathery canyons.


Not just clouds. Rain clouds.


Wondjina whooped in triumph. Rather than trying to stand up, he fell forward and lay prone. With his left cheek on the dry, gritty ground, he gave thanks. He watched the steady advance until the wonderful moment when a rearing thunderhead swallowed up the Rival’s fire. The wind fell to nothing, then came back as veering random gusts. The air was no longer lung-searing hot.


As the first drops of rain spattered the parched soil, he stood up. Now it was time to rejoin the family. Later he would tell them how at his plea the cloud spirits had saved them—even if they did not want to believe it.


He left the eggshells and bones where they lay, a tribute to the spirits. The rain was changing from a shower to a downpour to an astonishing cloudburst. He cupped his hands in front of his mouth, turned his face upward, and drank.


The family would not be where he had left them. When rain came like this after a long dry spell, there was only one place to be. Wondjina hurried toward it. Soon he had left the graveled watercourse and was traversing the side of the hill, still heading downward.


The slope ended at an oval pan of clay, forty yards across and a hundred long. The dry surface of Lake Darnong was a mosaic of deep cracks, half an inch across. Rain hissed down onto the flat clay bed and vanished immediately into the fissures of the thirsty earth.


The whole family, thirteen people plus the four dogs, stood waiting. Everyone was smiling and holding woven collection bags. The cracks in the clay foamed and bubbled.


One of the dogs saw it first. She darted forward. Two seconds later she was back with a muddy frog wriggling in her jaws. And then they were everywhere, the whole soaked surface alive with frogs awakened by water from their estivation and wriggling up to feed and mate.


Family and dogs ran forward together. Wondjina followed, more slowly. As he walked onto the slick clay, already covered by half an inch of water, he turned to stare triumphantly south. The Rival was hidden by dense clouds, but it must still be there. It had lost. Wondjina and the cloud spirits had won.


Much later, as day followed day of remorseless rain, Wondjina realized his error. The whole landscape was changing, vanishing, washing away in great mud slides and borne off on torrents of rushing water. It became cold, colder than any winter, and white flakes fell from the sky.


Chilled and shivering, Wondjina crouched beneath a useless shroud of cloth. He had been wrong. The Rival had not been conquered. It had been challenged, and now it was showing its strength. The cloud spirits had not brought the rain. The Rival had brought the rain and storm, not to save the family but to destroy it. Stay or go, it made little difference now. Wondjina’s world was gone, and it would not return.


Wondjina, cold and despairing, died on the sixth day of the rains. He never knew that the Rival, burning fierce above the clouds, had yet to reveal its full power.


Second Strike. March 14, 2026; Suborbital.


The weather on takeoff from LA was as freakish and wild as Tom had ever seen it. Strong gusts at random, from every direction. Blame events in the Southern Hemisphere for that. But once you were above the atmosphere, the weather problems all went away. The six-passenger ship flew itself—or rather the automatic pilot made the decisions. Human pilots were a passenger courtesy, about as necessary to this flight as feathers. Which was fine with Tom Wagner, because it left him free to entertain his special VIP, the woman who had been brought aboard incognito and at the last moment.


“No, ma’am. You won’t see the supernova from here.” She was sitting next to him, and he leaned across her to point south. “It’s thataway. But we’re flying a great circle suborbital between LA at thirty-four degrees north and Washington at thirty-nine degrees. What you want to see is down at sixty degrees south. To get a peek at it we’d have to go a lot higher than a suborbital flight.”


Janet Kloos stared south anyway, taking her cue from his pointing finger rather than his words. She looked to be in her late thirties, but Tom knew she was a fair bit older than that. As he recalled it from the last campaign, the Vice President was pushing fifty. Apparently political life agreed with her.


“And it can have these terrible effects on the weather,” she said. “Even from so far away.”


“Yes, ma’am. It certainly can.” Her words confirmed his first impression. Janet Kloos was a certified pilot, qualified to fly a ship like this one. Her naive questions about the suborbital jump had been for Tom’s benefit. She wanted him to feel comfortable, and the easiest way was to make it clear that in spite of her status, he, not she, was in charge here.


Which was fine with him. Know-it-all passengers on the flight deck were the hardest of all to deal with.


“It will get worse before it gets better,” he went on. “According to the forecasts that I’ve seen, the effects should peak in another couple of weeks. After that it will gradually dim, and then things ought to head back to normal.”


“Not in some places.” She stopped staring south and leaned back in her seat. During this portion of the suborbital trajectory the ship was close to a free-fall condition. “I see the State Department reports, and I’m not giving away secrets when I tell you that we’ve been lucky. There are major storms crawling up and down South America from Tierra del Fuego to Panama. Australia is waterlogged. South Africa’s being washed away into the Atlantic and Indian Oceans, fifty percent of the topsoil already gone. There’s never been anything like it since they started keeping records. The East Indies, too. The Sulawesi trade delegation back in LA were just telling me that they cannot possibly make their export shipments. They can’t even feed themselves.”


Tom nodded, but he was hardly listening. He cast his eye quickly over the banks of instruments—all normal—and then stared north. If there was nothing to see to the south, there was plenty to look at in the opposite direction. It was an aurora, and like none that he had ever seen. He checked their height. Eighty miles, close to maximum and right in the middle of the main altitude of auroral activity. Soon they would reach apogee and begin their downward glide. That was a shame, because the display was worth watching from this vantage point for as long as you could.


He caught her attention and pointed to the left. In the north, the sky was on fire. Streamers of pink and red and yellow-green trailed across the starlit heavens.


“Aurora borealis,” Tom said. “Northern lights. The strange thing is, I’ve heard nothing from the solar observatories about a big flare.”


“It’s absolutely gorgeous. I’ve seen the aurora before, on transpolar flights. But nothing like this.


“Ahhh!” She had suddenly gasped. Tom came close to doing the same. Overlaid on the trailing wisps of the aurora the whole sky had lit with an intense flicker of blue.


“What is it?” Janet Kloos had been leaning over Tom for a better look at the aurora, but now she sat straight. “It’s everywhere, in front and behind and overhead. What’s causing it?”


Tom did not answer. When the flash of blue came he had felt a tingle through his whole body. In the next moment he thought that he had gone blind. He was staring at the instrument panels, and seeing nothing. At the same moment as he stabbed the controls for a general systems reboot and circuit breaker reset, he heard a warning whir of gyros.


“What is it?” Janet Kloos said again. He noticed a harder note in the Vice President’s voice.


“I don’t know. But we’ve lost the computers, main and auxiliary. I’m trying to bring them back up.”


