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THE emerdd water smashes againgt the dark volcanic cliffs. Fine white spray hovers over the harsh
rock cregting amigty vell that glimmersin thefading light. In the distance, two yellow suns set
smultaneoudly, separated by about forty degrees as they disappear together below the horizon. Across
the blue-black sky, on the opposite side of the isthmus that dopes gently downward from the volcanic
cliffsto another ocean, apair of full moonsrise asthetwo sunsvanish. Their twin moonlight, although
much wesker than the shine of the disappearing suns, is till strong enough to create dancing moon
shadows on the ocean benegth the rocky overhang.

Asthe dual moonsrise on the eastern side of the isthmus, light beginsto glow on the horizon beside
them, about twenty degreesto the south. At first the glow looks like the light of adistant city, but with
each passng moment it brightens until it spreads acrossthe sky. At length an awesome third moon, its
first chord coming over the horizon when the twin moons are maybe ten degreesinto their arc, beginsto
rise. Cam descends on both oceans for afew seconds, asif the world beneath the giant orb has paused
to give homage to the spectacular sght. Thisgreat yellow moon, itsface clearly scarred by craters,
appearsto be surveying itsdominion asit dowly risesin the sky and bathes the emerald oceansin a
mysterious reflected light. It isahundred timesthe size of the smaller twin moons and itswide sweth
through the sky is greater in size than that cut minutes before by the pair of setting suns

Below the dliffs, in the shadow of the newest moon, along Snuous object arcsitsway out of the
water, rising nearly twenty feet above the surface. The dender gpparition twidsitsalf toward the cliffs
and thrugtsitsalf forward as the piercing sound of atrumpet, a solo blast, reverberates against the rocks
and carries across the isthmus. A moment later another sound is heard, amuted echo or possibly areply
from the other sea. The creature swims gracefully into the moonlight, itslong, lithe neck acobdt blue
above agray body mostly submerged in the ocean. Now the bluenecked serpent extendsitself upward
again and leanstoward the land, itsface reveaed in the expanding moonlight. Thefacid festuresare
convoluted and complex, with rows of orifices of unknown purpose. At the peak of its extension, the
creature contortsits face and amedley of soundsis heard; the trumpet blast is now accompanied by an
oboe and an organ. After ashort pause a muted response, quieter but with the same rich complexity of
sound, comes back acrossthe isthmus.

The serpent swims north dong the shore. Behind it in the moonlight haf adozen other swirling necks
risefrom the ocean. These creatures are alittle smaler, the hues of their cobalt necks not quite so vivid.
This ensemble turns as one, on cue, and blasts six trumpet callsto the east. Again a pause precedesthe
expected response, the sound of several smaller trumpets from acrossthe land. Immediately the Sx new
crestures and their distant friends begin acomplex, interleaved musica pattern, dowly building in intensity
until the overture reaches an inevitable crescendo and then abruptly abates.

After afew moments more the oceans on both sides of the isthmus become dive with teeming
serpents of al sizes. Hundreds, even thousands, of serpents, covering the water for asfar asthe eye can
see, begin languoroudy extending their necks, twisting asif 1ooking around, and joining in the Singing.
The serpents of the eastern sea are dightly smaller than their western cousins. The necks of the eastern
serpents are pae blue instead of cobat. These pae blue serpents are dso joined by anursery of tiny
creatures, the palest of blue markings on their necks, whose singing is high-pitched and atrifle erratic and
sounds like piccolosinterspersed with crystal bells.

The waters of the emerdd oceans begin to surge forward in tidd frenzy, now rapidly moving up the
rocky cliffs on the western sde and quickly submerging greet chunks of land on the doping side that runs
to the eastern ocean. The concerted pull of al the moons produces atide that will eventually cover the
ishmus completely, uniting the two oceans. Asthe waters draw ever closer together, the music from the
thousand singing serpents swells to magnificence, flooding the entire area with a sound of mesmerizing
beauty. Itisasoaplaintive sound of longing and anticipation, the universal cry of long-suppressed desire
on the verge of being satisfied.

The great longnecked serpents of Canthor conclude their annual mating symphony as the two oceans
become one and the inhabitants of each ocean seek out thelr lifelong matesin the united waters. There
arefive nights out of each Canthorean year when the tidal forces act together to submerge the issthmus



and permit the sexua mixing of the serpents. Five nights of love play and frolicking, of renewa and
promise, before the requisite return to the separate oceans and ayear of waiting for the greet tide to
comeagain.

For the little ones, the new serpents placed into gestation by the last annual gathering and hatched by
their mothersin the eastern ocean, the greet tide isatime of excitement and sadness. They must now
separate from their playmates, leave their infancy behind. Half must depart from their mothers aswell
and go to swim among the cobalt blue adults that they have never met. Thishdf, having lived their lives
among their mothers' friends exclusively, will swim above and acrossthe ishmus on the fifth night
aongsidether fathers. Onceinto the western ocean, their pale blue neckswill begin to degpenin color
asthey begin the trangtion through puberty into adulthood. And next year, their tiny voiceswill have
matured just enough that each of them may detect some arousing and positive responseto hiscall during
the mating symphony

Thousands of years pass on the planet Canthor. The forces of change conspire againgt the beautiful
bluenecked serpents. First amajor ice age comes to the world, locking up more of the planet’ swater in
perennid polar caps and lowering the seas. The number of days that the great tide submergesthe
ishmusis reduced to four, then three, and findly only two. The eaborate mating ritud of the serpents,
worked out over hundreds of generations, works best for afive-night courtship. For the several hundred
yearsthat only two nights are available for mating, the number of serpent offspring produced each year
drops precipitoudy. Thetota number of Canthorean serpents becomes dangeroudy small.

At length the radiative output of the dua sunsincreases dightly again and Canthor emergesfromitsice
age. Thesealeve risesand the number of daysfor mating returns eventualy to five. The serpent
symphony, which had added a saddened counterpoint during the trying years of reduced mating nights,
again becomes charged with joy. For severa generations the number of serpentsincreases. But then the
lovely creatures encounter another foe.

Evolving € sewhere on Canthor for dmost amillion years has been another intelligent species, afierce,
squat creature with an insatiable appetite for control. Theice age stimulated the rapid evolution of these
trollsby enforcing adirict surviva of thefittest that naturally selected those individuas with the most
resources (intelligence and power primarily) and, in asense, purified thetroll gene poal.

Thetroll speciesthat emerges from the thousands of years of ice domination on Canthor is sharper
and more capable of dealing with therest of its environment. It has become atool maker and has
learned how to use the riches of the planet for its benefit. No other living creatures on Canthor can
match the cleverness of thetrolls or threaten their existence. So thetrolls proliferate around the planet,
dominating it completely with their rapaciousness.

The bluenecked serpents have had no natura enemies on Canthor for hundreds of millennia
Therefore they have not retained the aggression and territoriaity necessary to survive when threstened.
Their diet has dways conssted primarily of plants and animasthat fill the Canthorean oceans. The seas
provide avirtua cornucopiaof food, so it does not make much of an impression upon the serpents when
thetrolls begin to farm the oceansfor their own food. To thetrolls, however, whose greed for territory
knows no bounds, the serpents represent at least arival for the plenty of the oceans and possibly,
because of their sze and intelligence, even asurviva threst.

It isagain the time of the great tide and the male longnecked serpents have completed their ocean
migration on time, sSwarming as usud just opposite the greet volcanic cliffs. Thereare only afew hundred
mal e serpents now, down markedly from the halcyon years when they were so numerous they stretched
asfar astheeye could see. Thegiant full moon rises asit has for thousands of years, following the twin
smdler moonsinto the sky, and the overture announces the coming mating symphony. But asthetide
rollsin to submerge the isthmus, the serpents sense that something iswrong. A growing cacophony
creepsinto the mystical mating song. Anxiety spreads by sound across both sides of the land separating
the serpents. When thetide finally surges over the top of the volcanic rocks, the point in the origina
mating symphony for the magnificent find crescendo, the sound of the serpents’ pleading wail fillsthe
Canthorean night.

Thetrolls have erected a huge barrier down the spine of theisthmus. Carefully calculated to be just



tall enough to preclude passage to the largest of the serpents, this oppressive barrier dlowsthe lovely
bluenecked creatures, if they strain, to sense one another at close range but not to touch. The nights of
the greet tide are extremely painful to watch. From both sides the serpents hurl themsalves repeatedly
and ineffectudly at thewall, trying desperately to make contact with their mates. Butitisadl invain. The
barrier holds. The serpents are unableto mate. Both sexes return eventualy to their respective oceans,
deeply saddened and profoundly aware of the implications of the barrier for their future.

Some of the serpents batter themselves nearly sensdless asthey try to break down thewall. These
wounded ones on both sides of the isthmus remain behind to recover while the rest of the species,
resuming the annua migration asif the norma mating had indeed taken place, dowly and sadly swim
away, each sex heading for a separate reach of Canthor.

It istwo nights after the greet tide has stopped submerging the land between the oceans. Two older
male serpents, their necks still bruised from the repeated bootless hammerings againgt the hated barrier,
are svimming dowly together inthemoonlight. A strangelight in the Sky comes swiftly upon them from
above. It hoversover the serpents, seeming to spotlight them asthey crane their necksto seewhat is
happening.

In amoment the graceful necks ked forward and dap down upon the moonlit ocean. From out of the
light above them comes an object, a basket of some kind, that descends to the water. The two serpents
are scooped up, lifted slently out of the seainto the air, reded in by some unknown fisherman in the sky
above them. The same scene repests adozen times, first in the western ocean with the wounded
serpents whose necks are cobdt blue, then in the eastern ocean with their pale blue counterparts. Itisas
if agreat roundup istaking place, removing all the exhausted serpents who had been unable to take their
place with the rest of the speciesin the annua migration.

Far above Canthor agigantic cylindrica spaceship awaitsthe return of itsrobot minions. Twenty
mileson asde, thistraveling planet opensitsalf to afleet of returning vehiclesthe sze of large arplanes
that bring back the quarry from Canthor. The cylinder rotates dowly as Canthor and its giant moon shine
in the background. A solo laggard vehicle returns a door opensto receiveit in the back of the larger
craft, and for awhile thereisno more activity. At length the cylinder tips over on its sde and fires severd
small rockets. Itisout of sight in seconds, departing Canthor for other worlds.

The snow fdls steadily on the huge man trudging silently through theforest. Cladin skins, carrying a
heavy load on his back and alarge spear in one hand, he turns his hairy, unkempt face toward the others
behind him, hisfamily, and grunts a them to hurry. There are five dtogether, an infant carried by the
woman and two teenage children. The teenagers are wearing skinslike their parents and have large
bundles dung across their backs. The teenage boy isaso carrying aspear. At close distancedl of them
look very weary, dmost exhausted.

They bresk free from the forest for amoment and enter a meadow that surrounds afrozen pond. The
snow continuesto fdl, adding to the three inches that aready cover the ground. Thefather motionsto his
family to stop and approaches the pond gingerly. Asthe others huddle together against the cold, the man
takesacrude tool from hisbundle and, after brushing the snow off the surface of the pond in asmall
area, beginsto cut theice. Almost an hour passes. Findly he succeeds, utters a grunt of happiness, and
bends down to drink the water. He pulls out askin, fillsit, and brings the water to hiswife and children.

The teenage daughter smiles at her father, asmile of love and admiration, as he offers her the water.
Her faceistired, etched with the lines of sun and wind and cold. She reaches up to take the skin.
Suddenly her face contorts with fear, she screams, and her father turnsjust in timeto protect himsalf from
asnarling wolf, midair in an attack. He strikesthe wolf full force with his powerful arm, knocking it avay
fromitstarget, and then ssumbles toward his spear on the ground beside the pond. He grabs the spear
and turns around quickly, prepared to defend hisfamily.

Three wolves have atacked them. His son has deftly impaled one of the wolves through the midriff
with his spear, but now a second wolf has pinioned the boy, defensaessin the snow, before he has been
able to withdraw hisweapon and strike again. In afrenzy, the father jumps forward and thrusts his spear
into thewolf attacking hisson. Butitistoo late. The hungry wolf had already found the boy’ sthroat,
severing the jugular vein with one quick snap of his powerful jaws.



Whirling around, the caveman moves againg the last of thewolves. Hiswifeliesbleeding in the snow
and hisinfant child is unprotected, screaming in its wrappings some twenty feet from the mother. Thelast
wolf, wary of the huge man, feints an attack against the father and then legps for the baby. Beforethe
man can respond, the wolf has grabbed the baby by its clothes and headed off for the forest.

The young girl was spared physical injury in the attack but was devastated by the near instant death of
her brother and the disappearance of her tiny sister. She holds her dead brother’ s hand and sobs
uncontrollably. The father stuffsvirgin snow in the wife swounds and then lifts her upon hisback dong
with the heavy bundles. He gruntsa couple of timesto his daughter and shefindly, reluctantly, picks
hersdf up and Sarts gathering what remains of the family’ sthingsinto another bundle.

Asnight falsthe three surviving members of the family are gpproaching some caves a the edge of the
forest. Thefather isnear exhaustion from the weight of hiswife and the family’ s meager belongings. He
stsdown to rest for amoment. His daughter sumbles down beside him, placing her head in hislap. She
criesslently and her father tenderly wipesaway her tears. A bright light suddenly shines down on them
from above and an ingtant later al three are unconscious.

A tethered metdlic basket about fifteen feet long and five feet wide descendsin the eerie snowy light
and comesto rest softly on the ground beside the three humans. The sides of the basket drop and metal
belts extend themselves outward, wrapping around each of the people. They are pulled into the basket,
the sides of the basket are closed, and the strange object then ascendsinto the snowy night. Seconds
later the spotlight disgppears and life returnsto normd in the prehistoric forest.

Above the Earth the giant cylinder sits quietly, waiting for its messengersto return. The planet below
isnearly cloudless and the great blue stretches of ocean tremblelike jewelsin the reflected sunlight. Near
the evening terminator, the low sun angles show avast expanse of ice extending down from the North
Pole, covering amogt al of alarge continent. To thewest, across agreat ocean and an al white northern
idand, the midday sun shines on another large continent. It isaso mostly covered by ice. Heretheice
extends southward across two thirds of the land mass and only disappears completely as the continent
beginsto taper and the southern seais reached.

The hunting shuttles sent out from the great cylinder return to their base and unload their prey. The
father, injured mother, and teenage daughter areinside the smdl shuttle craft ong with fifty to sixty other
humans, obvioudy sdlected from digparate points around the world. None of the humansis moving.
After the shuttle safely docks with the mother ship, al the prehistoric humansare moved inalarge van to
areceiving gation. Herethey are admitted and catal ogued, and then taken insde avast module that
re-creates the environment of Earth.

Far above the Earth, the last of the drone scouts returnsto the giant cylinder. Thereisamomentary
pause, asif some unknown checklist were being verified, and then the cylindrica space vehicle

disappears.



THURSDAY

1

THEY were there on the beach at sunrise. Sometime during the night seven whaes had run aground
at Deer Key, five mileseast of Key West. The powerful leviathans of the deep, ten to fifteen feet long,
looked helpless as they lay floundering on the sand. Another half dozen members of this misguided pod
of fdsekiller whaeswere swvimming in circlesin the shallow lagoon just off the beach, obvioudy lost and
confused.

By seven o' clock on the clear March morning, whale experts from Key West had arrived and were
aready beginning to coordinate what would later become a concerted effort by loca fishermen and
boating enthusiasts to push the beached animals back into the lagoon. Once the whales were off the
beach, the next task would be to coax the entire pod into the Gulf of Mexico. Therewaslittle or no
chance that the animals would survive unless they could be returned to open water.

Carol Dawson was thefirst reporter to arrive. She parked her sporty new Korean station wagon on
the shoulder of theroad, just off the beach, and jumped out to andyze the situation. The beach and
lagoon at Deer Key formed a cove that was shaped like ahaf moon. Animaginary cord connecting the
two points of land at the ends of the cove would extend amost half amile acrossthe water. Outsidethe
cord wasthe Gulf of Mexico. The seven whales had penetrated the cove in the center and were
beached at the point farthest from the open sea. They were about thirty feet apart and maybe
twenty-five feet up onthe sand. The rest of the whales were trapped in the shalows no more than a
hundred feet offshore.

Carol waked around to the back of her station wagon. Before pulling out alarge photographic case,
she stopped to adjust the strings on her pants. (She had dressed quickly this morning when awakened in
her Key West hotel room by the call from Miami. Her exercise swegt suit was hardly her usua working
attire. The swests hid the assets of ashapdly, finely tuned body that |ooked more like twenty than thirty.)
Inside the case was a collection of cameras, both still and video. She selected three of the cameras,
popped a couple of M & Msfrom an old package into her mouth, and approached the beach. Asshe
walked across the sand toward the people and the beached whales, Carol stopped occasionally to
photograph the scene.

Caral firgt approached aman wearing auniform from the South Florida Marine Research Center. He
was facing the ocean and talking to two Nava officers from the Marine Patrol section of the U.S. Naval
Air Station in Key West. A dozen or so local volunteerswerein close orbit around the speakers,
keeping their distance but listening intently to the discussion. Carol walked up to the man from the
research center and took him by the arm.

“Good morning, Jeff,” shesaid.

Heturned to look at her. After amoment avague smile of recognition crossed hisface.

“Carol Dawson, Miami Herald,” she said quickly. “Wemet onenight at MOI. | waswith Dae
Micheds”

“Sure, | remember you,” hesaid. “How could | forget agorgeousfacelikeyours?’ After amoment
he continued, “But what are you doing here? Asfar as| know, nobody in the world knew these whales
were here until an hour ago. And Miami isover ahundred miles away.”

Carol laughed, her eyes palitdy acknowledging and thanking Jeff for the compliment. Shedtill didn't
likeit but had grudgingly grown to accept the fact that people, men especially, remembered her for her
looks.

“I was dready in Key West on another story, Dale called me this morning as soon as he heard about
thewhales. Can | interrupt you for just aminute and get some expert comments? For the record, of
course.”

As she was speaking, Carol reached down and picked up avideo camera, one of the newest models,



a1993 SONY about the size of asmall notebook, and began interviewing Dr. Jeff Marsden, “the leading
authority on whalesin the FloridaKeys.” Theinterview was standard stuff, of course, and Carol could
have herself supplied dl the answers. But Ms. Dawson was agood reporter and knew the value of an
expert in Stuaionslikethis.

Dr. Marsden explained that marine biologists fill did not understand the reasons for whae beachings,
athough their increased frequency in the late eighties and early nineties had provided ample opportunities
for research. According to him, most experts blamed the beachings on infestations of paraditesin the
individual whaesleading each of the unfortunate pods. The prevailing theory suggeststhat these
parasites confuse the intricate navigation systems telling the whaleswhere to go. In other words, the lead
wha e somehow thinks his migration path is onto the beach and across the land; the othersfollow
because of the rigorous hierarchy in the pod.

“I’ve heard some people say, Dr. Marsden, that the increase in whale beachingsis due to us and our
pollution. Would you care to comment on the accusation that our wastes as well as our acoustic and
electronic pollution have undermined the sengtive biosystems that the whales use to navigate?’

Carol used the zoom on her tiny video camerato record the furrowing of Jeff Marsden’sbrow. He
was clearly not expecting such aleading question from her thisearly in the morning.

After thinking for amoment, he answered. “There have been severd attemptsto explain why there
are so many more beachings now than were recorded in the past. Most researchers cometo the
inescapable conclusion that something in thewhales' environment has changed in the last half-century. It
is not too farfetched to imagine that we may well have been responsible for the changes.”

Carol knew she had the right quotes for a perfect short piece for televison. She then quickly and
professionally wrapped up the interview, thanked Dr. Marsden, and walked over to the onlookers. Ina
minute she had plenty of volunteersto take her out into the lagoon so that she could take some close-up
photographs of the confused whales. Within five minutes not only had Carol finished severa discs of il
photographs, but she aso had rigged up her video camera with astabilizing tripod on one of thelittle
boats and done avideo clip of hersdf explaining the beachings.

Before leaving the beach at Deer Key, Carol Dawson opened up the back of her station wagon. It
served her well as a portable photo laboratory. She first rewound and checked the video tape that she
had taken, listening particularly to hear if the splashing of the whaes could be heard behind her while she
wasin the boat. Then she popped the discs from the till camerasinto readersto seeif sheliked dl the
photographs. They were good. She smiled to hersdlf, closed the back of the station wagon, and drove
back to Key West.
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CAROL finished the redundant transfer of the videotape through the modem to Joey Hernandez in
Miami and then called another number. She was sitting in one of the private cubiclesinsgde the large new
communicationsroom at the Key West Marriott. The screenin front of Carol indicated that the
connection for her new number had been made, but there was not yet any picture. She heard awoman’s
voice sy, “Good morning, Dr. Michadls office”

“Good morning, Bernice, it'sCarol. 1’m on video.”

The monitor cleared up in asecond and a pleasant middle-aged woman appeared. “Oh, hi, Carol.

I’ll tll Ddeyou'reontheline”

Carol smiled as she watched Bernice swive her chair and roll over to apand of buttons on her |eft.
Bernice was almost surrounded by her desk. In front of her were a couple of keyboards connected to
two large screens, avariety of disc drives, and what |ooked like a phone embedded in another monitor.
Apparently there had been no room for the communications pane right next to the phone, so Bernice had
toroll threeto four feet in her chair to signal to Dr. Dae Michaglsthat he had acdl, that it was on video,
that it was Carol, and that it was coming from Key West. Dr. Dde, as he was known by everyone
except Caral, liked to have plenty of information before he answered the phone.

Both to Bernice sleft and right were perpendicular extensionsto the desk, upon which were arrayed
stacks of floppy discs of different sizes (the stackswere [abeled “read” or “file” or “outgoing
correspondence’), interleaved with groups of magazines and manilafolders containing hard copy printout
from the computers. Bernice pushed a button on the pand but nothing happened. She looked
apologeticaly at Carol on the screen above the phone.

“I’'msorry, Carol.” Bernicewasalittleflustered. “Maybel didn’t doit right. Dr. Dale had anew
system ingtaled thisweek again and I’ m not certain. . .~

One of thetwo large monitors flashed amessage. “Oh good,” Bernice continued, now smiling, “1 did
itright. HEll bewith youinaminute. He has someonein therewith him and will finish quickly so he can
see you and speak with you. | hopeyou don’'t mind if | put you on hold.”

Carol nodded and Bernice' simage faded away from the screen. On the monitor Carol now watched
the beginning of ashort tutorid documentary on oyster farming. The piece was beautifully filmed
underwater using the most advanced photographic equipment. The narration featured the mdlifluous
voice of Dr. Dale and the video pointed out the connection between the inventions at MOI (the Miami
Oceanographic Ingtitute, of which Dr. Dae Michagls was the founder and chief executive officer) and the
rapid rise of seafarming of dl kinds. But Carol had to laugh. Playing quietly behind the narration, and
increasing in volume during periods of narrative slence, was Pachdbel’s“Canon.” 1t was Da€ sfavorite
piece of mood music (he was so predictable— Carol aways knew what was coming next when Dale
put Pachelbel on the CD player in his apartment), but it seemed strange to her to listen to thelilting strings
asthe cameras moved in for close-ups of growing oysters.

The oyster story was abruptly discontinued in medias res and the screen dissolved to the interior of a
large executive office. Dae Michagls was sitting on a couch, across the room from his modem desk,
looking at one of three video monitors that could be seen in the room. “Good morning again, Carol,” he
sad enthusiadticaly. “So how did it go? And whereareyou? | didn’t know that they had videosin the
Marriott roomsyet.”

Dr. Michadswastal and dim. Blond, hishair was dightly curly and receding just atrace & the
temples. Heflashed aready smile that was too quick, amost practiced, but his green eyes were warm
and open.

“I’'m down in the comm room here at the hotel,” Carol answered. “I just sent the whale beaching
story off to the Herald on disc. Jesus, Dde, | felt so sorry for those poor animals. How can they be so
smart and till get their directions so fouled up?”

“Wedon't know, Carol,” Daereplied. “But remember that our definition of intelligence and the



whales definition are dmost certainly completdly different. Besides, it' s not that surprising that they trust
their interna navigation system even when it leadsthem to disaster. Can you imagine aStuation inwhich
you would essentidly disregard information that your eyeswere giving you? It sthe samething. We're
talking here about amafunction in their primary sensor.”

Carol was quiet for amoment. “I guess| can seewhat you're saying,” shesaid findly, “but it hurt to
seethem so helpless. Oh, well, anyway, | got the story on video too. Incidentally, the new integrated
video technology issuperb. The Marriott herejust installed a new higher data rate modem for video and
| was ableto transfer the entire elght-minute piece to Joey Hernandez at Channel 44 in only two minutes.
Heloved it. He doesthe noon news, you know. Catchit if you can and tell me what you think.”

Carol paused just abeat. “And by theway, Dde, thanks again for thetip.”

“Just glad to help.” Dae was beaming. Heloved it when he could help Carol with her career. He
had been pursuing her sngle-mindedly, in hisleft brain scientific way, for dmost ayear and ahdf. But he
had been unable to convince her that a permanent relationship would be mutudly beneficid. Or at least
he thought that was the problem.

“I think thiswhae thing could be agreat cover,” Carol was saying. “Y ou know | wasworried about
attracting too much attention with your telescope. And the treasure hunter bit just doesn't fit if someone
down hererecognizesme. But | think | can use awhae follow-up story asthe pretense. What do you
think?’

“Sounds reasonableto me,” Dale answered. “Incidentally, there have been a couple of other whale
irregularities reported aswell thismorning— a partial pod beaching up at Sanibel and a supposed attack
on afishing boat north of Marathon. The owner was Vietnamese and highly excitable. Of courseit’s
amogt unheard of that falsekillers attack anything related to humans. But maybe you can use the whole
thing somehow.”

Carol saw that he was already up from the couch and walking around his office. Dr. Dale Michaels
had so much energy it was amost impossible for him to st ill or relax. Hewasjust afew months avay
from hisfortieth birthday but he still had the zest and enthusiasm of ateenager.

“Just try not to let anyone from the Navy know that you have the telescope,” he continued. “They
caled again thismorning and asked for athird set of equipment. | told them the third telescope was
loaned out and being used for research. Whatever it isthat they’ relooking for must be very important.”
Heturned and looked at the camera. “And very secret. Thisguy Lieutenant Todd reminded me again
thismorning, as soon as| made anorma scientific inquiry, that it was Navy business and he couldn’t tell
me anything about it.”

Carol made some noteson asmall spira pad. “You know, Dale,” she began again, “1 thought this
story had tremendous potentia as soon as you mentioned it to me yesterday. Everything indicates that
something unusua and secret isgoing on with the Navy. | mysdf was amused by the amateur way that
Todd stonewalled me on the phone yesterday and then demanded to know who had given me his name.
| told him that a source in the Pentagon had suggested that there was some high-priority activity a the
Nava Air Station in Key West and that he, Todd, was associated with it. He seemed to buy it. AndI’'m
convinced that the bozo Navy public affairs guy here knows nothing at al about anything that might be
happening.”

Carol yawned and quickly put her hand over her mouth. “Well, it’ stoo late to go back to bed. |
guess|I’ll exercise and then go find that boat we talked about. | fed asif I'mlooking for aneedleina
haystack, but your guess could beright. Anyway, I'll start with the map you gave me. And if they really
have lost a cruise missile somewhere down here and are trying to cover it up, it would certainly be agreat
scoop for me. Tak toyou later.”

Dale waved good-bye and hung up. Carol |eft the communications area and walked out to the end of
the hotel. She had an oceanfront room on thefirst floor. The Herald wouldn't pay for that kind of
luxury, but she had decided to splurge anyway thistime and pamper hersdf. Asshewas changing into
her skin-tight workout swimsuit, she mused to hersalf about her conversation with Dale. Nobody would
ever know, shethought, that Daleand | arelovers. Or at least sex partnersit’sall so busnesdike. Asif
we' re teammates or something. No darlings or dears. She paused for amoment and then compl eted her



thought. Did | makeit that way? she wondered.

It was dmost nine o' clock and the resort wasin the process of waking up when Carol waked out of
her room and onto the hotel grounds. On the beach, the staff had just arrived and were setting out the
chaises and umbrellas on the sand for the early risers. Carol waked over to the young man in charge (a
typica Charlie Terrific, Carol thought sarcastically as she watched him strut dong in front of his
concession shack) and informed him that she was going for along exercise swim. Twice at hotels
previoudy she had forgotten to tell the guardians of the beach that she was going to swim ahdf mile
away from the shore. Both times she had been “rescued,” much to her dismay, and had created an
untoward scene.

As Carol worked into the rhythm of her freestyle stroke, she began to fed the release of tension, the
loosening of the knots that bound her most of thetime. Although she told most other people that she
exercised regularly to Say fit, the real reason Carol spent at least forty-five minutes each morning running,
swimming, or walking briskly wasthat she needed the exercise to ded with her fast-paced life. Only
after hard exercise could sheredlly fed cam and a peace with her world.

It was norma for Carol to let her mind drift idly from subject to subject while she was swimming long
distances. Thismorning she remembered swvimming long ago in the cold waters of the Pacific Ocean
near Laguna Beach in Cdifornia. Carol had been eight years old at the time and had gone to a birthday
party given by afriend, Jessicawas her name, whom Carol had met at soccer camp during the summer.
Jessicawasrich. Her house had cost more than amillion dollars and Jessica had more toys and dolls
than Carol could possibly imagine.

Hmm, Carol wasthinking as she recdled Jessica s party and the clowns and the ponies. That was
when | ill believed infairy tales. That was before the separation and divorce . . .

Her watch aarm sounded, breaking her reverie, and Carol turned around in the water and headed
back to shore. Asshedid so, she saw something strange out of the corner of her eye. No more than
twenty yards from her agreat whae broke the water, sending chills down her spine and adrendine
rushing into her system. The wha e disappeared underwater and, despite the fact that Carol treaded
water for a.couple of minutes and scanned the horizon, she never saw him again.

At length Carol began swvimming back toward shore. Her heart rate had started to return to normal
after the bizarre encounter and now she was thinking about her lifelong fascination with whales. She
remembered having atoy whae from SeaWorld, in San Diego, when shewas seven. What was his
name? Shammy. Shamu. Something likethat. Then Carol remembered an earlier experience, one she
had not thought about for twenty-five years.

Carol wasfive or six and Sitting in her room, ready for bed as requested, and her father cameinto the
room carrying apicture book. They sat together on the bed and leaned against the wallpaper with yelow
flowerswhile he read to her. Sheloved it when he put hisarm around her and turned the pagesin her
lap. Shefdt protected and comfortable. He read to her a story about awhale that seemed human and a
man named Captain Ahab. The pictures were frightening, one in particular showed a boat being tossed
about by agiant whae with aharpoon stuck in his back.

When her father tucked her in that night he seemed to linger in the room, showering her with tender
hugs and kisses. She saw tearsin hiseyes and asked him if anything waswrong. Her father just shook
his head and told her that he loved her so much, sometimesit made him cry.

Carol was s0 deep in thisvivid memory that she wasn't paying attention to where she was swimming.
She had drifted west with the current and could now barely seethe hotdl. It took her afew minutesto
orient herself and head back in theright direction.
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LIEUTENANT Richard Todd waited impatiently while the data processing assistant made the last
corrections on the master sheets. “Come on, comeon. The meeting is supposed to start in five minutes.
And we have a couple more changes to make.”

The poor girl was clearly hasded by the Navy officer hanging over her shoulder while she worked at
the design monitor. She corrected a couple of spelling errors on one sheet and pushed the return key.
Onthe screenin front of her appeared a computer line-drawn map of South Floridaand the Keys. With
alight pen shetried to follow Lieutenant Todd' singtructions and highlight the specific areas described by
him.

“There” hesaid findly, “that’sgood. That finishesthe group. Now hit the hard copy repro button.
What' stheinitia key? 17BROK01? Good. On the Top Secret database? All right. Today’s
password?’

“Matisse, Lieutenant,” she answered, standing up to walk around the machine and pick up asingle
collated hard copy of his presentation. Todd had ablank look on hisface. “He was a French painter,”
the girl said sarcagticdlly, “M-A-T-1-S-SE, in case you' re wondering.”

Todd signed out for his copy of the materia and then scribbled the spelling of Matisse on ashest of
scratch paper. He awkwardly thanked the girl inaminima way and left the room, heading out of the
building and acrossthe sireet.

The conference center for the U.S. Nava Air Station in Key West was next door. Itwasa
brand-new building of modem design, one of the few edifices on the base to break the architectura
monotone that could best be described as “white stucco, World War 11.” Lieutenant Todd worked in
one of the nondescript white buildings as head of Specia Projectsfor the site. Todd and his group were
essentialy troubleshooters for the command, crackerjack systems engineers who were moved from
project to project depending upon where they were needed. Todd himself was twenty-eight, an
Annapolis graduate in aerogpace engineering, agung-ho Navy bachelor who had grown up in Littleton, a
suburb of Denver in Colorado. Todd was ambitiousand in ahurry. Hefdt asif he were out of the
mainstream down here in Key West and longed for a chance to move to somewhere he could redlly
prove his mettle, a weapons design center, for example, or even the Pentagon.

The sign on the door in the conference center read TOP SECRET — BROKEN ARROW.
Lieutenant Todd checked hiswatch. One minute remained before 0930, the time for the meeting. He
entered an a phanumeric code into the door lock and walked into the back of amidsized conference
room with three large screensin the front. His group of five younger officers and a couple of members of
the senior staff had already arrived. They were standing around the coffee and donuts that were on a
table at theleft. Commander Vernon Winters was Sitting alone at the center of along table that ran
across the room and virtually bisected it. He was facing the screenswith his back to the entrance.

“All right, al right,” Winters said, first looking around the room and then at the digita time printout in
the upper |€eft corner of thefront wall, “let’ s get started. Areyou ready Lieutenant Todd?” The other
officers sat down at thetable. At the last minute another senior staff officer entered the room and took a
Segt in one of the chairs at the back.

Todd walked around the table to the front of the room, to a podium with a built-in keyboard
underneath asmall monitor, and eyed Commander Winters. “Yes, dr,” heanswered. He activated the
computer system in the podium. Todd indicated that he wanted access to the Top Secret Data Base.

He then entered a complicated keyed input that was the first pan of a password system. Theinteractive
monitor in the podium next requested the password of the day. Todd' sfirst attempt was unsuccessful,
for he hadn’t remembered the correct spelling. He began to search his pockets for the piece of scrap
paper.

Theonly other keyboard in the room wasin the center of the long table where Winters was sitting.
While Lieutenant Todd fumbled around at the podium, the commander smiled, entered the password,



and then added some code of hisown. The center screen came aivein vivid color and showed a
stylized woman in ayellow dress, Stting at a piano, while two young boys played checkers behind her.
A sense of red flooded forth from the picture. It was areproduction of one of Matisse' s paintings from
his late yearsin Nice and was magnificently projected at the front of the room. Lieutenant Todd |ooked
gartled. A couple of the senior officers laughed.

Winters smiled engagingly. “There are somefairly amazing things that can be done with the resolution
power of a4K-by-4K image and anearly infinite database.” There was an awkward silence and then
Winters continued. “I guessit’shopelessto keep trying to expand the education of you young officerson
thisbase. Go on. Continue. I’ ve put you aready into the Top Secret Data Base and any new input will
overridethe picture.”

Todd composed himsdlf. Thisman Wintersis certainly aqueer duck, hethought. The admira who
was the commanding officer of the Key West base had assigned the commander last night to lead this
important Panther missleinvestigation. Winters had an impressive background in missilesand in systems
engineering, but whoever heard of starting such a critical meeting by calling a painting up on the screen?
Todd now entered 17BROK 01 and, after counting the people, the number nine. In afew secondsa
machinein the back corner of the room had copies of the presentation collated and stapled for the use of
the participants. Todd caled hisfirst image (entitled “ Introduction and Background”) to the center
screen with another touch of the keyboard.

“Y esterday morning,” he began, “ademondtration test for the new Panther missile was conducted
over the North Atlantic. The missilewasfired at 0700 from an airplane at eighty thousand feet off the
coast of Labrador. 1t wasaimed at atarget near the Bahamas, one of our old aircraft carriers. After
flying anormad balistic trgjectory into the region where the ship was | ocated, the Panther was supposed
to activate itsterminal guidance that uses the Advanced Pattern Recognition System or APRS. The
missile should then have found the aircraft carrier and, using the reaction control jets asits primary control
authority, made whatever vernier corrections were necessary to impact the old carrier on the main deck.”

Todd pushed akey on the podium and aline drawing map of the American east coadt, including the
areafrom Labrador through Cuba, appeared on the left screen. “The misslewasafinal test verson,” he
continued, “in the exact configuration of the production flight vehicle, except for the command test set and
thewarhead. Thiswasto be the longest test flight yet conducted and was designed to demonstrate
thoroughly the new 4.2 version of the software that was recently ingtalled in the APRS. So of coursethe
missle was not armed.”

Thelieutenant picked up alight pen from the podium and marked on the small monitor in front of him.
His markings were immediately trandated to the larger screen behind him so that everyone could easily
follow hisdiscussion. “On the screen you al can see the predicted versus actud overflight path of the
bird yesterday. Here, roughly ten miles east of Cape Canaveral on what appeared to be anomind flight,
the sequencer turned on the cameras. After acouple of hundred calibration images, sort of a self-test of
the APRS, the termind guidance agorithmswere activated as scheduled. Asfar aswe cantell from the
regltime telemetry, nothing strange had occurred until thistime.”

The right screen now showed a detailed map of south Foridaand the Keysthat included the target in
the Bahamas. The maps on the two flanking screens remained in view during the rest of his presentation
but Lieutenant Todd congtantly changed the word charts in the middle to keep up with the discussion.
“Theagpriori location of the target, which was where the cameras should first have looked for the aircraft
carier, was here at Eleuthera, in the Bahamas. The search adgorithm should have fanned out inacircle
from there and, if it had operated properly, found the target in about fifteen seconds. This (Todd pointed
toward a dotted line on the more detailed map) should have been the impact trgjectory.

“However,” Todd continued dramatically, “based on the telemetry data that we have analyzed to
date, it appearsthat the missile veered sharply westward, toward the coast of Florida, soon after the
termina guidance system was activated. We have only been able to reconstruct its path up to this point,
where it was about three mileswest of Miami Beach at an dtitude of ten thousand feet. After that the
telemetry becomesintermittent and erratic. But we do know that adl the termind guidance engines were
on at thetimewe lost complete data. Projecting thetotal control authority for the missile, the area



highlighted here, covering the Everglades, the Keys, and even asfar south as Cuba, represents where the
bird might have landed.”

Lieutenant Todd paused for a second and Commander Winters, who had been writing down mgjor
pointsin asmall notebook during the presentation, immediately jumped in and started taking charge of
the meeting. “A couple of questions, Lieutenant, before we proceed,” Winters began in abusinesdike
manner with an obvious overtone of authority. “First, why was the missile not destroyed soon after it
veered off course?’

“WEe re not exactly certain, Commander. The command test set and the small ordnance had been
ingtdled, of course, specificaly for that purpose. The changein the motion of the vehicle was so sudden
and so unexpected that we reacted alittle dowly at the beginning. By the time we sent the command, it's
possible that we were out of range. All we know isthat we never saw an explosion of any kind. We can
only assume—"

“We |l come back to this operationa error later,” Wintersinterrupted him again. Todd blanched at
theword “error” and fidgeted behind the podium. “Where would the impact point have been according
to the guidance congtants active at the time of the last complete telemetry packet? And how longisit
going to take usto extract additional information from the intermittent data?’

Lieutenant Todd noted to himsdlf that the commander was sharp. Winters had obvioudy been
associated with anomaly investigations before. Todd then explained that if the active guidance congtants
had not changed again, the continued firing of the terminal engineswould have brought the missleto an
impact point about twenty miles south of Key West. “However,” Todd added, “the constants were
alowed, by the software, to change every five seconds. And they had changed in two of the last five
interna dataupdates. Soit’sunlikely they stayed the same as they were when our complete telemetry
terminated. Unfortunately, although al the constants— even the future predicted onesthat are being
caculated by the APRS-are stored in the onboard computer, because of bandwidth limitations we only
transmit the active constants with the redtime telemetry. We are now going through the dropout data
manually to seeif we can find out anything more about the congtants.”

One of the other taff officers asked a question about the probability of the missile actualy having
reached Cuba. Lieutenant Todd answered “very low” and then activated an eectronic overlay that
placed adotted and blinking trgjectory on the right screen inset map. The blinking dots followed a path
that started just off Cord Gables, south of the city of Miami, and then continued across a portion of south
Floridainto the Gulf of Mexico, acrossthe Keys, and findly into the ocean again. “Itisdong thisline
that we intend to concentrate our search. Unlessthe bird suddenly changed its mind its general heading
would have been cons stent with a perceived target located anywhere aong this path. And sincewe
have no reports of any land impact near a populated area, we assume that the missle landed in the
Everglades or the ocean.”

Lieutenant Todd had consulted briefly with Winters the previous evening on the agenda for the
meeting. It had been scheduled to last only an hour, but the number of questions caused it to stretch to
an hour and ahaf. Todd wasthorough and precisein his presentation but was obvioudy dismayed by
Winters' continued probing into the possibility of human error. The lieutenant freely admitted that they
had blown the procedure to destroy the missile when it went awry, but defended his men by citing the
unusud circumstances and the nearly perfect previous record enjoyed by the Panther missile. Headso
explained that they were going to equip their search vessals with the best possible instrumentation
(“including the new ocean telescope devel oped by the Miami Oceanographic Ingtitute”) and begin
searching the outlined areas in earnest the next day.

Winters asked many questions about the possible cause of the missile' s strange behavior. Todd told
him that he and his staff were convinced that it was a software problem, that some new or updated
agorithm in the 4.2 version of the software had somehow scrambled both the initidization sequence and
the optically stored target parameters. Winters accepted their opinion eventually, but not until he ordered
them to prepare a“top down” failure modes analysisthat would list every possible hardware, software,
or operationd error (Todd winced when Winters mentioned operations again) that could lead to the kind
of problem observed.



Toward the end of the meeting Wintersreiterated the secrecy of the activity and pointed out that the
Broken Arrow project was to remain completely unknown to the press. “Commander,” Todd brokein
while Winterswas explaining the press policy. The lieutenant had begun the meeting with confidence but
wasfeding increasingly unsettled. “Sir, | had acdl late yesterday afternoon from areporter, aCarolyn
or Kathy Dawson | think, from the Miami Herald. Shetold me that she had heard of some specia
activity down here and that | was supposedly connected with it. She claimed her source was someonein
the Pentagon.”

Winters shook hishead. “Shit, Lieutenant, why didn’'t you say something beforethis? Can't you
imagine what will happen if the word gets out that one of our missileswandered over Miami?” He
paused. “What did you tell her?’

“I didn't tell her anything. But | think sheisdtill suspicious. She called the public affairs office after
shetaked tome.”

Winters gave an order that the existence of the Broken Arrow investigation was to be kept classfied
and that any and dl inquiries about it were to be referred to him. He then caled for the next status
meeting at 1500 on the following day, Friday, by which time (hetold Lieutenant Todd) the commander
expected to see the results of the analysis of the intermittent telemetry, a more complete logic breakdown
of the failure modes, and alist of recent open items with the 4.2 software.

Lieutenant Richard Todd |eft the meeting aware that this assgnment was going to have asignificant
impact on his career. It was clear to the lieutenant that his persona competence was aready being
guestioned by this Commander Winters. Todd intended to respond to the challenge in a positive way.
Firg he cdled asmall postmortem meeting of the junior officersin hisgroup. Hetold them (they weredl
young ensgns, just out of the university after completing aNavy ROTC program) that their collective ass
wasontheline. Then he defined a series of action itemsthat would keep al of them up working for most
of thenight. It wasimperative to Todd that he be properly prepared for the next mesting.
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KEY West was proud of itsnew marina. Completed in 1992 just after the explosion in cruises had
brought an influx of new visitorsto the old city, the marinawas thoroughly modem. Scattered around the
J€etties on high towers were automeatic cameras that constantly surveyed the marina. These camerasand
the rest of the eectronic survelllance systems were just one facet of an elaborate security setup that
protected the dips when the boat owners were absent. Another of the new features of the Hemmingway
Marina (it was naturally named after the most famous resident of Key West) was a centralized navigation
control center. Here, using avirtualy automatic traffic control system, asingle controller was able to
passingructionsto dl the vessalsin the harbor and provide for efficient handling of the burgeoning water
traffic.

The marinawas built on Key West Bight, on what had been a decaying part of the waterfront. 1t had
dipsfor dmost four hundred boats and its completion changed the nature of the city’s commerce. Y oung
professionas wanting to be near their boats at the marina quickly purchased and upgraded dl the
wonderful nineteenth-century houses that lined Caroline and Eaton streets on what was known asthe
Pelican Path. Smart shops, toney restaurants, even little theaters crowded into the area around the
marinato create an atmosphere of bustle and excitement. There was even anew Japanese hotdl, the
Miyako Gardens, which was famous for its magnificent collection of tropica birdsthat played inthe
waterfdls and ferns of itsatrium.

Just before noon Carol Dawson walked into the marina headquarters and approached the circular
information desk in the middle of the large room. Shewaswearing asharp slk blouse, light purplein
color, and apair of long white cotton sacks that covered the tops of her white tennis shoes. Two petite
ruby and gold bracelets were wrapped around her right wrist, and a huge amethyst set in agold basket at
the end of aneck chain dangled perfectly at the vertex of the“V” in her open blouse. She looked
stunning, like awel-hedled tourist about to rent aboat for the afternoon.

The young girl behind the information desk wasin her early twenties. She was blonde, fairly atractive
in the clean-cut American style origindly typified by Cheryl Tiegs. She weatched Carol with just atinge of
competitive jealoudy asthe journaist moved purposefully acrosstheroom. “Can| help you?’ shesaid
with feigned cheer as Carol reached the desk.

“I would like to charter aboat for therest of theday.” Carol began. “I want to go out to do alittle
diving and alittle swimming and maybe see some of the interesting ship-wrecks around here.” She
planned to say nothing about the whales until she had picked the boat.

“WEéll, you've cometo theright place,” the girl responded. She turned to the computer on her left and
prepared to use the keyboard. “My nameis Julianne and one of my jobs hereisto help touristsfind the
boatsthat are just right for their recreationa needs.” Carol noted that Julianne sounded asif she had
memorized the little speech. “Did you have any particular pricein mind? Although most of the boats
here at Hemingway are private vessels, we still do have al sorts of boats for charter and most of them
meet your requirements. Assuming of coursethat they're fill available.”

Carol shook her head and in afew minutes she was handed a computer listing that included nine
boats. “Here arethe boatsthat are possible,” the girl said. “Asl told you, there' squitearangein
price”

Caral’ s eyes scanned down thelist. The biggest and most expensive boat was the Ambrosia, a
fifty-four-footer that chartered for eight hundred dollarsaday, or five hundred for ahalf day. Thelist
included a couple of intermediate entries aswell astwo small boats, twenty-six-footers, that rented for
half the price of the Ambrosia “I’d liketo talk to the captain of the Ambrosiafirst,” Carol said, after a
moment’ shestation. “Wheredo | go?’

“Do you know Captain Homer?’” Julianne replied, a strange smile starting to form at the corner of her
mouth. “Homer Ashford,” she said again dowly, asif the name should be recognized. Carol’smind
began going through amemory search routine. The namewasfamiliar. Where had she heard it? A long



timeago, inanewsprogram. . .

Carol had not quite retrieved the memory when the girl continued. “1I’ll let them know that you're
coming.” Below the desk counter on the right was a huge bank of relay switches, severd hundred in dll,
apparently connected to a speaker system. Julianne flipped one of the switches and turned to Carol. “It
should only beaminute,” shesaid.

“Vat isit, Julianne?’ abooming feminine voice inquired within about twenty seconds. The voicewas
foreign, German Judging from the way the first word was pronounced. And the voice was dso impatient.

“There' sawoman here, Greta, aMiss Carol Dawson from Miami, and she wants to come down to
talk to Captain Homer about chartering the yacht for the afternoon.”

After amoment’ sslence, Gretawas heard again, “Y a, okay, send her down.” Julianne motioned for
Caral to wak hafway around the circular desk to where afamiliar keyboard was Sitting in asmall well on
the counter. Carol had been through this process many times sincethe UIS (Universa I dentification
System) wasfirgt introduced in 1991. Using the keyboard, she entered her name and her socid security
number. Carol wondered which verification question it would bethistime. Her birthplace? Her
mother’ s maiden name? Her father’ sbirth date? It was always random, selected from the twenty
persond facts that were immutable and belonged to each individua. To impersonate someone now redly
took an effort.

“Miss Carol Dawson, 1418 Oakwood Gardens, Apt. 17, Miami Beach.” Carol nodded her head.
Blonde Julianne obvioudy enjoyed her role of checking out the prospective clients. “What was your birth
date?’ Carol was asked.

“December 27, 1963,” Carol responded. Juliann€ sface registered that Carol had given the correct
answer. But Carol could see something elsein her face, something competitive and even supercilious,
amog a“Haha-de-ha-ha, I'm lots younger than you are and now | know it.” Usualy Carol didn’t pay
attention to such trivia. But for some reason, this morning she was uncomfortable about the fact that she
was now thirty. She started to indicate her annoyance to smug little Julianne but thought better of it and
held her tongue.

Julianne gave her ingtructions. “Walk out that door over there, at the far right, and walk straight until
you come to Jetty Number 4. Then turn left and insert thiscard inthe gatelock. Slip“P’ asin Peter is
wherethe Ambrosiaisberthed. It'salong wak, way down at the end of the jetty. But you can’'t miss
the yacht, it'sone of the largest and most beautiful boats at Hemingway.”

Juliannewasright. It was quite a hike to the end of Jetty Number 4. Carol Dawson probably passed
atota of thirty boats of al sizes, on both sides of the jetty, before she reached the Ambrosia. By the
time Carol could discern the bold blue identifying letters on the front of the cabin, she had started to
swest from the heat and humidity of late morning.

Captain Homer Ashford walked up the gangplank to meet her when she finally reached the Ambrosia
Hewasin hismidto latefifties, an enormous man, well over six feet tal and weighing closeto two
hundred and fifty pounds. Hishair was il thick, but the origind black color had now amost completely
surrendered to the gray.

Captain Homer’ swild eyes had followed Carol’ s approach with undisguised lubricious delight. Carol
recognized thelook and her reaction was one of immediate disgust. She started to turn around and go
back to the marina headquarters. But she stopped hersdlf, redizing that it was along walk back and that
shewas dready hot and tired. Captain Homer, apparently sensing her disapprova by the changein her
gait, changed hisleer to an avuncular smile.

“Miss Dawson, | presume?’ the captain said, bowing dightly with fake galantry. “Welcometo the
Ambrosa Cagptain Homer Ashford and his crew at your service. “Caral reluctantly smiled. This
buffoon in the outrageous blue Hawaiian shirt a least did not gppear to take himsdlf too serioudy. Still
dightly wary, shetook the proffered Coke from his out-stretched hand and followed him aong the
gmaller side jetty beside the boat. Thetwo of them then descended onto the yacht. 1t was huge.

“We understand from Julianne that you are interested in a charter for this afternoon. Wewould love
to take you out to one of our favorite spots, Dolphin Key.” They were standing in front of the
wheel house and the covered cabin areaasthey talked. Captain Homer was clearly already into hissaes



pitch. From somewhere nearby Carol could hear the clang of metd. It sounded like barbells.

“Doalphin Key isamarveousisolated idand,” Captain Homer continued, “ perfect for swimming and
even nude sunbathing, if you likethat sort of thing. There' s aso a sunken wreck from the eighteenth
century not more than acouple of milesaway if you'reinterested in doing somediving.” Carol took
another drink from her Coke and looked at Homer for aninstant. She quickly averted her eyes. Hewas
leering again. His peculiar emphasis on the word “nude” had somehow changed Carol’ s mentd picture
of Dolphin Key from aquiet tropical paradise to agathering place for debauchery and pegping Toms.
Carol recoiled from Captain Homer’ slight touch as he guided her around the sde of theyacht. Thisman
isacreep, shethought. | should have followed my first ingtincts and turned around.

The clang of meta grew louder asthey walked past the entrance to the cabin and approached the
front of the luxuriousboat. Carol’sjourndigtic curiosity was piqued; the sound seemed so out of place.
She hardly paid attention as Captain Homer pointed out al the outstanding features of the yacht. When
they findly had aclear view of the front deck of the Ambrosia, Carol saw that the sound had indeed been
barbells. A blonde woman with her back toward them was working out with weights on the front deck.

Thewoman’ s body was magnificent, even breathtaking. As she strained to finish her repetitive
presses, shelifted the barbells high over her head Rivulets of swest cascaded down the muscles that
seemed to descend in ripples from her shoulders. She was wearing alow-cut black leotard, amost
backless, whose thin straps did not seem capable of holding up the rest of the ouitfit. Captain Homer had
stopped talking about the boat. Carol noticed that he was standing in rapt admiration, apparently
transfixed by the sensud beauty of the sweaty woman in the leotard. This placeisweird, Carol thought.
Maybe that' swhy the girl asked meif | knew these people.

Thewoman put the weights back on the smal rack and picked up atowel When she turned around
Carol could seethat shewasin her mid to late thirties, pretty in an athletic sort of way . Her breasts
werelarge and taut and clearly visiblein the scant leotard. But it was her eyesthat were truly
remarkable. They were gray-bluein color and they seemed to look right through you. Carol thought that
the woman'’ sfirgt piercing glance was hogtile, dmost threatening.

“Greta,” said Captain Homer, when shelooked at him after her first glance at Carol, “thisisMiss
Carol Dawson. She may be our charter for this afternoon.”

Gretadid not smile or say anything. She wiped the sweet off her brow, took a couple of deep
breaths, and put the towel behind her neck and over her shoulders. She squared herself off to face Carol
and Captain Homer. Then with her shoulders back and her hands on her hips, she flexed her chest
muscles. With each flexure her abundant breasts seemed to stretch up toward her neck. Throughout this
routine her incredibly clear eyes evaduated Carol, checking out her body and clothing in minute detail.
Carol squirmed involuntarily.

“Wadll, hdlo, Greta,” she said, her usua aplomb strangely absent in this awkward moment, “niceto
meet you.” Jesus, Carol thought, as Greta just looked at Carol’ s outstretched hand for several seconds,
let me out of here. | must be on astrange planet or having anightmare.

“Greta sometimes likes to have fun with our customers,” Captain Homer said to Carol, “but don't let
it put you off.” Was heirritated with Greta? Carol thought she detected some unspoken communication
between Greta and Captain Homer, for at length Gretasmiled. But it wasan artificid smile.

“Vecometo the Ambrosia” Gretasaid, mimicking Captain Homer’ sfirst remarksto Carol. “Our
pleasure avaitsyou.” Gretalifted her arms over her head, watching Carol again, and began to stretch.
“Comevit usto paradise,” Gretasaid.

Carol fet Captain Homer’ s burly hand on her elbow, turning her around. She aso thought she saw an
angry glance from Homer to Greta. “The Ambrosaisthefinest charter vessdl in Key West,” he said,
guiding her back toward the stem and resuming his sales pitch. “It has every possible convenience and
luxury. Giant screen cabletelevision, compact disc player with quad speskers, automatic chef
programmed with over a hundred gourmet dishes, robot massage. And nobody knows the Keyslike
Captain Homer. I’ ve been diving and fishing these watersfor fifty years.”

They had stopped at the entrance to the cabin areain the middle of the yacht. Through the glass door
Carol could see stairs descending to another level. “Would you like to come down and seethe gdley



and the bedroom?’ Captain Homer said, without atrace of the earlier suggestiveness. Hewas aclever
chameleon, there was no doubt about that. Carol revised her earlier judgment of him asabuffoon. But
what was this business with muscle-bound Greta, whoever sheis, Carol wondered. And just what is
going on here? Why are they so strange?

“No, thank you, Captain Ashford.” Carol saw her opportunity to exit gracefully. She handed him
what was | eft of the unfinished Coke. “I’ve seen enough. 1t samagnificent yacht but | cantell it smuch
too expensive for asingle woman wanting to spend arelaxing afternoon. But thanksalot for your time
and the brief tour.”

She started to walk toward the gangplank to the jetty. Captain Homer’ s eyes narrowed, “ But we
haven't even discussed price, Miss Dawson. |I'm certain that for someone like you we could make a
specid ded . . 7

Carol could tell that he was not going to let her go without some additiond discusson. As she started
to leave the yacht, Greta came up beside Captain Homer. “It vould give you sometink to write about for
your paper,” Gretasaid with abizarre smile. “ Sometink unusud.”

Carol turned, startled. * So you recognized me?’ she said, stating the obvious. The strange pair
grinned back at her. “Why didn’t you say something?’

Captain Homer smply shrugged his huge shoulders. “We thought maybe you weretraveling
incognito, or were looking for some specid fun, or maybe even wereworkingonastory . . .” Hisvoice
trailed off Carol smiled and shook her head. Then she waved good-bye, mounted the gangplank, and
turned on the jetty toward the distant marina headquarters. Who are those people€? she asked hersdlf
again. Now I’'m certain that | have seen them before. But where?

* * * * *

Twice Carol looked over her shoulder to seeif Captain Homer and Gretawere till watching her.
The second time, when she was dmost a hundred yards away, they were no longer in Sght. She sighed
with relief. The experience had definitely unnerved her.

Carol walked on dowly. She pulled the computer listing that Julianne had given her from asmall
purple beach bag. Before she could look &t it, she heard atelephonering on her left and her eyeslifted
naturally to follow the sound. Thetelephonewasringing on aboet just in front of her. A husky manin
his early thirtieswas sitting in afolding chair on the same boat. Wearing only ared basebd| cap, apair of
swim trunks, dark sunglasses and some thongs, the man was intently watching asmall television propped
up on aflimsy tray of somekind. He held asandwich in one hand (Carol could see the white mayonnaise
00zing out between the dices of bread even from her distance of ten yards or so) and a can of beer in the
other. Therewas no sign that the man in the red cap even heard the telephone.

Carol moved closer, alittle curious. A basketba | game was in progress on the television. On about
the sixth ring of the phone, the man gave asmdl cheer (with his mouth full of sandwich) in the direction of
the six-inch picture tube, took aswig from his beer, and abruptly jumped up to answer thecall. The
tel ephone was underneath a canopy in the center of the boat, on awooden paneled wall behind the
steering wheel and next to some built-in counters that gppeared to contain the navigation and radio
equipment for the boat. The man fiddled with the steering whed unconscioudy during the brief
conversation and never took his eyes off thetelevison. He hung up, issued another short cheer, and
returned to hisfolding chair.

Carol was now standing on the jetty, just inches away from the front of the boat and no more than ten
feet away from where the man was Sitting. But he was obliviousto her, totaly absorbed in his basketball
game. “All right,” he shouted dl at once, reacting to something pleasing in the game. He jumped up.
The sudden movement caused the boat to rock and the jerrybuilt tray undernesth the television gave way.
The man reached out quickly and grabbed the TV before it hit the ground, but in so doing helost his
balance and fell forward on his elbows.

“Shit,” he said to himsdf, wincing from the pain. Hewaslying on the deck, his sunglasses cocked
sdewayson his head, the game still continuing on thelittle set in hishands. Carol could not suppress her



laughter. Now aware that he was not donefor thefirst time, Nick Williams, the owner and operator of
the Florida Queen, turned in the direction of the feminine laugh.

“Excuseme,” Carol beganin afriendly way, “1 just happened to bewaking by and | saw youfall . .
" She stopped. Nick was not amused.

“What do youwant?’ Nick fixed her with atruculent glare. He stood up, still holding (and watching)
the televison and now trying aswell to put the tray back together. He didn’t have enough handsto do
everything a once.

“You know,” Carol said, till smiling, “I could help you with tht, if it wouldn't injure your masculine
pride.”” Uh oh, Nick thought in aflash, Another pushy, assertive broad.

Nick put the television down on the deck of the boat and began to reassemblethetray. “No thank
you,” hesaid. “I can manage.” Obvioudy ignoring Carol, he set the TV back on thetray, returned to his
folding chair, and picked up his sandwich and beer.

Carol was amused by what Nick had clearly intended as a putdown. Shelooked around the boat.
Neatness was not one of the strengths of the proprietor. Little odds and ends, including masks, snorkels,
regulators, towels, and even old lunches from fast-food restaurants were scattered al over the front of
the boat. In one of the corners someone had obvioudly taken apart a piece of eectronic equipment,
perhapsfor repair, and left the entire works ajumbled mess. Mounted on the top of the blue canopy
weretwo Sgns, each with adifferent type of print, one giving the name of the boat and the other saying
THANK YOU FOR NOT SMOKING.

The boat looked out of character for the deek modern marinaand Carol imagined the other boat
owners reacting with disgust each day as they passed the Florida Queen. On animpulse Carol looked at
the computer listing in her hand. She almost laughed out loud when she saw the boat listing as one of the
nineavalablefor hire.

“Excuseme,” she began, intending to start the discussion about chartering the boat for the afternoon.

Nick heaved an exaggerated Sgh and turned away from histelevised basketball game. The miffed
look on hisface was unmistakable. It said, What? Areyou till here? | thought we' d finished our
conversation. Now go away and let me enjoy the afternoon on my boat.

Mischievous Carol couldn’t resist the opportunity to harass the arrogant Mr. Williams (she assumed
that the name on the computer listing and the man in front of her were the same, for she couldn’t imagine
acrew member acting with such apparent confidence and authority on someone else’ sboat). “Who's
playing?’ she said cheerfully, asif she had no ideathat Nick wastrying to get rid of her.

“Harvard and Tennessee,” he answered gruffly, amazed that Carol hadn’t got the message.

“What' sthe score?’ she said quickly, now enjoying the game she had just created.

Nick turned around again, hisquizzica look acknowledging his exasperation. “It's 31-29 Harvard,”
he said sharply, “just before the end of thefirst half.” Carol didn't move. She simply smiled and returned
hisfierce stare without blinking. “And it’ sthefirst round of the NCAA tournament and they’ re playingin
the Southeast Regiona. Any more questions?’

“Just one,” shesaid. “1 would like to charter this boat for the afternoon. Areyou Nick Williams?’

Hewastaken by surprise. “Whaat?” Nick said. At that minute Tennessee tied the basketball game
again, distracting Nick even further. He watched the game for a couple of seconds and then tried to
collect himsdf. “But | have had no callsfrom Julianne. Anyone who wantsto charter aboat here at
Hemingway hastosgninat thedeskand. . .”

“1 came down to look at another boat first. | didn't likeit. So | stopped by here on the way back.”
Nick was watching the television again and Carol waslosing her patience with him. At first he had been
amusing. At least | don't have to worry about his pawing me, shethought. The guy can't even
concentrate on me enough to get his boat chartered. “Look,” she added, “do you want a charter for this
afternoon or not?

Thefirgt half of the basketbal gameended. “All right . . . 1 guesss0,” Nick said dowly, thinking to
himself, only because | need the money. He gestured to Carol to descend onto the deck of the boat.
“Let mejugt cdl Julianne and make sureyou'relegit. 'Y ou never know these days.”

While Nick confirmed Carol’ sidentification with the marina headquarters, ajaunty young black man



in his early twenties came down the jetty and stopped just opposite the Florida Queen. “Hey,
Professor,” he said, the moment Nick was off the phone, “am | inthewrong place?” He motioned to
Caral. “Youdidn't tell me you were entertaining beauty, style, and classtoday. Wooee! Look at that
jewdry. Andthat silk blouse. Should I go now and come back to hear your torieslater?”” He winked
at Carol. “He'snogood, angd. All hisgirlfriends eventudly end up with me.”

“Cut the crap, Jefferson,” Nick reacted, “thiswoman isapotentia customer. And you're late, as
usua. How do you expect meto run acharter dive boat when | don’t have any ideawhen or if my crew
isgoing to show up?’

“Professor,” the newcomer jumped down on the boat and walked up to Caral, “if | had known that
you had something that looked like this down here, | would have been here before dawn. Hello, there,
young lady, my nameis Troy Jefferson. | am therest of the crew on this lunatic asylum of aboat.”

Carol had been dightly discombobulated by the arrival of Troy and the quick repartee that followed.
But she adapted swiftly and regained her composure. Shetook Troy’ s out-stretched hand and smiled.
Heimmediately leaned up and almost brushed his cheek againgt hers. “Ooueee,” Troy pulled back
grinning. “I just caught awnhiff of Oscar delaRenta. Professor, didn’t | tell you thiswoman had class?
Well, angdl,” helooked at Carol in mock admiration, “I just can’'t tell you how much it meansto meto
finaly meet up with someone like you on thistub. Usualy we get old ladies, | mean old ladies, who want
to—"

“Enough, Jefferson,” Nick interrupted him. “We havework to do. It'samost noon aready and
we' re dill at least haf an hour away from being ready to leave. We don't even know what Miss Dawson
wantsto do.”

“Carol isfine” shesad. She paused for amoment, assessing the two menin front of her. Might as
well, Carol thought, nobody is going to suspect anything if I'm with thesetwo. “Well, | told the desk that
| wanted to go out to do some swimming and diving. But that’sonly partidly true. What | redlly want to
doisgo out here (she pulled afolded map out of her beach bag and showed them an area of about ten
sguare milesin the Gulf of Mexico to the north of Key West) and look for whales.”

Nick’s brow furrowed. Troy peered over Carol’ s shoulder at the map. “There have been numerous
irregularitiesin the behavior of whaesin thisarealately, including amajor beaching a Deer Key this
morning,” Carol continued. “I want to seeif | can find any patternin their actions. | may need to do
some diving so one of you will have to accompany me. | assumethat at least one of youisalicensed
diver and that your dive gear isonboard?’

The two men regarded her with dishdlieving stares. Carol fet onthedefensve. “Redly . . . I'ma
reporter.” she said asan explanation. “1 work for the Miami Herad. | just did astory thismorning on
the Deer Key beaching.”

Troy turned to Nick. “Okay, Professor, | guesswe have alive charter here. Onewho saysshe
wantsto look for whalesin the Gulf of Mexico. What do you say? Should we accept her money?’

Nick shrugged his shouldersindifferently and Troy took it asassent. “All right, angel,” Troy said to
Carol, “we ll beready in haf an hour. We re both licensed diversif we'reredly needed. Our gear is
onboard and we can get more for you. Why don’t you pay Julianne at the desk and get your things
together.”

Troy turned and walked over to the jumbled mess of eectronics at the front of the boat. He picked
up one of the boxes with its housing partially removed and began toying withit. Nick pulled another beer
out of the refrigerator and opened the built-in counters, exposing racks of equipment. Carol did not
move. After about twenty seconds Nick noticed that she was dtill there. “Well,” he said in atone of
dismissal, “didn’t you hear Troy? Wewon't be ready for haf an hour.” Heturned around and walked
toward the back of the boat.

Troy looked up from hisrepair work. He was amused by thefriction aready developing between
Nick and Carol. “Isheawaysso pleasant?’ Carol said to Troy, nodding in Nick’sdirection. Shewas
gtill smiling but her tone conveyed someirritation. 1 have afew pieces of equipment that | want to bring
onboard. Canyou give me ahand withit?’

Thirty minutes|later Troy and Carol returned to the Florida Queen. Troy was grinning and whistling



“Zippity-Do-Dah” as he pulled a cart down the jetty and cameto astop in front of the boat. A partialy
filled footlocker was resting on the cart. Troy could hardly walit to see Nick’s face when he saw Carol’s
“few pieces of equipment.” Troy was excited by the turn of events. He knew that this was no casua
afternoon charter. Reporters, even successful ones (and Troy’ s street intelligence had quickly informed
him that Carol was not just an ordinary reporter), did not have everyday accessto the kind of equipment
that shewas carrying. Already Troy was certain that the whale story was just acover. But hewasn't
going to say anything just yet; he wanted to wait and see how things devel oped.

Troy liked this confident young woman. There was not atrace of superiority or prgudicein her
manner. And she had agood sense of humor. After they had opened the back of her station wagon and
she had showed him the footlocker full of equipment, Troy had demongtrated to Carol that he wasfairly
sophisticated about eectronics. He had recognized immediately the MOI insigniaon Dal€' s ocean
telescope and Troy had even guessed the meaning of the MOI-1PL acronym on the back of the large
monitor and data storage system. When he had looked at her for an explanation, Carol had just laughed
and said, “So | need some help finding thewhales. What can | say?’

Carol and Troy had loaded the gear on the cart and whedled it through the parking lot. She had been
alittledismayed at first by Troy’ s recognition of the origin of the equipment and hisfriendly, probing
questions (which she handled adroitly with vague answers — she was helped by the fact that Troy
wanted mostly to know how the eectronics worked and she, in truth, didn’t have thefoggiest idea). But
asthey talked, Carol devel oped acomfortable fedling about Troy. Her intuitive sensetold her that Troy
was an aly and could be counted on to be discreet with any important information.

Carol had not, however, planned for a security check insde the Hemingway Marina headquarters.
Oneof the primary sdling points of the dips at the new marina had been the amost unparalleled security
system offered the boat owners. Every person who went in or out of the marina had to pass through
computerized gates adjacent to the headquartersbuilding. A full listing of each individua entrance and
exit, including the time of passage through the gate, was printed out each night and retained in the security
office files as a precaution in case any suspicious or untoward events were reported.

Materiel entering and leaving the marinawas aso routingy scrutinized (and logged) by the security
chief to prevent the theft of expensive navigation equipment and other electronics. Carol was only mildly
irked when, after she paid for the charter, Julianne asked her to fill out asheet describing the contents of
the closed footlocker. But Carol redlly objected when the summoned security chief, atypica Boston
Irish policeman who had retired in the Key West area, Forced her to open the locker to verify the
contents. Carol’s objectionsand Troy’ s attemptsto help her wereto no avail. Ruleswererules.

Because the cart would not fit through the door into the adjacent security office, the footlocker was
opened in the main clearing room of the marina headquarters. A couple of curious passersby, including
one giant, friendly woman about forty named Ellen (Troy knew her from somewhere, probably she was
one of the boat owners, Carol thought), came over and watched while Officer O’ Rourke carefully
compared the contents of the locker with the list that Carol had prepared.

Carol was alittle rattled as she and Troy pulled the cart down the jetty toward the Florida Queen.
She had hoped to attract aslittle attention as possible and she was now angry with herself for not
anticipating the security check. Nick, meanwhile, after performing afew routine preparations on the boat
and opening another beer, had become engrossed again in the basketball game. His beloved Harvard
was now losing to Tennessee. He did not even hear Troy’ swhistling until his crewman and Carol were
just afew yards away.

“Jesus,” Nick turned around, “1 thought you had gottenlost . . .” Hisvoicetrailed off ashe saw the
cart and the foot-locker. “What the fuck isthat?’

“It' sMiss Dawson' s equipment, Professor,” Troy answered with abig grin. He reached into the
locker, firgt picking up acylinder with aclear glassface, alarge flashlight-looking object on amounting
bracket. It was about two feet long and weighed about twelve pounds. “Here, for example, iswhat she
tellsmeisan ocean telescope. We attach it to the bottom of the boat by this bracket and it takes
picturesthat are displayed on this here televison monitor and aso stored on this other device, arecorder
of some—"



“Holdit,” Nick interrupted Troy imperioudy. Nick waked up the gangplank and stared incredulousdly
into the locker. He shook his head and looked from Troy to Carol. “Do | havethisright? Weare
supposed to set up al this shit just to go out into the Gulf for one afternoon to look for whales?” He
scowled at Troy. “Whereisyour head, Jefferson? This stuff isheavy, it will taketimeto setit up, and it’
sdready after noon.

“And asfor you, sster,” Nick continued, turning to Carol, “take your toys and your treasure map
elsawhere. We know what you’ re up to and we have more important thingsto do.”

“Areyou through?’ Carol shouted at Nick as he walked back down the gangplank onto the Florida
Queen. He stopped and turned partidly around. “L ook, you asshole” Carol raged, giving vent to the
frustration and anger that had been building insgde of her, “it iscertainly your right to deny me the use of
your boat. Butitisnot your right to act like God amighty and trest me or anyone else like shit just
because I’'m awoman and you fed like pushing somebody around.” She stepped toward him. Nick
backed up a step in the face of her continued offensive.

“I told you that | want to look for whales and that’ swhat | intend to do. What you might think I’'m
doingisredly of no significanceto me. Asfor theimportant thingsthat you have to do, you haven't
moved from that goddamn basketball gamein thelast hour, except to get more beer. If you'll just stay
out of theway. Troy and | can set dl thisgear in placein half an hour. And besides,” Carol dowed
down just abit, starting to fed alittle embarrassed about her outburst, “I have aready paid for the
charter and you know how hard it isto straighten out these computer credit card accounts.”

“Oooeee, Professor,” Troy grinned wickedly and winked at Carol. “lsn't she something else?” He
stopped and became serious. “L ook, Nick, we need the money, both of us. And | would be happy to
help her. We can take off some of the excess diving gear if it's necessary to balance the weight.”

Nick walked back to the folding chair and thetelevison. He took another drink from hisbeer and did
not turn around to look a Carol and Troy. “All right,” he said, somewhat reluctantly. “Get started. But
if we' re not ready to sail by oneo’clock it'sno deal.” The basketball players swam in front of his eyes.
Harvard had tied the game again. But thistime he wasn't watching. He was thinking about Carol’s
outburst. 1 wonder if she'sright. | wonder if | do think that women areinferior. Or worse.



5

COMMANDER Vernon Winters was trembling when he hung up the phone. Hefdt asif he had just
seen aghost. Hethrew his gpple core in the wastebasket and reached in his pocket for one of his Pall
Mdls. Without thinking, he stood up and walked across the room to the large bay window that opened
onto the grassy courtyard of the main administration building. Lunch hour had just finished at the U.S.
Nava Air Station. The crowds of young men and women heading either toward or away from the
cafeteriahad died out. A solitary young ensign was Sitting on the grass reading a book, hisback against
alargetree.

Commander Winterslit his nonfilter cigarette and inhaed deeply. He expelled the smoke with arush
and quickly took another breath. “Hey, Indiana,” the voice had said two minutes before, “thisis Randy.
Remember me?’ Asif he could ever forget that nasal baritone. And then, without waiting for an answer,
the voice had materidized into an earnest face on the video monitor. Admiral Randolph Hilliard was
stting behind his desk in alarge Pentagon office. “Good,” he continued, “now we can see each other.”

Hilliard had paused for amoment and then leaned forward toward the camera. “I was glad to hear
that Duckett put you in charge of this Panther business. It could be nasty. We must find out what
happened, quickly and with no publicity. Both the secretary and | are counting on you.”

What had he said in response to the admiral? Commander Winters couldn’t remember, but he
assumed that it must have been dl right. And he did remember the last few words, when Admira Hilliard
had said that he would call back for an update after the meeting on Friday afternoon. Winters had not
heard that voice for dmost eight years but the recognition was instantaneous. And the memories that
flooded forth were just afew milliseconds behind.

The commander took another drag from his cigarette and turned away from the window. He waked
dowly acrosstheroom. Hiseyesdid across but did not see the lovely, soft print of the Renoir painting,
“Deux Jeunes Fillesau Piano,” that was the most prominent object on hisofficewall. 1t washisfavorite
panting. Hiswife and son had given him the specid large reproduction for hisfortieth birthday; usudly
severd timesaweek he would stand in front of it and admire the beautiful composition. But two graceful
young girlsworking on their afternoon piano lessons were not the order for the day.

Vernon Winters sat back down at his desk and buried hisfacein hishands. Hereif comesagain, he
thought, | can’t hold it back now, not after seeing Randy and hearing that voice. Helooked around and
then stubbed out the cigarette in the large ashtray on hisdesk. For afew moments he played amlesdy
with the two small framed photographs on his desk (one was aportrait of a pale twelve-year-old boy
together with aplain woman in her early forties; the other was acast photo from the Key West Players
production of Cat on aHot Tin Roof, dated March 1993, in which Winters was dressed in asummer
business suit). At length the commander put the photographs aside, leaned back in hischair, closed his
eyes, and succumbed to the powerful pull of hismemory. A curtainin hismind parted and he was
trangported to aclear, warm night almost eight years before, in early April of 1986. Thefirst sound that
he heard was the excited nasd voice of Lieutenant Randolph Hilliard.

“Psgt, Indiana, wake up. How can you be adeep? It's Randy. We'vegot totalk. 1I’m so excited |
could shit.” Vernon Winters had only fallen adeep himself about an hour before. He unconscioudy
looked a hiswatch. Almost two o' clock. Hisfriend stood next to his bunk, grinning from ear to ear.
“Only three more hours and we attack. Finally we're going to blast that Arab lunatic and terrorist
supporter to heaven with Allah. Shit, big buddy, thisis our moment. Thisiswhat we worked our whole
lifefor.”

Winters shook his head and began to come out of adeep deep. It took him amoment to remember
that he was onboard the USS Nimitz off the coast of Libya. Thefirst action of hismilitary career was
about to occur. “Look, Randy,” Winters had said eventualy (on that night almost eight years ago)
“shouldn’'t we be deeping? What if the Libyans attack ustomorrow? We Il haveto be dert.”

“Shit no,” said hisfriend and fellow officer, helping him to st up and handing him acigarette, “those



geekswill never attack someonewho canfight. They'reterrorists. They only know how to fight
unarmed people. The only one of them that has any gutsisthat Colonel Gaddafi and he' snutty asa
fruitcake. After we blow him to kingdom come, the battle will be over. Besides, | have enough
adrendine flowing that | could stay awake for thirty-six hours with no swesat.”

Wintersfdt the nicotine coursing through hisbody. It reawakened the eager anticipation that he had
finally conquered when he had fallen adeep an hour earlier. Randy wastalking ablue stresk. “1 can't
believe how goddamn lucky we are. For six years| have been wondering how an officer can stand out,
distinguish himself, you know, in peacetime. Now herewe are. Someloonie plantsabombinaclubin
Berlin and we just happen to be on duty inthe Med. Talk about being in theright place at theright time.
Shit. Think how many other midshipmen from our classwould give their right nut to be here instead of
us. Tomorrow weKkill that crazy man and we re on our way to captain, maybe even admird, infiveto
eght years”

Winters reacted negatively to hisfriend’ s suggestion that one of the benefits of the strike against
Gaddafi would be an accderation in their persond advancement. But he said nothing. He was aready
deep in hisown private thoughts. Hetoo was excited and he didn’t fully understand why. The
excitement was Smilar to the way he had fdlt before the state quarterfinalsin basketball in high schoal.
But Lieutenant Winters couldn’t help wondering how much the excitement would be leavened by feer if
they were preparing to engage in ared battle.

For amost aweek they had been getting ready for the strike. 1t was normal Navy businessto go
through the preparations for combat and then have them called off, usualy about aday ahead of the
planned encounter. But thistimeit had been different from the beginning. Hilliard and Winters hed
quickly recognized that there was a seriousness in the senior officersthat had never been there before.
None of the usua horsing around and nonsense had been tolerated in the tedious and boring checks of
the planes, the missiles, and the guns. The Nimitz was preparing for war. And then yesterday, the
normd time for such adrill to be called off, the captain had gathered dl the officers together and told
them that he had received the order to attack at dawn. Winters heart had skipped a beat asthe
commanding officer had briefed them on the full scope of the American action againgt Libya

Winters last assignment, just after evening mess, had been to go over the bombing targets with the
pilots one moretime. Two separate planes were being sent to bomb the residence where Gaddafi was
supposedly degping. One of the two chosen pilots was outwardly ecstatic; he realized that he had been
given the primetarget of theraid. The other pilot, Lieutenant Gibson from Oregon, was quiet but
thorough in his preparations. He kept looking at the map with Winters and going over the Libyan gun
emplacements. Gibson aso complained that his mouth was dry and drank severa glasses of water.

“Shit, Indiana, you know what' s bothering me? Those flyboyswill be in the battle and we' |l be stuck
here with no role unless the crazy A-rabs decideto attack. How can we get into thefight? Wait. | just
had athought.” Lieutenant Hilliard was il talking nonstop. It was after three 0’ clock and they had
aready gone over everything associated with the attack at least twice. Winterswasfedling lifeessand
enervated from lack of deep but the astonishing Hilliard continued to exude exuberance.

“What agreat idea,” Randy continued. talking to himsdlf. “But we candoit. You briefed the pilots
tonight, didn’t you, so you know who' s going after what targets?” Vernon nodded hishead. “Then
that'sit. We Il tape apersona ‘screw you' to the side of the missile that’ s going to get Gaddafi. That
way part of uswill go into bettle.”

Vernon did not have the energy to dissuade Randy from his crazy plan. Asthetimefor the attack
drew closer, Lieutenants Winters and Hilliard went into the hangar on the Nimitz and found the airplane
assigned to Lieutenant Gibson (Winters never knew why, but he immediately assumed it would be
Gibson who would score amissile on the Gaddafi enclave). Laughingly, Randy explained to the fresh
ensign on watch what he and Vernon were going to try to do. It took them almost half an hour to locate
the right plane and then identify the missile that would be the first to be launched against the Gaddefi
household.

The two lieutenants argued for dmost ten minutes about the message they were going to write on the
paper that would be taped on the missile. Winters wanted something deep, almost philosophical, like



“Suchisthejust end to the tyranny of terrorism. “Hilliard argued persuasively that Winters' concept was
too obscure. At length atired Lieutenant Winters assented to the viscera communication written by his
friend. “DIE, MOTHERFUCKER,” was the message the two lieutenants inscribed on the side of the
missle

Wintersreturned to hisbunk exhausted. Tired and il alittle unsettled by the magnitude of the
coming day’ s events, he pulled out his persond Bibleto read afew verses. There wasno comfort inthe
good book for the Presbyterian from Indiana. Hetried praying, generic prayersat first and then more
gpecific, as had been his custom during critical momentsin hislife. He asked for the Lord to guard his
wife and son and to be with him in thismoment of travail. And then, quickly and without thinking,
Lieutenant VVernon Winters asked God to rain down terror in the form of the missile with the taped
message on Colond Gaddefi and dl hisfamily.

Eight yearslater, Stting in hisofficea the U.S. Nava Air Station in Key West, Commander Winters
would remember that prayer and cringeinsde. Even then, in 1986, just after he finished the prayer, he
had felt weird and disoriented, dmogt asif he had somehow committed a blasphemy and displeased the
Lord. A brief hour of deep that followed was torturous, full of dreams of hideous gargoyles and
vampires. He watched the planes|eave the carrier the next morning at dawn in adreamliketrance. His
mouth had a bitter metal taste when he mechanicaly shook Gibson's hand and wished him luck.

For dl those years Winters had wished that he could have rescinded that prayer. He was convinced
that God had permitted that particular missile carried by Gibson to take the life of Gaddafi’ sinfant
daughter just to teach Winters a persond lesson. On that day, he thought as he sat in hisofficeon a
Thursday in March 1994, | committed sacrilege and violated Y our trust. | overstepped my bound and
lost my privileged position in Y our sanctuary. | have asked for forgiveness many times since then but it
has not been forthcoming. How much longer must | wait?



6

VERNON Allen Winters was born on June 25, 1950, the day that the North Koreansinvaded South
Korea. Hewasreminded of the significance of his birthdate throughout hislife by hisfather, Martin
Winters, aman who was a hardworking, deeply religious corn farmer in Indiana at the time Vernon was
born. When Vernon wasthree years old and hissister Lindawas six, the family moved off the farm and
into the town of Columbus, awhite, middle-class town of thirty thousand or so in south central Indiana.
Vernon's mother had felt isolated out on thefarm. particularly during the winter, and wanted more
company. TheWinters farm provided a nice cash profit. Mr. Winters, by now amost forty, put most of
the nest egg aside as security for arainy day and became a banker.

Martin Winters was proud to be an American. Whenever Mr. Winterswould tell VVernon about the
day of hishirth, the story would inevitably center around the news of the start of the Korean War and
how it was explained to the nation by President Harry Truman. “| thought that day,” Mr. Winterswould
say, “that it was surely no coincidence. The good L ord brought you to usthat specid day because of his
purposefor you. And | bet he meant for you to be a protector of thiswonderful country we have
cregted . . .” Later banker Winters would aways seeto it that the Army-Navy football game was one
of the key events of the year and he would tell hisfriends, particularly when it became obvious that young
Vernon was agood student, that “the boy is dtill trying to choose which of the academiesto attend.”
Vernon was never asked.

The Wintersfamily lived asmple Midwestern life. Mr. Winterswas moderately successful, eventualy
becoming the senior vice-president of the largest bank in Columbus. The family’ s chief socid activity
was church. They were Presbyterians and spent almost all day Sunday at the church. Mrs. Wintersran
the Sunday school. Mr. Winters was a deacon and voluntarily managed the church finances. Vernon
and Linda hel ped supervise the smdler children a Sunday school and were responsible for the specia
Bible displays on the bulletin boards in the kindergarten and primary school rooms.

During the week Mrs. Winters sewed and watched soap operas and sometimes played bridge with
friends. She never worked outside the home. Her husband and her children were her job. Shewasan
attentive, patient parent who deeply cared for her children and tirdesdy chauffeured them to their many
activities throughout their years of adolescence.

Vernon played al sportsin high school, football and basketball because it was expected of him,
baseball because he loved it. Hewas above average a al sports, not outstanding a anything. “Activities
areimportant, particularly sports,” banker Winters often told him approvingly. “The academieslook at
much more than your grades* The only significant decision that Vernon had to make in thefirs eighteen
years of hislife waswhich of the service academies he preferred. (Mr. Winters, being cautious, was
prepared palitically to secure anomination for Vernon to any of the academies. He sirongly urged
Vernon to think about applying to dl threejust in case.) In hisjunior year a Columbus High Schooal,
Vernon took the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) and made such ahigh score that it was obvious he
would be ableto pick hisown favorite. He chose Annapolis and was not questioned about the reasons.
If he had been, he would have answered that he just liked the idea of himsdf in aNavy uniform.

Vernon' steenage years were remarkably linear, particularly considering that they occurred at atime
of great socid turmoail in the United States. The Wintersfamily prayed together for hours after the
Kennedy nation, worried about local boysin the Vietnam War, remarked with concern when
three prominent high school seniors refused to cut their hair and were expelled from school, and attended
acouple of church-sponsored mesetings on the evils of marijuana. But al these anxieties were outside the
daily harmony of the Wintersfamily. Music by the Beatles and the Rolling Stones did penetrate the
controlled Winters culture, of course, and even some of the protest songs sung by Bob Dylan and Joan
Baez were played on Vernon's stereo. But neither Vernon nor hissister Linda paid much serious
attention to thelyrics,

It was an easy exigence. Vernon'sclosest friendswere dl from familieslike his. Mothersdid not



work, fathers were bankers or lawyers or businessmen, amost al were Republicans (but a patriotic
Democrat was accepted) and believed fervently in God, country, and the entire litany that endsin apple
pie. Vernonwasa*“good kid,” even an “exceptiona kid,” who first drew attention to himsalf by his
performancesin the annua church pageants at Christmas and Easter. The pastor of their church wasa
greeat believer that reenactment of the birth and crucifixion of Christ, performed by the children of the
town, was a powerful way to reconfirm the faith of thelocd citizenry. And Reverend Pendleton was
correct. The Columbus Presbyterian Church pageants were one of the highlights of thelocal year. When
the church congregation and their friends saw their own children acting in the roles of Joseph, Mary, and
even Chrig, they becameinvolved in the depicted events at an emotiond level that wasvirtualy
impossibleto achievein any other way.

Reverend Pendleton had two casts for each pageant, so that more children could participate, but
Vernon was dwaysthe sar. When he was eeven years old Vernon first portrayed Christ in the Easter
pageant and it was mentioned in the religious column of the Columbus newspaper that histortured
dragging of the cross had “ captured al of man’ s suffering.” He was Joseph at Christmas and Jesus at
Eagter for four years running, before he became too old and therefore no longer digible for the pageants.
The last two years, when Vernon was thirteen and fourteen, the role of the Virgin Mary inthe “A” cast
was played by the pastor’ s daughter, Betty Vernon and Betty were together quite often while rehearsing
and both familieswere ddighted. All four parents made no secret of the fact that they would generoudy
approveif, “assuming God willsit,” the Vernon-Betty friendship would eventualy mature into something
more permanent.