Trying, and failing. All the lights on the panel and in the cabin had died, that was why he had at first thought that his sight had failed. But lights were not the worst problem. Tom knew every control, even in the dark. He was working the correct switches. The trouble was, nothing responded. Lights would not come on, servos sat lifeless. When he pulled on the control stick it responded sluggishly. It felt as though the hydraulics were working, but every electric amplifier had failed.


The ship was slowly turning, dipping at the nose. Tom knew the cause—there had been a slight forward pitch at the moment when the controls failed, and it was continuing. He would have to correct it manually.


“Can you fly it like this?” Janet Kloos, thank God, had her fear under control. Tom was not sure that he could say the same for himself.


“Sure. But I may need you to take the dual controls and give me a hand. I’m feeling a lot of resistance.”


For the moment that didn’t matter. The problems would start in another few minutes. At that point they would be flying at more than four thousand miles an hour, returning to the atmosphere. The angle for reentry had to be just right. The automatic pilot normally took care of that, but it was dead.


How could it fail, with triply redundant logic and servos at every stage? But it had. The flight had become his responsibility, to work the hydraulic controls himself with no power-assist.


The door in the rear of the cabin opened. “What the hell are you doing up here?” It was a male voice, slightly intoxicated. “You’ve switched all our goddam lights off. Oops.” He was peering at the turned face of Janet Kloos, pale and greenish in the glimmer of the aurora. “Ms. Vice President? I’m sorry. I hadn’t realized that you were on board. Can we get lights back there?”


His smug expression suggested that he had known very well who was in the cabin. He had come forward to complain on a dare or a boast—“See, I went up there, and I told the Veep …” He had no idea that there was real trouble.


“Return to your seat, please.” Tom guessed that the SEAT BELT sign was not working, along with everything else. “We have an electrical problem. Tell everyone to buckle up until we’re sure it’s fixed.”


As he spoke he was working the attitude controls, getting a feel for the level of resistance of the mechanical gyros. He could correct their attitude, with a good deal of physical effort. But that was only the beginning. For a landing—any landing, anywhere—he needed engine power. Without thrust the suborbitals had the gliding angle of a lead brick. He had already tried for a preliminary one-second engine burn, without success. He couldn’t ask for ground assistance on possible landing points, because the communications circuits were dead.


The ship’s environment was still close to free fall, but the nose was steadily turning farther downward. Tom hauled on the control to work the gyros and begin to bring them level. As he did so he caught sight of the forward view. The ship had tilted far enough that he could see the Earth beneath. They were past the midpoint of their high arc.


It would be ten o’clock at night below, local time. They should be seeing, even at this altitude, the scattered patches of light that signaled urban development. Tom saw nothing below but total darkness.


“Where are we?” Janet Kloos was working the controls with him. She knew, thank God, exactly what to do. “The last time I looked at the locator display we were over Nebraska.”


The locator display was dead, along with everything else. But Tom understood the implied question. Nebraska still had lots of wide-open spaces where you might not find a city for a hundred miles.


“We’re past Nebraska, ma’am. We’re over Iowa, or maybe Illinois.”


“So where are the cities? There must be a large-scale power failure down there.”


Before Tom could answer—and what could he answer?—a pinprick of bright orange suddenly blossomed below, then as quickly died.


An explosion—of an aircraft, out of control and smashing into the ground at high speed?


In silence, he and Janet Kloos worked the controls together, bringing them back to an even keel. When the angle of attack felt right and he sensed a faint hint of atmospheric lift from the ship’s stubby wings, he turned again to the instrument panels. The computers refused to come back on-line. The communications circuits were dead. There must be plenty of fuel—they had started from LA with full tanks—and the ship’s reactor was presumably still working, since it did not depend on electrical power. But all that became irrelevant when the engines would not fire. The ship was a dead lump of metal and plastic, racing through the upper atmosphere.


Janet Kloos was holding the ship’s angle exactly as Tom had set it. She said, “I’ve never done an unpowered descent. How much speed do you need to avoid a stall?”


Tom’s respect for the Vice President increased. Her thoughts were running on the same lines as his own.


“About four hundred. These suborbitals weren’t designed to glide.”


You could land a ship like this at four hundred. Tom had done it, himself, in training—during daylight, with assistance from the automatic pilot, and with a long, clear runway awaiting his arrival.


It was night, there was no automatic pilot, and the land below was dark and unknown.


Tom thought, We’re going to crash, and I have the Vice President on board. And then, in a flash of grim humor, Vice President? Hell, we’re going to crash with me on board.


The ship was racing down through the atmosphere in its long arc of descent. Tom, with no information except the feel of the controls, guessed that they were already around twenty thousand meters. The buffeting from wind currents was no more than usual, and the faint glow of frictional heating and ionization looked familiar and normal. As the descent continued, that glow faded. It would have been easy to imagine that everything was under control.


Janet Kloos was not fooled. She had released the dual controls. Now she was leaning forward and to the right, staring down at the ground. “Where are you going to put us down?”


The question of the moment. A four-hundred-mile-an-hour landing speed sounded like nothing compared with suborbital speeds ten times that, but a normal touchdown was at less than one-fifty.


“Do you see anything down there?” Tom’s question didn’t sound like an answer to hers, but it was.


“I’m beginning to. The aurora helps. Now that my eyes are used to the darkness, I’m beginning to see outlines.”


And so was Tom. In every test that he had ever taken, his sight had been judged exceptional. Especially in low lighting. Owl eyes, one tester had said. But owls didn’t land at four hundred knots.


The terrain below was gradually appearing as faint contrasts between dark gray and total black. Since their trajectory had not changed, they should be descending toward the suborbital field fifty miles west of Washington. If he could direct them in to that, they had at least a chance.


He glanced at the backup altimeter. That ought to be working; it used air pressure rather than computed absolute position. But it was too dark to see. His guess was that they had descended to around five thousand meters. They had maybe four minutes more flying time.


Below he saw rugged terrain, ranges of wooded hills. The Shenandoahs? If so, they were getting close. He could hear the sound of rushing air on the streamlined body. That was unusual; during a normal powered descent it was masked by the noise of the engines. Should he say something to the passengers? If so, what? And how could he do it, with no cabin address system?


They were descending fast. Tom saw a broad river valley, and for a moment he had hopes. Then the hills were back, rushing closer beneath them. Their slopes seemed covered with soft, gray feathers. It was easy to imagine that you could land on that downy surface, and it would serve to brake your movement. Tom knew better. At four hundred miles an hour, those soft, pliable branches would chop the ship into small pieces.


He gripped the control stick more tightly. Janet Kloos reached over and placed her hand on his. “We’re not going to make it, are we?” she said quietly.