Vernon loved the atention he received from the pageants. Although Betty was touched deeply by the
religious aspects of their performances (she remained truly devoted to God, without wavering, through
everything in her life), Vernon’ sjoy was standing by his proud parents after each performance and
soaking up the praise. In high school he gravitated naturaly toward the small drama activity and wasthe
lead in the school play every year. His mother supported this over hisfather’ s mild objections (“After dl,
dear,” shewould say, “I don't think anyoneisredly going to think VVernon’ sa sissy when he' splaying
three sports.”) and because she dso vicarioudy enjoyed the applause.

During the summer of 1968, just before he entered Annapalis, Vernon worked in hisuncle's
cornfields. Only alittle more than ahundred miles away there wereriots at the Democratic Convention
in Chicago, but in Columbus Vernon spent his summer evenings with Betty, talking with chums and
drinking root beer at the A & W Drive-in. Mr. and Mrs. Winters played miniature golf or canastawith
Vernon and Betty from timeto time. They were ddighted and proud to have “good clean kids® who
were not hippiesor drug victims. All indl, Vernon'slast summer in Indianawas ordered, constrained,
and very pleasant.

As expected, hewasamode student at Annapolis. He studied hard, obeyed al the rules, learned
what his professors taught him, and dreamed of being the commander of an aircraft carrier or anuclear
submarine. He was not outgoing for the big-city boys seemed way too sophisticated for him and he did
not dwaysfed comfortable when they talked about sex so casudly. Hewasavirgin and he was not
ashamed of it. Hejust didn’t fedl the need to broadcast it around the U.S. Naval Academy. Hehad a
couple of dates amonth, nothing specid, just when the occasion cdled for it. After ablind date early his
junior year with Joanna Carr, acheerleader at the University of Maryland, he took her out severa more
times. Shewasvivacious, lovely, fun, and modem. She drew out the best in VVernon, made him laugh
and evenrelax. Shewas hisdate for the weekend of the Army-Navy gamein Philadelphia

(During his entire time at the Academy, Vernon went home every summer and every Chrigmasto
Indiana. He dways saw Betty Pendleton when hewas home. Betty graduated from high school and
entered a nearby state college to study education. Once or twice ayear, on special occasions such as
the anniversary of their first kissor New Y ear’'s Eve, Betty and he would celebrate, in asense, by doing
alittle something intimate. Like controlled petting [outside only] or kissing lying down. Neither of them
ever suggested any variation in this well-established routine.)

Vernon and Joannawere joined for the weekend by another midshipman, the closest acquaintance
that VVernon had at Navy who was till not quite what one would cal afriend, Duane Eller, and his date



from Columbia, an extremely loud and pushy girl named Edith. Vernon had never spent much time
around aNew Y ork City girl and he found Edith absolutely obnoxious. Edith wasviolently anti-Nixon
and anti-Vietnam and seemed, despite the fact that her date for the weekend was going to be amilitary
officer, anti-military aswell. Theorigina plan for the weekend had been decidedly proper, even
backward given that it was 1970 and casua intercourse was not unusua on college campuses. Vernon
and Duane were to share one motel room and the two girls were to share another. Over apizzadinner
the night before the game, Edith frequently insulted Joannaand Vernon both (“Miss Betty
Crocker-Go-Team-Go” and “Onward Christian Soldiers, God' s on Our Side”) and Duane did nothing
tointercede. Seeing that Edith was annoying Joanna, Vernon suggested to Joannathat it might be easier
if thetwo of them shared aroom instead of following the origind game plan. She readily agreed.

Vernon had made no sexua moves on Joanna on the four or five dates that they had had together.
He had been attentive, had kissed her good night a couple of times, and had held her hand most of the
evening on their last date. Everything had dways been extremely proper, but there had never actually
been any opportunity for intimacy. So Joannaredly didn’t know what to expect. Sheliked this
handsome Hoosier midshipman and had thought, a couple of times, about the possibility of the
involvement developing into something serious. But Vernon was not yet anyone “super specid” for her.

Just after they made the room change (which a drunken Edith made more difficult by embarrassng
them and hersdf with lewd comments), Vernon very carefully gpologized to Joannaand told her that he
would deep inthe car if shewere offended. The room was atypical Holiday Inn room with two double
beds. Joannalaughed. “I know you didn’t planthis,” she said. “If | need protection, | can order you to
your bed.” Thefirgt night they enjoyed watching televison and drinking more beer in theroom. They
both felt alittle awkward. At bedtime they shared a couple of amost passionate kisses, laughed
together, and then went to separate beds.

The next evening, after the postgame dance sponsored by the Naval Academy a a downtown
Philade phia hotel, Joannaand Vernon returned to their room at the Holiday 1nn just before midnight.
They had already changed into their jeans and V ernon was brushing his teeth when there was aknock on
their door. Joanna opened the door and Duane Eller was standing there, agigantic shit-eating grin on his
face and his hand clenched around some small object. “Thisstuff isfuckin’ fantastic,” he said, thrusting a
joint into Joanna'shand. “You'vejust gottotry it.” Duane withdrew quickly with awild smile.

Joannawas a bright young woman. Buit it did not occur to her that her date had never even seen a
joint, much less smoked one. She hersdf had smoked marijuana maybe a dozen times over afour-year
period, beginning in her junior year in high school. Sheliked it, if the Stuation and the company were
right; she avoided it when she couldn’t have control of her environment. But she had enjoyed the
weekend with Vernon and she thought this might be a perfect way to loosen him up alittle.

Under dmost any circumstances Vernon would have said no to any offer of marijuana, not just
because he was againgt al drugs, but aso because he would have been terrified that somehow he would
be discovered and eventudlly thrown out of Annapolis. But herewas hislovely date, amainstream
American cheerleader from Maryland, and she had just lit ajoint and offered it to him. Joannaquickly
saw that he was a grass neophyte. She showed him how to inhale and hold in the smoke, how not to
bogart the joint, and eventudly how to use aroach clip (one of her hairpins) to finish it off. Vernon had
expected to fed asif hewere drunk. He was astonished to find that he felt more dert. Much to hisown
surprise, he began reciting e.e. cummings poems he had been sudying in Lit. And then he and Joanna
began tolaugh. They laughed at everything. At Edith, footbal, the Nava Academy, their parents, even
Vietnam. They laughed until they wereamost crying.

An overpowering hunger attacked VVernon and Joanna. They put on their jackets and walked out into
the cold December air to find something to eat. Armin arm they paraded down the suburban parkway,
finding a convenience store that was gtill open about a half mile from their motel. They bought Cokes and
potato chips and Fritos and, much to Vernon' s astonishment, a package of Ding Dongs. Joanna opened
the potato chipswhile they were il in the store. She put onein Vernon's mouth and they “Mmmed”
while the checkout clerk laughed with them.

Vernon could not believe the taste of the chips. He ate the entire bag while they were walking back



to their room. When he wasfinished, VVernon burst spontaneoudy into song, singing “Maxwell’s Silver
Hammer” by the Begtles. Joannajoined in vigoroudy on the “Bang, bang, Maxwdl’ s slver hammer
camedownuponhishead. . .” Shereached up with the sde of her fist and playfully banged on the top
of hishead. Vernon fdt jaunty, liberated, asif he had known Joannaforever. He put hisarm around her
and kissed her ogtentatioudly asthey turned into the driveway leading to their motel.

They sat on the floor with al their munchies spread out in front of them. Vernon turned on theradio.
It wastuned to aclassica gation in the middle of asymphony. Vernon was mesmerized by the sound.
For thefirgt timein hislife, Vernon could actually hear theindividua instruments of the orchestrain his
head. He visudized a stage and saw the musicians pulling their bows acrosstheviolins. Hewas
fascinated and excited. Vernon told Joannathat al his senseswere dive.

To Joanna Carr, it seemed that Vernon wasfinaly opening up. When he leaned over to kiss her, she
was more than willing. They kissed swesetly but deeply severa times while the symphony was playing.
During amomentary break for some more munchies, Joannatuned the radio to arock and roll station.
The music changed the pace in their necking. Driving, jangling soundsincreased the tempo and their
kisses became more passionate. In hisardor Vernon pushed Joanna down on the floor and they kissed
over and over again asthey lay sde by sde, ill fully clothed. They became enthralled by the strength of
their arousd.

Theradio now started playing “Light My Fireé’ by the Doors. And Vernon Allen Winters of
Columbus, Indiana, third-year midshipman at theU S. Nava Academy, was no longer avirgin by the
timethelong song wasover. “Thetimeto hestateisthrough, no timeto walow in the mire, try now you
can only lose, and our love become afunera pyre. . . Comeon baby, light my fire. . . Comeon
baby, light my fire” Vernon had never lost control of himsalf beforein hisentirelife. But when Joanna
stroked the outline of his swollen penis undernegath hisjeans, it was asif agiant wall of sted and concrete
suddenly gaveway. Yearslater, Vernon would still marvel at the raw passion he showed for two, maybe
three minutes. The combination of Joanna singstent kisses, the grass, and the driving rhythms of the
music pushed him over theedge. Hewasan animd. Still on thefloor of the motel room, he pulled
vigoroudy on Joanna s dacks severa times, nearly tearing them as he managed to free them from her
hips. Her underpants half followed the dacks. Vernon grabbed them roughly and pulled them down the
rest of the way while he was squirming out of hisown jeans.

Joannatried in aquiet voice to dow Vernon down, to suggest that maybe the bed would be better.
Or at least it would be more pleasant if they actually took off their shoes and socks and didn’t make love
with their pants around their ankles redtricting their movement. But Vernon wasgone. Y ears of restraint
left him no ability to ded with hisown surging desire. He was possessed. He crawled on top of Joanna,
alook of frightening seriousness on hisface. For thefirst time she was scared and her sudden fear
heightened her sexua excitement. Vernon struggled for afew seconds (the music was now inthe
frenzied ingrumenta part of “Light My Fire’) to find the right spot and then entered her abruptly and
forcefully. Joannafet him drive once, twice, and then shudder al over. He was done in maybe ten
seconds. Sheintuitively knew that it had been hisfirgt time and the pleasure of that knowledge
outweighed her bruised fedings about hislack of finesse and gentleness.

Vernon said nothing and quickly fell asleep on the floor next to Joanna. She gamely went to the bed,
pulled the bed-spread off, cuddled into Vernon’s arms on the floor, and wrapped the spread around
them. She amiled to herself and drifted off to deep, till alittle puzzled by thisHoos er lying next to her.
But she knew that they were now specia to each other.

How specia Joannawould never redly know. When Vernon woke up in the middle of the night, he
felt an over-powering sense of guilt. He could not believe that he had smoked dope and then virtualy
raped agirl he hardly knew. He had lost control. He had been unable to stop what he was doing and
had clearly crossed the bounds of propriety. He winced when he thought about what his parents (or
worse, Betty and Reverend Pendleton) would think about him if they could have seen what he had done.
Then the guilt gave way to fear. Vernon imagined that Joannawas pregnant, that he had to leave
Annagpolisand marry her (What would he do? What kind of job would he have if he were not anaval
officer?), that he had to explain al thisto his parents and to the Pendletons. Worse till, he next imagined



that at any minute the motel would be raided and the police would find the butt of the joint in the roach
clip. Hewould first be kicked out of the Academy for drug abuse, then find out that he had made a girl
pregnan.

Vernon Winterswas now realy scared. Lying on the floor of amotel room on the outskirts of
Philadel phia a three o' clock on a Sunday morning, he began to pray in earnest. “Dear God,” Vernon
Winters prayed, asking for something specific for himsdlf for thefirst time since he asked God to help him
on the day that he took the SATS, “let me get out of thiswithout harm and | will become the most
perfectly disciplined naval officer that Y ou have ever seen. | will dedicate my life to defending this
country that honors Y ou. Just please help me.”

Eventudly Vernon managed to fal adeep again. But hisdeep wasfitful and disturbed by vivid
dreams. In one dream Vernon was dressed in his midshipman’s uniform but was on stage back at the
Columbus Presbyterian Church. It wasthe Easter pageant and he was again Chrigt, dragging the cross
to Cdvary. The sharp edge of the cross on his shoulder was cutting through his uniform shirt and Vernon
was aware of anxiety that he might not passinspection. He ssumbled and fll, the cross cut deeper
through the uniform as he had feared and he could see some blood running down hisarm. “Crucify him,”
Vernon heard someone shout in the dream. “Crucify him,” agroup of people in the audience shouted
together as Vernon tried vainly to see through the klieg lights. He woke up swesting. For acouple of
moments he was disoriented. Then again his emotions went the cycle from disgust to depresson to fear
as he played through the events of the night before.

Joannawas tender and affectionate after she woke up but Vernon was very distant. He explained his
atitude by saying hewasworried about his coming exams. A couple of times Joanna arted to talk
about what had happened the night before, but each time he rapidly changed the subject. Vernon
suffered through brunch and the drive back to College Park to Joanna s sorority house. Joannatried to
kiss him meaningfully when they parted but VVernon did not reciprocate. Hewasin ahurry to forget the
entireweekend. Back in the privacy of hisown room in Anngpalis, he contritely bargained again with
God to let him escape unscathed.

Midshipman Vernon Winters wastrue to hisword. He not only never talked to Joanna Carr again
(shecaled and failed to reach him a couple of times, sent two |etters that were unanswered, and then
gave up), he aso gave up dating altogether during hisfind eighteen months at Annapolis. Heworked
very hard on his studies and attended chapel, as he had promised God, twice each week.

He graduated with honors and did hisinitid tour of duty on alarge aircraft carrier. Two yearslater, in
June of 1974, after Betty Pendleton had completed college and obtained her teacher’ s certificate,
Vernon married her in the Columbus Presbyterian Church where they had played Joseph and Mary a
dozen yearsearlier. They moved to Norfolk, Virginia, and Vernon believed that the pattern of hislife
was set. Hislife would be going out to sea for long stretches and then coming home for short stayswith
Betty and any children they might have.

Vernon regularly thanked God for keeping up His part of the bargain and he dedicated himsdlf to
being thefinest officer inthe U.S. Navy. All of hisfitness reports praised his dependability and
thoroughness. His commanding officers openly told him that he was admird materid. Until Libya. Or
more specificaly, until he returned home after the Libyan action. For the entire world changed for
Vernon Allen Winters during the few weeks after the American attack against Gaddafi.
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CAROL and Troy were sitting in deck chairs at the front of the Florida Queen. They werefacing
forward in the boat, toward the ocean and the warm afternoon sun. Carol had removed her purple
blouse to reveal the top of a one-piece blue bathing suit, but she was still wearing her white cotton dacks.
Troy was shirtlessin awhite surfing outfit that came quite away down hisbeautiful black legs. His body
was lean and sinewy, clearly fit but not overly muscled. They weretaking casudly and animatedly,
laughing often in an easy way. Behind them underneath the canopy, Nick Williamswasreading A Fan's
Notes by Fred Exley. Every now and then he would look up at the other two for afew moments and
then return to his book.

“Sowhy didn’t you ever go to college?’ Carol wasasking Troy. “Y ou clearly had the ability. You
would have made afantagtic engineer.”

Troy stood up, took off his sunglasses, and walked to therailing. “My brother, Jamie, said the same
thing,” he said dowly, staring out at the quiet ocean. “But | wasjust toowild. When| findly did
graduate from high school, | was hungry to know what the world waslike. So | took off. | wandered dl
over the U.S. and Canadafor a couple of years.”

“Was that when you learned about electronics?” Carol asked. She checked her watch to see what
timeit was.

“That was later, much later,” said Troy, remembering. “Thosetwo years of wandering | didn’'t learn
anything except how to survive on my wits. Pluswhat it wasliketo be ablack boy in awhite man's
world.” Helooked at Carol. There was no noticeable reaction.

“I must have had ahundred different jobs,” he continued, looking back at the ocean, “1 was a cook, a
copyboy, abartender, a construction worker. | even taught swimming lessonsin aprivate club. | wasa
bellman in aresort hotel, a greenskeeper for acountry club. . .” Troy laughed and turned again to see
if Carol was paying attention. “But | guessyou're not interested indl this. . "

“Surel am,” Caral sad, “it’ sfascinaing to me. I’'m trying to imagine what you looked likein ahotel
uniform. And if Chief Nick isright, we still have another ten minutesto pass until we reach wherewe're
going.” Shedropped her voice. “At least you talk. The professor isnot exactly socid.”

“Being ablack bellhop a a southern Mississppi resort hotel was an amazing learning experience,”
Troy began, asmile spreading across hisface. Troy loved to tell stories about hislife. It dways placed
him center stage. “Imagine, angd, I’m eighteen yearsold and | luck into ajob at the grand old Gulfport
Inn, right on the beach. Room and board plustips. I'm on top of theworld. At least until the chief
bellman, an impaossible little man named Fish, takes me out to the barracks where dl the bellhops and
kitchen staff live and introduces meto everybody asthe ‘new nigger bellhop.” From bits of discusson |
can tell that the hotel isin some kind of trouble because of possibleracia discrimination and hiring meis
part of their response.

“My room in the barracks was right behind the twelfth green on the golf course. A small bunk bed, a
dresser built into thewall, adesk or table with a portable lamp, asink to brush my teeth and wash my
face— that’ swhere | lived for six weeks. Down at the other end of the building was the great
community bathroom that everyone left whenever | showed up.

“In my high school in Miami virtually the entire student body was Cuban or black or both. So | knew
amost nothing about white people. From books and televison | had this fantasy image of whitesas
handsome, competent, educated, and rich. Ha. My fantasy quickly vanished. 'Y ou would not have
believed the crew that worked in that hotel. The head bellman Fish smoked dope every night with his
Sxteen-year-old son Danny and dreamed of the day he would find amillion dollarsleft in somebody’ s
room. Hisonly other god in life wasto continue screwing the chef’ swife, Marie, in the supply closet
every morning until he died.

“One of the other bellmen was a poor, lonely soul whose real name was Saint John because his
brilliant parents thought thet * Saint’” was agiven name. He had only six teeth, wore thick glasses, and had



agiant tumor underneeth hisleft eye. Saint John knew that he was ugly and he worried al the time about
losing hisjob because of his persona appearance. So Fish exploited him unmercifully by giving him all
the shittiest assignments and forcing him to pay kickbackswith aportion of histips. The other bellmen
asoridiculed Saint John at every opportunity and made him the butt of their practical jokes.

“One night | was ditting quietly in my room reading a book when there was a soft knock on the door.
When | answered it, Saint John was standing there. Helooked confused and distracted. He was holding
asmdl game box in one hand and a six-pack of beer inthe other. | waited afew moments and then
asked him what he wanted. He looked nervoudly in both directions and then asked meiif | knew how to
play chess. When | told him yes and added that | would enjoy a game, Saint John grinned from ear to
ear and mumbled something about being glad that he had taken achance. | invited himin and we played
and talked and drank beer for amost two hours. He was one of nine children from a poor, rura
Missssippi family. While we were playing, Saint John casudly let dip that he had been allittle reluctant to
ask meto play because Fish and Miller had told him that niggers were too dumb to play chess.

Saint John and | became friends, at least sort of, for the few more weeksthat | stayed there. We
were united by the degpest of bonds, we were both outsidersin that strange socid structure created by
the employees of the Gulfport Inn. It wasfrom Saint John that | learned about the many misconceptions
that Southern whites have about blacks.” Troy laughed. “Y ou know, one night Saint John actudly
followed meto the bath-room to verify with hisown eyesthat | was not sgnificantly larger than hewas.”

Troy returned to hisdeck chair and looked at Carol. Shewas smiling. It was hard not to enjoy
Troy' sstories. Hetold them with such enthusiasm and self-involved charm. Under the canopy Nick aso
had put his book aside and was listening to the conversation.

“Then there wasthis giant Farrdll, early twenties, who looked like Elvis Predey. He supplied liquor to
the guests at cut rates, operated an escort service on cal, and took excess hotel goodsto sdll at his
gster’ smarket. Herented part of my room to store some of theliquor. What a character. After big
convention breakfasts Farrell would pour the leftover orange juice in the pitchersinto bottles and keep it
for resde. One morning the hotel manager found a case of the juice temporarily Stting in aroom off the
lobby and demanded to know what was going on. Farrell grabbed me and took me out front. Hetold
me that he wanted to make adedl. If | would acknowledgethat | had taken thejuice, Farrell would pay
metwenty dollars. He explained that if | confessed, nothing would happen to me, because niggers were
expected to stedl. But if he Farrell were caught, hewould lose hisjob . . .~

Nick came out from under the canopy. “I hateto break thisup,” he said, alittle sarcastic edgein his
voice, “but according to our computer navigator, we are now at the south edge of the region on the
map.” He handed the map back to Carol.

“Thanks, Professor,” Troy laughed, “I believe you saved Carol from being talked to death.” He
walked over to where al the monitoring equipment had been set up on the footlocker next to the canopy.
He turned on the power supply. “Hey, angdl, you want to tell me now how thisall works?’

Dale Michaels ocean tel escope was programmed to take three virtually smultaneous pictures at each
fixed setting. Thefirg of the pictureswasanormal visbleimage, the second was the samefield of view
photographed at infrared wavelengths, and the third was a composite sonar image of the same frame.
The sonar subsystem did not produce crisp pictures, only outlines of objects. However, it probed to
greater depths than either the visible or infrared e ements of the telescope and could be used even when
the water underneath the boat was murky.

Affixed to the bottom of almost any boat, the compact telescope could be driven thirty degrees back
and forth about the vertical by asmdl interna motor. The observation schedule for the tel escope was
usudly defined by a preprogrammed protocol. The details of this sequence aswdll asthe critical optica
parametersfor the telescope were dl stored in the system microprocessor; however, everything in the
software could be changed in regltime by manua input if the operator desired.

Data from the tel escope was carried to the rest of the electronic equipment on the boat by means of
very thin fiber optics. These cables were bracketed along the edge of the boat. About ten percent of the
pictures recongtructed from this data were then displayed (after some very crude enhancements) on the
boat’ s monitor in redtime. But al the data taken by the telescope was automatically recorded in the one



hundred gigabit memory unit that adjoined the monitor. Another set of fiber optics connected the same
memory unit with the boat’ s central navigation system and the servomotor actuators controlling the
telescopes. These circuits were pulsed every ten milliseconds so that the orientation of the telescope and
the boat’ slocation at the time of each telescope image could be stored together in the permanent file.

Next to the monitor on top of the footlocker, but on the other side from the memory unit, wasthe
system control pand. Dr. Dae Michaglsand MOI were famous throughout the world for the cleverness
of their inventions, however, these ingenious creations were not so easy to operate. Dale had tried to
give Carol acrash course on the workings of the system the night before she had driven down to Key
West from Miami. It had been dmost usdess. Eventualy frustrated, Dale had smply programmed into
the microprocessor an easy sequence that mosaicked the area under the boat in regular patterns. He
then set the optical gainsat normal default values, and ingtructed Carol not to change anything. “All you
haveto do,” Dr. Michaels had said as he had carefully |oaded the system control panel into the station
wagon, “is push this GO button. Then cover the panel to make certain that nobody inadvertently hitsthe
wrong command.”

So Caral certainly could not explain to Troy how anything worked. Shewalked over beside him on
the boat, put her arm on his shoulder, and grinned sheepishly. “I hate to disgppoint you, my inquisitive
friend, but I don’t know any more about how this thing works than | told you when we were setting up all
the equipment. To operateit, dl we haveto do isturn on the power supply, which you have aready
done, and then push this button.” She pushed the GO button on the pandl. A picture of the clear ocean
about fifty feet underneath the boat appeared immediately on the color monitor. The picture was
amazingly sharp. The threesome watched in wonder as ahammerhead shark siwvam through a school of
amall gray fish, swalowing hundreds of them in hisawesome rush.

“Asl undergand it,” Carol continued as both men stayed glued in fascination to the monitor, “the
telescope system then does the rest, following a planned set of observations stored in its software.
Obvioudy we see what it sees here on thismonitor. At least we seethe visua image. The smultaneous
infrared and sonar pictures are stored on the recorder. My friend at MOI (she didn’t want to aert them
even more by using Dale sname) tried to explain how | could change between the visua and infrared and
sonar images, but it wasn't smple. Y ou'd think it would be as easy as pushing an “1” for infrared or an
“S’ for sonar. Nope. You haveto input as many as adozen commands just to change which output
sgnd isfed into the monitor.”

Troy wasimpressed. Not just by the ocean telescope system, but aso by the way Carol, awoman
admittedly not educated in engineering or electronics, had clearly grasped the essentials of it. “The
infrared part of the telescope must measurethermd radiation,” he said dowly, “if | remember my high
school physics correctly. But how would underwater thermd variationstell you anything about whaes?’

At thispoint Nick Williams shook his head and turned away from the screen. He recognized that he
was hopelesdy out of hisintellectua eement with al these engineering terms and he was more than alittle
embarrassed to admit histotal ignorancein front of Carol and Troy. Nick aso didn’t believefor an
instant that Carol had brought &l this eectronic wizardry on board to find whales that had strayed from
their migration route. He walked over to the smdll refrigerator and pulled out another beer. “And what
we' re going to do for the next two hours, if | understand it correctly, isride around in the boat while you
look for whales on that screen?’

Nick’s derisve comment carried with it an unmistakable chdlenge. It intruded upon thewarm and
friendly rapport that had been created between Carol and Troy. She alowed hersdlf to becomeirritated
again by Nick’ s attitude and fired back her own verba fusllade. “ That wasthe plan, Mister Williams, as
| told you when we left Key West. But Troy tells methat you' re something of atreasure hunter. Or at
least were some years ago. And since you seem to have convinced yourself that treasureisreally what
I’ m after, perhaps you' d like to Sit here next to me and look at the same picturesto make sure| don't
missany whales. Or treasure, asthe case may be.”

Nick and Carol glared at each other for afew moments. Then Troy stepped between them. “Look,
Professor. . . andyoutoo, angd . . . | don't pretend to understand why you two insist on pissing
each other off. Butit' sapainintheassfor me. Can't youjust cool it for awhile? After dl,” Troy



added, looking first at Nick and then a Carol, “if you two go for adive, you're partners. Y our lives may
depend on one another. So knock it off.”

Carol shrugged her shoulders and nodded. “Okay by me,” shesaid. But seeing no immediate
response from Nick, she couldn’t resist another shot. “Provided that Mr. Williams recognizes his
responsibility asaPADI member and stays sober enough to dive.”

Nick’ seyesflashed angrily. Then hewalked over to the deck railing and dramatically poured his new
beer into the ocean. “Don’t worry about me, sweetheart,” he said, forcing asmile, “1 can take care of
myself. You just worry about what you do.”

The ocean tel escope microprocessor contained a specia aarm subroutine that sounded anoiselikea
telephone ring whenever the programmed alarm conditions were triggered. At Carol’ srequest, Dde
Michaels had personally adapted the norma aarming agorithm just before sheleft for Key West so that
it would react to either alarge creature moving acrossthefield of view or astationary “ unknown” object
of sgnificant Sze. After he had finished the logic design for the small change and sent it to his software
department for top priority coding and testing, Dale had smiled to himsdlf. Hewasamused by his
complicity with Carol. This piece of technological subterfuge would certainly convince Caral’s
companions, whoever they might be, that she was earnest in her search for whales. At the sametime, the
aarm would also sound if what Carol wasredlly seeking, supposedly an errant (and secret) Navy missile
currently under development, appeared on the ocean floor underneath the boat.

Thebasic sructure for both darm agorithms was easy to understand. To identify amoving animd, it
was sufficient to overlay two or three images taken less than a second apart (at any wavelength, although
there was greater accuracy in the process with the sharper visua images), and then compare the data
using the knowledge that most of the scene should be unchanged. Significant miscompares (connected
areasin the overlay that differed from image to image) would suggest the presence of alarge moving
cregture.

Toidentify foreign objectsin thefield of view, the darm agorithm took advantage of the tremendous
storage capacity of the memory unit in the telescope data processing system. The near Smultaneous
infrared and visual images were fed into the memory unit and then crudely andyzed againgt a data set that
contained chains of pattern recognition parameters over both wavelength regions. These pattern
parameters had been developed through years of careful research and had been recently expanded by
MO to include virtudly everything normal (plants, animals, reef structures, etc.) that might be seen on the
ocean floor around the FloridaKeys. Any large object that didn’t correlate in realtime with this existing
data base would be flagged and the darm would sound.

The darms made it unnecessary to Sit patiently in front of the screen and study the thousands of
frames of data asthey werereceived on the boat. Even Troy, aconfessed “knowledge junki€’” whose
interest in everything was dmost insatiable, grew tired of staring at the monitor after about ten minutes,
particularly when the boat entered into deeper water and very little could be seen in the visual images.

A couple of solitary sharkstriggered darms and created momentary excitement about twenty minutes
after the telescope was activated, but along period void of any discoveriesfollowed. Asthe afternoon
waned Nick became more and moreimpatient. “1 don’t know why | alowed mysdlf to be talked into
thiswild goose chase,” he grumbled to nobody in particular. “We could have been preparing the boat
for the weekend charter.”

Caral ignored Nick’s comment and studied the map one moretime. They had traversed from south
to north the region she and Dale had defined and were now moving dowly east along the northern
periphery. Dale had constructed the search area based upon his own inferences from the questions
asked him by the Navy. He probably could have pinned down the area of interest with greater certainty
with afew more questions of hisown, but he hadn’t wanted to arouse any suspicions.

Carol knew that the search was alittle like finding aneedle in a haystack, but she had thought it would
he worthwhile because of the potential payoff. If she could somehow find and photograph a secret Navy
missile that had crashed near apopulated area. . . What a scoop that would be!' But now she too was
growing alittleimpatient and it was hard for her to revive her earlier excitement after the long afternoon in
the sun. They would have to head back to Key West soon to ensure arriva by nightfall. Ohwell, she



thought to herself with resignation, a least | gaveit ashot. And as my father used to say, nothing
ventured, nothing gained.

She was standing al theway at the prow of the boat when suddenly darms started coming from the
memory unit next to the monitor. One ring, then two, followed by abrief slence. A third ring then
sounded and was rapidly joined by afourth. Carol rushed excitedly toward the monitor. “ Stop the
boat,” she shouted imperioudy a Nick. But shewastoo late. By the time she reached the monitor, the
alarms had stopped and she could not see anything on the screen

“Turn around, turn around,” afrusirated Carol hollered immediately, not noticing that Nick wasagain
glaring & her.

“Aye, aye, Cap-i-tan,” Nick said, jerking on the wheel with such force that Carol lost her balance.
The monitor and other electronic equipment started to dide off thelr flimsy mountings on the top of the
footlocker; they were rescued at the last minute by Troy. The Florida Queen veered sharply inthe
water. Despite the quietness of the ocean, asmall wave came over therailing on the low side of the
deck, catching Carol from the knees down. The bottom of her cotton dackswereleft clinging to her
caves. Her white tennis shoes and socks were drenched. Nick made no effort to hide his amusement.

Carol was about to joust with him again when the renewed ringing of the darms diverted her attention.
Regaining her squishy footing asthe boat leveled off, she saw in the monitor that they were above a cora
reef. And deep beneath the boat, bardly discernible on the screen, were three whaes of the same kind
that she had seen on the beach that morning at Deer Key. They were svimming together in what
appeared to be an aimless pattern. But there was more. The specia darm message code indicated that
therewas dso aforeign object in or near to the same field of view asthe desultory whaes. Carol could
not contain her excitement. She clapped her hands. “Anchor, please,” she shouted, and then she
laughed. She saw that Troy had aready thrown the anchor overboard.

A few minutes later Carol was hurriedly putting on her buoyancy vest in the aft portion of the boat
behind the canopy. Her mask and her flippers had aready been adjusted and were beside her on the
deck. Troy was hdping her by holding up the air bottle that was built into the back of the bulky vest.
“Don’'t worry about Nick,” Troy said. *“He may be grumpy today for some reason, maybe because
Harvard lost the basketba | game, but he' safabulousdiver. And he hasthe reputation of being the best
diveteacher intheKeys” Hegrinned. “After dl, he taught me a couple of months ago and we' re not
even supposed to be ableto swim.”

Carol smiled and shook her head at Troy. “Don’t you ever stop joking?’ shesaid. Shedid her free
arm through the second opening and the vest fell into place. “By theway,” she continued softly, “for an
expert diver your friend certainly uses antiquated equipment.” At this moment she regretted her decision
to leave her customized diving vest in the station wagon. She always used it when she dove with Dde
and it had dl the latest advances, such as ABC (Automeatic Buoyancy Compensation) and a perfect
pocket for her underwater camera. Buit after dl the brouhahawhen she came through the marina
headquarters with her footlocker of electronic equipment, Carol had decided not to attract further
attention by bringing in a state-of-the-art diving vest.

“Nick thinks the new vests make it too easy for the diver. He wantsthem to have to adjust their
buoyancy manually — so that they are more conscious of how far down they are.” Troy looked Carol
over. “You'repretty light. Thisbelt may be enough by itsef. Do you normaly use any weights?’

Caral shook her head and pulled the belt around her waist. Nick came around the canopy carrying
hismask and flippers. He had dready put on hisdiving vest with air bottle and hisweighted belt. “Those
whales of yoursare dill in the same spot down there,” he said. “I’ ve never seen whaes hang around like
that. “He handed her a piece of chewing tobacco. She rubbed the tobacco on the inside of her mask (to
prevent fogging) while Nick walked around behind her. Helooked at her air gauge and checked both
her regulator and the secondary mouthpiece that he might have to use to share her air in the event of an
emergency.

Nick talked to Carol while he was making her find equipment checks. “Thisisyour charter,” he
began in what sounded like afriendly tone, “so we can go amost anywhere you want while we are down
there. Thedivewill not betoo difficult, Snceit’sonly forty-five feet or so to the floor. However,” Nick



moved around in front of Carol and looked directly in her eyes, “I want one thing thoroughly understood.
Thisismy boat and | am responsible for the safety of the people onit. Including you, whether you like it
or not. Beforewe dive, | want to make certain that you will follow my lead under the water.”

Carol recognized that Nick wastrying to be diplomatic. It even flashed through her mind that he
looked sort of cute standing there in front of her in hisdiving gear. She decided to be gracious.
“Agreed,” shesaid. “But onething before we descend. Remember that I'm areporter. | will havea
camerawith me and may want you to move fromtimetotime. So don’t get angry if | motion you out of
theway.”

Nick smiled. “Okay,” hesaid, “I’ll try to remember.”

Caral put on her flippersand mask. Then she picked up her underwater camera by the strap and
threw it over her neck and shoulder. Troy helped her tighten the strap in the back. Nick was sitting on
the Sde of the boat at abreak in therailing, right next to acrude ladder that Troy had just dropped
overboard. “I’ve checked the water aready,” Nick said, “and there' s quite acurrent up here. Let’sgo
down the anchor rope until we reach the ocean floor. Then you can pick the direction from there.”

Nick rolled backward off the boat. 1n amoment he surfaced, treading water. Carol returned his
thumbs-up sign (the signal between diversthat everything' sal right) and sat down hersdf on the sde of
the boat. Troy helped her make one last comfort adjustment to her vest. “Good luck, angel,” Troy said.
“I hope you find what you' re looking for. And be careful.”

Carol put the regulator in her mouth, took a breath, and then repeated Nick’ s backward roll
maneuver. The ocean water felt cool against her sunbaked back. In afew seconds shejoined Nick over
at the anchor rope and the two of them repeated the thumbs up sign. Nick led the way down. He went
hand over hand, cautioudy, never completely releasing therope. Carol followed carefully. She could
fed the strong current that Nick had mentioned. It pulled at her, trying to take her away from the rope,
but she managed to hold on. Every six to eight feet in the descent, Nick stopped to equalize the pressure
in hisears and looked up to see both that Carol was following and that shewasal right. Then he
continued his descent.

There was nothing much to see until they reached the reef benesth them. The telescope pictures had
been so sharp that they had been mideading. The reef withitsriot of color and its surfeit of plant and
animd life had seemed to be right underneath them because of the automatic focusing action of the optical
system. But thirty-fivefeet isalong way down. Any normd three-story building could have been stting
on the ocean floor underneath the Florida Queen and it would not have touched her hull.

When they finally reached the top of the reef where the anchor wasimplanted, Carol realized she had
made amigtake. She did not recognize her surroundings and therefore did not know which direction to
taketo find thewhaes. She reproached hersdf briefly for not having spent afew more moments
studying the monitor to make sure that she knew where dl the landmarks were. Ohwell, Carol then
thought, It'stoo late for that now. I'll just pick adirection and go. Besides, | don’t have any ideawhere
the darm object isanyway.

Vighility in thewater wasfair to good, maybe fifty to Sxty feet in dl directions. Carol adjusted her
buoyancy dightly and then pointed to a gap between two reef structures, both of which were covered
with kelp, sea.anemones, and the ubiquitous coral. Nick nodded hishead. Tucking her aamsto her sde
to streamline her movement, Carol kicked up and down with her flippers and swam toward the gap.

Behind her, Nick watched Carol swim with appreciation and admiration. She moved through the
water as gracefully as the school of yelow and black angelfish beside her. Nick had not interrogated
Carol very much about her diving experience and had not known exactly what to expect. He had
suspected from her ease and familiarity with the equipment that she was a seasoned diver; but he had not
prepared himsalf for an underwater peer. Except for Greta, Nick had not encountered awoman before
who was as comfortable under the water as he was.

Nick absolutely |oved the peace and serenity of therich and vibrant world benegth the ocean surface.
The only sound he ever heard down there was his own breathing. All around him the cord reefsteemed
with life of unimaginable beauty and complexity. There, underneath him now, was agrouper taking a
bath by sitting at the bottom of anaturd hole and letting dozens of tiny cleaner fish eat away dl the



accumulated parasites. A moment earlier, Nick’s downward excursion toward the ocean floor had
scared up amantaray hidden inthe sand. Thislargeray, called adevilfish by the cognoscenti, had
undulated out of its hiding place a the last moment and just missed Nick with its powerful and dangerous
tal.

Nick Williamsfelt at home down in thiswatery world at the bottom of the Gulf of Mexico. It washis
recreation and hisrefuge. Whenever he was distressed or disturbed by events on the surface, he knew
that he could dive and find relaxation and escape. Except on this particular dive he was aware of an
ineffable emotion, abeginning perhaps, alonging that was bardly defined, possibly mixed up with a
memory of yearsago. Hewasfollowing abeautiful mermaid as she swam dong the reef and the sight
stirred him. | have acted like a schoolboy, he thought, and abore. Or worse. And why? Because she
ispretty? No. Because sheisso dive. So much moredivethan| am

Carol and Nick made two different excursions, each time starting from the anchor rope, without
finding the whales or anything el'se unusua. When they returned to the anchor after the second
unsuccessful foray, Nick pointed a hiswatch. They had been under the water for amost half an hour
dready. Carol wagged her head up and down and then held up her index finger, indicating that she
would try one more direction.

They found the whaesright after they crossed over abig upward bulge in the reef that came within
fifteen feet of the surface. Nick saw them first and pointed down. The three whal es were about twenty
feet below them and maybe thirty yards ahead. They were still swimming dowly, more or lesstogether,
in the same directionless, near circular pattern that Nick and Carol had watched on the screen. Carol
waved Nick out of theway and pointed at her camera. She then swam toward the whales, taking
pictures as she approached them while carefully monitoring her depth and equdizing the pressurein her
ears.

Nick swam down beside her. He was certain the whales had seen the two of them, but for some
reason they had made no attempt to flee. Inal hisyearsasadiver, Nick had only once seen awhdein
the open ocean accept the nearby presence of ahuman. And that had been a calfing mother, in aPecific
Ocean lagoon off of Bgja California, whose birth pangs were amore powerful force than her ingtinctive
fear of humans. Here even when Carol approached to within twenty feet or so the whales continued their
indolent drift. They appeared to belost, or maybe even drugged.

Carol dowed her approach when the whales made no attempt to get away. Shetook some more
photographs. Close-up pictures of whaesin their natura habitat were till uncommon, so her trip had
aready been ajournalistic success. But she too was puzzled by their behavior. Why were they ignoring
her presence? And what were they doing hanging around this particular spot? She remembered being
surprised by the solitary whae during her morning swim and wondered again if somehow all these strange
eventswere related.

Nick was off to her right, about twenty yards away. He was pointing at something on the other side
of the whaes and gesturing for Carol to come toward him. She swam away from the great mammals and
headed in Nick’sdirection. She saw immediately what had attracted his attention. Below the whales,
just above the ocean floor, there was alarge dark holein the bottom of an imposing reef structure. At
first glanceit appeared to be the entrance to an underground cave of somekind. But Carol’ s sharp eyes
noticed that the lip-shaped fissure was extremely smooth and symmetric, dmost suggesting to her thet it
was an engineering construction of somekind. Shelaughed at hersdlf as she swam up beside Nick. The
amazing underwater world and the bizarre behavior of these whaeswere playing tricks with her mind.

Nick pointed down at the hole and then at himsdlf, indicating that he was going down to check it out
more closely. When he started to leave, Carol had a sudden impulse to reach for hisfoot and pull him
back. A moment later, as she watched Nick swim away, apowerful fear of unknown origin swept over
her. She began to tremble as she struggled gamely with this strange emotion. Goose bumps appeared
on her amsand legs and Caral felt an overwhelming desire to get away, to escape before something
terrible happened.

Aningtant later she saw one of the whales move toward Nick. If Carol had been on land she could
have yelled, but fifty feet deep in the ocean there was no way to warn someone from afar. AsNick drew



near the opening, unaware of any danger, he was brushed to the sde by one of the whaleswith such
force that he bounced against the reef and then caromed off. Hefell down onto asmall spot of sand on
the ocean floor. Carol siwam toward him quickly while keeping a careful eye on thewhales. Nick had
lost hisregulator and did not seem to be making any attempt to replaceit. She drew up beside him and
flashed the thumbs-up sign. There was no response. Nick’s eyeswere closed.

Carol felt asurge of adrendine as she reached for Nick’ sregulator and thrust it into his mouth. She
beat againgt his mask with her fist. After afew painfully long seconds, Nick opened hiseyes. Carol tried
thumbs up again. Nick shook hisheed, asif he were clearing out the cobwebs, smiled, and then returned
the okay sgnd. He started to move but Carol restrained him. Sheindicated with gestures for him to sit
il while she hurriedly looked him over. From the force with which Nick had hit the reef, Carol feared
theworst. Evenif hisdiving gear wasdl right, certainly his skin would have been ripped and torn by the
sharp coral and theimpact. But incredibly, there did not appear to be significant damage to either Nick
or the equipment. All she could find were acouple of small scrapes.

The three whales remained in the same areawhere they had been before. Looking up at them from
below, Carol thought that they looked like sentinels guarding a particular piece of ocean territory. Back
and forth they swam, inscribing atotal composite arc of maybe two hundred yards. Whatever it had
been that had caused one of the whaesto vary its swimming pattern and run into Nick was certainly
unclear. But Carol did not want to risk another encounter. She motioned for Nick to follow her and
they swam about thirty yards away, to a sandy trench between the reefs.

Carol planned to return to the surface as soon as it was clear that Nick was not serioudy hurt. But
while Carol was thoroughly surveying his body to make certain that she had not overlooked any serious
lacerationsin her hurried check, Nick discovered two parald indentationsin the sand below him. He
grabbed Carol’sarm to show her what he had found. The indentations were grooved like tank tracks
and were about threeinches deep. They appeared to be fresh. In one direction the tracks ran toward
the reef fissure underneath the threewhales. In the other direction the paralle lines extended asfar as
Nick and Carol could see, running aong the sandy trench between the two mgjor reefsin the area.

Nick pointed up the trench and then swam away in that direction, following the tracks with fascination.
Hedid not turn around to seeif Carol werefollowing. Carol quickly backtracked as closeto the fissure
as she dared (was she imagining again or were the three whales watching her as she crept along the
ocean floor?) to take some pictures and to verify that the tracks did indeed emanate from the opening in
thereef. Shethought she saw anetwork of smilar indentations converging just in front of the fissure, but
shedid not tarry long. Shedidn’t want to be separated from Nick in this spooky place. When she
turned around, hewas just barely in sight. But he had fortunately stopped when he redized that Carol
was not behind him. Nick made an gpol ogetic gesture when shefindly caught up with him.

At one point the paralel lines disappeared as the sandy trench turned to rock, but Nick and Carol
located the continuation of the same tracks somefifty yardsfarther dong. The trench eventualy became
so narrow that they were forced to swim six feet or so above it to keep from banging againgt the rocks
and cora on either side. Soon thereafter the tracks and the trench made alleft turn and disappeared
under an overhang. Carol and Nick stopped and floated in the water facing each other. They carried on
aconversation with hand gestures. At length, they decided that Carol would go down first to seeiif
anything was under the overhang, since she wanted a close-up photograph of the disappearance of the
tracks anyway.

Caral swam carefully down to the floor of the trench, skillfully avoiding contact with the edges of the
reef on both sdes. Where it disappeared under the overhang, the trench was just wide enough for her to
put one of her flippered feet down lengthwise. The overhang was about elghteen inches above the floor,
but there was no way she could bend down and ook underneath without scraping her face or hands
againg thereef. Carol gingerly did her hand under the overhang in the last direction of the tracks.
Nothing. Shewould have to brace herself against the rocks and cord and stick her hand deeper into the
area.

While Caral wastrying to move herself into a better position, she momentarily lost her balance and felt
the sting of cord on the back of her Ieft thigh. Ouch, she thought as she put her right hand back under



the overhang, that’ sonefor me. One physica reminder of an amazing day. Weird even. Bizarre whaes.
Tank tracks on the bottom of theocean . . . what isthis? Carol’shand closed around what felt like a
metallic rod about an inch thick. 1t was such asurprising touch, sheimmediately withdrew her hand and
ashudder raced down her spine. Her heart rate accel erated and she tried to breathe dowly to calm
hersalf. Then she purposefully put her hand back and found the object again. Or wasit another object?
Thistime she felt something metdlic al right, but it seemed to be wider and to have four tineslike afork.
Caral did her hand dong the object and refound the rod portion.

From his vantage point above her, Nick could tell that Carol had discovered something. Now it was
histurn to be excited. He swam down to her as she struggled unsuccessfully to retrieve the object. They
changed positions and Nick reached under the projecting rock. He first touched something thet felt likea
smooth sphere about the size of the pam of hishand. Nick could tell that the bottom of the sphere
rested on the sand and that the rod attached to it was elevated by severa inches. Nick steadied himsdlf
and jerked ontherod. 1t moved alittle. He moved his grip sideways on the rod and heaved again.
Severa more pulls and the object was out from under the overhang.

For amost aminute Nick and Carol hovered over the gold-metdlic object lying beneath them on the
sand. Its surface was smooth to the eye aswell asto the touch and atogether it was about eighteen
incheslong. Nothing but the polished, reflecting surface could be seen, suggesting that the object was
indeed made from some kind of meta. Thelong axis of the object was an inch-thick rod that was, a one
end, tapered and worked into akind of ahook. Four inches back from the hook was the center of a
small sphere, symmetricaly constructed around the rod, whose radius was allittle over two inches. The
larger spherethat Nick had felt when hefirst put his hand under the overhang had aradius of four inches
or so and it wasright in the middle of therod. This sphere was also perfectly symmetric around therod
axis. Beyond the two spheres the object was unadorned until the rod broke into four smaller branches,
thetinesthat Carol had felt, at its other end.

Caral carefully took photographs of the object asit lay exposed in front of the overhang. Before she
was finished, Nick pointed at hiswatch. They had been underwater amaost an hour. Carol checked her
ar gauge and found that she was amost into the red. She waved asign at Nick and he swam down to
pick up the object. It was extremely heavy, weighing an astonishing twenty poundsor soin Nick’s
estimation. Then it wasn't caught on anything when | wastrying to pull it out, Nick thought, it’sjust that
heavy.

Theweight of the object only increased Nick’ s excitement that had begun when he had first seen the
gold color. Although he had never seen anything quite like thishook and fork with spheres, he
remembered that the heaviest pieces from the wreck of the Santa Rosahad al been made of gold. And
this piece wasfar heavier than anything he had ever touched. Jesus, he thought to himsdf ashe
discarded some of the lead weightsin hisbelt to makeit easier for him to carry the object up to the boat,
if there's even ten pounds of pure gold here, at current market value of athousand dollars an ounce,
that’ s $160,000, and this may just be the beginning. Wherever this thing came from, there must be more.
All right, Williams. Thismay be your lucky day.

Carol’ sthoughtsraced at amile aminute as she swam in tandem with Nick toward the anchor rope.
She was busy trying to integrate everything she had seen in the last hour. She was dready convinced that
everything was somehow associated with the errant Navy missile— the behavior of thewhales, the
golden fork with the hook, the tank tracks on the bottom of the ocean. But at first Carol had no clue
about what the connections were.

During the swim back Carol suddenly remembered reading some years before a story about Russian
submarine tracks being found on the ocean floor outside a Swedish navd yard. In her journalistic mind
she began to concoct awild but plausible scenario to explain everything that she had seen. Maybethe
missile crashed near here and continued to send out data even when it was underwater, she thought to
hersdf. Itseectronic sgnals somehow confused the whaes. And maybe those same signals were
picked up by Russian submarines. And American. Her thoughts came to atemporary dead end for a
moment. So there are at least two choices, Carol thought again after swvimming afew more strokes and
watching Nick gpproach the anchor rope with the golden object till firmly in hishand. Either I'vefound



aRussian plot to locate and steal an American missile. Or the tracks and goldenfork are somehow part
of an American effort to find the missle without derting the public. 1t doesn't matter. Either way it'sa
big story. But | must take that golden thing to Dale and MOl to andyze.

Both Nick and Carol were dangeroudy low on air by the time they reached the surface beside the
Horida Queen. They called Troy to give them a hand with their prize from the deep. Carol and Nick
were exhausted when they findly crawled into the boat. But they were aso both on emotiond highs,
thrilled with the discoveries of the afternoon. Everyone sarted talking at once. Troy had astory to tell
too, for he had seen something unusua on the monitor while Nick and Carol were following the tracksin
thetrench. Nick pulled some beer and sandwiches out of the refrigerator and Carol tended her cora
cuts. Thelaughing trio sat down on the deck chairstogether as the sun was setting. They had much to
share during the ninety-minute trip back to Key West.
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THE camaraderie lasted most of the way back to the marina. Nick was no longer taciturn. Excited
by what he believed wastheinitia find of amagor sunken treasure, he was positively achatterbox. At
least twice heretold his verson of the whae encounter. Nick was certain that the collison was
accidentd, that the whale smply happened to be moving in that direction for some other reason and just
paid no attention to the fact that Nick wasthere.

“Impossible,” Nick had scoffed when Carol had initidly suggested that the whale might have
deliberately hit him because he was heading for thefissurein thereef. “Whoever heard of whaes
guarding aspot in the ocean. Besides, if your theory’ sright, then why didn’t the whae redly smack me,
and finish me off? Y ou're asking me to accept that the whales were protecting an underground cave?
And then that they were warning meto stay away with that gentle push?’ He laughed good-naturedly.
“Let me ask you something, Miss Dawson,” he said, “do you believein eves and fairies?’

“Fromwhere| waswatching,” Carol replied, “it surelooked asif the whole thing was planned. “She
did not pursue the subject further. In fact, after her initid outbursts, Carol did not talk very much about
anything on the trip back to Key West. She too was excited and she wasworried that if she talked too
much she might inadvertently give away her thoughts about the poss ble connection between what they
had seen and thelost Navy missile. So shedidn’t mention either her eeriefear just before the whae hit
Nick or the network of tracks she thought she saw converging just under the base of the fissure.

Asfar as Nick was concerned, the object they had retrieved was definitely part of atreasure. It
didn’t bother him that it was hidden under an overhang at the end of some strange tracks. He shrugged it
off by suggesting that maybe somebody had found the sunken treasure severd years earlier and then tried
to hide afew of the better pieces. (But why were the tracks fresh? And what had made them? Carol
wanted to ask these questions but redlized it was in her best interest for Nick to remain convinced that he
had found treasure.) Nick was blind to al arguments and even factsthat didn’t support histreasure
theory. It wasemoationaly vital to Nick for the gold fork thing to be thefirst piece of agreat discovery.
And like many people, Nick was capable of suspending his normaly sharp critica faculties when he had
avested emotiond involvement in anissue.

When Nick and Caral findly quieted down enough to listen, Troy had achanceto tell hisown story.
“After you guys eft the area undernesth the boat, | guessto follow your trench, | became worried about
you and started watching the screen more often. Now, angel, by thistime those three whaes had been
swimming about in that same dumb pattern for over an hour. So | wasn't checking them redl close.”

Troy was up out of hisdeck chair, walking back and forth in front of Carol and Nick. It wasadark
night; low clouds had rolled in from the north to block the moon and obscure most of the stars. The
gpotlight from the top of the canopy occasiondly caught Troy’ s chiseled features as he moved in and out
of the shadows. “Because | wanted to find you guys, | lifted the alarm suppression the way you showed
me and was regularly serenaded by the ding-dong-ding from thethreewhdes. Now listento this. After
acouple of minutes, | heard afourth darm. | looked down at the monitor, expecting to see one of you,
and | saw another whae, same species, swimming underneath the other three and in the opposite
direction. Within ten secondsthe original whaesturned, breaking their long pattern, and followed the
new whale off the monitor to theleft. They never returned.”

Troy wound up the story with adramatic inflection and Nick laughed out loud, “ Jesus, Jefferson, you
do have away of telling astory. | suppose you're going to tell me now that these whales were stationed
there and the new guy came aong with different orders. Or something likethat. Christ, between you
and Caral, you'll have me believe that the whales are organized into covens of whatever.” Nick stopped
for amoment. Troy was disgppointed that Carol didn’t say anything.

“Now,” Nick continued, dismissing Troy’ s story and getting to the subject he had been thinking about
for almost an hour, “we have an important issue to discuss. We have brought back something from the
ocean that could conceivably be worth alot of money. 1f nobody else can prove conclusively that it is



theirs, then it will belong to thefinders.” Nick looked first a Carol and then a Troy. “Eventhough’'m
captain and owner of thisboat and | carried the thing up from the ocean floor, I'm prepared to offer that
we split the proceedsin thirds. Does that sound fair enough to the two of you?”

There was amoderately long silence before Troy answered. “ Sure, Nick, that sounds fineto me.”
Nick smiled and reached acrossto shake Troy’ s hand. He then extended his hand to Caral.

“Just aminute,” she said quietly, looking directly at Nick and not taking hishand. “Sinceyou've
decided to tart this conversation, there are several more itemsthat must be discussed. 1t'snot smply a
question of money for thisobject. There' salso the issue of possesson. Who keeps the golden trident?
Who determines when we' ve been offered afair price? What do we agree to say, or not to say, to
others? And what if other objects are found down there by one or more of us? Do we al share?
There’ s an entire agreement that must be worked out before we dock.”

Nick frowned. “Now | understand why you’ ve been so quiet these last few minutes. Y ou’ ve been
thinking about your share. | migudged you. | thought you might decide not to create any moretrouble

“Who said anything about trouble?” Carol interrupted him abruptly, her voicerisng dightly. “If you
must know, I’'m not that interested in the damn money. | will gladly take my one-third if any dollarsare
forthcoming from the trident there, for | certainly deserveit. But if any more such treasures are down
there and you and Troy can find them without me, then be my guest. | want something ese.”

Both men were now listening intently. “First and foremost, | want exclusiverightsto this story, and
that means absol ute secrecy about what we have found, when and where we found it, and anything else
associated with it — at least until we' re certain there' s nothing moreto learn. Second, | want immediate
possession of the object for forty-eight hours, before anyone else knowsthat it exists. After that you can
haveit to take to the authoritiesfor evauation.”

Uh oh, Carol thought to herself as she saw the searching looks she had dicited from Nick and Troy. |
overdidit. They suspect something. Better back off just abit. “Of course,” she smiled disarmingly,
“I'vejust given my initia position. | expect that some negotiations may be necessary.”

“Wow, angdl,” Troy said with alaugh, “that was some speech. For just aminute there, | thought that
maybe there was awhole other game going on here and you were the only one playing. Of coursethe
professor and | will be delighted to discuss an agreement with you, won't we, Nick?’

Nick nodded. But he had also been derted by the careful organization and unmistakable intensity of
Carol’sresponse. It seemed out of proportion to the journaligtic vaue of their find. s shetrying to make
this somekind of a contest between us? he thought to himsdlf. Or am | missing something atogether?

They had worked out a compromise agreement by the time the Florida Queen reached the dock in
Key West. Nick would take the golden trident (both of the men liked Carol’ s name for the object) with
him on Friday morning. Therewas an ederly woman in Key West who was a compendium of treasure
knowledge and she would be able to assess its value and to give its probable place and date of origin.
The woman would aso be awitnessto their find in case the trident were ever misplaced. On Friday
afternoon, the three of them would meet on the boat or in the marina parking lot a four o’ clock. Nick
would give the object to Carol and she would keep it over the weekend. After shereturned it to Nick
on Monday morning, he would be responsible for its care and eventual sale. Thethree of them had joint
ownership of thetrident, but Carol waived any interest in future discoveries. Carol wrote the terms of the
smple agreement on the back of arestaurant menu from her purse, they adl sgned it, and she promised to
bring copies back the next day.

Troy was quiet and subdued while he wasloading al Carol’ s equipment back into the footlocker. He
lifted the locker onto the cart and then pulled the cart dong the jetty. Carol waked besde him. It was
about nine o' clock and very quiet at the marina. Thetall fluorescent lights created a strange reflection on
the wooden jetties. “Well, angel,” Troy said as Carol and he approached the marina headquarters, “it's
been quiteaday. I'vereally enjoyed your company.” He stopped and turned to look at her. Her black
hair had dried unevenly and looked a bit disheveled, but her face was beautiful in the reflected light.

Troy looked away, out at the water and the boats. “Y ou know, it's a shame sometimesthe way life
works. 'Y ou meet somebody by chance, you strike up afriendship, and then poof, they’re gone. It'sdll



0. . . Sotransent.”

Caral came over beside him and stretched to kiss his cheek. “And you know | like you, too,” she
sad, lightening up the conversation with a grin and making certain that Troy understood what kind of a
friendship they could have. “But cheer up. All isnot lost. You'll see metomorrow for awhile and then
maybe when | return the golden thing on Monday.”

She hooked her arm through his as they momentarily walked back down the Jetty, away from the
loaded cart. “Andwho knows,” Carol laughed, “I’m down in the Keysfrom timeto time. We could
have a drink together and you could tell me some more stories. “They could just barely make out the
spotlight above the canopy on the Florida Queen some hundred yardsin the distance. “1 seeyour friend
the professor is till at work. He s not strong on good-byes. Or any other area of mannersasfar asl
cantdl.”

She turned, switching locked arms, and they walked back to the loaded cart. They moved through
the apparently deserted headquarters without speaking. When the footlocker had been replaced in the
station wagon, Carol gave Troy ahug. “You'reagood man, Troy Jefferson,” shesaid. “I wishyou
wdl.”

Nick was amost ready to leave by the time Troy returned to the boat. He was packing asmadll
exercise bag. “Looksinnocent enough, doesn't it, Troy? Nobody will ever suspect that one of the great
treasures of the oceanisin here” He paused amoment and changed the subject. “Y ou put her safely in
her car? Good. She'sastrangeone, isn't she, all feisty and aggressive but till pretty at the sametime. |
wonder what makes her tick.”

Nick zipped up the bag and walked around to the Side of the canopy. “Just finish up with the diving
gear tonight. Don’t worry about the rest of the boat — we'll fix it up tomorrow. I’ m going to go home
and dream of riches”

“Spesking of riches, Professor,” Troy said with asmile, “how about that hundred-dollar loan | asked
you for on Tuesday. Y ou never answered me and just said we'll see.”

Nick walked ddliberately over to Troy and stood right in front of him. He spoke very dowly. “I
should have made my Polonius speech to both of us when you asked mefor aloan thefirst time. But
here we are now, borrower and lender, and | don’t likeit. 1 will lend you ahundred dollars but, Mister
Troy Jefferson, thisis pogtively thelast time. Please don't ever ask meagain. Theseloansfor your
so-cdled inventions are making it hard for me to work with you.”

Troy wasalittle surprised by the unexpected harshnessin Nick’ stone. But he was aso angered by
the connotation of the last sentence. “Are you suggesting,” Troy said softly, suppressing his temper, “that
I’m not telling the truth, that the money is not being spent on dectronics? Or are you telling that you
don’t believe an uneducated black man could possibly invent anything worth having?’

Nick faced Troy again. “Spare meyour righteousracia indignation. Thisisnot aquestion of
prgudiceor lies. It' smoney, pureand smple. My lending you money isfucking up our friendship.”
Troy started to speak but Nick waved him off. “Now it'sbeen along day. And afascinating one at
that. I'vesaid dl | want to say on the subject of theloan and | consider the issuefinished.”

Nick picked up his bag, said good night, and |eft the Florida Queen. Troy went behind the canopy to
organizethe diving gear. About ten minutes|ater, just as he wasfinishing, he heard someone calling his
name. “Troy . . . Troy, isthat you?’ an accented voice said.

Troy leaned around the canopy and saw Greta standing on the jetty under the fluorescent light. Even
though there was now adight chill inthe air, shewaswearing her usua skimpy bikini that showed off her
marvelous physique. Troy brokeinto agrand smile, “Well, well, if itisn't superkraut! How the hell are
you? | can seeyou' re il taking care of that wondrous body.”

Greta managed the beginnings of asmile. “Homer and Ellen and | are having asmdl| party tonight.
We noticed that you were working late and thought that maybe you' d like to join us when you' re done.”

“Just might do that,” Troy said, nodding his head up and down. *“Just might do that.”
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“OH, God, can't we stop now? Findly? Pleaselet us. It'sso quiet here, now.” Shewas speaking
to the sars and the sky. The old man’s head dumped forward in the wheelchair as he drew hislast
breath. Hannah Jelkes knelt beside him to see if he was indeed gone and then, after kissing him on the
crown of the head, she looked up again with apeaceful smile. The curtain fell and rose againin afew
seconds. The cast assembled quickly on stage.

“Okay, that’sit for tonight, good job.” Thedirector, aman in hisearly sixties, gray hair thinning on
the top, approached the stage with abounce. “ Great performance, Henrietta, try to can that one for the
opening tomorrow night. Just the right combination of strength and vulnerability.” Mevin Burton nimbly
jumped up on the stage. “And you, Jessie, if you make Maxine any ludtier they’ll closeusdown.” He
spun around with aflourish and laughed aong with two other people at the front of the theater.

“Okay, gang,” Melvin turned back to address the cast, “now go home and get lots of rest. It was
better tonight, looked good Oh, Commander, can you and Tiffani stay around for amoment after you
change? | have a couple more pointersfor you.”

He jumped back down from the stage and walked back to the fourth row of the theater where histwo
asociates were Sitting. One was awoman, even older than Mevin but with twinkling green eyes behind
her granny glasses. She waswearing abright print dressfull of spring colors. The other person wasa
man, about forty, with astudious face and awarm, open manner. Melvin fretted as he sat down beside
them. “I worried when we picked Night of the Iquanathat it might be too difficult for Key West. 1t'snot
aswell known as Streetcar or Glass Menagerie. And in some ways the characters are just asforeign as
those in Suddenly, Last Summer. But it looks amost okay. If we can just fix the scenes between
Shannon and Charlotte.”

“Areyou sorry now you added the prologue?’ the woman asked. Amanda Winchester was an
indtitution in Key West. Among other things, she was the doyenne of the thegtrica entrepreneursin the
revitalized city. She owned two of the new theaters near the marina and had been responsible for the
formation of at least three different local repertory groups. Sheloved plays and theater people. And
Méelvin Burton was her favorite director.

“No, I'mnot, Amanda. It clearly addsto the play to get somekind of initid fegling for how frustrating
it would be to lead agroup of Baptist women on atour of Mexico in the summer. And without the sex
scene between Charlotte and Shannon in that smal, stuffy hotel room, I'm not suretheir affair is
believableto the audience” He paused amoment, reflecting. “Huston did the same thing with the
movie”

“Right now that sex scene doesn’'t play at dl,” the other man said. “Infact it samost comicd. The
hugsthey exchange arelike the ones my brother gives his daughters.”

“Petience, Marc,” Melvin answered.

“Something hasto be done or we should take the prologue out dtogether,” Amandaagreed. “Marc's
right, the scene tonight was almost comical. Part of the problem isthat Charlotte lookslike achild in that
scene” She paused amoment before continuing. “Y ou know, the girl has gorgeous long hair and we
have it stacked on top of her head to look prim and proper. Clearly shewouldn’t wear it down al day in
the heat of aMexican summer. But what if shetook it down when she went to Shannon’sroom?’

“That’sagreat idea, Amanda. Asl have often said, you would have made a fabulous director.”
Méelvin looked at Marc and they exchanged awarm smile. Then the director settled back in his sest and
started thinking about what he was going to tell histwo cast membersin afew moments.

Melvin Burton was ahappy man. He lived with hisroom-mate of fifteen years, Marc Adler, ina
beach house on Sugarloaf Key, about ten miles east of Key West. Melvin had directed playson
Broadway for dmost a decade and had been associated with the theater in one capacity or another since
the mid-fifties. Always careful with his money, Mevin had managed to save an impressive amount by
1979. Worried about the impact of inflation on his savings, Mevin had sought advice from an accountant



who was afriend of aclose associate. It wasamost love at first sght. Marc was twenty-eight at the
time, shy, londly, unsure of himself in the maglstrom of New Y ork City. Mevin'ssavoir fareand
theatrical panache opened Marc up to aspects of life that he had never known.

Asthe stock market ratcheted upward in the mid-eighties, Mevin watched his net worth near amillion
dollars. But other factorsin hislife were not so bullish. The AIDS epidemic hit the theatrica community
in New Y ork with avengeance and both Melvin and Marc lost many of their lifdong friends. And
Melvin's career seemed to have peaked; he was no longer in demand as one of the premier directors.

One night on hisway home from the theater, Marc was mugged by a group of teenagers. They besat
him up, stole hiswatch and wallet, and |eft him bleeding in the street. As asaddened Melvin ministered
to hisfriend’ swounds, he made amagjor decison. They would leave New York. Hewould sdl his
stocks and convert hisfortune to fixed income investments. They would buy ahomewhereit waswarm
and safe, where they could relax and read and swim together. Maybe they would do some community
theater work if it was available, but that was not the most important thing. What was important was that
they share Mdvin' sremaning years.

Melvin ran into Amanda Winchester one day while he and Marc were on vacation in Key West.
They had worked together briefly on a project that had never panned out twenty years before. Amanda
told him that she had just formed aloca amateur repettory group to do two Tennessee Williams playsa
year. Would he be interested in directing them?

Melvin and Marc moved to Key West and started to build their house on Sugarloaf Key. Both of
them thoroughly enjoyed their work with the Key West Players. The actors were everyday people,
dedicated and earnest. Some had had alittle acting experience. But for the most part, the secretaries,
housewives, and retail clerks, plus officersand enlisted men fromthe U.S. Navd Air Station, wereal
novices with one thing in common. Each of them viewed hisfew days on the stage as his moment of
glory, and he wanted to make the best of it.

Commander Winters came out of the dressing room first. He was wearing his uniform (he had come
right over to rehearsa from the base) and looked a bit tiff and uncertain. He sat down in one of the
theater chairs next to AmandaWinchester. “I wasredly glad to see you back again,” said Amanda,
taking hishand. “I thought your Goober last fal wasjust right.”

Winters thanked her politely. Amandachanged the subject. “So how arethings out at the base? |
read an article the other day in the Miami Herald about al the modern weapons the Navy has these days,
pilotless submarines and vertical takeoff fighters and search and destroy torpedoes. There seemsto be
no limit to our ability to build more powerful and dangeroustoysfor war. Areyou involved with al
that?’

“Only inalimited way,” Commander Winters answered pleasantly. Then, anticipating the discusson
with the director, he leaned forward so that he could see Melvin and Marc aswell as Amanda. “I
gpologizeif | wasalittleflat tonight,” he began. “We have acouple of big problems out at the base and |
may have been abit distracted, but Il be ready tomorrow —”

“Oh, no,” said Mélvin, interrupting him, “that’ s not what | wanted to talk to you about. 1t'syour first
scenewith Tiffani . . . Ah, here shecomes. Let’sgo up on the stage.”

Tiffani Thomas was almost seventeen yearsold and ajunior a Key West High School. A Navy brat
al her life, Tiffani had gone to seven different schoolsin her eleven years since kindergarten. Her father
was a honcommissioned officer who had been assigned to Key West about three months before. She
had been recommended to Mevin Burton by the high school drama teacher when it became gpparent
that Denise Wright smply could not play the role of Charlotte Goodall.

“She hasn't done anything for me yet except rehearse,” the teacher had said of Tiffani, “but shelearns
her lines quickly and hasaquality, an intensity | guess, that sets her apart from the others. And she's
clearly beenin playsbefore. | don’t know if she can get ready in three weeks, but she' smy first choice
by far.”

Tiffani probably would not have been called beautiful by her Florida classmates. Her featureswere
too much out of the ordinary to be be properly appreciated by most high school boys. Her assetswere
olive eyes, quiet and brooding, light freckles on apale complexion, long red eyd ashes tinged with brown,



and amagnificent head of thick auburn hair. Her carriage was proper and erect, not dumped like most
teenagers, so she probably seemed doof to her peers. “ Striking,” Amanda called her, accurately, when
shefirg saw Tiffani.

She was standing on the stage alone in her short-deeved blouse and jeans as the two men
approached. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail the way her father liked it. Tiffani wasvery nervous.
She was worried about what Mr. Burton was going to say to her. She had overheard the buyer who
was playing Hannah Jelkes say that Mevin might do away with the part of Charlotte dtogether if “the
new girl can't hack it. “I have worked so hard for this part, Tiffani thought. Oh please, please, don't let
it be bad news.

Tiffani was |looking down at her feet when Mevin Burton and Commander Wintersjoined her on the
gage. “Wadl, now,” Mevin began, “let’ sget straight to the point. Thefirst scenewith you two inthe
hotel room isnot working. Infact, it sadisaster. We must make some changes.”

Melvin saw that Tiffani was not looking a him. Gently he put his hand under her chin and lifted it until
her eyesmet his. “You must look at me, child, for I'mtrying to tel you some very important things.” He
noticed that her eyes were brimming with water and his years of experience told him immediately what
waswrong. Heleaned forward and whispered so that nobody el se could hear, “1 said we would make
some changes, not do away with the scene. Now get yoursdlf together and listen up.”

Burton regained his director’ s voice and turned toward Winters. “In this scene, Commander, your
character Shannon and young Miss Goodall engage in foreplay that leads to intercourse later that night.
In the following scene they are discovered, in flagrante delicto, by the confused Miss Fellowes. And that
establishes the desperate Situation causing Shannon to run to Maxine and Fred at the CostaVerde.

“But our scene does not work right now because nobody watching it will recognize what you two are
doing asforeplay. Now | can change the movement to make it easier — putting Shannan aready on the
bed when he discovers Charlotte behind the door would be one way — and | can change Charlotte's
clothing so that shelooks lesslike alittle girl, but there sonething that | cannot do. . .” Melvin stopped
and looked back and forth from Tiffani to Winters. They were both staring blankly at him.

“Come here, come here, both of you,” Mévin said, gesturing impatiently with hisright hand. He
dropped hisvoice again. Hetook Tiffani’s hand with hisleft and Commander Winters with hisright.
“Youtwo areloversfor onenightinthisplay. Itisessentid that the audience believe this or they will not
understand completely why Shannonisat the end of hisrope, liketheiguana. Shannon is desperate
because he was originally locked out of hischurch for givingintothesamelust . . .~

They were both listening but Mevin' sdirector’ sintuition told him he was till not reaching them. He
had another idea. Hetook Tiffani’s hand and put it into the commander’ s, closing his own hand over
theirsfor emphasis. “Look at each other for amoment. That'sright.” Heturned to Winters. “She’sa
beautiful young woman, isn't she, Commander?’

Their eyeswerein contact. “And he' sahandsome man, isn't he, Tiffani? | want you to imagine that
you have an uncontrollable desire to touch him, to kisshim, to be naked with him.” Tiffani blushed.
Wintersfidgeted. Mdvinwasfairly certain that he saw a spark, albeit afleeting one.

“Now tomorrow night,” he continued, looking a Tiffani and taking his hand off theirs, “1 want you to
capture that feding when you're hiding in hisroom. | want it to explode out of you when he notices that
you arethere. And you, Commander,” he looked back at the middle-aged navd officer, “you aretorn
between an overpowering passion to possess thisyoung girl physicaly and the dmost certain knowledge
that it will be thefind ruination of both your life and your soul. Y ou are hopeesdy trapped. Remember,
you fear that God has aready forsaken you for your past sns. But, despite that, you finaly relinquish
yoursdlf to your lust and commit another unpardonable sin.”

Tiffani and Commander Winters both redlized at virtualy the same time that their hands were till
intertwined. They looked at each other for amoment and then, embarrassed, awkwardly separated
them. Mevin Burton dipped between his players and put hisarms around their shoulders. “So goon
home now and think about what I’ ve said. And come back tomorrow and redlly bresk aleg.”

Vernon Winters drove the Pontiac into his driveway in suburban Key West just before eleven
o'clock. The house was quiet, the only lights were in the garage and the kitchen. Asregular asthe sars,



Vernon thought, Hap to bed at ten, Betty to bed at ten-thirty. In hismind’s eye he saw hiswife go into
his son’ s bedroom, as she did every night, and fiddle momentarily with his sheets and coverlet. “Did you
Say your prayers?’

“Yes, maam,” Hap dways answered.

Then shewould kiss him good night on the forehead, turn out hislight as sheleft the room, and go into
her bedroom. Within ten minutes she would have changed into her pgamas, brushed her teeth, and
washed her face. She would then kneel beside her bed, her elbows on the top of the blanket and her
hands clasped right in front of her face. “Dear God,” she would say aloud, and then she would pray until
exactly ten-thirty, moving her lips silently with her eyesclosed. Five minuteslater she would be adeep.

Vernon was aware of avague disquiet as he walked through the living room toward the three
bedrooms on the opposite side of the house from the garage. There was something stirring in him,
something that he could not identify exactly, but he assumed it was associated with either the nervousness
of opening night or the sudden return of Randy Hilliard to hislife. Hewanted to talk to someone.

He stopped at Hap’ s bedroom first Commander Winterswalked in quietly in the dark and sat on the
sdeof hisson'sbed. Hap wasfast adeep, lying on hisside. A tiny nightlight beside his bed illuminated
hisprofile. How like your mother you look, Wintersthought. And act. Youtwoaresoclose. I'm
amost atrespasser in my own home. He put his hand gently against Hap's cheek. The boy did not stir.
How can | make up for dl thetime | was gone?

Winters gently nudged his son awake. “Hap,” he said softly, “it’'syour dad.” Henry Allen Pendleton
Winters rubbed his eyes and then sat up quickly inbed. “Yes, sr,” hesaid, “isanythingwrong? IsMom
al right?”

“No,” hisfather answered, and then laughed. “I meanyes. Mom'sdl right. Nothing’swrong. | just
wanted to talk.”

Hap looked at the clock beside hisbed. “Ummm, well, okay, Dad. What do you want to talk
about?’

Winterswas quiet for amoment. “Hap, did you ever read the copy of the script that | got for you and
your mother, the onefrom my play?

“No, sr. Not much,” Hap replied. “I’'m sorry, but | just couldn’t get into it. | think maybeit's above
my head.” Hebrightened. “But I'm looking forward to seeing you in it tomorrow night.” Therewasa
long pause. “Umm, what'sit about anyway?’

Winters stood up and looked out the open window. Beyond the screen he could hear the gentle
susurration of the crickets. “1t's about aman who loses his place with God because he can't or won't
control hisactions. It'sabout . . .” Wintersturned his head around quickly and caught his son eyeing
theclock. A sharp emotiond pain raced through him. He waited until it had abated and then drew a
breath. “Wdll, we can talk about it some other time, son. | just redlized how lateitis”

He walked to the door. “Good night, Hap,” he said.

“Good night, gr.”

Vernon Winterswalked past hiswife' sroom to the third bedroom &t the end of the hall. He
undressed dowly, now even more aware than before of an unfulfilled longing. He thought for aflegting
second about waking Betty up to talk and maybe . . . But heknew better. That's not her style, he said
to himself, never was. Even before when we dept together. And after Libyaand the dreams and tears at
night who could blame her for wanting her own bedroom.

He dipped into hisbed in hisundershorts. The soothing melody of the crickets enveloped him. And
besides. She has her God and | have my despair. Thereis nothing left between us except Hap. We
couple as strangers. both fearing any discovery.
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“THE communication roomwill cdlosein five minutes. The communication room will closeinfive
minutes.” The disembodied, recorded voice sounded tired. Carol Dawson was weary herself. Shewas
talking to Dale Michaels on the videophone. Photographs were strewn all over the desk undernegth the
screen and the video camera.

“All right,” Carol was saying, “I guess| agree with you. The only possible way for me to decipher this
puzzleisto bring al the photos and the tel escope recording unit back to Miami. “She sghed and then
yawned. “I'll come up therefirst thing in the morning, on the flight that arrives at seven-thirty, so that IPL
can get an early shot at the recorded data. But remember, | must be back herein timeto pick up the
golden trident at four. Can thelab processdl the datain acouple of hours?’

“That’ snot the hard part. Trying to anayze the data and piece together a coherent story in an hour or
two will bethetough job. “Dr. Daewas stting on the couch in the living room of his spacious
condominium in Key Biscayne. Infront of him, on the coffee table, was a magnificent jade chess board
with green and white squares. Six carved chess pieces were ill on the board, the two opposing queens
and four pawns, two from each side. Dale Michaels paused and looked meaningfully at the camera. “I
know how important thisisto you. I’ve cancelled my eleven o’ clock meeting so | can help you.”

“Thanks,” Carol said automaticaly. Shefdt atrickleof irritation. Why isit, she thought while Dale
talked about one of hisnew projects at MOI, that men always demand gratitude for every little sacrifice?
If awoman changes her schedule to accommodate a man, it's expected. But if aman reviseshis
precious scheduleit’sabig fucking dedl.

Daedroned on. Now hewas enthusiagtically telling her about anew Ingtitute effort to survey the
underwater volcanoes around Papua, New Guinea. Whew, Carol smiled to herself when she realized
that Dal€e' s self-centered focus was bothering her, | must redlly be best. | believe I’ m on the verge of
being bitchy.

“Hey,” Caral interrupted him. She stood up and started to pick up the scattered photographs.

“Sorry to bring ahalt to this party, but they’ re closing the room and I' m exhausted. 1I'll seeyou inthe
morming.”

“Aren’t you going to make amove?’ Dde replied, pointing at the chess board.

“No, I'mnot,” Carol said, showing just atrace of anger. “And | may not ever. Any reasonable
player would have accepted the draw that | offered you last weekend and gone on to more important
things. Y our damn ego just can't ded with theideathat one game out of five| can battleyou to atie.”

“People have been known to make mistakesin the end-game,” Dale answered, avoiding atogether
the emotiona content in her remark. “But | know you'retired. I'll meet you at the airport and take you
to breskfast.”

“Okay. Good night.” Carol hung up the videophone alittle brusquely and packed al the photographs
in her briefcase. As soon as she had |eft the maring, she had taken her cameraand film straight to the
darkroom at the Key West Independent, where she had spent an hour developing and studying the
prints. Theresultswereintriguing, particularly a couple of the blowups. 1n one of them she could clearly
see four separate tracks converging to aspot just under the fissure. In another photo the bodies of the
three whales were caught in a pose that looked asiif they were in the middle of a deep conversation.

Carol waked through the spacious lobby in the Marriott Hotel. The piano bar was dmost deserted.
Thelithe black pianist was playing an old Karen Carpenter song, “Good-byeto Love. “ A handsome
man in hislatethirties or early fortieswas kissing a Rashy young blonde in anook off to theright. Carol
bridled. Thebimbo must beall of twenty-three, she said to hersdlf, probably his secretary or something
equaly important.

As shewound her way down the long corridor toward her room, Carol thought about her
conversation with Dale. He had told her that the Navy had small robot vehicles, some of them derived
from origina MOI designs, that could easily have madethetracks. Soit wasvirtually certain that the



Russans had smilar vehicles. He had dismissed thewhales behavior asirrdevant but had thought that
her failureto find out if anything else was under the overhang had been aserious mistake. Of course,
Carol had redlized when he had said it, | should have spent another minute looking. Nuts. | hopel
didn't blow it. In her mind’ s eye she then had carefully revisited the entire scenario at the overhang to
seeif there were any cluesthat something else may have been hidden there.

The biggest surprise in the discussion with Dale had come when Carol, in passing, had praised the
way the new aarm agorithm had worked. Dae suddenly had become very interested. “So the dert
code definitely read 1017" he had said.

“Yes,” she had answered, “that’ swhy | wasn't that astonished when we found the object.”
“Noway,” he had said emphaticaly. “Thetrident could not have caused the dert code. Evenif it
was at the edge of thefield of view of the telescope, and that seems unlikely given how far you followed
thetrench, it stoo smdll to trigger the foreign object darm. And how could it have been seen under the
overhang anyway?’ Dae had paused for afew seconds. “You didn’t look at any of the infrared images
inreatime, did you? Well, we can process them tomorrow and see if we can figure out what triggered

thedarm.”

Carol felt strangely defeated as she opened the door to her motel room. It'sjust fatigue, she said to
hersdlf, not wanting to admit that her conversation with Dae had made her fed inadequate. She put her
briefcase on a chair and walked wearily to the bathroom to wash her face. Two minutes later shewas
adeep on the bed in her underclothes. Her dacks, blouse, shoes, and socks were dl stacked together in
the corner.

Sheisalittlegirl again in her dream, wearing the blue-and-ydlow striped dressthat her parents gave
her for her seventh birthday. Carol iswaking around with her father in the Northridge Mal on abusy
Saturday morning. They passalarge candy store. Shelets go of hishand and runsinto the store and
gtares through the glass case a dl the chocolates. Carol points at some milk chocolate turtles when the
big man behind the display case asks her what she wants.

In the dream Carol cannot reach the counter and doesn’t have any money “Where is your mother,
little girl?’ the candy store man asks. Carol shakes her head and the man repests the question. She
stands on her tiptoes and tells the man in aconfidential whisper that her mother drinks too much, but that
her father dways buys her candy.

The man smiles, but he il won't give her the chocolates. “ And whereisyour father, little girl?” the
candy store man now asks. Inthe case Carol can seethereflection of akindly, smiling man standing
behind her, framed between two piles of chocolates. She whedls around, expecting to see her father.
But the man behind her isnot her father. Thisman’sfaceisgrotesque, disfigured. Frightened, sheturns
back around to the chocolates. The man in the storeis now taking the candy away. Itisclosngtime.
Carol gartsto cry.

“Whereisyour father, little girl? Whereisyour father?” Thelittle girl inthe dreamissobbing. Sheis
surrounded by big people, dl of them asking questions. She puts her hands over her ears.

“He'sgone,” Caral finaly shouts. “He sgone. Heleft usand went away and now I’'m dl aone.”



CYCLE 447

1

AGAINST the deep black background of scattered stars the filaments of the Milky Way Galaxy
seem like thin wisps of light added by amaster artist. Here, at the far edge of the Outer Shell, near the
beginning of what the Colonigts call the Gap, there is no suggestion of the teeming activity of the Colony,
some twenty-four light millicyclesaway. An awesome, unbroken quiet isthe background for the
breathtaking beauty of ablack sky studded with twinkling stars.

Suddenly out of the void comesasmal interstellar messenger robot. 1t seeksand findly findsadark
sphericd satellite about three milesin diameter that is easily overlooked in the great panorama of the
ceedtid ky. Timepasses. A close-up revedsactivity onthe satdlite. Soft artificia lights now illuminate
portions of the surface. Automated vehicles are working on the periphery of the object, apparently
changing its shape. External structures are dismantled and taken off to atemporary Sorage areain the
distance. Atlengththeorigind satellite disgppears dtogether and what isleft are two long pardld rails of
metd aloy, built in sections of about two hundred yards apiece from the spare parts of the now vanished
satdlite. Eachrall isten yards across and separated from its matched partner by about a hundred yards.

Regular sortiesto the storage area continue until the useful supplies of material are depleted and the
tracks extend for adistance of dmost ten miles. Then activity stops. The rails from nowhere to nowhere
in space stand as mute reminders of some mgor engineering activity suddenly abandoned. Or wasit?
From just below a prominent binary pair, the two brightest lightsin the eastern sky, a speck emerges.
The speck grows until it dominates the eastern quadrant of the sky. A dozen, no, Sixteen great interstellar
cargo shipswith bright, flashing red lightslead a procession of robot vehiclesinto theregion. The ghostly
railsto nowhere are surrounded by the new arrivals. Thefirst cargo ship opensand eight smal shuttles
emerge, each one moving back down the line toward another of the great cargo containers. The shuttles
wait slently outside the huge ships while the entourage completesitsarrival.

Thefind vehicleto arriveisatiny space tug pulling along, dender object that looks like two folded
Japanese fansjoined together end to end. It isencased in atransparent and protective sheath of very thin
materid. Eight smdl, darting vehicles dance like hummingbirds along its entire length, asif they were
somehow guiding it, guarding it, and checking out its hedth al a the sametime.

The large cargo ships shaped like ancient blimps now open and reved their contents. Most of them
are carrying rail sections stacked in enormous piles. The small shuttles unload the sections, leaving them
stacked, and set them in groups stretching for milesin both directions from the exigting rails. When the
rall sectionsare almost al unloaded, four of the shuttles approach the sde of one of the remaining giant
cargo shipsand wait for the bay doors to swing open. From the inside of this cargo ship come eight
machinesthat attack each of the four shuttlesin pairs, breaking them carefully into pieces and taking the
parts back into the dark of the cargo bay. A few moments|ater, an e ongated complex of articulating
machinery emerges from thisgreat ship. Once released from the confines of the cargo carrier, it stretches
itsdlf into along bench reaching dmost amilein length. Every hundred yards or so dong the central
platform of this bench, asmaller set of coordinated componentsform into highly organized loca groups.

Thisisthe automated, multi purpose construction system, one of the technological treasures of the
Colonists. The entire system movesinto place at the end of the tracks and its many remote manipulators
begin to pull rail sectionsfrom the various stacks. Its sophisticated local hands and fingers deftly put the
new sectionsin place and attach them with atomic welds. The speed isastonishing. An entire mile of
new track isfinished within minutes and the greet builder movesto another group of rail section piles.
The completed tracks extend for amost a hundred milesin space.

Having finished with one task, the construction system undergoes its next metamorphosis. Tearing



itsdlf into pieces starting from the two ends of the long bench, the monoalithic structure disappearsand is
reorganized into thousands of separate but smilar components. These little antlike contraptions atach
themsalvesin groupsto individud rail sections. They measure carefully dl the dimensionsand check dl
the wel ds between adjacent sections. Then, asif on cue, therails on the four ends of the track segments
begin to bend and devate, lifted by the antlike components. Therailstwist upward, upward, bringing the
rest of thetrack with them. Thetwo long pardld linesare eventudly transformed into agiant double
hoop, over ten milesin radius, that |ooks like an amusement park ferriswhedl suspended in space.

With the completion of the double hoop, the construction system again reconfiguresitself. Some of
the new elements of the system pick up the long dender object shaped like end-to-end Japanese fans.
They erect it near the hoop (it is, not surprisingly, amost the exact length as the diameter of the hoops)
under the careful surveillance of its hummingbird protectors. Then the object ishoist into placeasa
north-south spoke in the double hoop structure. Some of the hummingbirds produce unseen thin cables
and anchor the spoke to the hoop structure at both ends. The rest of the tiny mechanical speedsters
create aweb that winds around the center section and connects the great antennawith the east-west axis
of the hoops.