“I don’t think so.” Tom tried to match her calm. “Not unless something opens up in the next few seconds. It’s all trees down there.”


The banality, the normalcy, of their comments struck him. Last words ought to be epic and memorable, even if there was no way to record them. Were the flight recorders working? Probably not, since everything else had failed.


Her hand was still on his. The sound of air on the ship’s body had risen to a scream. The topmost branches of the forest streaked by a few meters below. In the final moment before the world ended, Tom had enough self-control and curiosity to think a final question: What killed us?


Third Strike. March 17, 2026;


Bathurst Island, Canadian Arctic.


The oil rig could be worked by hand, but the cold was extreme and after the first day no one suggested it.


Early on the morning of the third day, Cliff Barringer called a meeting of the four-man crew.


“We’ve all been talking for the past couple of days in bits and pieces. I want to get organized and make some decisions. Nothing’s working right, but I have no idea why. The good news is that we’re in no danger, and we won’t starve.”


“Or freeze,” Judd Clemens said. He was the oldest of the group, with thirty years of Arctic experience behind him. “Dahlquist says we’re sitting on the world’s biggest oil and gas field.”


“We are.” Dahlquist was the odd man out, a lightly built and nervous geologist half a head shorter than the others. “All the groups who have leases in the basin agree. The seismic data and chemistry indicate more light crude in the Sverdrup Basin than the Saudis ever had. But we shouldn’t be burning it—good quality hydrocarbons are too precious for that.”


“So we take a little drop, give us some light and keep our asses from freezing to the ground.” Barringer jerked his thumb toward the homemade lamps and the two oil stoves. “You want to turn those off, you do it over my dead body. Look, I don’t want to talk morality. I want to review the situation and make some decisions. The communications equipment is down, we’ve not heard a word from outside, and the rest of the group are two days overdue. What do we know, and what do we do?”


“We’re still getting paid, aren’t we?” Big Eddie Hansen was frowning. “I mean, we’re here. It’s not our fault if the equipment’s no good and the others don’t come.”


“Suppose they don’t arrive until midsummer?” Cliff Barringer addressed his question to all of them, not just Big Eddie. “How long are we willing to sit on our duffs and wait? You may be more patient than me, but I want to know what’s going on. When I turned in at nine o’clock three nights ago, everything was working—”


“Later than that,” Clemens interrupted. “Me and Eddie was outside watching the aurora. We come in at about half-ten when it clouded over, and everything seemed all right then.”


“So it happened sometime during the night. But when we got up, half our stuff was useless. I want to know why.”


“A lot more than half, I think. Radio and television communications. Computers.” Dahlquist began to tick items off on his fingers. “Snowmobile. Rig pump controller. Hut thermostat. Fuel cells. Clocks and watches. Fluorescent lights. Electric oven. CD player—”


“Enough,” Barringer interrupted. “What is working?”


“Everything mechanical. Oil stoves, and oil lamps, and the thermometer and can opener and hand pumps and the manual rig. Batteries still work. Everything simple. Nothing that uses electronics or elaborate controls.”


“Electronics? The snowmobile has a simple two-stroke engine—”


“—with an electronic fuel injection system.” It was Dahlquist’s turn to interrupt.


“All right. Look, you said all this yesterday. The question is, what can we do about it?”


“About the equipment? Nothing. We have no way of repairing electronic equipment. It’ll have to be helilifted south.”


“Which assumes that the helicopter arrives, when all we know is that it’s way overdue. If we knew what was causing this—”


“You know my suggestion. All this forms some strange sort of side effect of the supernova.”


“That happened down in the Southern Hemisphere,” Clemens said, in the tones of a man with little interest in any event south of the Arctic Circle.


“It did.” Dahlquist became defensive, as though this was now regarded as his supernova. “The star that blew up is at sixty degrees south.”


“About as far away from us as you can get.” Clemens proved that he knew a little more about southern events than he pretended. “It’s produced weird weather around most of the world, but nothing here. And it started over a month ago, and it’s nowhere near as bright now as it was. So how could it cause trouble now?”


“I don’t know.”


“Look, you two.” Barringer wondered why he could never hold a decent meeting. The talk always seemed to run off down side alleys. “I’d like to know what caused the trouble, too. But I’d like a hell of a lot more to decide what we’re going to do right here in this camp. And I don’t want a debate. I want to make some suggestions.”


That produced at least a temporary silence. Barringer waved his arm around, indicating the walls of the prefabricated hut. “You could probably run right through the walls if you wanted to, but it won’t blow away and it’s thermally insulated. So option one is to sit in here and wait ’til we all go crazy with each other’s company. I don’t like that. So here’s my idea. We know that BSP has leases northwest of here, and Amarillo has leases to the southwest. They must have test crews, too.”


“They do,” Dahlquist said. “I talked to them a week ago, about interpretation of the seismic.”


“Do you know where their camps are?”


“Pretty well. They’re both fifteen to twenty miles away from us. I can give you a heading.”


He did not say “compass heading.” Bathurst Island sat almost on the North Magnetic Pole.


“We can manage twenty miles,” Barringer said, “even without the snowmobile. It’s time we compared notes with the other groups. If we’re the only ones with troubles, great. They’ll help us. If we’re all in the same boat, then we’ll help each other. So I say we draw lots, to decide who—”


“Me.” Judd Clemens had his hand already in the air. “I want to go. I know how to travel easily over snow, I’ve done it often enough.”


“And me.” Big Eddie Hansen raised his hand.


Barringer stared at him. “Do you know how to move on snow?”


“Better than you do. And like you said, I’d go crazy sitting here waiting for nothing.”


“He’ll be fine,” Clemens added. “Me and Eddie know the land and we work together good. All right?”


“Just give me a minute.” Barringer had been thinking of two trips, one man to BSP and one to Amarillo. But what Judd Clemens said made a lot more sense. If BSP was affected, so almost certainly was Amarillo. And two men could help each other if one got into difficulties. “All right.”


“When can we go?” Clemens asked.


Barringer glanced out of the thick plastic window. It was still a few days short of the equinox, so at this latitude the sun never rose above the horizon. From about ten to two in the afternoon, a strange half-light reflected off the clouds. Today it was calm outside, with no breath of wind. “It looks good to me right now. What do you think?”


“Perfect.” Clemens stood up. “Come on, Eddie. Let’s get suited up and our snowshoes on, and we’ll be off.”


“Where’ll we go, Judd?”


“Amarillo. They eat better than at BSP. With luck we’ll be there in time for dinner.”


In five minutes they were pushing out through the multiple layers of thermal plastic that covered the flimsy door of the hut. In one more minute, Judd Clemens was back.