The antenna, now connected to its supporting structure, opens dowly at both the north and south pole
positions on the hoop. Closer ingpection reved sthat the hummingbirds are actudly pulling the ddlicate
individud folds gpart. Thefolds spread out until the entireinterior of the hoopsis covered with amixture
of mesh, ribbing, and amazingly complex local arrays. Theinitiad deployment iscomplete.

The communication complex next goes through an daborate sdf-test while its congtruction minions
stand by in case any problems are encountered. The tests are successful and the station is declared
operationd. Within hours the phalanx of robot emissaries from the inhabited universe picksup dl the
stray metd lying around and packsit into one of the large cargo ships. Then, as swiftly asthey came, the
robot vehicles disappear into the blackness around the station, leaving the imposing hoop structure alone
asareminder of the presence of intelligence in the universe.

Around the vast Outer Shdll, whose two hundred and fifty-six sections each contain more volume than
the Colony, over one thousand smilar upgrades have been made during Cycle 446 in an attempt to
extend advanced communi cations capabilitiesto new locades. Thisisthelast upgrade of avery difficult
group in aregion near the Gap. This group was delayed severd times because of an unacceptably high
number of manufacturing deficiencies a the nearest mgjor factory over two light millicyclesaway. After
severd atemptsto diagnose and repair the problems, eventudly the plant had to be closed and virtudly
rebuilt from scratch. Thetota delay to the completion of the project was fourteen millicycles, just about
what the Council of Engineers had predicted in their worst-case andysis that accompanied the Cycle 446
Proclamétion.

* * * * *

Asthe big moment approaches, al normal activity in the heart of the Colony ceases. Inthelast
nanocycle, thereis no business activity, no entertainment. The spaceports are even empty. At precisdy
446.9, after two hundred millicycles of debate and discussion by the Council of Leaders, the
governmental blueprint for the next erawill be ddivered and dl intelligencein the Colony will be listening.

The giant transmitter is activated on schedule and the Cycle 447 Proclamation pours out at an
information rate of ahundred trillion bits of information per picocycle. The actud datarate from the
powerful sourceis much higher, but theinformation rate is reduced to accommodate requirements for
both sophisticated encoding and error checksinternd to the data. With the coding, only Colony
receivers equipped with specia decryption agorithms can unscramble the message at any level. And the
interna consistency checks on each packet of datain the transmission reduce the probability of receiving
an erroneous piece of information, even at an enormous distance, to practicaly zero.

Following the organization and agenda for The Proclamation established in the Eraof Genius, between
Cycles 371 and 406, the first microcycle of the transmisson isacomplete summary of the entire plan.
Two hundred nanocycles of this summary are devoted to each of the five divisons governed by the



Council of Leaders. adminigtration, information, communication, trangportation, and exploration. After a
planned break of four hundred nanocycles, to dlow receiver adjustments dong the path of the signd, the
transmission of the actua Cycle 447 Proclamation begins. On and onit goes. It does not stop until
twenty microcycleslater. Four complete microcycles are used for in-depth explanations of the major
projects to be undertaken in each of thefive disciplines. Of particular interest to the Committee for the
Outer Shell, the group that governs the huge concentric region defining the most distant reach where the
Colonigtscam jurisdiction, isaplan from the Divison of Exploration announcing the repatriation to the
Outer Shell of dmost amillion speciesfrom Zoo System #3.

(Thetransmission of The Proclamation, awedth of information that can be trandated into language,
pictures, sounds, and other sensory impressions depending on the receiving beings and the sophigtication
of their decryption equipment, isthe beginning of the governmenta process for each cycle. Based upon
The Proclamation, regiond bodies or administrative agencies with subordinate jurisdictions then adjust
their plansfor the cycle to be cons stent with those announced by the Council of Leaders. This
procedureisdefined in detail in the Articles of Colonia Confederation.)

The Proclamation is relayed throughout the Colony and the near reaches of the Inner Shell by means
of giant communication stations aong the devel oped transportation routes. These stations, actualy
information centersthat store dl Colony messagesin their extensve librariesfor aslong as ahundred
cycles, amplify and retransmit the Sgnd to the next ation in the pattern someten light microcycles avay.
The edge of the Colony (and hence the beginning of the Inner Shell) was expanded by the Boundary
Decreein the Cycle 416 Proclamation to include al points up to threelight millicyclesfrom the
adminigrative center. Thus, by the time the Proclamation reaches the mammoth Zoo Complex, a
combination of three stars and nineteen planets (four of them artificia) just acrossthe edge of the Colony,
the message has been rel ayed through three hundred stations.

The Committee of Zookeepers eagerly awaits the proclamation to find out the response to their
recommended expansion of the Zoo Complex. They are surprised to find their proposal replaced by
another repatriation plan. Once before, in Cycle 429, they had proposed an expansion of the zoo to
handle the explosion of successful progeny crested by the breakthroughsin adaptive genetic engineering
during Cycles 426-428. At that time aso their request had been denied and the Council of Leaders had
recommended repatriation to solve the population problem. During Cycles 430-436 the population of
the Zoo Complex was kept approximately constant by these regular transfers of common species back
tother origind homes

But starting with Cycle 437, therewas arapid increase in interest in comparative biology. It was
triggered by the discovery of afifth class of life form, caled Type E by the Council of Biologidts, in
Section 28 of the Outer Shell. Subsequent expeditions to the same area showed not only that the
dominant life type throughout Sections 28-33 was Type E. but also that Type A was surprisingly present
aswdl inthose sections. Thiswasthefirg timethat natura evolution in any region had shown a
predilection for any kind of life form other than the Type A of the Colonists and its developed hybrids.
The quest to understand these unusud creatures led to the endangered species expeditionsin the Outer
Shell in Cycles 440 and 441 and the creation, in Cycle 442, of severd worlds specifically to study the
new TypeE lifeforms.

Many of these new speciesflourished in Zoo System #3, causing population and space problems
again for the Committee of Zookeepers. The space shortage was especialy severeand it was
exacerbated both by the need to segregate al the Type E life forms and by their rapid reproduction.
Therefore, at the beginning of the planning process for this Cycle 447, the Committee of Zookeepers had
proposed their smal expansion of the Zoo Complex, suggesting not only afourth zoo system completely
dedicated to Type E lifeforms, but also avigorous campaign for completing the repatriation of al Colony
and Inner Shell species with aggression coefficients below 14.

The Committee of Zookeepers are stunned by the scale of the Outer Shell repatriation plan contained
inthe Cycle 447 Proclamation. Inalively technica discussion catalyzed by the unexpected proposd, the
dangers of returning the Outer Shell lifeformsto their origind planets are vigoroudy reasserted. The
Committee decides tentatively to take an unusud step-to submit a Proclamation Variance to the Council



of Leaders. In the draft variance the Zookeepers point out that many genetic experiments have been
conducted with the new Type E forms, that the evolutionary possibilitiesfor the new species are therefore
uncertain, that the monitoring frequencies and test facilitiesin the Outer Shell are inadequate, and that the
aggression coefficients for many of the group are not yet accurately tabulated

Before they actualy submit the variance, however, the Committee of Zookeepers realizes that
someone must have pointed out al these factorsin the original debates. So why was the repatriation
policy promulgated? Wasthis part of some new overarching design that downgrades the importance of
zoologicd information atogether? Or isthe policy gtrictly political and possibly connected with the
Message from Power #27?



2

IN keeping with the laws of the Colony governing the dissemination and preservation of important
historical information, the officid commentary of key Council-level organizations accompaniesthe
transmission of the Cycle 447 Proclamation. Of particular interest to those involved in the Outer Shell
repatriation project are the following excerpts from the report of the Council of Engineers.

. . . Theearliest repatriation to the Inner Shell was done on dmost an ad hoc basis, smply
trangporting the life forms, en masse, to their origina region or another of Smilar environment in anearby
sector. Thiswas accomplished by conducting aroundup of the tranquilized crestures at their zoo
habitats, |oading them into huge cargo vessals maintaining interna conditions equivaent to the habitat, and
then dispersing them at their new home. This process worked adequately for smal transfers over short
distances. 1t was aso cheap. However, it had many severe deficiencies that rendered it amost useless
for sustained operations.

First and foremogt, the ontogenetic devel opment of the creatures was completely interrupted by the
repatriation procedure. They were frightened by their removal, disturbed by their necessarily reduced
locus of movement during transit, and, once Situated in their new locales, bothered by even minute
differencesfrom their earlier homes. Their memories, even if dectronically cleansed, retained an intense
sense of 1098 that undermined their adjustment. All these conditions taken together led to amarked
phylogenetic increase in aggresson coefficient, across the board, that did not significantly damp in some
of the speciesfor ten to fifteen generations. . . .

. . . Fromthe point of view of spacecraft design, both the size and distance of the proposed
transfers precluded using mature specimens long before the biologica and developmentd problemswere
thoroughly understood. When the Cycle 432 Proclamation called for increased repatriation within the
Colony and the Inner Shell, there was some panic at the Council of Engineers because it was thought that
trangportation vehicles on anear planetary scale might be required. Fortunately, the Committeeson
Biologicd Engineering and Advanced Robotics proposed that future transfers be accomplished using
suspended zygotes together with new versions of the superintelligent robots serving as zoo monitors.

After afew early problemswith the zygote technique, It was more or less perfected, at least for the
Types A and B lifeforms 90 prevdent in the Colony. Repatriation successratios for the last ten cycles
arevery high, evenfor the more difficult types C and D. However, such success ratios should not be
expected in the implementation of the Cycle 447 Proclamation. Not only are some of the target life
formsthe newest and least understood in the Zoo Complex, but aso they will be repatriated, in many
cases, to adistant, poorly documented biologica environment where monitoring is asinfrequent as every
three or four hundred millicycles. Some of the more advanced Type E forms have amazingly short life
gpansfor Intelligence, aslittle asfive or sx millicycles, which meansthat fifty to ahundred generations
may elapse between progress checks. . . .

... Butdl indl itisamagnificent chalengefor engineering. Many transfer vehicleswill fly well
outside the standard transportation infrastructure and therefore must be able to forage raw materialson
their own. Conditions at the target worlds may have changed, so adaptability and the processing of new
information will play acriticd rolein thedesgn. The eectronic componentswill have morefailures due
to the long flight times, meaning that extraordinary fault correction systems must be devel oped and tested.

And from the Council of Historians:

It isuseful to begin our mostly negative comment on the Outer Shell repatriation plan by reminding al
Colonigtsthat our Council includesthe longest continuoudy active intelligence pool of any Council Inthe
Directory. Two of our groups have direct memories of the Eraof Genius through many generations of
biologicd refresh. Thusit isnatural that our approach to any proposed project isto assessits merit in
terms of itsrolein the overall evolution and/or strategy of our society. It isnot our desire to dampen the
youthful zed that thrills at the acquisition of new knowledge or the prospect of great adventure; rather,



wewould like to place a sense of perspective on al Colony endeavors and measure the future impact of
any percelved changesin basic policy. . . .

. . . Theproposed repatriation schemeis till another step in the dangerousfolly of unbridled
frontierism that began, in our opinion, with the Boundary Decree of Cycle416. Instead of discussing the
details of the proposed plan without referenceto its historical context (there are excellent descriptions of
the elements of the plan in the report by the Council of Engineers— some of the significant short-term
risks are listed in the report by the Council of Biologists), we wish to ddineate its dangers by including it
inour broad indictment of the entire genus of adventures spawned by the Boundary Decree. . . .

. . . Thejustifications advanced for frontierism aways sound good on the surface. 1ts proponents
point out that societal changeis produced by new information outside the ordinary sweep of events, that
frontierism isessentidly aimed at producing thiskind of new knowledge, and thet the resulting changein
perspective that comesfrom a‘ new view of the universe’ forces the proper and regular reassessment of
our culture,

History isusualy in genera agreement with the advocates of frontierism and that is doubtlesswhy this
repatriation proposal and smilar other previous exploration activities have been so enthusiagticaly
supported. However, there are limitations to the benefits redounding from new information, especialy
when frontier investigations reved knowledge that iseither inimica to the fundamenta structure of the
society or beyond the comprehension of the most learned groups. 1n these cases the diffusion through
the society of the new information isunsettling, instead of being enriching and uplifting, and actualy
undermines the security of the established indtitutions.

A perfect example of what happens when frontierism is embraced without constraint can be seenin
the events of thelast thirty cyclesthat led to the receipt of the message from Power #2 in the middle of
Cycle444. The Boundary Decreeinitiated the process by establishing, in effect, anew Jurisdictiona
domain for the Colonists. The old centra Colony had no rigorous boundary. Significant development
extended out to only two light millicycles distance from the adminidirative center. The outermost
permanently maintained station was a that time amereten light millicyclesaway. The Decreeof Cycle
416 regularized the nearby universe, creating four concentric worlds and expanding the central Colony
itsdlf to aradius of threelight millicycles. Three specific Shellswere dso created, with the Outer Shell
defined to be the entire region between twelve and twenty-four light millicycles away from the
adminidrative center.

This Outer Shell contained fifty thousand unexplored star systemsin avolume athousand times
greater than that of the old central Colony. During the period between Cycles 425 and 430, amost half
of themgor initiativesidentified in the cyclica proclamationswere involved, in oneway or another, with
the exploration of the Outer Shell. (It should be pointed out that during those five cyclesthere was a'so
documented speculation that such argpid expansion in our knowledge base might have unforeseen
ramifications, but the negativigts, asthey were cdled, were drowned out by the collective fascination with
the exploratory binge.) men, in Cycle 433, our new class of interstellar drones, specificaly designed to
study and categorize the many worlds of the Outer Shell, encountered alarge, quiescent spacecraft of
unknown origin. Careful in Situ investigations were unsuccsssful in their attemptsto corrdate the
engineering components of the spaceship with any known technologica base for a spacefaring species.

Eschewing the caution suggested by many of the Committees, the Council of Leaders had the
enigmatic spaceship towed back to one of the devel oped cities of the Inner Shell. There it was placed on
display and andyzed in detail. Theinitia conclusion of the droneswas vaidated. The spacecraft had not
come from anywhere insde the domain of the Colony. The Council of Engineers concluded thet the
technological capabillty of thisbuilderswas roughly equivadent to that of the Colonistsin the early Eraof
Genius. But when had it been made? And wheredid it come from? And most importantly, who had
medeit?

By deciding to bring the dead spaceship back to civilization, the Council of Leadersbasicaly
guaranteed that the unsettling question of its origin would remain uppermost in the minds of the Colonidts.
Thisunbridied quest for any and dl information again worked to destabilize the culture. Theentire
society was rife with rumored explanations to the unanswered and disquieting questions raised by the



gpaceship. The dominant opinion was that the craft had been a Colonid prototype, never put into
production, that had somehow been omitted from the officia Encyclopediaof Space Vehicles. This
opinion was consstent with the genera tendency of the Coloniststo believe they wereinnately superior
to dl other lifeforms.

It might have been possible to let the doubts and fears about the unknown spacecraft diminish to
nothing, but the Council of Leaders resuscitated the collective anxieties by announcing, in the Cycle 434
Proclamation, that the largest new project of the Colony would be the design and eventua deployment of
anew generation of receiver arraysin the Outer Shell. The purpose of these arrays would be to intercept
and decode any coherent radio messages that might be emanating from insde the Gap. It wasaclear
indication that the leadership believed the slent spaceship to be of extracolonid origin.

In Cycles 435 and 436 wave after wave of disturbing information staggered the Colony. First there
was the premature announcement that many extracolonia messages had been decoded. This disclosure
supported the widespread rumor of multiple Powersin the gadaxy, some of them far more evolved than
the Colony. Thisfrightening concept lingered for haf acycle before the Council of Astronomers,
responding to these proliferating haf-truths, finaly announced that al but ahandful of the messages could
be ascribed to a single power, Power #2, whose center of activity appeared to be about two hundred
light millicyclesaway. Shortly theregfter their next astonishing announcement unambiguoudy identified
Power #2 transamissions coming from sources asfar as one hundred and fifty light millicycles gpart, or
more than three times the diameter across the entire Colony Jurisdiction!

Between Cycle 438 and the receipt of the message, the Council of Leadersignored advice that the
Colony should carefully husband its resources while andyzing the impact of the discovery of the strange
gpaceship. Crash programswere ingtituted in advanced encryption, it istrue, primarily to allay concerns
that Power #2 might be monitoring al our tranamissions. Thisaction waswidely halled asastep inthe
right direction. However, at the same time the exploration of the Outer Shell wasintensified, leading to
the identification of the new Type E life forms and the subsequent, thinly disguised endangered species
roundup. All suggestionsto retrench and dow down the exploration program wereignored. In Cycle
442, in fact, the Zoo Complex created severd artificia planets just for the conduct of genetic capabilities
experiments with the Type E species.

Then came the Message from Power #2. So smple, so straightforward, so terrifying. It was coded
in our most advanced encryption agorithm. 1t acknowledged our mutual awareness of one another and
suggested opening up bilateral communications. Nothing else. End of Message. . . .

. . . Itisnot fear of hodtility from Power #2 that motivates our objection to continued exploration in
the Outer Shell. On the contrary. We as historians think the nascent concern about the possible
aggressveness of Power #2 isunfounded. Study after sudy has shown that thereisasignificant postive
correlation between high aggresson coefficient and inability to evolve into asociety with apurview
greater than asingle solar system. Infact, the probability that a society as advanced as ours could have
retained aggression and territoridity as condtituentsinitsoverall psychologica makeup isvanishingly
gmdl.

Neverthdess, such monumenta events asthe receipt of the message from Power #2 call for reflection
and synthesis, not additiona exploratory activities. We should be using our resources to study and
understand the entire range of impacts that the message will have on our society, not squandering them on
bold repatriation schemes. It isaquestion of priorities and once again the advocates of frontierism,
exdting new information and technologica development over the stability of the society, are blind to the
downside risks of their endeavors. . . .



FRIDAY
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NICK Williamswoke up at five o’ clock in the morning and could not go back to deep. Hismind
wastoo active, racing over and over the events of the day before and the possible outcomes of the day
ahead. The same phenomenon had occurred often when hewasin high schoal in Virginiaand then afew
timeslater, at Harvard, usudly just before big swimming meets. If he had too much excitement running
through his system, hisbrain would not turn off enough to let him deep.

Helay in bed for dmost another hour, aternately trying to coax himsaf back to deep and indulging his
fantasy that what he had found the day before wasjust the firgt item in avast cache of vauable treasure.
Nick loved to fantasize. 1t was aways easy for him to see, in hismind' seye, dl the scenesin the novels
that he loved so much to read. Now for amoment he imagined headlinesin the Miami Herad
announcing his discovery of ahoard of sunken gold off the coast of Key West.

Around six 0’ clock Nick gave up trying to deep and climbed out of bed. Thelittle exercise bag was
next to the dresser. He pulled the golden trident out to look &t it, as he had done four or five timesthe
night before. What wasthisthing? he asked himsdlf. It must have had some practical usefor it'stoo
damn ugly to be ornamental. He shook hishead. Amandawill know. If anyone can tell mewherethis
thing came from, she can.

Nick walked across his bedroom to the diding glass doors and opened the curtains. It was amost
sunrise. Beyond the small ba cony outside he could see the beach and the ocean. His condominium was
on the third floor and had an unspoiled view of the quiet surf. Above the water a couple of brown
pelicans soared in graceful formation, waiting for a chance to descend into the water and catch some
unsuspecting fish swimming too close to the surface. Nick watched acouplein their seventieswalking
dowly dong the beach. They were holding hands and talking quietly; a couple of times the woman broke
away to pick up ashdl or two and put it in asmall Ziploc bag.

Nick turned away from the door and grabbed the jeans that he had dropped on the floor the night
before. He pulled them on over his undershorts and walked into the living room carrying the bag with the
trident. He put the golden object carefully on the table where he could study it, and then went back into
the open kitchen to start the coffee maker and turn on theradio.

Except for the books, Nick’ s living room was decorated just like hundreds of Florida seaside
condominiums. The couch and easy chair were comfortable and bright, cream in color with a couple of
light green fernsin the pattern for decoration. Two smal paintings of water birds standing on an empty
beach adorned the otherwise empty walls. Light beige drapes that matched the carpet framed thelong
diding glass doorsthat led to the ba cony with the rattan patio furniture.

It was the books that gave the apartment some individuality. Along thewall opposite the couch,
between the living room and the bedroom, was the large wood bookcase. It stretched amogt al the way
from the diding glass doorsin front of the balcony to the bedroom door. Although the genera
appearance of the apartment was one of disarray (newspapers and sports magazines strewn about here
and there on the coffee table, clothes and towels on the floor in the bedroom and the bathroom, dirty
dishesin the sink, the dishwasher standing open half full of dishes), the bookcase areawas clearly well
maintained. Altogether there must have been four or five hundred books on the four shelves of thelong
bookcase, dl paperbacks, virtudly al noves, and dl carefully filed according to category.

In front of each group of books, Scotch-taped to the outside of the bookshelf, was a sheet of paper
identifying the category. Nick had finished A Fan’s Notes on the boat on Thursday and had already put
it back inits proper place on the shelf (in the category of “American, 20" Century, A-G”) right nexttoa
dozen or more books by William Faulkner. He had then selected for his bedtime reading a



nineteenth-century French novel, Madame Bovary, by Gustave Haubert. Nick had read the book once
before, during his sophomore year at Harvard, and had not thought that much about it. However, he had
been recently surprised to find the book on severd lists of the ten finest novels of dl time, ranking right up
there with such masterpieces as Crime and Punishment by Dostoevsky. Hmm. Perhaps | missed
something thefirst time, he had told himself the previous night before deciding to read it again.

But Nick had not been able to focus on the magnificently detailed descriptions of lifein provinciad
France a hundred and fifty years earlier. Ashe had followed the sory of thelovely EmmaBovary, a
woman for whom the stultifying sameness of her life was cause enough to have affairs that would
eventually scanddize her village, the excitement of Nick’sown life, for once, kept intruding. He was
unableto suspend himself inthe novel. His mind kept returning to the possibilities offered by the golden
object in the exercise bag.

Nick turned the object over and over in his hands while he drank his morning coffee. Then hehad an
idea. He walked back to the second bedroom, just opposite the kitchen and next to the laundry room,
and opened the closet door. Nick used most of this closet as a storage area. 1n the corner of the closet
were four huge cardboard boxes of junk that he had brought with him when he had bought the
condominium seven years earlier. He had never opened them even oncein the intervening time. But he
did remember that in one of those boxes were abunch of photographs of the objects they had brought
up from the SantaRosa. Maybeif | look at those pictures, he thought to himself as he struggled to find
theright container inthedimly lit closet, | will see something that looks like that thing.

Hefinally located the correct box and dragged it out into the middle of the living room. At onetimeits
contents might have been well organized, for there were manilafolderswith filing labelsinsde. But
amogt dl of the papers and photos and newspaper clippings had falen out of their origina placesand
were now scattered around the box in aloose jumble. Nick reached in and pulled out aclipping from the
Miami Herdld. 1t wasyelow from age and had been crammed down into one of the corners. Five
people, including Nick, were featured in abig photograph on the front page.

Nick stopped for amoment and looked at the photo and the caption. Hasit redlly been that long? he
wondered, Almost eight years snce we found the SantaRosa. The caption identified thefiveindividuas
in the photograph as the crew of the Neptune, a dive and salvage boat that had found an old Spanish ship
named the Santa Rosa sunk in the Gulf of Mexico about fifteen miles north of the Dry Tortugas. Gold
and slver objects worth more than two million dollars had been retrieved from the vessel and were piled
infront of the happy smiling crew. From left to right they were Greta Erhard, Jake Lewis, Homer
Adhford, Ellen Ashford, and Nick Williams.

That was before they started eating, Nick thought to himself. Ellen ate because of Greta, because it
gave her an excuse in her own mind for what was happening with Homer. And Homer ate because he
could afford it. Just like he doeseverything else. For some people congraints are the only thing that
savesthem. Give them freedom and they go berserk.

Nick dug deeper into the box, looking for a set of twenty or so photographs that showed most of the
large gold itemsthey had retrieved from the SantaRosa. Eventually he sarted finding some of the
pictures, in groups of four or five, in different parts of what was now becoming ahopeless pile at the
bottom of thebox. Each time he would find some more photos, he would pull them out, look at them
carefully, and then shake his head to acknowledge that the golden trident did not look athing like any of
the objects from the Santa Rosa.

At the bottom of the box Nick encountered ayellow manilafolder with arubber band wrapped
carefully around it. Thinking at first that thisfolder might contain the rest of the pictures from the Santa
Rosa, Nick pulled out the folder and opened it hastily. An8x 11 picture of abeautiful woman in her
early thirtiesdid out and fell on theliving room floor. 1t wasfollowed by handwritten notes, cards, afew
lettersin envelopes, and then about twenty sheets of bond paper covered with double-spaced typing.
Nick sighed. How wasit possible that he hadn't recognized thisfolder?

Thewoman in the portrait had long black hair, lightly frosted in the front. She waswearing adark red
cotton blouse, dightly open at the top to show atriple strand of pearlsjust under the neck. In blueink
that contrasted with the red of the blouse, someone with magnificent, clearly artistic hand-writing had



written, “Mon Cher — Jet’aime, Monique,” acrossthe lower right portion of the photograph.

Nick bent down on hiskneesto pick up the scattered contents of the folder. Helooked at the
portrait carefully, hisheart skipping afew bests as he remembered how beautiful she had been. He
started to sort the typed pages together. At the top of one of the pages was written, in al capital |etters,
“MONIQUE,” and then undernegth it, “by Nicholas C. Williams.” He started to read.

“Thewonder of lifeliesinitsunpredictability. Each of our livesisirrevocably changed by thethings
we cannot have possibly forecast. We walk out of the door every morning to go to work or to class or
even to the grocery store, and ninety-nine times out of a hundred we return without anything having
happened that we will remember even amonth in the future. On those days our lives are swept up in the
bandity of living, in the basic humdrum cadence of everyday existence. It isthe other day, the magic day,
for whichwelive,

“On thismagic day our character becomes defined, our growth is accelerated, our emotional
trangtionsare made. Sometimes, maybe oncein alifetime, there will be astring of these magic days, one
after another, so full of life and change and challenge that we are completely transformed by the
experience and our souls become suffused with aboundlessjoy. During that time we are often overcome
by the smple and incredible miracle of just being dive. Thisisthe story of one such magic period.

“It was spring break in Fort Lauderdae. Our swimming season had just finished at Harvard and my
uncle, asa present for my twenty-first birthday, offered to let me use his condominium in Floridafor a
couple of weeks so | could unwind from the twin rigors of studying and swimming practice. . .”

Nick had not looked at these pages for dmost ten years. Asheread thefirst few paragraphs he
remembered, vividly, the ecstasy in which they were written. 1t was two nights before the party. She
was a some socid function that night, would be too late, would come by first thing in the morning. |
couldn't deep. It wasthefirst night in aweek | had been away from her. He stopped for amoment, old
emotionstwigting around insde him, making him fed dizzy and dightly nauseous. He read thefirst
paragraph again. 1t was dso beforethe pain. Before the incredible goddamn pain.

For dmogt thirty minutes music had been playing on theradio. Nick had heard it, he knew it was
there, but he could not have identified any of the songs. 1t had been background music. Now, just at the
moment when his memories of Monique were the most poignant, the Miami “classic rock and roll Sation,
WMIM, 99.9 onyour FM did,” played Cyndi Lauper’s haunting 1984 hit “Time After Time.” The
music seemed to increase markedly in amplitude. Nick had to sit down and grab abreath. Until the
song, he had been able to dedl with his memories of Monique. But somehow that song, the one he had
played on the cassette player in his car amost every night as he had made the drive from Fort Lauderdale
to PAm Beach to see her, carried with it dl the youthful love, joy, fear, and anger that had marked the
entire affair. Nick was overwhelmed. Ashe sat on the couch and listened to the song, hot tearswelled
up in hiseyes and then ran softly down his cheeks.

“. .. Lyinginmy bed, | hear the clock tick, and think of you . . . Caught upin circles, confusionis
nothing new . . . Flashback, warm nights, most left behind . . . Suitcase of memories. . . Time
after Time”
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YOU say, go dow, | fal behind. . . . Thesecond hand unwinds. . .” Brendaleaned over and
turned the volume down on the cassette player. “It'sme, Mr. Stubbs, honest. Brenda Goldfine. Don't
you recognize me?’  She was shouting a an old man in ablue uniform who was Sitting on astool ina
gmall circular tower inthe middle of theroad. “And that's Teresa Siver in the back. She'snot fedling
too well. Come on, open the gate and let usthrough.”

The security guard climbed down from his stool and dowly walked out in front of Nick’s old Pontiac.
He wrote the license number down on a note pad and then came around to Brenda swindow. “All right
thistime, Brenda, but thisis not according to therules. All vigtors coming into Windsor Cove after ten
0'clock at night must be cleared ahead of time.”

At length the guard raised the gate and Nick moved his car forward again. “Theguy’sredly apainin
the ass,” Brenda said to Nick, smacking her gum as shetaked, “ Chrigt, you' d think he owned one of the
places or something.” Nick had heard about Windsor Cove. Or rather had read about it. Once when
he was over a his uncle’'shome in Potomac, Maryland, there had been a copy of Town and Country
magazine on the table and he had read about the “gracious life of Windsor Cove.” Now, ashedrove
past the estatesin the most prestigious section of Palm Beach, he was awed by the persond wedlth
digplayed.

“Over there. That's Teresa'shouse.” Brenda pointed at a colonia house set back about a hundred
yardsfrom theroad. Nick droveinto thelong semicircular driveway and eventualy stopped in front of a
walkway leading to the front of the house. It wasan imposing place. Two full floors, six white columns
over twenty feet high, an opulent door whose top half was an arched, stained glass window of awhite
heronin flight againgt ablue sky filled with fleecy clouds.

Brendalooked in the back of the car where her friend was passed out. “Look, I’ d better handlethis.
I’ll go up and talk to Mrs. Silver and explain what happened and everything. Otherwise you could bein
deep shit. Sometimes she jJumpsto conclusions.”

By the time Brendareached the front door to ring the bell, it had aready opened. An attractive
woman in ared silk blouse and apair of chic black dackswaswaiting. Nick guessed that she had
probably been called by the security guard. He couldn’t tell much about the conversation, but he could
seethat Teresa' s mother was asking questions. After a couple of minutes, Brenda and the woman came
back tothecar. “You didn't tell me shewas still passed out,” Nick heard a surprisingly husky voice say.
There was aso some kind of accent, European perhaps. “Y ou know, Brenda, thisis absolutely the last
time she can go anywhere with you. You just can’'t control her. 1I’m not even surethat youtry.” The
voice was angry but not strident.

Nick opened his door and climbed out of the car. “Thisisthe guy | wastelling you about, Mrs.
Silver,” Brendasaid. “Without him Teresamight gtill be lying on the beach.”

Mrs. Silver extended her hand. Nick took it, feeling alittle awkward. He didn’t know how to shake
handswith awoman. “1 understand that I'm in your debt, young man,” Mrs. Slver said gracioudly.
“Brendatdls methat you rescued Teresafrom al sorts of horrors.” Thelight from the street lamps
played about her sculptured face. Her hand was soft, sensual. Nick smelled just atrace of perfume,
something exotic. Her eyeswerefixed on his, unwavering, inquisitive.

“Yes, Mdam,” Nick said clumsly. “1 mean, wdl, she had had too much to drink and | thought the
crowd of teenagers she was with were alittle bit out of control.” He stopped. Shewas still watching him,
measuring him. He was becoming agitated and didn’t understand why. “Somebody had to help her and
| just happened to bethere. . .” Hetrailed off weakly.

Mrs. Silver thanked him again and turned to Brenda. “Y our mother’ s expecting you, dear. WE Il stay
out front until you get home. Fash your lightsto let usknow you'rethere” Brendalooked happy to be
dismissed. She scampered off into the night in the direction of the nearest house about a hundred yards

away.



There was amomentary pause as they watched the sixteen-year-old disappear into the night. Nick
found himsdf steding furtivelooks at Mrs. Siver’ sprofile. Aninchoate awareness of what he was
feeling made him more nervous. Jesus, she' sbeautiful. And young. How could she be the girl’s mother?
He waswrestling with ajumble of thoughts as he saw the lightsflicker in the distance.

“Good,” shesaid, turning to Nick with asmile, “Brenda shome. Now we can worry about Teresa.”
She stopped for amoment and laughed. “Oh, | dmost forgot. We haven't been formally introduced.
I’m Teresa smother, MonicaSilver.”

“I'm Nick Williams,” he said in response. Her dark eyeswerefixed on him again. Inthe reflected
light the expression in her eyes seemed to vary. One moment she was a pixie, then a seductress, then a
very proper Pam Beach society woman. Or was Nick imagining it? He couldn’t return her gaze
anymore. Hefdt hischeeksflush ashe averted hiseyes.

“I had to carry her from the beach to the parking lot,” Nick said abruptly, as he went around to the
back door of hiscar and opened it. The teenager had been leaning against the door and nearly fell out.
Shedidn't stir. He picked Teresaup and threw her over hisshoulder. “Soit’sno problem for meto
carry her for younow. I'musedtoit.”

They walked quietly down the path toward the house, Monica Silver leading by afew steps. Nick
watched her walk in front of him. She moved effortlesdy, like adancer, with dmost perfect posture.
Her dark hair was wrapped up at the back in achignon. It must be very long, he thought to himsdf with
delight, imagining her hair flowing down her beautiful back.

It was awarm and humid Palm Beach evening. Nick was swesting by the time they reached the
entrance. “Could you do me one more favor, Nick?” Mrs. Silver asked. “Could you carry her upto
her room? My husband' s not here and the help has all goneto bed. And | doubt serioudy if she'sgoing
to get hersef together well enough to climb the gairs, even with my help, in the near future.”

Nick followed Mrs. Silver’ singtructions and carried Teresa through the atrium, into the living room,
up the entry steps onto the platform, up the left flight to the second floor, and then into her bedroom. It
was huge. In her room Teresahad aking-size bed with four posters, agiant television, an entire cabinet
of moviesfor the VCR, and a sound system that would have been a credit to any rock and roll band.
Bruce Springsteen posters and photos were dl over theroom. Nick laid Teresagently on her bed. She
murmured “ Thank you,” indicating to him that at least she was semiconscious. Her mother bent over her
and gave her akiss.

Nick |eft the two of them done and went back down the stairsinto the living room. He could not
believe that somebody redly could livein ahouselikethis. Why theliving room aone was bigger than
the house in Falls Church where he grew up. He wandered around the room after he came down the
dars. Therewereorigind paintingson thewals, crysta glass chandeliers hanging from the celling, and
art objects and bric-a-brac both on the tables and in every nook and cranny. It wasall too much for
him. Hewas overwhemed.

Hefdt ahand on his shoulder and involuntarily recoiled. Monica Silver chided him, “Goodness,
you'rejumpy. It'sonly me. * Heturned around to look at her Was heimagining it or had she somehow
combed her hair and put on fresh makeup in the few seconds they had been separated? For thefirst time
he saw her inthefull light. Shewasthe most beautiful woman that he had ever seen. His bresth was
taken away and hefelt giddy. Outside he had not been able to see her skin clearly. Now he found
himsdlf staring at her bare arms, following the eegant contours of her neck. Her skin had the smoothness
of ivory. It caled to himto touchit. Watch yoursdlf, Williams, he heard avoice insde him say, Or you
are going to be outrageous. Hetried to calm himself.

But it was usdless. He could not take his eyes off her. She was saying something. She had asked
him aquestion. He had not even heard it, so dumbfounded was he by what was happening, by where he
was. Shewasleading him somewherein the house. Hisimagination was running wild. Shetook himinto
asmadl room with atable and told him to St down.

“It'stheleast | can do,” shewas saying, “to repay you for what you did for Teresa. | know you must
be hungry. And we still have some greet food |eft over from the party tonight.”

Nick wasin abreakfast nook just off thekitchen. To hisleft adoor led to the patio and then outside,



into the back yard. Thelights around the huge swimming pool were till on. He could see manicured
gardenswith rosesin bloom, chaise longues, colorful umbrelas, whiteiron tableswith twisted, lacy legs
— he could not believe that it was dl redl. Hefdt trangported to another world, aworld that existed
only in books and movies.

Monica Silver laid out some food on the table. Smoked salmon, onions, capers, cream cheese, two
different kinds of bread, plus adish of some other kind of fish that Nick did not recognize. “That's
marinated herring,” she said with asmile, noticing Nick’ squizzica expression. She handed him awine
glass. Hetook it and unconscioudy looked her straight in the eyes. He wastransfixed. Hefelt weak
and powerless, asif hewere being drawn into her degp brown, bewitching eyes, into her world of
richness and luxury and beauty. Hiskneeswere week, his heart wasracing, he could fed hisfingers
tingling

She poured somewhitewinein hisglassand thenin her own. “Thisisabrilliant Burgundy, Closdes
Mouches,” she said, touching her glassto hiswith alight tinkle. “Let’smake atoast.”

Shewasradiant. Hewasenthraled. “To happiness,” shesaid.

They talked for over three hours. Nick learned that Monica Silver had grown up in France, that her
father had been asmall, struggling fur merchant in Paris, and that she had met her husband, Aaron (the
biggest of the big Montreal furriers), while hel ping her father a the shop. She had been seventeen at the
time of thewhirlwind courtship. Mr: Silver had proposed just seven days after they had met and she had
accepted immediately even though her husband-to-be was twenty years older. She moved to Montreal
and married him before she was eighteen. Teresawas born nine months later.

Nick told her that he wasin hisjunior year a Harvard, mgjoring in English and French to get agood
liberal arts education and prepare himsdlf for either law school or graduate school. As soon as she found
out that hewasin histhird year of French, she switched and spoketo him in her native language. Her
name became Monique. He missed some of what she said, but it didn’t matter. He understood the gist
of it. And her dramatic voice plus the sound of the foreign language only increased the power of the spell
aready cast by the wine and her beauty.

Nick aso tried to spesk French from timeto time. Whatever salf-consciousness he might have
ordinarily felt was swept away by the magic of the setting and their growing rapport. They laughed
together easily at hismistakes. Shewas gracious and charming when she corrected him, always adding
“maisvous parlez fran,caistresbien” in the early part of the evening. Later, astheir conversation became
more persona (Nick talked about his problems with his father; Monique wondered adoud if there was
anything amother could do with ateenage daughter except hope that some basic values had been
learned), Monique changed to the more persond “tu” form intalking to him. Thisestablished an
additiond intimacy between them that degpened in the wee hours of the morning.

Monique talked about Paris, about the romance of the Streets, the bistros, the museums, the history.
Nick visudized it al and felt transported with her to the city of lights. Shetold about her dreamswhen
she was growing up, about waking in the sixteenth arrondissement among the wedlthy and promising
hersdf that someday . . . Helistened closdly, enraptured, an dmost begtific smile upon hisface. Inthe
end, Monigue had to tdl him that it wastime to go because she had an early tennislesson in the morning.
It was after three 0’ clock. He apologized asthey walked together to the door. She laughed and said
that it had been fun. At the door she reached up and kissed him on the cheek. His heart soared out of
hisbody at the touch of her lips. “Cal me sometime,” she said with aplayful smile, as she closed the
door behind him

For over thirty hours Nick thought of nothing but Monique. Hetalked to her in hismind during the
day; shewashislover in dreamsat night. He caled her once, twice, three times, each time talking to her
answering machine. Thethird time heleft her his phone number and address and suggested that shetry
to get in touch with him when her schedule would permit.

By noon on the second day after hisevening &t the Silvers Palm Beach mansion, he started to calm
down, to redlize that there was no sensein his continuing to worship the image of awoman he had met
for asingle evening. Especially awoman who was married to someone else. In the late afternoon he
went out on the beach to play volleybd| with some of the other college students he had met during his



first daysin Florida. He had just served an ace when he thought he heard his name being called by a
husky, accented voice that was absolutely unmistakable.

He thought for amoment he was dreaming. Standing in the sand not ten yards away was Monique.
She was wearing a bright red and white striped bikini and her long black hair hung down her back to just
above her waist. The volleybal game stopped. Hisfriendswhistled. He walked over to her his heart
pounding in histemples and his breath struggling to find itsway out of his condiricted chest. Monique
smiled and did her arm through his. She explained that she had brought Teresainto Lauderdale for a
small high school party and sinceitwasso hot . . .

They waked aong, the beach and talked as the sun set behind the condominiums. They were
obliviousto the young people dl around them. The gentle waves washed their feet with warm water as
they walked. Moniqueinsisted that they eat in Nick’s condo, so they stopped for tunafish, tomatoes,
onions, and mayonnaise to put on their sandwiches. Cold beer, potato chips, and sandwiches on abare
formicatable wasthe dinner. Lovemaking wasthe dessert. Nick amost had an orgasm on their first kiss
and his passion made him klutzy and funny in trying to remove her bikini. Monique dowed him down,
amiled softly, neatly folded her bikini and his bathing suit (while he of course was going wild), and then
cameto join him on the bed. After two kisses naked on the bed, Nick was seized by a paroxysm of lust.
Heralled roughly on top of Monique and began gyrating with hiships. At first abit darmed, Monique
dowed himjust abit and guided him gently into her.

Monique' s body was nearly perfect. Nice, full, upright breasts (they had been reconstructed of
course after she had nursed Teresa but how could Nick have known or cared?) dim waist, rounded,
feminine ass (not one of those boyish assesthat redly skinny women have), taut muscled legs kept in
shapewith lots of exercise. But it was her skin, that magnificent ivory skin, that sent Nick into ecstasy. It
was so soft and easy to the touch.

Her mouth seemed to fit his perfectly. Nick had been with two women before, a high-priced call girl
given to him as a Christmas present after the Harvard swimming team had discovered he was till avirgin
a theend of hisfreshman year and Jennifer Barnes from Radcliffe, his sometimes steedy date during
most of his sophomore year. Jennifer’ steeth aways clanged againgt hiswhen they kissed. But that had
not been the only difficulty in hisrelationship with Jennifer. Shewas aphysicist and her gpproach to sex
had been dmost clinica. She measured sizes and durations and frequencies and even quantities of
gaculant. After three* scheduled performances’ with Jenny Nick had decided it wasn't worthiit.

Nick gasped ashe did into Monique. Both of them knew it would be over soon. Ten seconds later
Nick finished his climax and started to withdraw. But Monique held hisrear firmly in her hands, keeping
him in place, and deftly (how did she do it?) rolled over so that she was on top. Nick was now out of his
element. In hislimited experience, withdrawd was the next step after orgasm. He didn’t know what
Monique wasdoing. Ever so dowly, her eyeshdf closed as she hummed apiece of classical music to
hersdlf, Monique rocked back and forth on top of him, her vagind walls holding tightly to his now flaccid
penis. After acouple of minutes she began to grind her pelvisforward as she rocked and, much to
Nick’samazement, as her breath shortened he found himself becoming aroused again. Now her eyes
closed dtogether and her rhythm became stronger, the thrusts of her forward motion grinding with alittle
paininto hisbones. Nick was now definitely erect and he started following her motion, lightly gyratingin
pattern with her.

Monique leaned forward, concentrating but smiling with her eyes closed, preparing for her own
orgasm. Shewas acutely aware and delighted that Nick was up again. Timing her own progress
perfectly (and in complete control of the situation), she adroitly and softly reached down and began
titillating Nick’ s nipplesin rhythm with her forward thrusts. Nick had never had his breaststouched in
lovemaking before and was shocked. But the raw excitement was overwhelming. Sheincreased her
play, even pinching him when she saw (and felt) hisresponse. Aswave after wave of ddightful release
coursed through her body, Nick uttered aloud, wailing scream and had his second orgasm in fifteen
minutes. At the end of the climax he was completely given over to pleasure and made anima soundsand
shook involuntarily from exhausted stiety.

Nick was alittle embarrassed by his noisy and uncontrolled response, but Monique's playful and



friendly afterplay assured him that everything wasal right. She went to hisclost, pulled out one of his
three dress shirts, and put it on. Thetails came amost down to her knees (Monique was only five feet
five and Nick was a shade |less than six two) and she looked positively gamine with her pixie smile, long
hair, and man’s shirt. Nick began to declare hislove but Monique came forward and put her finger to his
lips. Then shekissed him lovingly, told him that she needed to pick up Teresa, jumped in the shower for
what could not have been more than aminute, dressed, kissed him again, and walked out the door. Nick
did not move during thisentiretime. After sheleft hefdll adeep contentedly. He did not dream.

For the next eight days Nick was on top of the world. He saw Monique every day, most of thetime
at her PAm Beach mangion, but sometimes at his uncle’ s condominium. They made love at every
opportunity and it was dways different. Moniquewasfull of surprises. The second time Nick went to
her house, for example, he found her in the back, swimming naked in the pool. Shetold him that she had
given dl the servantsthe day off. Within minutes they were frolicking and laughing on the grass between
the garden and the pool.

Thelr affair was conducted in French. Monique taught him about food and wine. They shared their
knowledge of French literature. One passionate night they argued about Andre Gide'sLa Symphonie
Pestorale both before and after lovemaking. Monique defended the pastor and laughed at Nick’s
ingstence that the blind Gertrude was * an innocent. “ Another evening, when Monique demanded that
Nick wear ablack Haloween mask and apair of white leotards throughout their long French dinner, they
read Jean Genet’s Le Balcon together as a prelude to sex.

The days raced by relentlesdly, clothed in the magic of love and intimacy. Once Nick showed up at
the manson and Monique greeted him dressed in an incredible coat, afull-length Alaskan sed fur with
indigo fox trim around the collars aswell as down the lgpels and framing the deeves from the shouldersto
thewrigts. The coat was the softest thing Nick had ever touched, even softer than her tantalizing skin.
His playful paramour had turned the air conditioning up as high asit would go so that she could wear her
favorite coat. She was wearing nothing undernesth it. After lovemaking that evening she dressed Nick’s
naked body in one of her husband' s beaver coats, explaining the presence of haf adozen fur coatsin
Palm Beach with asimple “it’s our business and we like to have some things to show our friends and
acquaintances in casethey areinterested.”

Nick professed hislove with increasing zedl each time they met anew. Monique responded with her
usual “jet’ame,” but would not reply to Nick’ sinsstent questions about the future. She avoided all
guestions about her relationship with Mr. Silver, except to say that he was aworkaholic and that he
stayed in Montreal most of the year. He had bought the place in PAm Beach primarily because Monique
did not like the cold and wanted amore active socid life than the one they had in Montreal. Monique
usudly spent the period from Chrissmasto Easter in Pam Beach; Teresa, who had just finished her spring
break from her exclusive private school and had returned to Canada, came down as often as possible so
that she could be with her mother.

Monique gave short, terse answers about her present life. But she waxed rhapsodic about her
childhood in Paris. She never criticized her husband or complained about her married life. Yet shedid
tell Nick that her dayswith him had been the happiest time of her life. She dso talked about some of her
friends, but Nick never met any of them. They were dwaysaone.

One day she picked him up in her Cadillac and they headed toward Key Largo so that he could do
some diving a the Pennekamp Recredtion Area. Asaways, she was wearing her wedding ring. On this
particular day Nick had vowed to himsdlf that he would get some answers about the future, and the
constant presence of her wedding ring pissed him off. He asked her to removeit. She politely refused,
then grew angry when he pressed her. She pulled the car off the highway in the marshland north of the
Keys and stopped the engine

“Itisafact that | am married,” she said resolutdly, “ and taking the ring off is not going to change
anything. | aminlovewith you, without doubt, but you have understood my stuation from the beginning.
If you cannot ded with it anymore, then perhaps we should just call it quits.”

Nick was shocked by her response. The thought of being without her terrified him. He gpologized
and professed hislove. He began kissing her passionately and then jumped in the back seat. Hetold her



that he needed her right then, that moment. She somewhat reluctantly joined him and they had
intercourse on the back seat of her Cadillac. Monique was quiet and pensive most of the rest of the day.

On Friday, exactly aweek after they had met, Monique took Nick to atuxedo shop to have him fitted
for ablack tie dinner with some friends that she was having on Saturday night in her home. So findly he
was going to be seen with her. “And,” Nick thought, “now she will talk about our future.” Nick was
supposed to be in Boston on Monday morning and his parents were expecting him Saturday night in Fals
Church, but he assured himsdlf that he could drive al day (and dl night if necessary, so pumped up was
hein hislovefor Monique) to get to classes on Monday morning.

Nick wasfull of hope and dreams when he showed up &t the Silver mansion on Saturday night. He
looked degant in his summer tux, and the smile with which he greeted Monique at the door could have
won aprize. Even with the doorman standing by, he handed her a dozen red roses, gave her akiss, and
told her that he loved her. “Of courseyou do,” she said lightly, “doesn’'t everybody?’ Shetook him
ingde and introduced him to the four other people who had dso come early asthe *young man who
saved our Teresaoneday in Lauderdale.” Then Monique excused hersdlf. It was her fashion, Nick later
learned, to ask afew sdlect friendsto come early to aparty, to greet them in casud dttire, and then to
return an hour or so later, when everyone had arrived, with agrand entrance. As Monique gracefully
walked up the stairs of the mansion, Nick’ s eyes followed her with an unmistakable ook of adoration.

“lan't she magnificent?” Nick was asked by arelaxed, tanned man of about fifty who offered him a
martini. Hisnamewas Clayton. “Once | waswith her al weekend on their yacht, while Aaron wasin
Montred. | thought she had invited mefor alittlediverson.” Helaughed. “But | waswrong. Shejust
wanted some company and | could talk about France and Europe. Come with me (he dipped hisarm
through Nick’s) and I'll introduce you to the select group that wasinvited early today.”

Nick was treated with extreme courtesy by the other favored guests, but he was wary of their
guestions about Monique. Hewas, after dl, a Southern boy, and if there was something to say about
their relationship, it was her placeto say it. So he answered politely but modestly and didn’t elaborate at
dl.

One of the two women at the bar, who introduced hersdlf as Jane Somebody, said that she was
Monica soldest friend in PAlm Beach. (They al caled her Monica. It wasimpossible for Nick to cdll
her anything but Monique. Nick wondered if they could guess what was going on or if Monique had told
them.) Janewasin her late thirties, plump and raucous, aheavy drinker and achain smoker. She had
once been fairly attractive but had lived too hard too soon. She was one of those people who touch
everybody during a conversation. She made Nick nervous.

The other guests began to arrive. Jane and Clayton (asin Clayton Poindexter 111 of Newport and
Pam Beach. Clayton, when asked by Nick what he did, answered, “NVMS.” Nick of course had
absolutely no ideawhat that meant. Clayton laughed. “NVMS— No visible means of support — a
term used to cover al bums.”) seemed to be acting as hostess and host in Monique' s absence. They
introduced him to everybody. Nick had three or four martinis and told the Teresa story at least seven
times during the first hour that he wasin the Silver mansion.

Nick was becoming fairly spiffed by thistime. He sang to himsdf as he took another martini off the
cocktail tray being proffered by one of the servants. The acohol had buoyed his spirits and made him
fed somehow temporarily suave and debonair. Nick was on the patio talking to Monique' s “riding
partner,” alovely woman in her mid-twenties named Anne, when he heard scattered gpplause from the
living room. “It sMonica” Annesaid. “Let’'sgo see”

The grand stairway inthe Silvers colonia mansion roseto aplatform maybe six feet abovetheliving
room floor and then split, with two different sets of stairs then continuing up to the second floor.
Monique was standing on the platform, acknowledging the applause. dressed in asimple navy blue knit
dressthat seemed form-fitted to her perfect body. The back was cut way down, amost to the bottom of
her spectacular hair (she turned around to please the forty or so guests), and, in the front, two thin pieces
of cloth ran from her shouldersto her waist, covering each breast adequately but leaving plenty of
cleavageto be admired. Entranced by the vison of his queen, Nick cheered ludtily, alittle too loud,
“Bravo. Bravo.” Monique seemed not to hear his cheer. She had turned and was |ooking up the sairs.



It probably took an entire minute for Nick to comprehend the sght hewas seeing. A man, a
digtinguished-looking man in his early fifties, wearing a cusom-meade tan tuxedo and sporting an amazing
sapphirering on hislittle finger, came down the staircase and put hisarms around Monique' swaist. She
reached up and kissed him. He smiled and waved at the crowd asthey politely applauded. They
walked down the stairstogether to the living room.

Whoisthat? Nick thought to himsdf and even through the gin and the vermouth and dl the incredible
fedingsthe answer came back, That isher husband, Aaron. What is he doing here? Why didn’t shetell
me? And then, following very swiftly, How could she do thisto me? | love her and shelovesme and
there is something very very wrong. This cannot be happening.

Nick tried to breathe but felt asif alarge piece of earth-moving machinery were pressed againgt his
chest. Ingtinctively he turned away from the sight of Monique and Aaron walking down the tairsarmin
am. Ashedid he spilled part of amartini on Anne’ s shoulder. Hisapology wasvery clumsy. Now
completely discombobulated, he stumbled over to the bar, trying desperately to breathe and to stop the
pounding in hischest. No. No. Shecan’'t bedoing this. There must be some mistake. Hismind could
not read the message that his eyes were tranamitting. He drank another martini swiftly, barely aware of
his surroundings or the jumbled fedingstorturing hissoul.

“Thereheis” He heard her voice behind him, the voice that had come to signify everything that was
vauable and important in life, the voice of love. But thistime hewasterrified. Nick turned and Monique
and Aaron were standing right in front of him.

“Sofindly | get to meet thisyoung man I’ ve heard so much about,” he said. Aaron was pleasant,
friendly, without atrace of anything but gratitude in hisvoice. Aaron Silver was holding out his hand.
Moniquewas smiling. God, she' s so beautiful. Even now, when | should hate her. Nick mechanicaly
shook Aaron’s hand and quietly accepted histhanksfor “helping Teresaat adifficult time.” Nick said
nothing. Heturned to look a Monique. She reached up and kissed him on the cheek. Oh thoselips.
How [ long till for thoselips. Why? Why? What happens to us now?

Nick suddenly redlized that there weretearsin hiseyes. Ohmygod . |I'm going to cry. Embarrassed
beyond measure, Nick abruptly excused himself and walked out onto the patio. Now the tears were
running down his cheeks. Hewas afraid he was going to sit down on the grass and start bawling likea
baby Confused, puzzled, he walked around the garden with his head down and tried, without success, to
draw aregular breath.

Hefelt ahand on hiselbow. It was Jane, the last person on Earth that Nick wanted to see at this
moment. “She'll be out to seeyou in afew minutes. First she and Aaron have to make the rounds, you
know how it is at partieswhen you' rethe hostess.” Janelit acigarette. Nick was certain he was going
to puke. Heturned quickly to ask her to put out the cigarette and he lost his equilibrium.

Maybe it was the drink, maybe the adrenaine, maybe it was just too much. Nick’s head was spinning
around and around. He inadvertently leaned against Jane for support. She misunderstood, and then
pulled his head to her shoulder. “There, there,” shesaid. “Don’'t takeit so hard. Y ou and Monique will
il be able to have some time together. Aaron will only be herefor acouple of days and then he'll go
back to Montreal to work. Besides,” she said with gusto, “if you' re anywhere near as good as Monica
saysyou are, I'd be delighted to take care of you when she' swith Aaron.”

Nick pushed her away and staggered back. Hefelt asif he had just been hit in the facewith a
dedgehammer. Thefull impact of Jane's comment sunk in dowly and an uncontrollable mixture of anger
and hurt surged to the surface. What? What? She knows. This cloying bitch knows. Maybe they dl
know. What? Fuck. Fuck thisdtogether. And then, dmost immediately, as his mind began to take the
measure of the evening’ s events, How do | get out of here? Whereisthe exit? Ashewalked around the
house to the front (he was not about to go inside again), from deep inside Nick there now came a sound,
asound that welled up to the surface and could not be contained. Thiswasthe wail of pain, the
unmitigated and ineluctable cry of theanimal in tota despair. Millennia.of acculturation have madeit rare
to hear such criesfrom human beings. But thisloud and untoward scream, which rose into the PAm
Beach night like asiren from apalice car, gave Nick hisfirst comfort. While the partygoers weretrying
to decide what they had heard, Nick climbed into his 1977 Pontiac and drove away.



He drove south toward Fort Lauderdale, his heart still pumping like crazy and his body trembling from
adrenaline. Hedidn’'t think about anything coherently. The picturesin his mind seemed to come at
random, without any clear connection between them. Monique wasthefocusof al the picturesin the
montage. Moniquein her Alaskan sed coat, Moniquein her red and white bathing suit, Moniquein her
dresstonight (Nick winced, for just off-screen left in hismind’ s eye, he could see Aaron coming down
thestairs). Had it all been meaningless? Wasit just agame? Nick was too young to know about the
graysof life. For him it wasasmple question of black or white. It was either wonderful or it was shit.
Monique ether loved him passionately and wanted to give up her luxuriouslife to marry him, or shewas
just using him to satisfy her sexua needs and her ego. So, he concluded, ashe arrived a hisuncle's
condominium in Fort Lauderdale, | was another of her toys. | waslike her furs and horses and yachts
and clothes. | made her fedl good.

Disgusted with himsalf, depressed beyond belief, a headache starting to tear his brain gpart from the
martinis, Nick rapidly packed his clothes. He didn't bathe or eat. He took histwo suitcases down to the
car, left the rented tuxedo with the managers of the complex, and drove out toward Interstate 95. A
couple of miles before he reached the freeway, Nick pulled the car off on the shoulder and alowed
himsdf afew tears. That wasdl. The externd hardnessthat would characterize the next ten years of his
life began a that moment. Never again, he said to himsalf. | will never again let some bitch make afool
of me. Noway, Jose'.

Tenyearslater, early on aMarch morning in his condominium in Key West, Nick Williamswould idly
play with ametdlic golden object sitting on his coffee table and experience again the terrible pain of
seeing Monique with her husband at that party. Wigtfully, with some mature chagrin, he would remember
also how, when he reached 1-95, he turned left and south toward Miami and the Keysinstead of right
and north toward Boston. He couldn’t have explained why at thetime. He might have said that Harvard
wastrivial after Monique or that he wanted to study life and not books. He didn’t understand that his
need to Sart absolutely fresh came from the fact that he could not face himsdif.

He had not played the memory of Monique through from start to finish for five years. Thismorning,
for thefirgt time, Nick had been able to distance himsdlf from the recalled emotions, ever so dightly, and
to seethe entire affair with atiny bit of perspective. He recognized that his blind youthful passion had set
him up for the anguish, but he was dtill reluctant to find Monique faultless. At least the memory no longer
destroyed him. He picked up the trident and walked to the window. Maybeit'sal coming together
now, hesaid to himsdf. A new treasure. A find molting of the last adolescent angst. He thought about
Carol Dawson. Shewas vexing but her intengity fascinated him. Alwaysthe dreamer, Nick visudized
Carol in hisarms and imagined the warmth and softness of her kiss.
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CAROL watched in fascination as the octopus captured its prey with its long tentacles. “Imagine
what it would belike to have eight arms,” Oscar Burcham said. “ Just think of the brain architecture
necessary to separate dl the inputs, to identify which stimulus was coming from which limb, to coordinate
al the tentaclesin defense or acquisition of food.”

Carol laughed and turned to her companion. They were standing in front of alarge. tranducent glass
window insdeadimly lit building. “Oh, Oscar,” she said to the old man with the bright eyes, “you never
change. Only you can think of al theseliving crestures as biologica systemswith architectures. Don’t
you ever wonder about their fedings, their dreams while they are deeping, their concepts of death?’

“Aye, well | do,” Oscer replied with atwinklein hiseye. “But it' svirtualy impossble for human
beings, even with acommon language and devel oped communications skills, to truly describe ther
fedings. How could we even know or gppreciate, for example, adolphin’s sense of londiness? In our
maudlin way we ascribe to them human emotions, whichisridiculous.” He paused for amoment to think.
“No,” he continued, “it’ s more fruitful to conduct scientific inquiry at levels where we can understand the
answers. Inthelong run, | believe that knowing how these crestures function, in the scientific sense, is
morelikely to lead usto their emotiona quotients than conducting psychologica experiments whose
outcomes cannot be interpreted.”

Carol reached over and kissed him fondly. “Y ou take everything | say so serioudy, Oscar. Even
when I’'m kidding, you always pay attention to my comments.” She stopped and looked away. “You're
the only one who does.”

Oscar pulled back dramatically and put both his hands on Carol’ sright shoulder. “Somewhere here
theresachip. . . | knowitforafact. . . It'samost dwayshere. . . Ah, | foundit.” Helooked at
her knowingly. “It'snot becoming, you know. Hereyou are, asuccessful, even celebrated reporter, till
suffering from what could only be described astermina insecurity. What' sthis about? Did you and the
boss have abig fight thismorning?’

“No,” Caral replied, asthey walked across the room to another part of the aguarium. “Well, sort of |
guess. You know how heis. Hetakes over everything. I'm working on thisbig story down in Key
West. Dae comesto the airport to pick me up, takes me out to breakfast, and proceeds to tell me
exactly what | should be doing to cover my assgnment. His suggestionsare amost dl good, and |
gppreciate his help on the technica issues, but it’ sthe way hetaksto me. Asif hethinksI’m stupid or
something.”

Oscar looked at her intently. “Carol, my dear, he talksto everybody that way, including me. He
doesn’'t mean anything by it. Heisabsolutely convinced of his own superiority and nothing has ever
happened in hislife to change hismind. Hewasamillionaire from his own patents before he graduated
fromMIT.”

Carol wasimpatient and frustrated. “1 know dl that, Oscar, believe me, | know. But you're
protecting him again. Dae and | have been loversfor dmost ayear. Hetells everybody how proud of
me heis, how much he enjoys being stimulated by my mind. But when we re together, hetreats melike
afool. Thismorning he even argued with me about what | was having for breskfast. For Christ’s sake,
I”ve been nominated for a Pulitzer Prize but the guy who wantsto marry me does’t think | can order my
own breskfast.”

They were standing in front of alarge tank with crystal-clear water. About half adozen small whales
were swvimming in circles around the tank, occasiondly going to the surfacefor air. “Y ou came and
asked my opinion in the beginning, my young friend,” he said quietly. “And | told you that | thought your
soulswere not compatible. Do you remember what you said to me?’

“Yes,” sheanswered with arueful smile. “1 asked you what the chief scientist of MOI could possibly
know about souls. I'm sorry, Oscar. | was sorry at thetime. | was so headstrong. Dale looked great
on paper and | wanted your approval —”



“Forget it,” heinterrupted her. “Y ou know how | fed about you. But never underestimate a scientist.
Some of them,” he said abstractedly, “want to know facts and concepts so that ultimately they can
understand the overd| nature of everything. Including the putative soul.

“Now take these whales,” Oscar continued, increasing the tempo and adroitly changing the subject.
“We have been mapping their brainsfor dmost a decade now, isolating various kinds of functionsin
gpecific locations, and trying to correlate their brain structure with that of ahuman being. We have been
reasonably successful. Thelanguage function that governstheir singing has been separated and the
location of the physical controlsfor al parts of the body have been identified. In fact, we have found an
areain thewhae brain that corresponds to the equivaent function for every major capability in the human
brain. But there sl aproblem, amysery if you will.”

One of thewhaes stopped initsnormd circuit about the tank. 1t seemed to be watching them.
“Ther€ salarge section of their brain that we have been unable to alocate to any specific function. A
brilliant scientist years ago, after listening to the whales' songswhile they were migrating and correlating
those songs with the rest of their behavior, postulated that thislarge, unmapped portion of their brain was
amultidimensionad memory array. Hishypothesiswasthat the whales store entire incidentsin that array,
including sghts, sounds, and even fedings, and that they rdive these incidents during migration to dleviate
the boredom. Our tests are starting to confirm histheory.”

Carol wasintrigued. Y ou mean, they might put in that array the entire set of sensory impressons
from something important, like calving, and then have, in asense, afull ingant replay during aparticularly
boring part of the migration route? Wow. That’ sfascinating. My memory irritatesmedl thetime. It
would be great if somehow | could go in there, in adirected sense, and pull out anything | want.
Completewith fedings” Shelaughed. “There have beentimesin the summerswhen | couldn’t
remember exactly how great it felt to ski and | have dmost panicked, worrying about whether or not that
fedling might be gone the next winter.”

Oscar waved at thewhade and it swvam away. “Be careful,” he said. “Other people have aso thought
that it would be fantagtic if our memories were more complete, like acomputer’s. But supposewe did
have a perfect, multidimensiona memory like that hypothesized for thewhae. And suppose we had the
same lack of entry control that is characteristic of human memory asit now exigts. Y ou know, where
what we remember and when we remember it are not under our individual control. Then there would be
problems. We might even be nonfunctiona asaspecies. A song, apicture, asmell, eventhetaste of a
cake might suddenly force usto confront anew the full emotions associated with the death of aloved one.
We might have to see again apainful fight between our parents. Or even the traumaof our own birth.”

Oscar was quiet for amoment. “No,” he said findly, “evolution has served usin good stead. It
couldn’t develop an entry control mechanism for our memories. So to protect us, to keep usfrom being
demolished by mistakes or past events, evolution built a natural fade processinto our memories—”

“Carol Dawson. Carol Dawson. Report immediately to the audiovisua conference room adjacent to
the director’ s office.”

The loudspeaker interrupted the quiet in the MOI aquarium. Carol gave Oscar ahug. “It's been
great, Ozzie, asadways,” she said, watching him wince as she used her pet namefor him. “But it looks
likethey’ vefinished developing the pictures. Incidentdly, | think the whole business about thewhales
memoriesisfascinaing. | want to come back and do afeature on it Maybe next week sometime. Give
my loveto your daughter and grandson.”

Carol had become so engrossed in the discussion with Oscar that she had momentarily forgotten why
she had flown to Miami early that morning. Now shefelt anew akeen sense of excitement as she drove
back to the main MOI adminigtrative building from the aguarium. Dae had been confident at breakfast
that processing the infrared images would reved something of interest. “After al,” hehad said logicaly,
“theforeign object aarm was triggered repeatedly And nothing could be seen in the visua images.
Therefore, ether theinfrared observations caused the alarm or the algorithm did not work properly. The
second possibility isvery unlikely, snce | designed the data flow myself and my best programmerstested
it after it was coded.”

Dale was uncharacterigticaly excited when she walked into the conference room. Carol started to



ask him aquestion but was silenced by avigorous negative motion of the head that followed his smile of
greeting. Dae wastaking to two of the image-processing technicians. “ Okay, then, we' re squared
away? Display theimagesin thissequence. I’ll call for each one by using the pickle.” Thetechnicians
left the room.

Dde came over and grabbed Caral. “Y ou are not going to believe this” he said, “what a bonanza.
What afucking bonanzal” He settled down alittle. “But first thingsfirst. | promised myself that | would
not spoail it for you. “He showed her to a seat at the conferencetablein front of the large screen and then
sat down beside her.

He pushed the remote-control switch. Up on the large screen came adtill frame of the three whaesin
the reef areaunder the boat. Thefissure could clearly be seen to the right and beneeath the whales. Dale
looked at Carol. “I see,” she shrugged, “but what' sthe deal? | took pictures with my underwater
camerathat are just asgood.”

Dde turned back to the screen and pushed thc remote several moretimes. The successive scenes
zoomed in on the holein the cord reef, eventually isolating and centering on asmal glint in the lower |eft
sdeof thefissure. Again Daelooked at Carol. “I have asimilar blowup,” she said pensively. “Butit’'s
impossibleto tell if something isredly there or if it san artifact of the photographic process. “She
stopped hersdlf. “Although the fact that two distinctly different techniques found thelight in essentidly the
same place suggests that it might not be a processing distortion.” She leaned forward, interested. “So
what' s next?’

There was no way he could contain himsdlf Dale jumped up and started pacing around the room.
“What'snext,” he began, “could be your ticket to the Pulitzer dinner in New York. Now | am going to
show you exactly the same sequence of images, only these were taken in the infrared afraction of a
second later. Watch closaly, especidly in the center of thefissure”

Thefirst processed infrared image covered the same area undernesth the boat that the first visual
image had shown. Intheinfrared picture, however, what was shown were thermal variationsin the
scene. Inthe processing, each pixd (an individua picture dement in the image) was given a specific
temperature based on the infrared radiation observed from that portion of the frame. Similar
temperatures were then grouped together by the computer processing and assigned the same color. This
process created isothermd regions, or regions of roughly the same temperature, that were visualy
connected by color. Theresult wasthat in thefirst picture the whales stood out in red, most of the reef
plants were blue, and the normalized water temperature formed a dusky gray background. It took Carol
amoment to adjust to the display. Dalewas smiling triumphantly. Before Carol had achanceto focus
on two small regions, one red and another brown down in the center of the holein the reef, the zoom
process had begun. In afew seconds an infrared close-up of the fissure clearly demonstrated why Dde
was S0 excited.

“I told you there was something under the boat,” he said, walking to the screen and pointing a a
brown, elongated object. The object was cylindrical at one end and tapered to apoint at the other. The
fissure had been blown up by the zoom process so that it amost completdly filled the screen. Evenwith
al the magnification, the quality of theinfrared image was superb. Inside the opening three or four
different colors could be seen; however, only two, the brown and the red, were continuous over a
sgnificant number of pixes

“Hoaly shit,” said Caral, involuntarily risng from her seet and waking over to join Dde, “that brown
thing must bethe lost missile. 1t was underneath usal thetime. * She picked up the pointer and waved it
at the screen. “But what' sthisred area? It looks like the Cheshire cat from Alice in Wonderland.”

“I’'m not absolutely certain,” Ddereplied, “and it's probably not anything of mgjor significance. But |
do haveacrazy idea. Actualy it'sbased on what you told me about the strange behavior of thewhaes
down there. It may be the head of another whale, back away from the light, looking out of the cave. Or
whatever the opening is. Here, look at this. By zooming out alittle we obtain one sngle picture that
shows both of the red isothermal regions. Look how the red region in the middle of the fissure and the
red from your sentinel whaeslook the same. Even with additiona stretching, the two regionsremain
comparablein temperature. Not aproof of any kind, but it certainly supports my proposition.”



Carol’smind wasracing ahead. She was dready planning her next move. It was essentid that she
retrieve that missile before anybody knew it wasthere. She needed to return to Key West as soon as
possible. She picked up her purse and her briefcase. *Can someone drive meto the airport, please,
Dae? Right now. | want to call that Lieutenant Todd again and scare him abit. Y ou know, make him a
little more cautious and buy sometimefor us”

She paused, thinking of amillion thingsat once. “But | can't cal him from here without making him
suspicious. . . And | must make some arrangements for aboat for tomorrow . . . Oh, incidentdly, |
assume you have hard copy of those pictures available for me.”

Daenodded hishead. “1 do,” hesaid. “But first sit down and relax for asecond. | want to show
you something else. | don’t yet know if it sared phenomenon, but if itis. . .” Carol started to protest
but there was something in his manner that told her to acquiesce. She sat down. He launched into a
discussion of enhancement agorithms, explaining how the information in pictures could be stretched to
highlight specid features and alow easier interpretation.

“Okay, Okay,” shesaid a length. “The bottom lineiswhat | need. | know aready how clever you
and your engineersare.”

Dale put the first infrared image back on the screen, the one that showed the full view of the three
whales underneath the boat. “This picture does not have much therma granularity. Every pixe inthe
region colored red, for example, does not correspond to exactly the same temperature. Inredlity, the
spread in temperatures for the same color isroughly five degrees. Now if we stretch the image, and
make the isotherma regions only cover atotal spread of two degrees each, we obtain this picture.”

In the new image there were ten different colors. 1t was much harder to seeindividua fesatures, and
spurious data points made the picture extremely difficult to interpret. A portion of the front of one of the
whaleswas now adifferent color from the rest of the animal.

“The limit of accuracy of the equipment, by the time the raw spectral datais converted to
temperatures, is about one degree. If we show another stretch of the same picture, with the connected
isothermd regions now only covering atota range of one degree each, then the picture dmost becomes
gibberish. Now there are twenty different colors for theisothermal regions and, because the noise or
error in each datapoint is of the same magnitude as the spread in theisothermal region, itisvirtualy
impossible to see the figures of known objectslike thethreewhaes. | tell you dl this up front to make
certain you redlize that what | am about to show you may be completely wrong. Itis, nevertheless,
absolutdly fascinating.”

The next image projected on the screen was a close-up down on the floor of the ocean, just above
the trench that Carol had followed when backtracking to find the origin of thetracks. Thefamiliar
pardld linesjust bardly showed up in theinfrared image The fissure was dmost off the left Sde of the
image. On ether sde of the trench, blue color broken with some occasiona green marked the two reefs.
Carol looked at Dale with a puzzled expression on her face.

“This close-up has the same five-degree granularity asthe big referenceimage. Thereisnothing of
note here” Heflashed another picture. “Nor here, where we have increased the number of colorsto ten
again. But look at this” One moreimage went up on the screen. The picture was very difficult to
follow, much lessinterpret. Asmany astwenty different colors connected odd regionsin what appeared
to be random patterns. About the only thing that was regular in the picture were the background rocks
on which the cora and other sealifewereliving. And it was those background rocksthat had Dae so
excited.

“Thisiswhat | wanted you to see,” he said, waving his hand at the rocks on the two sides of the
trench. “Thetwo reef structures do not have the same color. For some unknown and absolutely
inexplicable reason, every background rock areaon thisreef is coded chartreuse. On the opposite ref,
just across the trench afew feet away, dl the background rock isyellow. A one-degree difference.
Now if some of the yellow pieces were interspersed with the chartreuse, and vice versa, then | would say
that the data clearly has no significance and that what we are seeing are noise sgnatures. But this pattern
iscompeling.”

Carol waslost. She could see that the rocks on one reef structure were al chartreuse and that the



oppositereef wasyelow. But it didn’'t mean anything to her. She shook her head. She needed more
explanation.

“Don’'t you understand? Dale said with afind dramatic flourish. “If this dataisright, then we have
found something else of great importance. Either there is some source inside one of the reef structures
that is making its surface uniformly warmer, or, and | admit this soundstruly incredible, one of thetwo is
not areef at al and is something else masquerading asaresf.”



4

IT was dmost dwaysimpossbleto find a parking place in the middle of the working day near
Amanda Winchester' shouse in Key West. The Hemingway Marina had revitaized the old part of the
city where shelived, but as usual everyone had underestimated the need for parking. All the repainted
and renovated nineteenth-century mansions along Eaton and Caroline streets had signs on the street
saying such thingsas DON'T EVEN THINK ABOUT PARKING HERE IF YOU’'RE NOT A
RESIDENT, but it was no use. People who worked in the retail shops around the marina parked where
it was convenient for them and avoided the heavy parking fee a the marinalot.

After searching fruitlesdy for aparking place for fifteen minutes, Nick Williams decided to park
outside of a convenience store and walk the block or so to Amanda s house. Hewas strangely anxious.
Part of his nervousness was dueto his excitement, but he was dso feding alittle guilty. Amanda had
been the mgor sponsor of the origind Santa Rosa expedition and Nick had spent considerable timewith
her after they had found the treasure. Amanda and Nick and Jake Lewis had al three believed that
Homer Ashford and hismenage & trois had somehow hidden part of the treasure and then cheated them
out of their proper shares. Nick and Amandaworked together trying to find evidence that Homer had
gtolen from them, but they were never able to prove anything conclusively.

During this period Amanda and Nick had become quite close. They had seen each other virtudly
every week and for awhile he had thought of her as an aunt or grandmother. But after ayear or so,
Nick had stopped going by to visit her. He hadn’'t understood it at the time, but the real reason he began
to avoid her was that Amandawas too intense for him. And she was dwaystoo persona. She asked
him too many hard questions about what he was doing with hislife.

On this particular morning he had no redl options. Amandawas widely recognized asthe expert on
sunken treasure in the Keys. There were two componentsin her life, treasure and the thegter, and her
knowledge of each was encyclopedic. Nick had not called first because he didn’t want to discussthe
trident unless she waswilling to see him. So it was with some trepidation that he rang the doorbell on the
front porch of her magnificent home.

A young woman in her early twenties came to the door and opened it just abit. “Yes?’ shesaid, her
face wedging into the crack, her expression wary.

“My name sNick Williams” hesaid. “I would liketo see Mrs. Winchester if possble. Isshein?’
Therewasapause. “I'manold—"

“My grandmother isvery busy thismorning,” thegirl curtly interrupted him. “Perhapsyou can call and
make an appointment.” She started to close the door and leave Nick standing on the porch next to his
exercise bag. Then Nick heard another voice, a muffled exchange, and the door swung open.

“Wall, for goodness sake,” Amanda said with her arms outstretched, “I have ayoung gentleman
caler. Come here, Nikki, and giveme akiss.” Nick was embarrassed. He walked forward and gave
the e derly woman a perfunctory hug.

As he withdrew from the embrace, he Sarted to apologize. “I’m sorry | haven't been by to see you.
| mean to, but somehow my schedule— "

“It'sdl right, Nikki, | understand.” Amandainterrupted him plessantly. Her eyes were so sharp they
belied her age. “Comein and tell me what you' ve been up to. | haven't seen you since, goodness, hasiit
been a couple of years already since we shared that cognac after Streetcar?” Sheled himinto a
combination study and living room and sat him down next to her on the couch. “Y ou know, Nikki, |
thought your comments about the actress playing Blanche DuBois were the most observant ones | heard
during the entire run. 'Y ou were right about her. She couldn’t have played Blanche except asatotad
menta case. The woman smply had no concept of afeminine sexud appetite.”

Nick looked around him. The room had hardly changed in the eight years since he had last visited it.
The celling was very high, maybefifteen feet. The wallswere lined with bookcases whose full shelves
extended dl the way to the ceiling. Opposite the door ahuge canvas painting of Amandaand her



husband standing outside their home on Cape Cod dominated the room. A new 1955 Ford was partially
visiblein the background of the painting. She wasradiantly beautiful in the picture, in her early thirties,
dressed in awhite evening gown with daring red trim both around the wrists and along the collar of the
neck. Her husband wasin ablack tux. Hewas mostly bald, with short blond hair graying at the temples.
His eyeswere warm and kindly.

Amanda asked Nick if he wanted teaand he nodded. The granddaughter Jennifer disappeared into
the hdlway. Amandaturned and took Nick’shandsin hers. “I am glad you came, Nikki, | have missed
you. Fromtimetotime | hear a snippet here or there about you or your boat, but often second-hand
information is atogether wrong. What have you been doing? Still reading dl thetime? Do you havea
girlfriend?’

Nick laughed. Amandahad not changed. She had never been onefor smdl talk. “No girlfriend,”
Nick said, “same problem asdways. The onesthat areintelligent turn out to be either arrogant or
emotionally inept or both; the onesthat are sensitive and affectionate have never read abook. “For
some reason Carol Dawson jumped into Nick’ s mind and he dmost said, without thinking, “ except for,
maybe,” but he stopped himsdf. “What | need,” he said insteed, “is someone like you.”

“No, Nikki,” Amandareplied, suddenly serious. She folded her handsin her lap and stared
momentarily acrossthe room. “No,” she repesated softly, her voice then gathering intensity as she turned
back tolook at him, “even | am not perfect enough for you. | remember wdl dl your fantasy visons of
gracious young goddesses. Somehow you had mixed the best parts of dl the women in your favorite
novels together with your teenage dreams. 1t dways seemed to me that you had put women up on a
pedestd; they had to be queens or princesses. But inthe girlsyou actualy dated, you looked for
wesknesses, signs of ordinariness, and indications of common behavior. It wasamost asif you were
hoping to find them imperfect, to detect chinksin their armor so that you could justify your lack of
interest.”

Jennifer arrived with thetea. Nick was uncomfortable. He had forgotten what it wasliketo talk to
Amanda. Her emotiond probing and her unsolicited observations were both extremely disquieting to him
thismorning. Nick had not come to see her to dissect his attitude toward women. He changed the
subject

“Speaking of treasure,” he said, bending down to pick up hisbag, “1 found something very interesting
yesterday whilel was out diving. | thought maybe you might have seen something likeit before” He
pulled the trident out and handed it to Amanda. She almost dropped it because she was not prepared
for itsweight.

“Goodness,” shesaid, her skinny arm trembling under the strain of holding the golden trident out in
front of her. “What could it possibly be made from? It’ stoo heavy to be gold!”

Nick leaned forward and took the object. He held it for her as sheran her fingers over its
exceptionaly smooth exterior. “I’ve never seen anything likethis, Nikki. | don’'t need to get out dl the
books and the photographs for comparison. The smoothness of the finish isincons stent with the
processing techniquesin Europe during or after the galleon days. Thismust be modern. But | can't tell
you anything dse. Whereintheworld did you find it?’

Hetold her just the outline of the story, careful as always not to give away key bitsof information. It
was not just the agreement he had made with Carol and Troy; treasure hunters never redlly trust
anybody. But he did share with Amanda hisideathat perhaps someone had cached this particular piece,
aswel assome others, for later retrieval. Nick inssted thet thisidea of hiswas aperfectly plausible
explanation for the tracks on the ocean floor.

“Y our scenario seemsvery unlikdly to me” Amandasaid, “athough | must admit that | am baffled and
have no better explanation. Maybe Miss Dawson has some sources that can shed some light on the
origin of thisthing. But thereisamost no chancethat | am mistaken. | have personally seen or viewed
close-up photographs of every significant piece of treasure recovered from the Keysin the past century.
Y ou could show me anew piece today and | could probably tell you in what European country it was
made and in what decade. If this object comes from asunken ship, it isamodern ship, dmost certainly
after World War I1. Beyond that | can't help you.”



Nick put the trident back in the bag and started to leave. “Wait just aminute before you go, Nikki,”
Amandasaid ashe stood up. “Come over herefor aminute” Shetook him by thearm and led him
over to aspot just in front of the large painting. “Y ou would have liked Walter, Nikki. Hewasa
dreamer also. Heloved to look for treasure. Every year we would spend aweek or two inthe
Caribbean on ayacht, ostensibly looking for treasure but just generaly sharing each other’ s dreams.
From time to time we would find objects on the bottom of the ocean that we couldn’t understand and we
would create fanciful conjecturesto explain them. Almost dways there was some prosaic explanation
that wasinferior to our fantasies.”

Nick was standing beside her with hisbag in hisright hand. Amandaturned to him and put her hand
softly on hisleft forearm. “But it didn’t matter. 1t didn’'t even matter that most of the years we came up
empty-handed atogether. For we always found the real treasure, our love for each other. We dways
returned home renewed and laughing and thankful that life had allowed usto share another week or ten
daysin which we had imagined and fantasized and hunted for treasure together.”

Her eyes were soft and loving. Her voice was low but full of passion. “1 do not know when or if you
will come again, Nikki, but there are some thingsthat | have been wanting to say to you for sometime. If
you like, you can dismiss them as the ravings of a sententious old woman, but | may never have achance
totell you thesethingsagain. You havedl the attributes| loved in Walter, intelligence, imagination,
sengtivity. But somethingiswrong. You areadone. By choice. Your dreamsof treasure, your zest for
life— you do not share these things. It isvery sad for meto seethis.” She stopped for asecond and
looked back at the painting. Then she completed her thought, amost asif she were talking to hersdlf.
“For when you are seventy years old and look back at what your life has meant, you will not focuson
your solo activities. What you will remember are the incidents of touching, those timeswhen your life
was enriched by amoment of sharing with afriend or loved one. It isour mutual awareness of this
miracle called life that alows usto accept our mortality.”

Nick had not been prepared for an emotiona encounter with Amanda. He had thought that he would
stop by to see her for afew moments, ask her about the trident, and then depart. In retrospect he
redlized that he had treated Amandavery caloudy over theyears. She had offered genuine friendship
and he had spurned it, taking her out of hislife atogether when their interaction no longer suited him. He
winced as he recognized how selfish he had been.

Ashewaked dowly down the street, idly looking at the gracious old houses built over a hundred
years ago, Nick took a deep breath. He had experienced too many emotions for one morning. First
Monique, then Amanda. And it looksasif thetrident is not going to solve dl my problems. Funny how
things aways comein groups.

He found himsalf musing that maybe there had been alot of truth in what Amandahad said. He
acknowledged that he had been feding lonely lately. And he wondered if the vague loneliness was
indeed coupled to a creeping awareness of his own mortality, to the passage of that phase of life
enshrined by Thomas Wolfe with the phrase, “ For we were young, and we knew that we could never
die” Nick wasfeding very tired when he came to the end of the sdewalk and turned onto the pavement
of the convenience store parking lot.

He saw her before she saw him. She was standing next to the driver’ s side of her brand-new red
Mercedes sports coupe. She had asmal brown paper hag in her arm and was |ooking in the window of
the car next to hers, Nick’ s 1990 Pontiac Nick felt aquick rush of adrenaline followed by anger and
distrust. Shefinaly saw him just as he started to speak. “Why, Greta, what asurprise! | guesswe just
happened to bein this part of Key West today at exactly the sametime.”

“Ya, Nick, | thought it wasyour car. How areyou?’ Greta put the paper bag on the hood of her car
and gpproached him in afriendly manner. She had either missed or wasignoring the sarcasmin his
greeting. She waswearing adeevelessyelow tank top and apair of tight blue shorts. Her blonde hair
was pulled back in two short pigtails.

“Don’t play innocent with me, fraulein,” Nick overreacted. “1 know you didn’t come hereto shop. “
Hewas nearly shouting. He used hisfree arm to accentuate his comments and block Greta s approach.
“Thisisnot one of the stops on your circuit. Y ou came hereto find me. Now what do you want?” Nick



dropped hisarm. A couple of passersby had stopped to watch the exchange.

Gretagtared a him for amoment with those crystal-clear eyes. She was wearing no makeup. She
looked like alittle girl except for thewrinkles on her face. “Areyou still S0 angry, Nick? After dl these
years?’ She came up next to him and smiled knowingly into hiseyes. “I remember one night, dmost five
yearsago,” she said playfully, “when you were not so angry. You were glad to seeme. You asked meif
| would have you for one night, no questions asked, and | agreed. Y ou were gresat.”

In amomentary flash Nick remembered the rainy night when he had stopped Gretajust as shewas
leaving the pier. Herecalled aso how desperately he had needed to touch someone, anyone, on that
particular night. “That wasthe day after my father’ sfunera,” he said roughly, “and didn’t mean shit
anyway.” Helooked away. He did not want to return her piercing gaze.

“That wasn't theimpression | had,” Greta continued in the same playful but otherwise emotionless
tone. “I felt youingde me, | tasted your kisses. You can't tell me—"

“Look,” interrupted Nick, clearly irritated. “What do you want? | don’t want to stand here all
morning arguing with you about some stupid night five yearsago. Now | know that you're herefor a
reason. What isit?’

Greta backed off astep and her face hardened. “Y ou are avery difficult man, Nick. It could be such
fun doing businesstogether if you weren't such a, how do you say, painintheass.” She stopped for a
moment. “I have come from Homer. He hasa proposition for you. He wants to see what you found
yesterday in the ocean and maybe discuss a partnership.”

Nick laughed triumphantly. “So | wasright dl dong. Y ou were sent to find me. And now that
bastard wantsto discuss a partnership. Hah. Not afucking chance. Y ou won't steal from me again.
Tell your employer or lover or whatever heisto cram his proposition up hisass. Now if you'll excuse
me. ..

He started to walk around Greta and open his car door. Her strong hand grabbed his forearm.
“You're making amistake, Nick.” Her eyeshbored into hisagain. “A big mistake. You can't afford to
doit onyour own. What you found is probably worthless. If itis, let him spend the money.” Her
chameleon eyes shifted onemoretime. “And it would be such fun to work together again.”

Nick climbed into his car and turned on the engine. “No dice, Greta. Y ou're wasting your time.
Now I've got to go.” He backed out of the parking place and then drove into the narrow street. The
treasure was front and center in hismind again. He had been momentarily depressed by what Amanda
had told him about the trident, but the fact that Homer wanted to see it gave Nick afeding of power.
But, he asked himsdlf, how does he know already? Who talked? Or could someone have seen us?