“Here.” He handed the rifle that he was carrying to Dahlquist. “I thought I’d better test it to make sure this fired, before we lugged it all the way to Amarillo. You can add it to the list of things that doesn’t work. See you tomorrow, early afternoon.”


He pushed his way out again, while Dahlquist sat down and examined the weapon.


“Odd. I would have thought that this—oh, I think I see. It’s the laser range finder and the target follower, they are controlled by a little ballistic computer. When that’s out of use, there’s a safety feature that stops the gun from being fired.”


“Could it be bypassed?”


“I think so. With a bit of tinkering.” Dahlquist laid the rifle down. “I’ll take a look at it later. At the moment I have three weeks’ worth of well logs to look at—and no computer to help.”


Barringer took the hint. He put on his own suit and went outside. The area around the camp was flat and featureless. Bathurst Island was a bare, eroded, and glaciated sheet of rock, with nothing but the small island of Ellef Ringnes between its jagged shoreline and the North Pole. A big change from Indonesia, or the tall offshore rigs east of the Falklands.


The snow around the prefab hut was about a foot and a half deep. Its thin crust showed the marks of two pairs of snowshoes, heading off to the southwest. Judd Clemens and Big Eddie Hansen were already reduced to two blurry dots on the horizon. They had moved much faster across the snow than Barringer could ever have done.


He turned to go back inside. Clemens, and Big Eddie, too, might be at home in this land, but they were not real oilmen. Oilmen roamed the world. They would never stay a life in one place.


A full day passed with no sign of Judd Clemens and Eddie Hansen. Barringer was not worried. The weather held fine, and visibility was good.


On the second day, about noon, he went outside again. He wanted to look for the others, and also Dahlquist was getting on his nerves. The geologist was prone to confusing a discussion of neutron well logs with conversation.


The weather was changing, but not in any threatening way. The temperature was up, and a thin fog lay on the land. It was not enough to confound, and anyway Judd Clemens was a seasoned Arctic traveler with a good sense of direction. But where the devil were they? They must know that he was itching to know the situation at the Amarillo camp.


About ten o’clock on the third morning, Dahlquist suited up to take the short walk over to the rig. “Be back in about an hour,” he said.


Barringer nodded. Yesterday’s feeling of irritation with Dahlquist was still there.


By one-thirty the geologist had not returned and there was still no sign of Clemens and Hansen. Barringer put on his own snowsuit, feeling more annoyance than alarm. He had fried ham steaks over the oil stove for him and Dahlquist, and eaten some himself. The rest was cold and spoiled, and he was damned if he would start over when the other man came back.


The air outside was warmer and perfectly still. Yesterday’s fog had thickened. The dark oil rig, about fifty yards from the hut, stood misted and indistinct.


Barringer walked in that direction, crunching through frozen snow and calling Dahlquist’s name. His voice was swallowed up by the still air. He came to the drill site and circled around it. On the far side, about five paces beyond the rig, he saw a ragged piece of windproof cloth. It was bloodstained. Two steps away he noticed a long smear of blood leading away from the rig. The surrounding surface of the snow was trampled and broken.


Barringer did not follow the line of the long blood smear. He backed away toward the hut, nerves jangling. When he turned he saw what he ought to have noticed earlier: paw prints in the snow, ten inches across. They led toward, and wandered around, the hut.


He ran for the door with its hanging sheets of thick plastic. As he opened it and went through, he turned. A white shadow was approaching through the fog, silently and at great speed. He scarcely had time to close the door and snap the bolt into position.


The building shook. Barringer backed away across the hut and snuffed the oil lamp. In the darkness, he waited. Ten seconds later a tall form reared up against the window. He saw great curved claws on the window’s edge, and a long head reaching for the roof. At last the beast dropped to all fours. The nose quested, sampling the air for a few moments, then the animal turned and loped away across the snow. Barringer thought that he made out two more shapes, outlined eerily against the swirling mist.


He had seen polar bears before, from a distance. Judd Clemens had pointed them out. He said, “You have to pity them. For twenty thousand years they ruled this land. Everything they saw was either their own species or it was prey. Then we came along and took over.”


Took over with our helicopters that could seek them out, our power sleds that could outrun them, and our guns that could kill from half a mile away. But without those aids, Nature’s balance tilted back the other way. No need now to pity the bears.


In the dark hut, Barringer groped his way to where Dahlquist had sat. A full-sized polar bear weighed half a ton. It was ten feet from nose to hindquarters, and it could run faster than any human. The wicked claws would rip the walls of the hut like tissue paper.


Had Dahlquist found time to do his “bit of tinkering,” enough to make the rifle work? Barringer was about to find out. Then, and only then, would he have an idea of his own possible future.
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March 21, 2026.


Art Ferrand woke just before dawn. The only bedroom of the house faced due east, and he lay at ease until he could watch the disk of the rising sun neatly divided by an east–west line of fence running down the middle of the yard.


Day 41, and the vernal equinox. In a normal year, at this latitude and altitude, the crocuses would be about ready to flower.


But this was not a normal year. Yesterday, the tulips and azaleas had been in bloom in the front yard.


Art rolled over and climbed carefully out of bed. Gingerly, he put weight on his right leg. Some aches and pains were easing, but some would be with him forever. At sixty-two, lost cartilage did not replace itself even with the telomod treatment. His knee was probably as good as it would ever be, and that wasn’t so great.


He leaned on the windowsill and peered south-southeast, down the slope of the hill. That way, line of sight but much too far off to be seen, lay Washington. What did the city look like now, on Day 41? It was hard to picture—and hard not to try.


The little house sat at fifteen hundred feet on the edge of the Catoctin Mountain Park, woods above and steep fields below. He noticed that the red Maryland dirt of the fields was hidden by healthy green. Another anomaly. Like the flowers, the grass was a month and more ahead of schedule. The sky was as it had been for the past three days, with clouds coming in slowly from the south. If today followed the same pattern, afternoon would be overcast and evening would bring heavy rain.


Most people would say the house was little more than a log cabin. There was the bedroom, its small bathroom fed by rainwater collected as runoff from the sloping slate roof; and there was the other room, on the west side, a combined kitchen/living room/library/storehouse, with a little porch where Art could sit and watch the sunset.


He had come here on February 22, when most people still regarded the event of Day 1, February 9, as nothing more than an astronomical oddity, on a par with a bright comet. No, less than that. The Alpha Centauri supernova, like the star system that gave rise to it, was never seen in the Northern Hemisphere. An invisible event, trillions of miles away, might be something to excite the scientists. For everyone else it seemed to have no connection with the real world of jobs and day-to-day worries.