5

WHEN Commander Winters returned to his office after a scheduled meeting with the public relations
department, his secretary, Dora, was conspicuoudy reading the Key West newspaper. “Ahem,” she
sad, ddiberatdly attracting his attention. “Isthe Vernon Winters starring in The Night of the Iguanaat the
Key West Playhouse tonight anyone | know? Or are there two of them in thistown?’

Helaughed. Heliked Dora. Shewas amost sixty, black, a grandmother more than a dozen times,
and one of the few secretaries on the base who actually had some pridein her work. Shetreated
everybody, including Commander Winters, like one of her children. “So why didn’t you tell me?’ she
sad with feigned outrage. “After dl, what if | had missed it dtogether? | told you last year to make
certain that you dwaystold us when you were performing.”

Hetook her hand and gave it alittle squeeze. “I had intended to tell you, Dora, but somehow it just
dipped my mind. And you know that my thespian activities are not exactly embraced by the Navy, so |
don't ballyhoo them about so much. But I’ll have someticketsfor you and your husband in acouple of
weeks.” Helooked at the stack of message notes on her desk. “That many, huh? And | was only gone
alittle over two hours. It never rainsbut it pours.”

“Two of these are supposedly urgent.” Doralooked at her watch “ A Miss Dawson from the Miami
Herdd will call back in about five minutes and that Lieutenant Todd has been caling dl morning. He
insgsthat he must see you before lunch or he can’t be properly prepared for the meeting this afternoon.
Apparently heleft along, message on your Top Secret telemail sometimethismorning. Right now he's
furious with me because | wouldn't interrupt your meetingsto tell you about hismessage. Isit redly that
important?’

Commander Winters shrugged his shoulders and opened the door to his office. | wonder what Todd
wants, hethought. 1 guess| should have checked my telemail before running off to the meeting with the
chief. “Didyou put al the rest of the messages on the computer?’ he asked Dora before he closed the
door. Shenodded. “Okay, I'll talk to Miss Dawson when shecdls. Tel Todd that | will seehimin
fifteen minutes.” He sat down at his desk and turned on his computer. He activated histelemail
subdirectory and saw that he had three new entries dready this morning, onein the TOP SECRET
gqueue. Commander Wintersidentified himsalf, entered the top secret code word, and started to read
Lieutenant Todd' stransmission.

The phonerang. After afew seconds Dorabuzzed him and told him that it was Miss Dawson.
Before they started, Commander Winters agreed that the interview could be on the videophone and that
it could betaped. Herecognized Carol immediately from her occasiona appearanceson televison. She
explained to him that she was using the communicationsfacility a the Miami Internationa Airport.

“Commander Winters,” she said, wasting no time, “we have an uncorroborated report that the Navy
isengaged in a search for something important, and secret, in the Gulf of Mexico between Key West and
the Everglades. 'Y our press people and a Lieutenant Todd have both denied the report and referred all
guestionsto you. Our source aso told us, and we have subsequently verified both of these facts, that
there are today alarge number of technology ships sailing in the Gulf and that you have been trying to rent
sophisticated ocean telescopes from the Miami Oceanographic Ingtitute. Do you have any comment?’

“Certainly, Miss Dawson.” The commander wore hisbest acting smile. He had carefully rehearsed
the responsein hismorning meeting with theadmird. “It’ sredly amazing how rumorsfly, particularly
when someone suspects the Navy of nefarious deeds. “ He chuckled. “All the activity isjust preparation
for some routine maneuvers next week. A few of the sailors who man the technology shipsare alittle
rusty and wanted some practice thisweek. Asfor the MOI telescopes, we intended to use themin our
maneuversto check their valuein assessing underwater threats.” He looked directly at the camera.
“That'sit, Miss Dawson. There s nothing specia going on.”

Carol watched the commander on the monitor at the airport. She had expected someone with an
imposing ar of authority. This man had asoftnessin hiseyes, some kind of sengtivity that was unusud in



acareer military officer. Carol had asuddenidea. Shewalked up closeto her own camera.
“Commander Winters,” she said pleasantly, “let me ask you ahypothetica question. If the Navy were
testing anew kind of missile and one tet flight went astray, possibly even threatening popul ation centers,
wouldn'tit belikely that the Navy, claiming national security reasons asits defense, would deny that such
athing had happened?’

For aflesting fraction of a second the expression in the eyes of Commander Winterswavered. He
looked shocked. Then he regained control. “It isdifficult to answer such ahypothetical question,” he
intoned formdly, “but | cantell you that it is Navy policy to keep the public informed about its activities.
Only when the flow of information to the public could significantly undermine our nationa security would
any kind of censorship take place.”

Theinterview wound up quickly. Carol had accomplished her objective. Damn, said Commander
Wintersto himself as Dora announced that Lieutenant Todd was waiting to see him. | should have
expected that question. But how did she know that? Did she somehow trick Todd or one of the other
officers? Or did someone in Washington spill the beans?

Winters opened the door to his office and Lieutenant Todd nearly stormed into the room. With him
was another tal young lieutenant, thick shouldered with a bushy mustache whom Todd introduced as
Lieutenant Ramirez of the Nava Intelligence Divison. “Did you read my telemail message? What did
you think? My God, it'samost unbelievable what those Russians have done. | had no ideathey could
be so clever.” Todd was dmost shouting as he paced excitedly around the office.

Winters watched Todd jumping around the room. This young lieutenant, he thought, isin abig hurry
to get somewhere. Hisimpatienceis oozing out of every pore. But what in theworld is he saying about
the Russans? And why isthis Mexican muscleman herewith him?

“Sit down. please,” the commander replied, motioning at the two chairs opposite hisdesk. He
looked sternly at Lieutenant Todd. “And start by explaining why Lieutenant Ramirez is here. 'Y ou know
the regulations;, we were dl briefed on them again last week. Only officersat the rank of commander or
higher can authorize sharing information on a need-to-know bass”

Todd immediately defended himsdlf against the reproach. “ Commander Winters, sir,” hereplied, “I
believe that what we have hereisamagjor internationd incident, far too big to be handled by specid
projects and systems engineering done. | left word on your telemail interrupt at 0830 this morning for
you to contact me ASAP, that there was a Significant new development in the Broken Arrow project.
When | had not heard from you by 1000, even though | had tried severd additiona timesto reach you
by telephone, | became worried that we might belosing valuabletime. | then contacted Ramirez so that
he and his men could art their work.”

Todd stood up from hischair. “Sir,” he began again, the excitement risng in hisvoice, “maybe
didn't makeit clear enough in my telemail message. We have hard evidence that someone commanded
the Panther to go adtray, right after the APRSwas activated. We have confirmed from a specia manual
search of the intermittent telemetry data that the command receipt counters went crazy during a
two-second period just before the missile veered off course.”

“Cam down, Lieutenant Todd, and sit down again. “Winterswasirritated, not just by Todd's
nonchalant dismissal of the regulationsissue, but aso by his undisguised accusation that Winters had been
delinquent in responding to hismessages. The commander’sday had begun with ameeting with the
admira who ranthe air gation. He had wanted abriefing on al this Broken Arrow business. So Winters
had not even been in his office, except for acouple of minutes, until after he came back from the public
relaions department.

When Todd was again seated, Winters continued carefully, “Now spare me the hysteriaand your
personal conclusions. | want you to give methefacts, only the facts, dowly and without prejudice. The
accusations you made afew moments ago are very very serious. Inmy eyes, if you have jumped to
unsubstantiated conclusions too quickly, your fitness as an officer may bein doubt. So start at the
beginning.”

There was aflash of anger in the lieutenant’ s eyes and then he opened his notebook. When he spoke,
his voice was amonotone, carefully modulated to befree of dl emotion. “At precisely 0345 this



morning,” he began, “I was awakened by Ensign Andrews, who had been working maost of the night on
the telemetry dumps that we recdled both from the Canavera station and the tracking ship near Bimini.
His assgnment had been to go through the scheduled sequence of events onboard the Panther missile
and determine, from the scattered telemetry if possible, if any anomal ous events had occurred onboard
just before the missile went off course. We thought that thisway we might have a chanceto isolate the
cause of the problem.

“Badicdly Ensgn Andrews was a detective As you know, the data system is quite constrained by the
limited downlink bandwidth. So the packets of telemetry data come out in asomewnhat artificia way,
meaning that many of the data vaues governing the behavior of the bird a the timeit changed direction
would not have been sent to the Earth until severd minutes|ater, after the missile had gone avry and the
tracking stations had aready dropped and regained lock a couple of times.

“Enggn Andrews showed me that in the intermittent data there were four discrete measurements taken
from the command recel pt counter, asimple buffer in the software that increments by one every timea
new command message is correctly received by themissile. At first we did not believe what we were
seeing. We thought perhaps someone had made an error or that the decommutation maps were wrong.
But by 0700 we had both checked the values from the two tracking sites and verified that we were
indeed looking at the correct channel. Commander, in the 1.7 seconds after the APRS was activated,
the command receipt counter registered over three hundred new messages. And thenthemissile
swerved away from itsintended target.”

The commander waswriting in asmal spiral notebook while Todd wastaking. It took him amost
haf aminute to finish hisnotes. Then helooked up a Todd and Ramirez. “Am | to believethen,” he
sad, hisvoice heavy with sarcasm, “that thisis the entire data set upon which you wish to base your
indictment of the Soviet Union and put our Navy intelligence community on adert? Or isthere something
ds=?’

Todd looked confused. Y ou think it’smorelikely,” Commander Winters continued, his voice now
risng, “that the Russians knew the code for the command test set and transmitted three hundred
messages in less than two seconds, exactly at the right time and from somewhere off the Florida coadt,
than it isthat somewhere in the 4.2 software system thereis an error that isimproperly incrementing the
command recel pt counter? My God, Lieutenant, use your head. Are you seeing bogeymen at night?
Thisis1994. Thereisvirtudly no tension on theinternational scene. Y ou bdievethat the Russansare
50 colossdlly stupid that they would risk detente to command a Navy cruise missle off coursewhileitis
il under test? Evenif they could somehow command the missile to a specific location and then recover
it and understand it thoroughly by reverse engineering, why would they take such a horrendous chance
for such acomparatively smdl return?’

Todd and Ramirez said nothing during the commander’ s harangue. Ramirez was starting to ook
uncomfortably embarrassed toward the end. Todd' s boyish sdlf-confidence had faded aswell and he
began to wring his hands and pop his knuckles absentmindedly. After along pause Winters continued,
firmly but without some of the exasperation of hisinitial speech.

“We assigned some specific work items yesterday, Lieutenant. They were supposed to be addressed
by today. Look again at the 4.2 software, particularly to seeif there were any errorsin the interface with
the command test set that showed up during module or integration testing. Maybe there wasabug in the
command receipt counter subroutine that did not get corrected in the new release. And for the mesting
this afternoon, | want you to show mealist of possible failure modesthat would explain the telemetry
data, other than commands being sent from aforeign power. And then show what you are planning to
do to andyze each failure mode and reduce the length of theligt.”

Ramirez stood up to leave. “Under the circumstances, Commander, | fed that my presence hereisa
little, uh, improper. | have briefed acouple of my men aready and have kicked off some investigative
work to seeif thereisnow or has been recently any Russian military or civilian activity inthearea. | had
put atop priority on the effort. Inview of this conversation, | fed | should suspend —”

“Not necessarily,” Commander Wintersinterrupted him. “It might be very difficult for you to explain
at thisjuncture.” Helooked at both of the squirming young lieutenants. “And it isnot my wishto be



vindictive and put you both on report, dthough | think you both acted hagtily and outside regulations.
No, Lieutenant, continue with the intelligence gathering, it may eventudly be of someimportance. Just
don't make abig dedl out of it. I’ll accept the respongibility.”

Ramirez walked toward the door. He was clearly grateful. “Thank you, Commander,” he said
sncerely, “for aminute there | thought maybe | had crapped in my messkit. I'velearned avery valuable
lesson.”

Winters saluted the intelligence officer and motioned Todd, who was apparently aso preparing to
leave, back to hisseat. The commander walked over in front of the Renoir painting and appeared to be
sudying it. He spoke quietly, without turning to face the junior lieutenant. “Did you say anything to that
reporter Miss Dawson about amissile, or did she mention amissile to you while you were talking to
her?

“No, gr, therewas nothing like that,” Todd asserted. “She was even vague when | asked her what
she had heard.”

“She either has someinsdeinformation or isvery very lucky,” the commander said abstractedly,
amogt to himself. Hewalked over closer to the painting and imagined that he could hear the piano being
played by the younger of the two sisters. Today he heard aMozart sonata. But it was not the right time
to listen. Thisyoung man needs agood lesson out of al this, Winters thought as he turned around.

“Doyou smoke. Lieutenant?’ he asked, offering Todd acigarette and placing onein his own mouth.
The younger man shook hishead. “I do,” said Winters, lighting his Pl Mdll, “even though therearea
thousand reasonswhy | shouldn’t. But | amost never smoke around people who don’t. It saquestion
of congderation.”

Winterswalked over to ook out the window and blew the smoke dowly out his mouth. Todd looked
puzzled. “And right now,” Winters continued, “1’m smoking, strangely enough, aso out of consderation.
For you. You see, Lieutenant Todd,” he said, whedling around dramatically, “I'm calmer after | smoke.
That means| can dedl better with my anger.”

Hewalked directly over in front of the lieutenant. “Because I’m goddamn mad about this, young man.
Make no mistake about that. There' sapart of me that wants to make an example of you, maybe even
court martial you for not following regulations. 'Y ou’ re too cocky, too sure of your own conclusions.

Y ou'redangerous. If you had dipped and made some of the comments you made in here to that woman
reporter, then it would be Katie bar the door. But” — Winters walked around behind his desk and
stubbed out his cigarette, — “it has aways been my bdlief that people should not be crucified for asingle
misteke.”

The commander sat down and leaned back in hischair. “Just between us guys, Lieutenant, you're on
probation with me. | don’t want to hear any more nonsense about an internationa incident. Thisisa
ample case of amafunctioning test missle. Do your job thoroughly and carefully. Don't worry, you'll
be noticed if the work is done properly. The system isnot blind to your ambition or your talent. But if
you run off half-cocked one more time on this problem, | will persondly seeto it that your personne file
isruined.”

Todd could tell that he was being dismissed. He was till angry, now at himself mostly, but he knew
better than to et any of it show. He considered Commander Wintersto be amarginaly competent old
fart, and he hated being lectured by him. As of now, however, | have no choice but to accept it, he said
to himsdlf as heleft the commander’ s office.



6

NICK’ S message light was blinking when he walked into his townhouse after the meeting with
Amanda and the encounter with Greta. He put the bag with the trident back in the closet and turned on
the answering machine. Julianne appeared on the small three-inch monitor. Nick smiled to himsdf. She
adwaysleft al of his messages, no matter how smadl, in video.

“Sorry to tell you this, Nick, but your Tampa charter for tomorrow and Sunday just called up to
cancd. They said they heard awesther forecast calling for thunderstorms. Anyway, al isnot completely
lost * cause you get to keep their deposit.” She paused a couple of seconds. “By the way, Lindaand
Cotinneand | are going to Sloppy Joe stonight to hear Angie Leatherwood. Why don’'t you stop by
and say hdllo? | might even buy you adrink.”

Shit, said Nick to himself. | needed the money. And Troy did too. He automatically entered Troy’s
name on the small keyboard near the phone and waited for Troy to pick up the receiver and turn on the
video switch.

“Why hello, Professor. What are you doing on such a beautiful day inthetropics?” Troy wasina
good humor asusual. Nick could not understand how anyone could be in such a perpetualy good
mood.

“1 have bad news and bad news, my friend,” Nick replied. “First, Amanda Winchester says our
trident is modern and amost certainly not apart of any ancient treasure. For my part, I’'m not completely
convinced. But it doesn't look promising. Second, and probably more important for the short term, our
charter has cancelled. We have no work for the weekend.”

“Quch,” Troy said, afrown sweeping over hisface. “That do present some problems.” For a
moment it seemed that Troy couldn’t figure out what to say. Then the norma Troy was back, smiling
chearfully, “Hey, Professor, | have anidea. Since we now both have nothing to do this afternoon, why
don’t you come over here to the Jefferson sanitarium for some chips and beer? | want to show you
something anyway.” Hiseyesweretwinkling.

Under dmogt any circumstances Nick would have declined Troy’ s offer and spent the afternoon
reading Madame Bovary. But the morning had aready been heavy with emotion and Nick was acutely
awarethat he needed somelevity. He smiled to himsdlf. Troy wasavery funny man. An afternoon of
booze and mirth sounded appealing. Besides, Troy had been working for him for four months and they
had not yet taken any timeto socidize. Even though they had spent many hours working together on the
boat, Nick had never once visited Troy’ s gpartment. “All right,” Nick heard himsalf respond, “you're
on. I'll bring the food and you get the beer. I'll seeyou in twenty to thirty minutes.”

When Nick stopped his car in front of the small frame duplex in one of Key West’ s oldest sections,
Troy wasjust arriving himself. He had apparently walked to anearby store, for hewas carrying alarge
brown paper bag containing three six-packs of beer. “This ought to hold usfor the afternoon.” He
winked as he greeted Nick and led him up the walkway to hisfront door. A paper Sign was taped to the
door. It said, PROF— BE BACK IN A JJFF— TROY. Troy took the sign down and reached up to
asmdl ledge above the door to find akey.

Nick had never wondered what Troy’ s gpartment would be like. But he certainly would not have
imagined the living room that he found when he followed Troy insgde. The room waslaid out negtly and
furnished in what could only be called early grandmother style. The motley array of old couchesand
easy chairs purchased at neighborhood garage sales (none of which was the same color, which was of no
importance to Troy — he thought of furniture in terms of functional units, not as pieces of decoration)
were arranged in arectangle with along wooden coffee table inthe middle. An assortment of eectronics
and video magazines were neatly stacked upon the table. Dominating the room was a state-of-the-art
sound system whose four tall speakers were carefully placed in the corners so that dl the sound was
focused toward the center of the room. As soon asthe two men wereinside, Troy went over to the
compact disc player on the top of the stereo equipment rack and turned it on. A wonderfully rich, black,



fema e voice backed by apiano and aguitar filled the room.

“ThisisAngie snew dbum,” Troy said, handing Nick an open beer. He had been to the kitchen and
the refrigerator while Nick was looking around the room. “Her agent thinksthisonewill go gold. Love
Lettersjust barely missed, but she made more than aquarter of amillion off it anyway. Not counting the
money from the concert tour.”

“I remember your telling me that you knew her.” Nick said, taking along drink from hisbeer. He had
walked across the room to abox next to the stereo rack where sixty or seventy discs were negatly
arranged. On the front of an open disc jacket on the top of the box was a beautiful young black woman,
softly backlit. Shewaswearing along dark cocktail dress. Memories of Enchanting Nights wasthetitle
of theadbum. “Isthere moreto the story of Miss Leatherwood?’ Nick said, looking up a Troy. “This
isonemagnificent lady, if you ask me.”

Troy came over beside him. He programmed the disc player to cut eight on the dbum. “Thought
you'd never ak,” he grinned expansively. “This song probably saysit the best.” Nick sat downinone
of the strange easy chairs and listened to a soft ballad with an easy best in the background. Thetitle of
the songwas“Let Me Take Care of You, Baby.” It told the story of a gifted lover who made the
songstress laugh a home or in bed. They were compatible, they werefriends. But he couldn’t talk
commitment because he hadn’t madeit yet. Soin thelast stanzathe woman singing the song appedlsto
him to swdlow his pride and let her make it easy for him.

Nick looked at Troy and rolled his eyes while he shook hishead. “Jefferson,” he said, “you'retoo
much. | never know when you're telling the truth and when you' re dinging bullshit with both arms.”

Troy laughed and stood up from the couch. “But, Professor,” he protested, “that’ swhat makesiit
moreinteresting.” He came over and took Nick’s empty beer can. “It'shard for you to believe, isn't
it?” he said, dill smiling while he looked directly a Nick, “that maybe your funny black first mate hasa
few dimensonsyou haven't seen.”

Troy turned and walked toward the kitchen. Nick could hear him opening beer cans and putting the
chipsinabowl. “So,” Nick hallered, “I’'mwaiting. What’ sthe scoop?’

“Angie and | have known each other for fiveyears,” Troy said from the kitchen. “When wewerefirst
dating she was only nineteen and completely naive about life. One night we were over here, right after |
first moved in, and we were listening to aWhitney Houston dbum. Angie started singing.”

Troy came back in theliving room. He put the bowl of assorted chips on thelittle wood coffee table
and sat downin achair next to Nick. “Therest, asthey say in Hollywood, ishistory.” Hewaved his
ams. “I introduced her to the owner of alocal night club. Within ayear she had arecording contract
and | had aproblem. Shewasmy woman. But | couldn’t afford to keep up with her.” Troy was
uncharacterigtically quiet for afew seconds. “It’ sredly shit when your pride standsin the way of your
fedingsfor the only woman you' ve ever loved.”

Nick was surprised to discover that Troy’ sintimate revelation had touched him. Nick leaned forward
in hischair and dropped his hand lightly on Troy’ s shoulder in agesture of understanding. Troy changed
the subject quickly. “And what about you, Professor? How many broken hearts are hanging in your
closet? I’ ve seen the way Julianne and Corinne and even Gretalook at you. Why haven't you ever
married?’

Nick laughed and guzzled hisbeer. “Chrigt, thismust be my lucky day. Do you know, Jefferson, that
you' re the second person today to ask me about my lovelife? And thefirst one was a seventy-year-old
woman.”

Nick took another drink. “ Speaking of Greta,” he continued, “I ran into her thismorning— and it
wasn't an accident. Shewaswaiting for mewhile | wastaking to Amanda. She knew that we found
something yesterday and wanted to talk about a partnership ded. Do you know anything about this?’

“Suredo,” Troy answered easily. “Homer must have had her spying on us. When | finished up with
the boat last night, she was waiting to pump mefor information. She had watched you leave with your
exercise bag and elther guessed or knew that we had found something. | didn’t tell her anything, athough
| didn’t deny it either. Remember, Ellen saw Carol and mein the marinaoffice with dl that snazzy
equipment.”



“Yeah, | know,” said Nick, “and | really didn’'t expect to keep it entirely under wrapsforever. | just
wish we could find more of the treasure, if it exists, before those snoops start to follow our every move.”
Thetwo men sat in silence, drinking their beer. “But you' ve managed to avoid my question,” Troy
sad at length with amischievous smile. “The subject waswomen. How come aguy like you, handsome,

educated, apparently not gay, does not have a steady woman?’

Nick thought for amoment. He studied Troy’ sfriendly, guileless face and decided to take the plunge.
“I'm not sure, Troy,” he said serioudly, “but | think maybe | pushthem al away. | find something wrong
withthem so | havean excuse” A new ideacrept into Nick’smind. “Maybe |’ m getting evenin away.
Y ou asked about broken hearts? The biggest onein the closet ismy own. Minewastorn to shreds
when | was akid by awoman who probably doesn’t even remember me.”

Troy rose from his chair and walked over to the disc player to changethemusic. “Listentous” he
sad lightly, “both struggling with the infinite complexity of the femae species. May they remain forever
crazy and mysterious and wonderful. And by the way, Professor” — Troy’ s characteristic grin had
returned, — “I brought this subject up to warn you. Unless| missmy guess, that reporter lady has her
sghtsset onyou. Shelikeschalenges. And so far you have given off nothing but negative Sgnals. To
say theleast.”

Nick jumped up from his chair with aspurt of energy. “I’'m going for another beer, my good man.
Until just thismoment | had thought that | was talking to someone with insght and understanding. Now |
find that I’ m talking instead to some stupid black man who thinks *asshole€’ isaterm of endearment.” He
paused briefly on hisway to the kitchen to pick up some potato chips. “By theway,” he shouted at Troy
between crunches on his chips, “you said on the phone that you wanted to show me something. Was
that the Angie Lestherwood abum or wasit something else?’

Troy met himin the hall as Nick was returning with the beer. “No,” he said earnestly, “it was
something ese. But | wanted to talk to you for alittlefirst to makesure. . . wdl, I'm not sure why,
maybe to give me some confidence that you wouldn’t put me down.”

“What are you talking about?’ Nick said, alittle confused.

“It'sinhere,” Troy replied, knocking on aclosed door off the hal in the opposite direction from the
living room. “It'smy baby. I've beenworking onit for over two years now, aone most of thetime—
athough Angi€ sartigtic kid brother Lanny has hel ped me with some of it — and now | want you to try it
out.” Hesmiled. “You will bemy first dphatester.”

“Whatthehdl . . . I'mlogt. What'san dphatester?” Nick’s brow furrowed as hetried to follow
the conversation. The two quick beers on an empty stomach had dready given him asmal and
unexpected buzz.

“My invention,” Troy said dowly, letting each word sink in, “isacomputer game. I’ ve been working
onit for amost two years. And you are going to be the first outsider to play it.”

Nick screwed up hisface asif he had just eaten a particularly tart piece of grapefruit. “Moi?’ he
exclamed. *Youwant meto play acomputer game? Y ou want me, whose hand-eye coordination is
amost nonexistent even when completely sober, to sit down and shoot diens, or dodge bombs, or roll
marbles at afrenzied pace that only neo-adolescents can enjoy? Jefferson, have you lost your mind?
ThisisNick Williams, the guy you call the Professor, the man who sits and reads books for
entertainment.”

“Very, very good,” Troy replied, laughing heartily at Nick’ soutburst. “Y ou're perfect asan dpha
tester. My gameis not one of those arcade games that test your reflexes, although there are afew places
inthe game where the paceisfairly fast. My cregtion isan adventure game. It'salittlelikeanovd,
except that the player defines the outcome of the game. I’'m aiming at awide audience and I'mincluding
alot of unusual technologica wrinkles. | would love to see how you respond.”

Troy took Nick’s shrug as grudging assent and opened the door to what should have been the master
bedroom in the duplex unit. Instead, what greeted Nick’ s eyes was an dmost phantasmagoric collection
of eectronic equipment filling every nook and cranny of afairly largeroom. Hisfirst impression wasone
of total chaos. But after shaking his head and blinking a couple of times, Nick could make out some
order in the jumble of scopes, monitors, cables, computers, and sundry unattached parts. On one side of



the room was a chair about ten feet in front of agiant screen. Between this chair and the screen wasa
low table with akeyboard onit. Troy motioned to Nick to it down.

“My gameiscalled Alien Adventure,” Troy said excitedly, “and it will start as soon as| boot the discs
and you areready at the keyboard. But there are some thingsthat | must tell you firgt, before you start.”
He knelt beside Nick and pointed at the keyboard. “There arethree critica keysfor you to remember
whileyou are playing the game. Firs, the X key stopsthe clock. From the moment you start the game,
the clock continuesto run. While the clock is running you are consuming vital resources. Thereisonly
this one way to stop the clock and gather your wits without paying apenalty. Hitting the X key alows
you to stop and think.

“Even more important than the X isthe Skey. The Sdlowsyou to checkpoint or, asyou would say,
savethegame. Right now you can't understand what I’ m telling you, because you haven't played
complicated computer games before, but believe me, you must learn regularly to save the game. When
you hit the Skey, dl the parameters of the game you are playing are written into aspecia data base that
hasauniqueidentifier. Then, at any timein the future, you can call that identifier and the game will restart
in exactly the place where you saved it. Thisfeature can bealife saver. If you take arisky routeinthe
game and your character ends up dying, it'sthe save game feature that keeps you from having to sart al
over agan.”

Nick was amazed. Thiswasadifferent Troy than he had ever seen before. True, he had been allittle
surprised and congderably impressed by hisfirst mate’ s ability to fix virtualy any piece of eectronic gear
on the boat, but never in hiswildest dreams had he imagined that Troy |eft the boat and went hometo
work with amilar partsin amuch more cregtive way. Now this same smiling black man had him sitting in
achair in front of agiant screen and waslecturing him patiently likeachild. Nick could hardly wait to
see what would happen next.

“Findly,” Troy said, asking with hiseyesif Nick was ill following him, “there sthe H or help key.
When you ssimply have run out of imagination and don’t know what to do, you can push H. The game
will then give you some hints on how you might proceed. But | must warn you of onething. The clock
continuesto run while you are being helped. And there are some placesin the game, during a battle for
instance where pushing the H key can be disastrous, because you are essentialy defenseless during the
time that the game processes your request for help. H ismost useful when you are in abenign spot and
trying to figure out your overall srategy.”

Still sguatting beside him, Troy handed Nick asmal spiral notebook and motioned for him to openiit.
Thefirst page said “Command Dictionary.” On each page was a separate entry, legibly written by hand,
that explained the game command that would result from hitting the key listed at the top of the page.
“Herearetherest of your commands, fifty indl,” Troy said. “But you don't need to memorizethem. I'll
helpyou. You'll learn some of them yourself after you play the game for awhile. Most of the important
commands are activated by a single stroke on the keyboard, but some of the commands require two
entries”

Nick flipped through the notebook. He noted that the key L prompted the command “Look.” But
another entry was necessary to identify what instrument was being used to look. L followed by a1, for
example, meant to look with your eyes. L8 meant to ook with an ultraviolet spectrometer, whatever that
was. Nick was aready overwhelmed. Helooked over at hisfriend, who was busy making final checks
0N some equipment.

Troy came back to the chair and looked down at Nick. “Now,” he said, “I think you' re ready Any
questions?’

“Just one, my lord and guide,” Nick replied with mock meekness. “May | please have another beer
before | risk my manhood in someweird world of your creation?”

Actudly Nick was not yet ready to play the game. Even after Troy booted three compact discs, there
were more preliminary activities before Nick could begin the gameitsalf. He had to enter hisname, race,
age, and sex in response to questions that appeared on the giant screen. Nick looked at Troy with a
curioustilt of hishead and aweird expression on hisface. “Don’t ask questions at thispoint,” Troy told
him, “it will dl be clear soon enough.”



The screen next wasfilled with abeautiful ringed planet that looked like what an artist who favored
purple might make out of Saturn. The perspective was from the pole of the planet; the ringswere dl
displayed like the different sections of adart target. Littleflecks of light gleamed intermittently from the
rings, indicating that the sun or star or whatever was the source for the reflected light wasin the vicinity of
theviewer. It wasalovely picture. A smple credit in block titles, Alien Adventure by Troy Jefferson,
was superimposed on the ringed planet for three or four seconds and the sound of soft classical music
could be heard intheroom. Nick resisted an urge to chuckle when he heard Troy’ svoice, clearly
serious and salfconscious, coming from one of the speakers.

Troy’ srecorded voice explained theinitial conditionsfor the game. The adventurer was on a space
gation in polar orbit around Gunna, the largest planet belonging to another solar system whose centrd
body was the G-type star that we cal Tau Ceti, only ten light years or so away from the Earth. “Tau
Ceti haseight primary bodiesinits system,” Troy’ svoice said, “including six planets and two moons.

“Maps of the system are available a the commissary on the space station,” Troy’ s voice continued,
“dthough some of the regions have been incompletely mapped. When your adventure begins, you are
deeping in your cabin onboard the station. An aarm sounds on your persond receiver . . "

The voice faded and the sound of an aarm could be heard. The picture on the giant screen wasthe
ingde of a gpace cabin, dmost certainly taken from one of the many successful sciencefiction movies. In
the upper right hand corner of the screen was agame digitd clock that was changing by one unit every
four seconds or s0. Nick looked helplessly at Troy. Troy suggested that he hit the L key. Inafew
seconds Nick learned that he could use the direction keys on the board to look at specific itemsin his
cabin. Eachtime he hit adirection key, the picture on the screen changed to correspond to adifferent
point of view. Nick noticed that there was afuzzy picture on hissmdl television and followed Troy’s
suggestion to watch until it became clear.

When the focus on his cabin televison sharpened, Nick could see ayoung woman wearing along, full,
richly red dressthat dropped dmost dl the way to thefloor. She was standing, somewhat incongruoudly,
inasmal, stark room furnished with asingle bed, alittle desk, and astraight chair. Somelight was
entering the room through the solitary window near the ceiling and behind the desk. Thick vertical bars
were imbedded in the window glass.

The camerazoomed in on her face. Nick leaned forward in hischair in Troy’ s gpartment. “Why . .

. why it sdulianne,” Nick said in astonishment, just as the woman began to spesk.

“Captain Nick Williams,” she said, much to hissurprise, “you and | have never met, but your
reputation for valor and justiceis unequaled in the Federation. | am Princess Heather of Othen. While
attending the great ball a the inauguration of the Viceroy of Toom, | was kidnapped by willens and taken
to their stronghold on the planet Accutar. They have told my father, King Merson, that they will not
release me unless he cedes to them dl the ore-rich asteroidsin the Endelvaregion.

“He must not do that, Nick,” the princess continued earnestly as the camera zoomed in on her face,
“or hewill deprive our people of their only source of hanna, the key to our immortality. My sourcestdll
me that aready my father wastes away, brooding over hisimpossible predicament. My sister Samantha
has fled from Othen with akey division of our best soldiers and ahuge store of hanna. It isnot clear
whether sheintendsto try to free me or to revolt against my father’ srulein the event that he should
decideto give up the Endelvaasteroidsin exchangefor my life. She has aways been completely
unpredictable.

“Y esterday the willens ddlivered an ultimatum to my father. He must make his decision in one month,
or they will behead me. Captain Williams, please help me. | do not want to die. If you come and rescue
me, | will share with you the Othen throne and the secret of our immortdity. We can live forever asking
and queen.”

The transmission stopped suddenly and the picture was gone. The screen again showed a picture of
theinsde of Nick’s cabin onboard the space station. Nick resisted an impulse to applaud and sat
without moving. Somehow Troy had made Julianneinto avery believable Princess Heather. But how
did my name get into the script? he wondered. He wanted to ask questions but awarning message
flashed on the giant screen, indicating that time was passing and the adventurer was not taking any action.



Nick found the X key and the digital clock on the screen stopped. Heturned to Troy. “Sowhat do | do
now?’

With Troy’soccasiond help, Nick equipped himsdlf for ajourney, found hisway to the spaceport,
and climbed in asmdl shuttle craft. Despite Troy’ s hintsthat his chancesfor survivd in “open space’
were small unless he spent more time examining the other facilities on the space ation, Nick blasted off
anyway. It wasgreat fun. He used the commands on the keyboard to control his speed and direction.
What he saw on the screen was perfectly matched with his commands, giving him theilluson that he was
actudly flying avehicle through space. He saw many other vehicles on the monitor as he maneuvered
toward histarget, aplanet named Gunna, but none of them approached his shuttle. Just outside the
Gunna sphere of influence, however, aneedle-nosed craft gpproached him quickly and then, without
warning, blasted him with a battery of missiles. Nick was unableto escape. The screen filled with fire
from the explosion that ripped through his shuttle. Then the monitor went blank and black except for the
ample message “ Game Over” in white lettersin the middle of the screen.

“Timefor another beer? Nick asked, surprised to discover that he was actuadly disappointed by the
degth of his character.

“Right on, Captain,” Troy replied.

They walked into the kitchen together. Troy opened the refrigerator and pulled out two more beers.
He handed oneto Nick. The professor was still absorbed in thinking about the game. “If | remember
correctly, there were four sections marked on that map of the space station,” Nick said doud. “And |
only went in two of them. Would you mind telling me about the other two sections?’

“Y ou missed the cafeteriaand the library,” Troy said delighted that Nick was dtill interested. “The
cafeteriaisnot al that important,” he added, laughing, “athough I ve never known you to go anywhere
before without eating first. But thelibrary —”

“Don't tell me,” Nick said, interrupting him. “Let mefigureit out. Inthelibrary | can learn about
willens and the Otheners, or whatever they’ re called, who can live forever and what exactly isaViceroy
of Toom.” Heshook hishead. “My, my, Troy. | must say that | am more than alittleimpressed. | have
no idea how anyone could cregte something likethis; And | have afeding that I’ ve just scratched the
surface”

“I takeit you' re ready to continue, Professor?’ Troy replied, acknowledging the praise with ahuge
grin. “Onepiece of advice. Whileyou'rein thelibrary, look in the Encyclopedia of Space Vehiclesso
you can at least tell ahodtile ship when it appears. Otherwise you' re never going to reach the exciting
parts of the game.”

The afternoon passed quickly Nick found that escape into the imaginative world of Troy’s game was
magnificently relaxing, just the tonic that he needed after the morning memories of Monique. Troy knew
that Nick was enjoying the playing and hewasthrilled. Hefdt asurge of cregtive pride and his belief that
Alien Adventure would be histicket to success was reborn.

In hisvain search for Princess Hegther, Nick died a couple moretimes. Once, when he landed on the
unmapped planet Thenia, a black man with alizard head approached him and told him to leave, that there
was nothing but trouble on Thenia. Nick ignored the warning and moved away from hisshuttlein aland
rover. He narrowly escaped avolcanic eruption only to be trapped and eaten by a gigantic dimemold
that oozed out of the ground in the vicinity of hisshuttle landing site.

In another reincarnation Nick encountered Samantha, Princcss Heather’ s Sister, played for a couple
of scenes by Julianne' s buxom friend Corinne. Actualy, Troy had made Corinne up to look like Susie
Q, thefamous porn queen of the early nineties, and most of the actua pictures that appeared on the game
screen were taken from her ribald classic Pleasure Until Pain. Deft interleaving of new footage with the
borrowed shots gave theillusion of being in the movie with Susie Q while she offered sexud ddights
beyond refusd.

Samanthadias Suse Q dias Corinne seduced Nick and then stabbed him to death with asmall
dagger while he was lying naked and expectant on the bed. By this point the two men were drinking their
fina six-pack of beer and the combination of the pornographic scenes and the acohol had made thelr
conversation coarse and degenerate. “Shit,” exclaimed Nick, entreating Troy to replay the scene where



anaked Samantha/Susie Q comes up to the camerato take his erect penisin her mouth. “I have never,
no never, even heard of a computer game where you dmost get ablow job. Man, you aretwisted. A
genius, yes, I'll agree. But absolutdly fucking twisted. What on God' s earth induced you to put sex
scenesin thisgame?’

“Hey, man.” Troy laughed, putting hisarm around Nick asthey hdf staggered into the living room,
“the name of thegameissales. Andright here, in Entertainment Software (he picked up amagazine from
thetable), it saysthat seventy-two percent, seventy-two fucking percent, my friend, of all the people who
buy computer games are 16- to 24-year-old maes. And do you know what that group likesin addition
0 computer games and sciencefiction? Sex, my man. Can’'t you just see some teenage nerd retreating
into hisroom to play this game and whack off? Eeeeyaaal” Troy fel down on one of the easy chairs
and beat his chest.

“You're crazy, Jefferson,” Nick said, watching Troy’ sdisplay. “I don’t know if | can ever again be
aonewithyouonaboat. You areacertified nut case. | mean, just imaginethereviews. Alien
Adventure features an encounter with Susie Q the queen of pornography, in an underground castle on the
agteroid Vitt. Which reminds me, how in the world did you get dl those movie piecesin there?’

“Lots of research and hard work, Professor,” Troy answered, starting to calm down alittle. “Lanny
and three of hisfriends have spent maybe a thousand hours watching film for me, trying to find exactly the
right clips. And none of thiswould be possible, of course, without the new data storage methods. We
can now store an excellent digital version of every movie ever made in the United Statesin awarehouse
not much larger than thisduplex. I’ vejust used data base capabilitiesto the fullest.”

Nick crushed abeer canin hishands. “It'sfabulous. Redly. But | don’t know about the sex
business. Andwhy do you havethe player register hisrace a the beginning of the game? Don't you
think that will offend some people? | never saw anything in the game that was based on theracia
informetion.”

Even though he was drunk, Troy became momentarily serious and amost somber. “Look, man,” he
said firmly, “sex and race are both apart of life. It may be true that people play computer games
primarily for entertainment, and that they would prefer not to be confronted by some topics when they
are amusing themsalves, but | must be allowed some creative license. Raceiswith usevery day and
ignoring it, it seemsto me, only contributesto the problem.”

Troy brightened up. “Hey, Professor. That lizard-man who warned you on Theniawas black. You
went ahead anyway despite hiswarning. What if he had been white? Would you have turned around
and gone back to the shuttle? A black man playing the game encounters awhite lizard-man on Thenia.
It's part of the show, man. There are twenty or so changes in the scenario that are based on racia
input.”

Nick’sexpresson was clearly disbelieving. “Redly,” Troy said, standing up to return to the room
where they had played hisgame, “I’ll show you. Watch how the game startsif you register that you are a
black mae.”

Nick followed Troy back into the computer room. His curiosity was clearly piqued. Troy turned the
game on and Nick entered the biographica data, changing hisraceto black. Thistime, when the
televison picture in his space station cabin came into focus, Princess Heather wasblack! The princess
thistimewas, in fact, Angie Leatherwood. “Wadll, I’ll be damned,” Nick said, looking over at abeaming
Troy. “You are one clever dude, Mr. Jefferson.” Nick walked out of the room whistling and shaking his
head again. Troy turned off the game and followed.

“Okay,” Nick began, once they were back in Troy’ sliving room and seated on the couch, “one last
question and then let’ sforget the gamefor the time being. How did you get my nameinto it? | thought
that was very impressve.”

“It was originally Lanny’ sidea, based on a movie he watched about a speech therapist. Lanny had dl
the minor characters spend a day mouthing al the vowe and consonant soundsin atest sesson. Then
we just put the sounds together with what are called audio analytic continuation techniques.” Troy
laughed. He wasfeding ebullient and basking in the compliments. “But it does have its drawbacks. Our
interpreter only knows how to read smple English words. We may have to suppressthat festure if we



| the game abroad.”

Nick stood up. “Wél, I’verun out of superlatives By the way, are there more of you, brothers,
sgters, anything? | guess|’d liketo warn the rest of theworld.”

“Only menow,” Troy replied. afaraway look fleetingly crossing hisface. “I had abrother, Jamie, Six
yearsolder than me. Wewerevery close. Hedied in an automobile accident when | was fourteen.”

There was an awkward silence. “I’'m sorry,” Nick said, again touched by Troy’s openness. Troy
shrugged his shoulders and struggled with the sudden memory.

Nick changed the subject. They talked about the boat and then about Homer and his crew for
severa minutes. Suddenly Nick looked at hiswatch. “Jesus Chrigt,” he said. “It' s after four o’ clock.
Weren't we supposed to meet Carol Dawson at four?’

Troy jumped out of hischair. “We surewere. Some partnerswe turned out to be,” hewas grinning
again, “ spending the entire afternoon drinking beer and playing games.” Thetwo men shared asmall hug,
threw the empty beer cansin the trash, and went out the door toward Nick’ s car.



v

CAROL was clearly irritated as she sat in the communications room at the Marriott. She was
drumming her fingers on the desk while she listened to the telephone ring. Therewasaclick and then
Nick'svoicesaid, “I am not a home at the present time. But if —” Sheflipped the switch off hastily
and completed the sentence, her sardonic mimicry releasing some of her frugration, “But if you'll leave
your name, your number, and the time that you cdled, I'll get back to you as soon as| return. S-h-i-t.
Shit. | knew | should have called before | 1eft Miami.”

She dialed another number. Bernice answered and put her right through (on video) to Dr. Dae
Michadls. Carol did not bother with agreeting. “Can you believethat | can’'t even find the stupid
bastard? He'snot on hisboat, he' s not at home. Nobody knowswhere heis. | could have stayed in
Miami and taken anap.”

Carol had not told Dr. Dale much about Nick and Troy. And what she had said about Nick had not
been flattering.

‘Well, what did you expect?” Dae responded. “Y ou wanted to go out with amateurs as a cover.
Why would you think that he would be easy to find before your appointment? That kind usualy staysin
bed with his dame of the day until he has some reason to greet theworld.” Dale chuckled to himself

Carol found hersdf strangdly annoyed by Da€' s disdainful comment about Nick’ slovelife. She
started to say something but decided againgt it. “Say, Dale,” she said instead, “isthis phoneline
absolutely secure? | have acouple of sengitive itemsto discusswith you.”