Art was a consultant specializing in networks and feedback analysis. As one of the increasing number of people with no permanent job, he had more offers than he could use. He took work when he felt like it, and found plenty of time to listen to the news reports and range the science web. He was also free to go wherever his instincts told him.


The astronomers had certainly been excited. There hadn’t been a naked-eye supernova in the Milky Way since the seventeenth century, and now here was one that in celestial terms was close enough to spit at. Not only that, according to current accepted theories of stellar stability, Alpha Centauri could not go supernova. That led to lengthy and intense debates among the astronomers. To Art, it all suggested that a better theory was definitely overdue. As one lady analyst said, defensively, astronomy was not a field in which you could create experiments to test your ideas. The universe was your laboratory. You had to wait for Nature to come up with a test case.


For a few days, Art watched the images flowing down from the spaceborne observatories and listened to the discussions, hard to understand, of the energy that was being released. One figure, of all the discussions of billions and trillions and quadrillions, jumped out at him. The Alpha Centauri supernova was currently ninety percent as bright in Earth’s sky as the midday sun.


Of course, said the commentators, that would last at most a month or two. Then the star would dwindle rapidly in brightness to its original level and probably less.


President Steinmetz had chimed in, offering reassurances. The supernova would have major effects, he said, on climate; but those would be felt in the Southern Hemisphere. Art was a lifelong weather buff. At his home in Olney, less than twenty miles from the White House, he had listened. Then he downloaded scores of weather maps and satellite images, and tried to decide what a ninety percent increase in incident solar radiation, all in the Southern Hemisphere, would do to the Earth’s lands, oceans, and atmospheric circulation patterns. It was summer below the equator, a double summer.


It didn’t take more than a couple of days for Art to realize that he had no idea what was likely to happen. Worse than that, the dozens of analyses made by the professionals all seemed to come up with wildly different answers. President Steinmetz was a smart man, but his principal job today was to soothe an alarmed public.


On Day 14, February 22, the supernova was reported to be as bright as ever. Art packed into his solar electric van the hundred kilos of possessions that really mattered, locked up the house, and headed for the vacation house in the Catoctin Mountain Park.


He had agonized over whom to tell, and what to tell. His sister, his neighbors, his colleagues at Syncom? “Get out while you can.” They would, very reasonably, ask, “Why?” He had no good answer. Suppose nothing much happened? Suppose all the heat from the supernova caused a few big thunderstorms, and nothing more? He’d have put a lot of people to a lot of pointless trouble—if they took any notice of him, that is. To some of his friends he was already the man who had cried wolf.


Worry about what you do, boy. Then you’ll be way ahead of most people. His grandfather had told him that, over and over, half a century ago. Art could hear him still. Finally, twenty-seven days ago, he had headed for the mountain cabin. He would return to Olney as soon as he was sure that his worries were pointless.


Seven days ago, on March 14, the problem of going home had become orders of magnitude more complicated.


Art went across to the gas stove, lit a burner, and set a kettle on top. While the water was heating he turned on the radio. Most people didn’t seem to understand what survival was all about. It wasn’t that you abandoned modern amenities, like health monitors and web wandering and silver bullets. It was that you made sure they ran independent of external supplies, like the little radio with its built-in fifty-year battery of doped fullerenes; or else you made sure that you could do without them if you had to. When the electricity failed, you went to gas and oil for light and heat. When those ran out, you turned to wood and tallow candles.


They would never run out, at least in Art’s lifetime. The whole of Catoctin Mountain Park was his for the taking. He couldn’t use one-hundredth of the fallen trees and broken limbs within a mile of the house, brought down by the screaming winds of the previous three weeks. There was wildlife aplenty.


But some things, even if you could do without them, you would sure miss. Art dumped boiling water on freeze-dried coffee, sniffed the aroma with pleasure, and added a spoonful of creamer. You could buy milk easily enough, if you were willing to walk half a mile down to the farm. But how long would that last?


His supply of coffee and creamer would be enough, at a guess, for three or four months. Long before that, he had reasons more urgent than food to be back in Washington.


Over on the table, the ancient and bulky radio was scanning its entire frequency range, seeking a signal above background strength. He had dragged it out of storage six days ago, and found to his surprise that it still functioned once he had cannibalized the now-useless new radio for its fullerene batteries. They built things to last when that old radio was made. On the other hand, it lacked sensitivity and an automatic signal tracker. Once or twice while he sipped his coffee a faint and scratchy voice surfaced out of a mass of static, then to his annoyance it quickly lost itself.


Even so, here was the first suggestion that services might be creeping back.


Art knew the precise moment when they went away. Just after eleven o’clock on the evening of March 14, the wind was rising and he was speculating on the chances of another severe storm. He was gazing out of his bedroom window at the cloud patterns when the sky lit with a shimmering blue discharge like an intense aurora. Within seconds, the bedside light went out and the hum of the refrigerator stopped.


By the light of a gas lantern, Art confirmed his suspicion. Electrical power was gone. The refrigerator was nothing better than another storage cupboard.


The next morning he discovered that he had to deal with something worse than a simple power outage. His DNA sequencer was dead. His car would not start. The telcom produced no dial tone. His computer, even on battery power, was lifeless, as were his personal secretary and calculator. Since then he had been reduced to making notes of schedules and dates and anything else he wanted to organize, and doing his rough calculations with pencil and paper. God help anybody under forty, who with rare exceptions knew nothing of the hand methods.


Art waited. It took another day or two to realize that all aircraft had disappeared from the skies, and that traffic on the road beyond the fields was nonexistent.


He didn’t have an explanation for any of this. Extreme weather around the globe could be expected to damage many high-tech systems, but you would expect them to degrade gradually and gracefully, just as they were designed to do when individual components or subsystems failed. Instead, everything had happened all at once, in that single flicker of violet-blue. It was damnably annoying. Just when you most needed a broadband communications system to tell you what was going on, that failed along with everything else.


And if he, way out here, was uneasy without electricity and cars and airplanes, what the hell must be going on in the cities of the world, where lives depended on police, buses and trains, hospitals and schools? What about food supplies, and running water? Unlike Art, city folk could not go hunting in the woods above his house, where deer and wildlife were always plentiful.


He pushed away his bread and honey, losing interest in breakfast. His own advantage might only be temporary. Deer were plentiful, but would they remain that way? Others, less lucky than him, could head north at any time and disturb his snug little haven in the park. They might be armed, and dangerous. And if people were hungry now, that was surely going to get worse as the year wore on. Winter had ended abruptly halfway through February. With mid-March like boisterous late May, who knew what July and August might bring? Meanwhile, he was not willing to venture far afield to satisfy his curiosity. The woodchuck that came out of the hole first after the danger seemed over was not the one most likely to survive. Until planes were flying again and cars passed regularly along the road beyond the fields, curiosity as to what had happened would wait.


But he was willing to venture near afield. In fact, it was close to a requirement. If he missed his exercise, even for a single day, that right knee stiffened. Indoor stretching and flexing would do at a pinch, but nothing was as good as a gentle walk for a mile or so along the dirt track that followed the line of the woods, followed by a return over the humps and tussocks of the fields.


The telomod was working, no doubt about it. Two years ago it was all he could do to hobble from car to house. The question was, had the treatment gone as far as it could go?


And then, the second question, one that he was almost unwilling to ask: Where, how, and when (if ever) would he receive the next treatment?


Art left his cup, plate, and knife on the table. They were pretty clean and he would use them again later in the day. He did make a concession to his old standards and washed his hands and face, easier now that his beard was fully grown. Baths were a once-a-week luxury. He had plenty of wood for fuel, but even with wild torrents of rain filling the cistern every day or two he had to be careful with fresh water. A person might carry water for bathing from the stream that ran downhill about a quarter of a mile west of the house. But that person, Art had decided after one trip with a bucket, would need to be a hell of a lot more fastidious about personal hygiene than he was. And he for one was not about to stand outside buck naked in the cold rain to take a shower, no matter how dirty he got.


He turned off the radio, which was still interrupting a continuous crackle of static with the occasional tantalizing hint of human speech. As a matter of course, he checked the electrical power, telcom, and computer. Nothing. The little DNA sequencer received his special attention. If he had the power to restore just one device or service to working order, he would gladly continue without electric power and communications and everything else. Just give him back the ability to analyze, simply and quickly, the structure of the chromosomes of his own body.


Outside, the van still formed an inert mass of plastic, metal, and composites. Even the battery, which ought by now to have been amply recharged even with the weak solar flux of mid-March, was dead. Art wasted no time on it and began to walk southeast, toward a mid-morning sun now sporadically hidden by broken cloud.


Already, the temperature was at the upper limit of comfort. In a single day he could see a change in the plants. The buds of the rhododendrons flanking the dirt path were almost fully open, and farther off toward the woods on the left he saw a new mass of faint pink. It was wild rose, blooming far before its season. Instead of pleasure, the rush toward summer created in him a powerful uneasiness, a sense of events removed from their natural course. What came next? Was Alpha Centauri finally fading in the southern skies? The astronomers had so far done miserably on predictions, maybe they would be wrong again.


When he reached the dirt road he found it puddled and sticky from the rain of the previous evening. Today he went in the opposite direction from usual. He moved off left, to the higher ground at the fringe of the woods, and picked his way through tree roots and low brush. So far as he was concerned it didn’t matter how much clay he had on his boots, but he knew he would be exposed to a different philosophy when he reached his destination.


After three-quarters of a mile the track took a sharp turn right and down, toward the state road that ran across the lower edge of the hill. Art did not follow it. Instead he kept going east along a less traveled and even muddier trail, just wide enough for one car or van. His goal was already visible, where the track forked and a pair of small houses stood less than fifty yards from each other.


He turned toward the one on the left, and the dogs from the right-hand house ran out to greet him before he was halfway there. They made one identifying sniff and wagged their tails frantically.


“Not today,” Art said. “Got nothing for you. Down, fellas.”


The dogs had drawn their own conclusion from the smell of his pockets. They followed him until he was twenty yards from his destination, then wandered away toward their home.


“Thank God for that,” said a voice from the doorway. “I’ve had to shoo his damn dogs out of here twice—and he doesn’t do a thing to help. He sits there and laughs. Come on in. Wipe your shoes.”


The speaker was a bit shorter than Art, who did not consider himself a tall man. He had thin white hair, gnarled arthritic hands, and a smiling leprechaun’s face. He watched closely as Art wiped his boots on the rough matting just inside the door.


“Good enough?” asked Art.


“Good enough.” They shook hands formally, though they had known each other for close to two decades. “The usual? With water?”


“Might as well. With water.”


He took the glass from Ed O’Donnell’s hand. It was not yet eleven in the morning, but as Ed explained, in his house they kept “Catoctin Mountain Time.” It was always the appropriate hour for a drink.


Art took the ritual sip, and nodded. “Very fine. Better than the last batch.”


The still was in a small shed behind the house, where it had sat for the near twenty years since Art bought his own house and became Ed’s second-nearest neighbor. Ed’s nearest neighbor sat on a metal-framed chair near the window, holding his own drink. He was a tall, well-muscled man, wearing shorts that revealed a long clean scar running from the front of his thigh to well below the right knee.


“Cheers, Art.” The glass was raised.


“Cheers, Joe.” He settled into a similar chair opposite.


“This goddam stuff is going to kill all of us.”


“Hey, something has to.” Ed chimed in across the bar that separated them from the kitchen. “I don’t see you refusing to drink it. Bambi burgers all right, Art?”


“Fine. Unless you have salmon?”


“Saint’s days and bonfire nights only.”


Art took his cue from the conversation. Clearly, no one wanted to talk about personal worries. Ed had grown kids and a brother in Idaho. Joe had two sisters and their children in Atlanta. There could have been no contact with any of them since March 14. Ed and Joe were making a deliberate assumption: no news was good news. Let’s hope they were right.


“So what the hell’s going on with you.” Joe Vanetti rubbed his scarred and swollen knee and turned to Art. “Figured things out yet?”


“I don’t know. But I was lying awake thinking about it last night. I got another idea.”


“A new one.”


“More like an old one. You know that blue sky flash seven days ago, when all the power went out?”


“I didn’t see it.”


“You know him,” Ed called from the kitchen. “Nine o’clock, and he’s asleep.”


“Well, it happened all right. I saw it, Joe. It seemed to be in the upper atmosphere, way above the clouds. At the time I wondered if it had anything to do with the supernova.”


“We asked you that,” Joe protested. “And you told us it couldn’t have. You told us that the supernova can’t ever be seen from here.”


“It can’t. But it might still have an effect. I remembered something from forty years back. You would still have been in the Air Force, Joe, you might recall it better than I do. Do you remember when everybody worried about a nuclear war between the United States and Russia?”


“The Soviet Union it was, back in those days. God, do I remember.” Joe, close to eighty, had entered the Air Force at eighteen. “We used to have these nuclear war drills. ‘In the event of a nuclear attack, descend into the basement. Place your head between your legs, and kiss your ass good-bye.’ I was scared shitless, I just knew we were going to blow each other to hell. We were so on edge, we’d start a war by accident.”


“Then maybe you remember something called EMP.”


Joe scowled. “Something technical. And it came later. That’s all I remember.”


“He’s a mine of information,” Ed said from the kitchen. “Thank God we never had a war with him running it.”


“Do you remember EMP, Ed?”


“Hey, Art, be reasonable. I was a software developer.”


“Which means he don’t know shit about anything,” Joe said. “So what’s EMP, Art?”


“If you had a big nuclear war, all this radiation would hit the atmosphere, and it would cause a great pulse of electricity and magnetism—an electromagnetic pulse. And that would play havoc with electronic equipment down here on Earth.”


Ed was carrying in three loaded plates. “Here we go. Venisonburger medium with bun and no onion. Venisonburger rare with bun and onion. And venisonburger medium with onion and open top. You’re on your own for helping yourselves to drinks.” He set the plates on the table. “But there was no nuclear war.”


“Right. But there was a supernova.”


“Are you telling me that’s like a nuclear war?”


“Not really. But an EMP was supposed to make a big blue flicker in the sky, like the one we saw. If the supernova caused an EMP …”


Joe had taken a big bite, and he spoke with his mouth full. “I thought radio waves and things like that traveled at the same speed as light.”


“They do.”


“So how come we had the supernova a month and a half ago, but the electricity and television and everything else only went haywire last week? Wouldn’t the radiation get here at the same time as the light?”


“Ought to. I don’t know why it wouldn’t.”


“And if what you say is true, how come everybody else hasn’t figured this EMP thing out?”


“I feel sure a lot of people have. But how could they spread the word? You said it, radio’s gone and TV’s gone, and the web is down. There’s no way to tell anybody anything.”


It seemed like a good time to stop talking and start eating. Art bit into a piece of onion, one of those homegrown in Ed’s kitchen garden and hanging in strings on the kitchen wall. It was as hot as any he had ever tasted, and he took a drink to help it down. The combination of hot onion and moonshine took his breath away. His idea had seemed brilliant when it came to him late the previous evening. Now the others were pointing out that it raised more questions than it answered.


After a few minutes of silent chewing, Ed wandered through to the kitchen again to put a pan of water on the old stove. It occurred to Art that although Ed would never describe himself as a survivalist, most things in the house worked just fine without utilities piped in from outside. There were advantages to buying a place nearly eighty years old and not bothering to replace fixtures as long as they still worked halfway decent.


“Where’s Helen?” he asked.


“Down the hill, at Dr. Dennison’s place.” Ed brought a jar of brandied plums through and set it on the table. “She says once a year’s enough to sit and listen to three old farts going on at the world.”


“She said ‘old farts’?”


“If you’d heard her, you’d know that’s what she meant.”


“She sick?”


“Just the usual. Arthritis. At least old Dennison’s honest, he told Helen that her arthritis is general wear and tear, and there’s not a lot he can do.”


“There’s not a lot any of ’em can do.” Joe cracked the top of the jar and spooned plums and brandy on the same plate that had held his venisonburger. “Goddam quacks. Remember what they told you three years ago, Art, that you had only a few months to live?”


“I’m not likely to forget it.”


“But you’re alive. How many of them are dead?”


“I wish I knew.” There was a long pause. Joe’s question had, almost by accident, forced them to consider the outside world. None of them looked at the others. Then Art said, “Give medicine credit, Joe. The telomod treatment saved my life.”


“Ah, they just feed you that scientific bullshit so they can increase the bill. You’d have got better anyway.”


There was no point in arguing with Joe. He was past the age where you could hope to change his mind. But he was wrong. Art knew, without a shred of doubt, that the treatment at the Institute for Probatory Therapies was the reason he was alive to eat lunch today. He had seen the scans. His body had been riddled with metastatic carcinomas before the telomods went to work.


“Doctors, they’re no different from other scientists.” Ed picked a plum out of the jar with his fingers, transferred it to his mouth, and spoke indistinctly around it. “Take the supernova. All the theories, and the government making statements about what was supposed to happen. The weather after the supernova didn’t match any of ’em.”


“A couple of people’s predictions came close.”


“A couple, out of hundreds. So why do we pay taxes, to get rubbish like that?”


“You don’t pay taxes, Ed. You boast about that.”


“Why should I, when the country’s going to hell?”


“Of course it is,” Joe said darkly. “With that Jew in the White House, what do you expect?”


Art shook his head. Joe was an old friend, but on certain subjects you had to ignore him.


“He was your choice, Joe,” Ed said. “You voted for him.”


“I know I did. But look at the choice I had. Either that Heebie, or that woman.”


“He’s not biased, you see. No, not him.” Ed addressed Art as though Joe Vanetti were not present. “You’d never guess his second wife was Jewish.”


Art did not bother to reply. He didn’t need to, because the line of conversation was on a well-worn track. On cue, Joe said, “She certainly was, the bitch. Hey, do you know why Jewish divorces cost more?”


He looked at them expectantly. Art had heard the joke a hundred times, but it was Joe’s punch line. He and Ed remained silent.


“Because they’re worth it,” Joe went on. “But I don’t think I’ll marry again.”


“No?” Ed poured brandy from the jar into his glass, drank some, and pulled a face. “Phew. I was in rare form when I made that lot. So what will you do, Joe?”


Within two years of buying the place on the mountain and meeting neighbors Ed and Joe, Art had learned the rules. If you wanted to be accepted you didn’t step on someone else’s joke, no matter how often you had heard it. The other two had been playing the game forever, and for this bit he was a member of the audience.


“I won’t marry,” Joe said. “I’ll just find a woman I don’t like, and give her a house.”


“Does Anne-Marie know that?”


“Not from me she don’t.”


“I can’t see why that woman puts up with you.” Ed turned to Art. “She’s twenty-five years younger than he is, she’s good-looking, and she has her own place. She doesn’t need an old wreck like him. She could get somebody handsome, like me, only I’m married. Why does she bother?”


Art had been asked the question, so he was now in the game. “You have to know how it works, Ed. As far as you and I are concerned, Joe here is a poor old crock with hardly enough strength to stagger from his place to yours. He’d never get back home from here without your brew. But as far as older women are concerned, any single male under ninety who’s not actually terminal is an eligible bachelor. They outlive us, so there’s not enough of us to go around.”


“It’s not like that with me and Annie.” Joe was complacent. Among male friends, insult was the only acceptable expression of affection. “She says I’m dynamite.”


“She means you’re always going off at the wrong time, I’ll bet. I don’t see you walking over to her place, now that the truck don’t work.” Ed had the bottle in his hand. “Another? One for the road.”


Art shook his head. “Not me,” Joe said. “Your liver will be in a museum when you die, Ed. It won’t need to be pickled, neither. And I don’t need to walk to Annie’s place. She knows I’ve got the gammy leg. She’ll be up here about five.”


“How would you be knowing that? You using telepathy?”


“No. Telcom.” Joe took the bottle. “Maybe just a drop after all. I think this batch is better than the usual bat piss.”


Neither he nor Ed seemed to realize the significance of what he was saying, but the words jolted Art’s nervous system into overdrive. He could feel his heart racing.


“You made a telcom call today?”


“Sure.” Joe was pouring a closely calculated measure of liquor, and he did not look up. “Tried this morning before I came over, and got a dial tone. First time for a week. So I talked to Annie, and she said she’d be over. Stands to reason, things had to come back to normal before too long.”


“Ed?”


O’Donnell went across to the chest where the communications unit was sitting and pressed a button. He shook his head. “Not my telcom. Dead as Lincoln. Never a light on the board.”


“Told you that was a piece of junk when you bought it.” Joe stood up and went over to stare at the unit. “You had a perfectly good phone already.”


“Couldn’t get a replacement when part of it busted. You know that. Goddam companies, always pushing what you don’t want.” Ed lifted the headphone. “Got a tone, though. Sounds funny. Here.” He held the set out to Art. “You’re the communications wizard.”


Art took the headset and listened. It was a dial tone all right, but behind the rhythmic pulse was a strange and distant singing, the sound you might get if you had no in-line amplification and were placing a call to the Mars expedition. He performed the standard repertoire of tests and obtained no response. He examined the program board more closely. The unit was relatively new, certainly no more than three years old.


“I think you’re out of luck, Ed. The control chips are blown.”


“Figures. The warranty ended in January. The bastards.”


“I don’t think you can blame the company.” Art turned to Joe. “My unit’s newer than this one, and it’s dead, too. Could I make a call on yours?”


“Out of region?”


“Yes.”


“Sure you can.” The question had been automatic—Joe would have been outraged if Art made any move to pay. “Now?”


“Anytime that’s convenient.”


“Now’s as good as any.” Joe stood up heavily, favoring his leg. “Otherwise this old bugger will want us to help him with the clearing up.”


Ed said nothing, until the other two were at the door. Then he shook Art’s hand, ignored Joe, and said, “Help the poor man, will you, in case he falls over. When Annie says she’s coming over, all the blood runs from his brain down into his pecker. I’m still not sure it’s enough for action.” And when the other two were twenty paces away, “Hey, Joe. Helen’s been telling me to ask you this. Do you love Anne-Marie?”


Joe turned and gave him the single sideways glare that said no sane male ever asked another man a question like that. O’Donnell laughed and retreated into the house. Joe and Art continued their slow progress, limited by two bad right knees.


If it had been up to Art he’d have walked faster, no matter how much it hurt. He was desperate to try that call. It was pointless to explain why to Joe. A lot more depended on it than his friends would be willing to believe.
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The dogs came to meet them midway between the two houses, wagging their tails wildly and rearing up on Joe with their muddy paws while he cursed and tried to push them away.


“Down, Rush,” he said to a large white mutt. “I’ve got nothing for you out here, you silly bugger. Down, I said, until we get home.”


It was the best diversion that Art could have hoped for. While Joe was feeding the dogs in the back of the tidy and well-organized house—whatever Anne-Marie was coming over for it wasn’t to do cleaning—Art went straight to the telcom set. It wasn’t merely old, it was antique. An actual telephone. There was no store-forward, no video plugs, no conferencing, no min-rate path finder, and pathetic internal storage. A bit more primitive, and you’d be back in the era of analog signals and rotary dials. But when Art picked up the handset he heard a treasured pulse tone, though again it was overlaid on a background hiss like interstellar space.


Another side effect of Supernova Alpha?


A dial pulse was a good start, but no more than that. Art held his breath and hit buttons.


He had spent a lot of time in the past week, trying to remember and write down the thirty-odd numbers that he needed. In the past he had relied on his personal secretary to store them, despite his preaching to others—“We’ve become too dependent on interconnected technologies. One day the information system will be hit and come down like a house of cards. We’ll have a devil of a time putting it back together.”


Do as I say, not as I do.


His half sister’s number was firmly in his head. He called that first, though she was not the reason for his awful feeling of urgency. The attempted connection to her California number produced a series of strange clicks that ended in the odd, open silence of a lost line.


He was not much worried. Carol was superwoman. Her competence at everything she touched made Art feel inferior during their once-a-year visits. Carol would manage to land on her feet. She always did.


The group’s numbers were much more guesswork. He had written down seven that he was sure of, and half a dozen more where he was within a digit or two of the full eighteen (though a miss was as good as a mile when it came to percom numbers). He had given up on the rest. If he could get through to just one, they would start to network.


By the sixth dead end he was starting to sweat. Some of it might be a delayed effect of Ed’s lethal white lightning, best followed by a walk to let your brain clear and your kidneys recover from the insult. But mostly it was the conviction of problems on the way. That feeling had started the second he realized that his DNA analysis box was out of action.


He kept trying. Joe, who had finished feeding and cursing the dogs, came into the room and watched him in silence.


“Bad news?” he said at last.


“No damn news at all. I think we only have a local piece of the network up. That explains why you could reach Anne-Marie’s old handset, and I can reach fuck all.”


He was stabbing at the soft screen as he spoke, convinced that he was wasting his time. It was a shock when, after another eternity of clicks and snaps and whistles, a voice said, “ID, please.”


It was the standard reply of a screener, verifying the caller’s acceptability before the machine would take a message. But if Art’s ideas were right, everything using microchips had failed when that blue flash filled the sky—and smart screeners were on the list.


“Dana?” he said. “This is Art Ferrand. It’s you, isn’t it, not the screener?”


There was a moment of background crackle and hiss. Then, “Art. God, I’m glad to hear from you. The line came back, but I haven’t been able to reach anyone with it. The screener doesn’t work, nor does the API controller.”


“I think the national grid is down. We’re patching in to each other through old equipment—you can practically hear electrical relays opening and closing. Where are you?”


He did not recall where she lived. Their contacts had been electronic, plus the quarterly meetings at the Institute for Probatory Therapies.


“Not where I usually am. Arlington was looking bad, mobs and looting and fires. I got scared.”


Art knew that without being told. The old Dana Berlitz was sassy and sexy and full of life. The woman on the line was all nerves.


“I left two days ago,” she went on. “I’m out with my sister Sarah in Warrenton. Where are you?”


“Up north, beyond Frederick. I ran for it early, over a month ago. You drove?”


“Drove?” Her voice was steadying. “You really are out of it. The cars stopped working a week back. There was this funny sort of blue flash, up in the sky—”
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