Hesmiled. “Nothing to worry about. | have sensorsthat flash if thereisthe dightest unexplained
bresk anywhereintheline. Even onyour end.”

“Good,” Carol replied. She pulled out her notebook and scanned ahandwritten list. “ Asfar as
Arnie Webber knows,” she said, looking up at the video camera, “there are no legd prohibitions against
sdvaging any U. S. government property, provided it isreturned to itsrightful owner very soon after its
retrievd. So | wouldn't technicdly be committing acrimeif | pull themissleup.” She checked thefirst
item off her ligt.

“But, Dde, | thought about something ese on the flight down herefrom Miami. Thisthingis, after dl,
somekind of guided missle. What if it blowsup? Am | crazy to worry about such athing? Or isit
somehow incapacitated or what-ever by sitting down therein the sand and st water for severd days?’

Ddelaughed. “Sometimes, Carol, you'redivine. | am fairly confident that the new missileis designed
to operate either intheair or inwater. And | don't think that the sand would be able to foul up itscritical
partsin ashort period of time. However, the fact that it hasn't exploded yet suggeststo methat it
probably wasn't armed in the first place, except possibly for asmall destruct device that may or may not
have dready failed. You aretaking acaculated risk in retrieving that missile. | il strongly suggest thet
you make your dive, obtain the photographs, and then go public with the story. Dredging the missile up
for display purposes seemsto meto be more of astunt than journadism. Besides, it's dangerous.”

Carol wascurt. “Asl said inthe car, you are entitled to your opinion. The Navy could make acase
that | faked the pictures somehow. But they cannot argue with amissile that has physical presence and
can clearly be seen by anationwide televison audience. | want maximum impact for the story.”

She checked another item off thelist in her notebook. “Oh, yes, | forgot to mention this morning that
| met another boat captain down here, abit of acreep actualy, an older fat man named Homer. He
seemed to recognize me amost immediately. Wesdlthy, big yacht and all that. Strange crew —”

“Was hislast name Ashford? Homer Ashford?” Dae interrupted her.

Carol nodded. “So you know him?’ she asked.

“Certainly,” Ddereplied. “Hewastheleader of the expedition that found the Santa Rosatreasurein
1986. You ve met him too, athough it’s obvious you' ve forgotten. He and hiswife were guests at the
MOI awards banquet early in 1993.” Dale stopped to think. “That’sright. | remember now, you were
real |late coming to the party because of that threat made against you by Juan Salvador. But I’'m



surprised you forgot them, the wife especidly. Shewas agresat big fat woman and she thought you were
the cat’ s pgamas.”

Sowly but surdly it al clicked in Carol’smemory. Sherecdled abizarre evening right after shefirst
garted going with Dae. She had run apiece in the Herald on cocaine trafficking and had suggested that
the Cuban city councilman, Juan Salvador, was deliberately inhibiting the police investigations. At noon
that day, ausudly reliable source had caled her editor at the paper and told him that Senor Salvador had
just purchased a contract on Carol’slife. The Herald had assigned her a bodyguard and recommended
that she alter her normal schedule so that her whereabouts would always be uncertain.

The evening of the MOI banquet Carol wasin afog. The bodyguard had been with her for only three
hours and dready shefdt confined and restricted. But Carol had been genuindy frightened by the threst.
At the banquet she had scrutinized every face, looking for an n, waiting for someone to makea
move. Asshe sat inthe hotel communications room fourteen months later, she did vaguely remember
meeting Homer (he had been dressed in atux) and some jolly fat woman who had followed her around
for twenty minutes or so. Damnit, Carol thought. 1t'smy memory again. | should have recognized him
immediately. How stupid of me.

“Okay,” Carol said to Dde, “1 remember them now. But why were they at the MOI awards
banquet?’

“We were honoring our leading benefactorsthat night,” Daereplied. “Homer and Ellen have been
big supporters of our underwater sentry effort. Infact, he hasfield tested many of our prototypesat his
facility therein Key West. Red solid test datatoo. Best compilation of sentry/intruder responses that
anybody has catalogued. Why? it was Ashford who showed us how the MQ-6 could befooled —

“Okay, Okay,” Carol said, redlizing that her tolerance threshold was il extremely low. “Thanksfor
theinformation. 1t'snow aquarter till four. I’m going to go down to the marinato meet Nick Williams
and make arrangements for tomorrow. If anything new comesup, I'll call you a hometonight.”

“Cian,” said Dae Michadls. trying without success to sound sophisticated, “and please be careful.”

Carol hung up the phonewith asigh. Shewondered if she should spend aminute or two figuring out
where she and Dalewere going. Or not going. Asthe case may be. She thought about all the things she
needed to do. She closed her notebook and rose from her chair. Not right now, she thought | don’t
have time now to think about Dae. But assoon as| have abresk in this crazy life of mine.

Carol wasredly fuming when she walked back into the marina headquarters the second time. She
gpproached the information desk with firein her eyes. “Miss,” she said nadtily to Julianne, “as| told you
fifteen minutes ago, | had an appointment here at four o' clock with Nick Williamsand Troy Jefferson. It
iSnow, asyou can see, after four-thirty.”

Carol pointed at the digitd clock with an impatient, sweeping gesture that commanded Julianne to
look. “We have both established independently that Mr. Williamsis not home,” Carol continued. “Now
ate you going to give me Mr. Jefterson’ s phone number, or should | make a scene?’

Julianne did not like Carol or her obvious attitude of superiority. She held her ground. “Asl told you,
Miss Dawson,” she said politely but with abiting overtone, “ marina policy prohibits our giving out the
phone numbers of the independent boat owners or their crew members. It'saquestion of privacy. Now
if you had aformal charter through the marina,” Julianne continued, enjoying her moment of glory, “then it
would be our job to assist you. But as| said earlier, we have no record — "

“Goddamnit, | know that,” replied Carol furioudy. She dammed the envelope of photos that she was
carrying down on Julianne' s counter. “I’'m not animbecile. We ve been through thisbefore. | told you |
was supposed to meet them here at four o’ clock. Now if you won't help me, | want to talk to your
superior, the assstant manager of whatever.”

“Fine” said Julianne, her eyesfiring darts of contempt at Carol. “If you will just take a seat over
there, | will seeif | canlocate—"

“I'will not take aseet,” shouted Carol in exasperation. “1 want to see him now. Thisisan issue of
extreme urgency. Now pick up the phoneand —”

“Is something wrong here? Perhaps| can help.” Carol spun around. Homer Ashford was standing
right behind her. Just to theright, toward the gate in the direction of thejetties, Gretaand abig heavy



woman (That'sEllen. Now | remember her, Caral thought) weretaking quietly. Ellen smiled a Carol.
Gretalooked right through her.

“Wdll, hello, Captain Homer,” Julianne said swestly, “it’ snice of you to ask. But | think everything's
under control. Miss Dawson here has just indicated that she does not accept my explanation of marina
policy. Sheisgoing towait for —”

“Maybeyou can help,” Carol interrupted Julianne defiantly. “1 had an gppointment here at four
o' clock with Nick Williams and Troy Jefferson. They have not shown up. Do you by any chance
happen to know Troy’s phone number?’

Captain Homer gave Carol a suspicious look and exchanged aknowing glance with Ellen and Greta.
Heturned back to Carol. “Weéll, it iscertainly asurprise, Miss Dawson, to see you back here again.
Why we were just talking about you this morning, saying that we hoped you had a good time on your
freeday in Key West.” He paused for effect. “Now | wonder why you’ ve come back here again, the
very next day. Anddid | hear correctly, you need to see Williams and Jefferson on an issue of extreme
urgency? It couldn’t possibly have anything to do with al that equipment you brought in here yesterday,
could it? Or thelittle gray bag that Williams has been guarding since last night?’

Uh oh, thought Carol, as Gretaand Ellen moved in around her. I'm surrounded. Captain Homer
started to pick up the sedled envelope on Julianne’ s counter but Carol stopped him.

“If you don’t mind, Captain Ashford,” she said firmly, taking his hand off the envelope and putting the
photos under her arm. Shelowered her voice. “I would liketo talk to you privately.” Carol nodded her
head at the two women. “Can we go out in the parking lot together for aminute?’

Homer’ s beady eyes squinted a her. Then hisface broke into the same obnoxious, lecherous smile
that Carol had seen on the Ambrosia. “Certainly, my dear,” hesaid. He shouted to Gretaand Ellen as
he walked out the door with Caral, “Wait here. I'll only be aminute.”

Necessity isthe mother of invention, Carol thought to herself as sheled Homer Ashford out the door.
Soinvent, bitch. And now. Asin this moment.

They walked up the stepsto the parking lot. Carol turned to Captain Homer at the top of the steps
with aconspiratoria look on her face. “I cantell that you' ve figured out why I'm here,” shesaid. “I
didn’t want it thisway, | thought it would make a better story if nobody knew what | was doing. But
you' re obvioudy too clever for me.” Homer grinned foolishly. “But | would ask you to tell asfew
people as possible. Y ou can tell your wife and Greta, but please nobody else. The Herald wantsit to be
asurprise”

Homer looked puzzled. Carol leaned over and dmost whispered in hisear. “The entire Sunday
magazine section the fourth week in April. 1sn't that unbelievable? Working title, ‘ Dreams of Being
Rich,” sories about people like you, like Mée Fisher, like the four FHoridians who have won over amillion
dollars each in the lottery. On how sudden income changesyour life. I'm doing thewhole piece. I'm
garting with the treasure angle because of its generd interest.”

Caral could seethat Captain Homer wasreding. She knew she had him off guard. “Y esterday | just
wanted to check your boat quickly, see how you lived, see how it would photograph. | freaked out a
little when you recognized me so fast. But | had dways planned to go out with Williamsfirst.” Carol
laughed. “My treasure-finding equipment from MOI faked him out. He il thinks| am agenuine
treasure seeker. | dmost completed my whole interview with him yesterday. | only came back today to
finish acouple of smdl items”

An aert went off in Homer Ashford' s system when Carol talked about faking out Nick Williams.
Homer wasn't certain he believed this smooth reporter’ s tory even now. He mused to himself that her
gtory was plausible, but there was till one big unanswered question. “But what isWilliams carrying
around in that bag?’ he asked.

“That,” said Caral, sensing hisdigtrust, “isnothing.” She raised her eyebrows and laughed again. “Or
amost anyway. We pulled up aworthless old trinket yesterday afternoon so | could photograph the
salvage process for the story. | told him to have it appraised today. Hethinks |’ m an eccentric. He
must be keeping it hidden in the bag because he' s embarrassed and doesn't want anybody to seehim
withit”



Caral lightly hit Captain Homer in the ribswith her elbow. He shook hishead. Part of him redized he
was being told avery clever lie. But somehow enough of it made sense that Homer couldn’t piercethe
deception. Hisbrow furrowed for amoment. “So | guessyou' Il want to talk to uswhen you' re through
withthe other two. . .”

At just that moment, unbeknownst to Carol, Nick and Troy drove into the marinaparking lot. They
were dill dightly drunk and silly. “Lawdy, lawdy,” said Troy, spotting Carol and Captain Homer in
conversation, “1 believe my eyes have screwed up. They’ re sending a picture of abeauty and abeast to
my brain. It'sMiss Carol Dawson together with our favorite fat captain. Now what do you suppose
they’ retaking about?’

“I don't know,” said Nick, bridling ingtantly, “but I’'m damn sure going to find out. If she's
double-crossngus. . . .” Hepulledthe car quickly into a parking place and started to jump out. Troy
reached across and restrained him.

“Now why don’'t you let me handlethisone?’ Troy said. “Humor may be just theright ticket here.”

Nick thought for amoment. “Maybeyou'reright,” hesaid. “I'll let you gofirst.”

Troy walked into view just as Carol and Captain Homer were finishing their conversation. “Helloooo,
angd,” hesaid fromforty yards away, “what' s happening?’

Carol held her hand up in acknowledgment but didn’t turn around to greet Troy. “So that’s 2748
Columbia, just beyond the Pelican Resort, at e ght-thirty tomorrow night?’

“Right,” replied Homer Ashford. He nodded his head in Troy’ sdirection and started to leave. “We'll
be ready for you. Bring plenty of tape, for it'salong story.” He made a peculiar clucking sound with his
mouth. “And planto stay for alittle party afterward.”

Homer was dready hafway down the stepswhen Troy walked up beside Caral. “Héello, Captain
Homer. Good-bye, Captain Homer,” he said quietly, till playing the comic. Heleaned over to kiss
Carol onthecheek. “Hi there,angd . . "

“Yuch,” Carol pulled her cheek away. “Y ou smdl like brewery. No wonder I’ ve had to look all
over town for you two.” She saw Nick coming toward them acrossthe parking lot. He was carrying the
exercisebag. Sheraised her voice. “Wel, Mr. Williams, what a pleasant surprise. How nicethat you
and your brother here could climb down from your bar stools|long enough to keep our appointment.”
She looked at her watch. “My, my,” she said in her most sarcastic voice, “we are certainly fashionably
late. Let'ssee, if onewalitsfifteen minutesfor afull professor, how long does one wait for afake
professor?’

“Knock off the bullshit, Miss High and Mighty,” Nick said, responding angrily to her barbs. He
joined Carol and Troy and then caught his breath. “We have afew bonesto pick with you aswell,” he
continued. “Just what were you doing talking to that asshole Ashford?’

Nick sounded threatening. Carol recoiled. “Listento him,” she said, “thetypica macho mae.
Always shiftsthe blame to the woman. ‘Hey bitch,” he says, ‘forget I'm late, forget I’ m an arrogant
bastard, it wasyour fault anyway . . " ”

“Hey, hey . . . hey,” Troy interceded. Carol and Nick were glowering at each other. They both
started to speak but Troy interrupted them again. “Children, children, please,” he continued, “1 have
something important to say.” They both looked at him. Troy raised hisarmsfor quiet. Then he adopted
adtiff pose and pretended to bereading. “ * Fourscore and seven years ago, our forefathers brought
forth upon this continent anew nation. . . “

Carol cracked upfirst. “Troy,” she said, smiling despite her anger, “ you are something else. You are
dsoridiculous”

A grinning Troy punched Nick on the shoulder. “How did | do, Professor? Would | make agood
Lincoln? Could aniceyoung black boy play Lincoln for the white folks?’

Nick smiled reluctantly and looked down at the macadam while Troy jabbered. When Troy was
finished, Nick’ stoneto Carol was conciliatory. “I'm sorry we werelate,” he said in measured tones,
“weforgot what timeit was. Here sthetrident.”

Carol recognized how difficult it had been for Nick to apologize. She accepted gracefully with ashort
smile and agesture with her hands. “Y ou keep the trident for alittle while longer,” she said after abrief



slence. “Wehavealot of other thingsto talk about.” Shelooked around. *But this may be the wrong
place and thewrong time.”

Both Nick and Troy were giving her questioning looks. “I have some very exciting news,” she
explained, “some of which isherein your copy of the picturesthat | developed thismorning. Bottom line
isthat the telescope picked up an infrared signal coming out of the fissure from some kind of large object
or objects.” Sheturned to Nick. “It may be moretreasure. We cant be certain what it is based on the
Images”

Nick reached for the envelope. Carol pulled it away. “Not here, not now. Too many eyesand ears.
Takemy word for it. What we have to do now ismake plans. Can you two take me out again
tomorrow morning early and be prepared to salvage objects possibly as big as two hundred pounds? Of
course, | intend to pay for chartering the boat again.”

“Wow,” whistled Nick, “two hundred pounds! | can hardly wait to seethe pictures. “ Hewas
sobering up rapidly . “ We'll need to borrow adredger and —

“I gtill have the telescope so we can useit again,” Carol added. Shelooked at her watch. “It's
amogt five o' clock now, how much preparation time do you need?’

“Three hours, four hours at the most,” Nick said, calculating swiftly. “With Troy’shelp, of course,”
he added.

“Gladly, my friends,” Troy replied. “And snce Angie hasreserved aspecid table for me at Soppy
Joe' sfor her ten-thirty show tonight, why don’t we meet there and go over the detailsfor tomorrow?’

“Angie Leatherwood isafriend of yours?” Carol said, obvioudy impressed. “I haven't seen her
since she madethe bigtime.” She paused for a second and handed the envelope to Nick. “Look at
theseimagesin private. Thewhole set was taken just under the boat where we werediving. Some are
obvioudy blowups of others. It may take alittletimefor your eyesto adjust to dl the colors. But it'sthe
brown object or objectsthat we're after.” Carol could tell that both of the men were eager to seethe
pictures. She walked with them toward Nick’scar. “So I'll see both of you tonight at Sloppy Jo€'s
about ten-fifteen.” Sheturned to head for her own parking place.

“Uh, Carol, just aminute,” Nick stopped her. Carol waited while Nick, suddenly awkward, tried to
figure out anice way to ask hisquestion. “Would you mind telling uswhy you were talking to Captain
Homer?' heat last sad tactfully.

Carol looked at Nick and Troy for aminute and then laughed. “1 ran into him whilel wasin the office
trying to call you guys. He wanted to know about the piece we retrieved yesterday. | put him off the
track by telling him | was doing afesture article on al members of the crew that found the Santa Rosa
treasure eight years ago.”

Nick glanced a Troy with mock disgust “Y ou see, Jefferson,” he said with exaggerated emphasis. “I
told you there was alegitimate explanation.” The two men waved at Carol as she headed for her car.
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LIEUTENANT Todd,” the commander said with exasperation, “I am beginning to think that the U.S.
Navy has overestimated your intelligence or experience or both. It isbeyond me how you can continue
even to consder the possbility that the Panther was commanded off course by the Russians, particularly
inlight of the new information you presented this afternoon.”

“But, gr,” the younger man answered stubbornly “it is till aviable hypothesis. And you yoursdlf said
in the meseting that a good failure analysis does not exclude any reasonable possbility.”

Thetwo men werein Commander Winters office. The commander walked over to look out the
window. It wasamost dark outsde. Theair was heavy, ill, and humid. Thunderstormswere building
over the ocean to the south. The base was nearly empty. At length Winters looked at hiswatch, heaved
asgh, and came back across the room toward Lieutenant Todd. Hewas smiling only dightly.

“You listened well, Lieutenant. But the operative word hereis‘reasonable.’” Let’ sreview thefacts.
Did | or did I not hear correctly that your telemetry andysis unit found this afternoon that the commands
regjected counter on the bird aso incremented during the flight, beginning as early as off the coast of New
Brunswick? And that, apparently, over one thousand command messages were regjected asthe missile
made itsway down the Atlantic Coast? How do you proposeto explain al thisin terms of your
scenario? Did the Russians deploy an entire fleet of shipsdong the flight path, just to confuse and
capture one solitary Navy test missile?’

Commander Winterswas now standing directly in front of the taller young lieutenant. “Or maybe you
believe,” he continued sarcastically, before Todd could respond, “that the Russians have anew secret
wespon that flies alongside amissile going at Mach 6 and talksto it en route. Come on, Lieutenant, on
what reasonable grounds do you consider this bizarre Russian hypothesis of yours till viable?’

Lieutenant Todd did not yield. “Sir,” he answered, “none of the other possible explanations for the
missile’ s behavior makes any more sense at thisstage. 'Y ou now say that you believe it’ s a software
problem; however, our very brightest programmers cannot imagine how the only externa indication of a
major, system-leve software mafunction could be that two, and only two, command counters go
haywire. They have checked dl the interna software diagnostic datathat was telemetered to the ground
and they can find no problems. Besides, the pre-rel ease checkout indicates that al the software was
working fine just seconds before the flight began.

“And we know something else. Ramirez haslearned from Washington that there have been peculiar
movementsin the Russian submarine fleet off the Florida coast in the last forty-eight hours. I’'m not
saying that the Russian hypothesis, asyou cdl it, isthe answer. Just that until we have amore satisfactory
explanation of afailure mechanism that could cause both command counters to increment, it makes sense
to carry one option that assumes maybe the Panther was actually commanded.”

Winters shook hishead “All right, Lieutenant,” he said findly. “1 will not order you to takeit off the
list. But | will order you to concentrate this weekend on finding the missile in the ocean somewhere and
identifying a hardware and/or software problem that could have caused ether the command counter
anomaly or the changein the flight path or both. There must be an explanation that does not involve
operations on amassive scae by the Russians.”

Todd started to walk around Winters and leave. “Just aminute,” the commander said, hiseyes
narrowing. “I don't believeit’ snecessary, isit Lieutenant, to remind you of who will be held responsible
if the outsde world getswind of this Russan business?’

“No, Commander . . . dr,” wasthe answer.

“Then carry on,” said Winters, “and let me know if there are any sgnificant new developments.”

Commander Winterswasin ahurry. He had called the theater right after Todd had |eft and told
Melvin Burton that he was going to belate. He drove quickly into ahamburger stand, wolfed down a
burger and fries, and headed for the marina area.

He arrived at the theater when most of the rest of the cast was dready dressed. Melvin met him at



the door. “Quickly now, Commander, we have no time to spare. The makeup must be correct the first
time.” Helooked nervoudy at hiswatch. “You'rein the pulpit in exactly forty-two minutes” The
commander entered the men’ s dressing room, took off his Navy uniform, and put on the dour black and
white regalia of an Episcopal priest. Outside the door to the dressing room Melvin paced back and
forth, going through afind checklist in hismind.

Commander Winterswas in the pulpit when the curtain rose. He had a strong case of normal
opening-night jitters. Helooked across the three rows of his stage congregation to the full audience in the
theater. He saw hiswife Betty and son Hap in the second row. Winters smiled at them quickly before
the applause died down. Then his nervousness disappeared as he launched into Shannon’ s sermon.

The short prologue sped by quickly. Thelights dimmed another time for fifteen seconds, the set
changed automaticaly, and hewasin thefina scene, waking into his hotel room in Mexico and il
mumbling to himsdlf phrasesfrom hisletter. Shannon/Winters sat down on hisbed. He heard anoisein
the corner of the room and looked up. 1t was Charlotte/Tiffani. Her gorgeous auburn hair was down
over her shoulders. Shewaswearing alight blue silk nightshirt, cut low in the middle, which her ample
and upright breagtsfilled completely. He heard her say, “Larry, oh Larry, findly we re done together,”
and she cameto St besde him onthe bed. Her perfumefilled hisnostrils. Her hand was behind his
head. Her lips pressed againgt his, insstent, hard, searching. He pulled back. Her lipsfollowed, then
her body. Hefell back onthe bed. She crawled on top, her kisses continuing, her breasts pushed
againg his pounding chest. He put hisarmsaround her, dowly at first, and then, lying on his back, he
envel oped her with adeep embrace.

Thelights flashed off and on for severa seconds. Charlotte/Tiffani did off of Wintersand lay besde
him on the bed. He could hear her labored breathing. A voice was heard, “ Charlotte.” Then again, with
aloud knock on the door, “Charlotte, | know you'rein there.” The door sprang open. Thetwo lovers
haf sat upin bed. Thelightswent off and the curtain came down. The gpplause was loud and sustained.

Commander Vernon Winters pushed open the door and ssumbled outsde. Hewas at the dley
entrance to the theater. The door, over which was asingle light bulb covered with insects, opened onto a
small wooden platform afew steps above the pavement. Winters walked down the three steps and
stood beside the red brick wall of the theater. He pulled out acigarette and lit it.

He watched the smoke curl upward against the red brick. In the distance there was a burst of
lightning, then a pause before the sound of rolling thunder. Heinhaed deeply again and tried to
understand what he had been fedling during those five or ten seconds with Tiffani. | wonder if they could
tell, hethought. | wonder if it was obviousto everyone. When he had changed clothesfor thefirst full
act of the play, he had noticed the telltale tracks on his undershorts. He expelled some more smoke and
winced. And that littlegirl. My God. Sheknowsfor sure. She must have felt it when she was on top of
me

Despite himsdlf, he recaptured for an ingtant his excitement when Tiffani had pressed hersdf againgt
him. Hisbreath shortened. A firgt tinge of guilt began to manifest itself. My God, he thought again.
What am [? I’'m adirty old man. For some reason he found himslf thinking of Joanna Carr, of anight
amost twenty-five years ago. He remembered the moment when hetook her . . .

“Commander,” he heard avoice say. Heturned around. Tiffani was standing on the platformin her
T-shirt and jeans, her long hair down over her shoulders. Now she was walking down the steps toward
him. “Commander,” she said again with amysterious smile, “may | have acigarette?’

He was dumbfounded, stupefied. He said nothing. Winters automatically reached into his pocket and
pulled out his pack of Pal Malls. Thegirl took one, packed it againg her fingernail, and did it into her
mouth. Shewaited a second, maybe two. Then she gave him another smile. Wintersat last woke up
and produced his cheap supermarket lighter. She cupped his trembling hand and inhaled vigoroudy on
the cigarette.

Winterswatched her, fascinated, as she pulled the smoke into her lungs. He studied her mouth, her
white neck, her uplifted chest as she caressed the smoke. With the same rapt attention, he watched her
diaphragm subside and the smoke curl out of her pursed lips.

They stood there together, quietly smoking, neither spesking. Over the ocean there was another flash



of lightning, another roll of thunder. Eachtimethat Tiffani would put the cigarette in her mouth, the
mesmerized Winterswould follow her every move. Shewould inhde deeply, intently, pulling hard on the
cigarette for the nicotine her body cherished. Hewas only vaguely aware of hisjumbled thoughts.

She' sbeautiful, so beautiful. 'Y oung and fresh and full of life. And that hair. How | would loveto
wrapitaround my neck . . . but she'snot alittlegirl. She’ sayoung woman. She must sensewhat I'm
feeling, my fascination for her . . . shesmokesas| do. With complete concentration. She caresses. .

“I love stormy nights,” Tiffani broke the slence as il another distant flash of lightning lit up the sky.
She moved closer to him and then craned her neck to see around a group of trees that was blocking her
view of the cloud formation where the lightning was occurring. She brushed againg Commander Winters
ever 0 dightly. Hewasédectrified.

His mouth was dry. Hisbody was suffused with desire, a desire he barely recognized. He could not
answer her comment. Instead he stared off at the growing storm and took the final drag from his
Cigarette.

Shetoo finished her cigarette and dropped it on the pavement. As she turned to face him and their
eyes met, the last wisps of smoke were playfully wandering across her lips. She gave aquick, flirtatious
blow with her mouth and Wintersfelt aburst of lust in hisgroin. He retained his sdf-control and they
entered the theater in Sllence.

The applause continued. Commander Winters brought the women who had played Maxine and
Hannah, one on ether side of him, forward for their final bow, just asthey had planned before the
performance began. The applauseintensified. Again he stared at the empty seats where Betty and Hap
had been before the intermission. He heard avoice from the audience shout * Charlotte Goodd|l” and
Wintersimprovised. Hetook the two ladies back to the line of the assembled cast and walked down the
lineto Tiffani. For amoment she did not understand. Then her face broke into aradiant smile and she
took hishand.

He walked forward with her to the front of the stage. their hands wrapped together in atight hold.
Thiswas her specia moment. She was near tears as she heard the applause grow again. He stood aside
and she bowed gracefully to the audience. Shefinished her bow, took his hand again with adeightful
squeeze, and backed up into the line with the cast.

Méelvin, Marc, and Amandawere dl backstage while they were dressing. Enthusiastic congratulations
were everywhere. Melvin particularly seemed ecdtatic. He admitted that he had had some misgivings
during rehearsals, but that everyone had been wonderful. The director confided to Winters that the
bedroom scene with Tiffani had been “ superb — couldn’'t have been better,” asMélvin literdly danced
out the dressing room door.

Winters was overwhemed with amyriad of emotions. He was pleased with his performancein the
play and the audience reception, but other more persona things were on hismind. What had happened
to Betty and Hap? Why had they |eft a intermisson? Inhismind' s eye, Wintersimagined Betty
watching hislove scene with Tiffani. He had amomentary panic as he convinced himsdlf that she had
known, from out in the audience, that her husband was not acting at all, that he was every bit as aroused
asthe character hewas playing.

What had occurred with Tiffani he could not begin to understand and could not even think about
without gtarting to fed guilty. While he was putting back on his Navy uniform, he dlowed himsdf to taste
again her kisses on the bed in the play and to fed the sexua tension while they smoked together in the
aley. But beyond hisawareness of hisarousa hewould not go. Guilt was a depressing emotion, and on
his successful opening night he did not want to be depressed.

When Commander Winters walked out of the men’s communa dressing room, Tiffani waswaiting for
him. Her hair was back in pigtails, her face scrubbed free of makeup. Shelooked again like alittle girl.
“Commander,” she said, amost with servility, “would you do me afavor, please? He smiled his assent.
She beckoned to him and he followed her out in the hall that was adjacent to the backstage quarters.

A red-haired man about the commander’ s age was standing in the hall, nervoudy smoking a cigarette
and pacing. It was obviousthat he felt uncomfortable and out of place. Next to him was atawdry



brunette, early thirties perhaps, chewing gum and talking to the man in awhisper. The man noticegbly
relaxed when he saw the commander in hisuniform.

“Wadll, gr,” he said to Winterswhen Tiffani introduced him as her father, “it' sgood to meet you. |
don’t know much abouit this acting business, but | worry that it's unhealthy for my daughter sometimes.”
Hewinked at hiswife, Tiffani’s ssepmother, and lowered hisvoice. “Y ou know, sir, with al the wimps
and fags and other weirdo actors, aman can’t betoo careful. But Tiff told metherewasared Navy
officer, abonafide commander, as part of the cast. Atfirst | didn’'t believe her.”

Mr. Thomas was definitely getting Sgnals both from Tiffani and hiswife. Hewastaking too much.
“I'm regular Navy mysdlf,” he blurted out as Winters remained silent, “admost twenty-five years. Signed
up when | wasjust aboy of eighteen. Met Tiff’s mother two yearslater —”

“Daddy,” Tiffani interrupted him, “you promised that you wouldn't embarrassme. Pleasejust ask
him. He probably has things that he needsto do.”

The commander had certainly not been prepared to meet Tiffani’ s father and stepmother. Infact, he
had never for amoment even thought about her parents, although as he stood there, listening to Mr.
Thomas, it al made sense. Tiffani was, after dl, only ajunior in high school. So of course shelivesat
home, he thought. With her parents. Mr. Thomas was |looking very serious. For about a second
Wintersfdt fear and the beginning of panic. No. No, he thought quickly, she can’t have told them
anything. It'sal much too soon.

“My wifeand | play bridge,” Mr. Thomas was saying, “ duplicate bridge, in tournaments. And this
weekend there sabig sectiond in Miami. We'll be leaving tomorrow morning and coming back very
late on Sunday night.”

Winterswas puzzled. Hewaslost in this conversation. Why should he care about what the
Thomases did with their freetime? At length Mr. Thomas cameto the point. “So we had called Mag's
cousin in Marathon and asked her if she would pick my daughter up after the show tomorrow night. But
that would mean Tiff would have to missthe cast party. Tiff suggested that maybe you would be willing
to see her home safdly from the party and,” Mr. Thomas smiled pleasantly, “keep afatherly eye on her
whilel’m off playing bridge.”

Wintersinginctively glanced a Tiffani. For just afew milliseconds he saw aworldly look in her eyes
that tore through him like afirebdl. Then shewasalittlegirl again, entregting her father to let her goto
the party.

The commander played hisrolewdl. “All right, Mr. Thomas,” hereplied, “I’ll be glad to help you
out.” He patted Tiffani fondly. “She deservesto go to the party, she' sworked hard. “He paused for a
moment. “But | have acouple of questions. Therewill certainly be champagne at the party and it will
probably go red late. Does she have acurfew? How do you fed about —”

“Just use your own judgment, Commander,” Mr. Thomas cut him short. “Maeand | trust you
completely.” The man reached over and shook Winters hand. “And thank you very much. By the
way,” he added, as he turned around to leave, “you were great, athough | must admit | wasworried
when you were necking with my daughter. Thefag that wrote the play must have been one weird dude.”

Tiffani’ s stepmother mumbled thanks over her chewing gum and the girl hersdf said “ Seeya
tomorrow” asthe three of them walked away. The commander reached in his pocket for another
Cigarette.

Betty and Hap were both adeep, as Commander Winters knew they would be, when hefindly
arrived home around eeven o’ clock He walked softly past his son’s room but then stopped outside of
Betty’s. Basically aconsderate man, Winters spent afew seconds weighing Betty’ s deep againgt his
need for an explanation. He decided to go in and wake her up. He was surprised to find that he was
nervous when he sat down on the side of her bed in the dark.

She was deeping on her back with a sheet and avery thin blanket both pulled up nestly to within
about two inches of her shoulders. He shook her lightly. “Betty, dear,” hesaid. “I’'mhome. I'dliketo
talk toyou.” Shedtirred. He shook her again. “It'sVernon,” he said softly.

Hiswife sat up in bed and turned on the light on the end table. Undernegth the light wasasmall
picture of the face of Jesus, aman wise beyond histhirty or so years, with afull beard, aserious|ook,



and aglow gpproximating ahao behind hishead. “Goodness,” she said, frowning and rubbing her eyes,
“What' sgoing on? Iseverything dl right?’ Betty had never been particularly pretty. But inthelast ten
years she had ignored her looks altogether and had even put on twenty pounds of ungainly weight.

“Yes” heanswered. “I just wanted to talk. And to find out why you and Hap |eft the show just after
theintermisson.”

Betty looked him directly inthe eyes. Thiswasawoman without guile, even without nuance. Life
was smple and straightforward for her. If you truly believed in God and Jesus Christ, then you had no
doubts. About anything. “Vernon,” she began, “I have often wondered why you choose to performin
such strange plays. But | have never complained about it, particularly since it seemsto be the only thing
that has excited you in agood way since Libyaand that awful beach incident.”

She frowned and a cloud seemed to cross her face momentarily. Then she continued in her
matter-of-fact way. “But Hap isno longer achild. Heisbecoming ayoung man. And hearing hisfather,
eveninaplay, refer to God asa’ petulant old man’ and a* senile delinquent’ isnot likely to strengthen his
fath.” Shelooked awvay. “And | thought it was equaly disturbing for him to watch you groping with that
young girl. Allinal,” shesaid, glancing back at her hushand and summarizing the entire issue, “1 thought
the play had no values, no morals, and nothing worth staying for.”

Wintersfelt hisanger building but struggled with it, ashe dwaysdid. He envied Betty her steadfast
fath, her ability to see God clearly in every dally activity. He himsdf felt digoint from the God of his
childhood and hisfruitless personal searches had not yet resulted in aclearer perception of Him. But a
couple of things Wintersdid know for certain. His God would laugh with and have compassion for
Tennessee Williams' characters. And He would not be pleased by bombsfalling on little children.

The commander did not argue with Betty. He gave her a brotherly kiss on the cheek and she turned
off thelight. For just amoment he wondered. How long hasit been? Three weeks? But he couldn’t
remember the exact time. Or even whether or not it had been good. They “fooled around,” as Betty
caled it, whenever her awvareness of his need overcame her genera lack of interest. Probably about
normal for couples our age, Winters thought, somewhat defensively, as he undressed in hisroom.

But he was not able to deep as helay quietly in the dark undernesth the sheet. The feding of arousal
that had been so intense first during the play and then again out in the dley continued to cal to him. With
pictures. When he closed his eyes he could again see Tiffani’ s soft and flirtatious lips blowing out the last
of the smoke that had been deep within her lungs. His mouth could still taste those passionate kisses that
she had forced upon him during the bedroom scene. And then there was that specia ook when her
father had asked him to take care of her at the party. Had heimagined it?

Severd times Commander Winters changed positionsin hisbed, trying to dispel theimagesin hismind
and the nervousness that was keeping him awake. Hewas unsuccessful. Eventudly, while hewaslying
on hisback, he redlized there was one possible release from thiskind of tension. At first hefdt guilty,
even embarrassed, but the waves of images of Tiffani continued to flood into hisbrain.

Hetouched himsdlf. Theimagesfrom the day sharpened and began to expand into fantasies. She
was lying on top of him on the bed, as she had been in the play, and he was responding to her kisses.
For abrief second Winters became frightened and held himself in check. But a desperate surge of
longing removed hislagt inhibition. He was again an adolescent, lonein hisrich imagination.

The scenein hismind changed. He was lying naked on ahuge king-size bed in an opulent room with
high cellings. Tiffani gpproached him from the lighted bathroom, aso naked, her long auburn hair
cascading over her shoulders and hiding the nipples of her breasts. Shetook alast languorous pull from
her cigarette and put it out in the ashtray beside the bed, her eyes never leaving his as she dowly, amost
lovingly, expelled the last of the smoke from her mouth. She climbed into the bed beside him. He could
fed the softness of her skin, thetingle of her long hair against his neck and chest.

She kissed him gently but passionately, with her hands behind his head. Hefelt her tongue playing
enticingly across hislips. She moved her body into position next to him and pressed her pelvisinto his.
Hefdt himsdf risng. Shetook hispenisin her hand and squeezed lightly. He was completely erect.
She squeezed again, then gracefully raised her body up and inserted him deep insde her. Hefdta
magica moist warmth and then exploded dmost immediately.



Commander Winterswas staggered by the power and the intensity of hisfantasy. Somewhereinsde
him avoice cried for caution and warned of dire consequencesif helet thisfantasy becometoo real. But
as helay spent and donein his suburban home, he pushed his guilt and fears asde and dlowed himself
the unrivaed bliss of post-orgasmic deep.
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SLOPPY Joe' swas an ingdtitution in Key West. Thefavorite bar of Hemingway and his motley crew
had managed to adapt quickly to the multifaceted evolution of the city that it had come to symbolize.
Many denizens of the old city had been dmost apoplectic when the bar had forsaken its historic location
downtown and moved into the vast shopping complex surrounding the new marina. But even they
grudgingly admitted, after the club reopened in awell-ventilated large room complete with sound stage
and excdlent acoudtics, that the Tiffany lamps, long wooden bars, narrow mirrors from ceiling to floor,
and memorabiliafrom ahundred yearsin Key West had been tastefully rearranged in away that retained
the spirit of the old bar.

It was atogether fitting that Angie Leatherwood should perform asthe headliner at Sloppy Joe's
during her brief and infrequent returnsto the city of her birth. Troy’sglib tongue had originally talked the
owner, atransplanted fifty-year-old New Y orker named Tony Palazzo, into giving her an audition when
shewas dill nineteen. Tony had heard her sing for five minutes and then had exclaimed, punctuating his
comments with wild hand gestures, “1t’ s not enough that you bring me ablack girl who's so beautiful she
takes your breasth away. No, you bring me onewho aso singslikeanightingale. MamamiaLifeisnot
far. My daughter Carlawould kill to sound likethat.” Tony had become Angi€ s biggest fan and had
unsdlfishly promoted her career. Angie never forgot what Tony had done for her and always sang at
Soppy Joe swhen shewasin town. Shewaslikethat.

Troy’ stable was front and center, about ten feet away from the edge of the stage. Nick and Troy
were dready seated a the small round table and had finished their first drinks when Carol arrived about
five minutes before ten-thirty. She gpologized and mumbled something about parkingin Sbheria. As
soon as she arrived, Nick pulled out the envelope of images and both men told her that they had found
the picturesfascinating. Nick began asking questions about the photographs while Troy summoned a
waiter. Nick and Carol wereinvolved in an earnest conversation about the objectsin the fissure when
the new drinksreached thetable. Nick had just mentioned that one of them looked like amodern
missle. It wastenthirty-five. Thelightsflashed off and on to announce that the show was beginning.

Angie L eatherwood was a consummate performer. Like many of the very best entertainers, she never
forgot that it was the audience that was the customer, that it was they who both created her image and
enhanced her mystique. She began with the title song from her new abum, “Memories of Enchanting
Nights,” and then sang amediey of Whitney Houston songs, according atribute to that brilliant songstress
whose talent had sparked Angie'sown desireto sing. Next she showed her versatility by blending a
quartet of songswith different beats, a Jamaican reggae, a soft ballad from her first abum, Love Letters,
anearly perfect Diana Ross imitation from an old Supremes song, “Where Did Our Love Go?’ and an
emotiondly powerful, lilting encomium to her blind father entitled “ The Man with Vision.”

Thunderous applause greeted the conclusion of each song. Sloppy Joe swas sold out, including dl
the standing room aong the hundred-foot bar. Seven different huge video screens scattered throughout
the spacious club brought Angie home to those who were not close to the stage. Thiswas her crowd,
these were her friends. A couple of times Angie was dmost embarrassed because the clapping and the
bravoswould not stop. At Troy’ stable, very little was said during the show. The threesome pointed out
songsthey particularly liked (Carol’ s favorite was the Whitney Houston song, “ The Greatest L ove of
All™), but there was no time for conversation. Angie dedicated her penultimate song, “Let Me Take Care
of You, Baby,” to her “dearest friend” (Nick kicked Troy under the table) and then finished with her
most popular cut from Love Letters. The audience gave her astanding ovation and hooted noisily for an
encore. Nick noticed while he was standing that he was alittle woozy from the two strong drinks and
was a0 feding strangely emotiona, possibly because of the subliminal associations created by the love
songsthat Angiewas singing.

Angie returned to the stage. Asthe noise subsided, her soft and caressing voice could be heard.
“You al know that Key West isavery specid place for me. It was herethat | was raised and went to



school. Most of my memories bring me back here.” She paused and her eyes scanned the audience.
“There are many songs that bring back memories and the emotionsthat go with them. But of al of them,
my favoriteisthe theme song from the musical Cats. So, Key Wes, thisisfor you.”

There was scattered clapping as the music synthesizers accompanying her played the introduction to
“Memories” Theaudience remained standing as Angi€' s mellifluous voice launched into the beautiful
song. Assoon as she began, Nick wasingtantly transported to the Kennedy Center in Washington,
D.C., in June of 1984, where he was watching a production of Cats with his mother and father. He had
finaly come home to explain to them why he had been unable to return to Harvard after his spring break
inHorida. But try ashe might, he could not begin to tell the story to his disgppointed father and
brokenhearted mother. All he could say was, “It wasawoman . . .” and then hewould fal slent.

It had been asad reunion. While he wasvisting hishomein Falls Church, the first maignant polyps
had been discovered and removed from hisfather’s colon. The doctors had been optimistic about
severa moreyears of life, but they had stressed that colon cancer often recurred and metastasized to
other parts of the body. Inalong tak with hissuddenly frail father, Nick had promised to finish his
degreein Miami. But that waslittle solace to the older man; he had dreamed of seeing his son graduate
from Harvard.

The performance of Cats at the Kennedy Center had been only mildly entertaining for Nick. Inthe
middle he had found himsalf wondering how many peoplein the audience redly knew the author of the
source materia for the songs, this poet T.S. Eliot, who not only admired and enjoyed feline
idiosyncrasies, but aso once began apoem by describing the evening “ spread out against the sky, likea
patient aetherized upon atable.” But when the old female cat walked to center stage, her beauty faded
into wrinkles, and began her song of her “daysin the sun,” Nick had been moved right along with the
entire audience. For reasons he never understood, he had seen Monique singing the song, yearsin the
future. Andin Washington he had wept, sllent tears hidden quickly from his parents, when the achingly
pure soprano voice had reached the climax of the song..

“Touchme. . . I'ssoeasytoleaveme. . . dl donewith my memories. . . of my daysinthe
aun. . . Ifyoutouchme. . . you'll understand what happinessis. . .”

Angi€ svoice a Soppy Joe swas not nearly as piercing as that soprano in Washington But she sang
with the same intensity, evoking dl the sadness of someone for whom dl thejoys of life are in the past.
The corners of Nick’ s eyesfilled with tears and one of them brimmed out to run down his cheek.

From where Carol was standing, the lights from the stage reflected off Nick’s cheek. She saw the
tear, the window of vulnerability, and was hersdf moved in return. For thefirst time shefelt adeep
dirring, dmost an affection for this distant, solitary, but strangely attractive man.

Ah Carol, how different it might have been if, for oncein your life, you had not acted impulsvely. If
you had just et the man have his moment of londliness or heartbreak or tenderness or whatever he was
fedling, then you might have mentioned it later, at a quieter time, to some advantage. The sharing of this
moment might even have eventualy been part of the bonding between you. But you had to tap Nick on
the shoulder, before the song was through, before he even redized himself that he was tearful, and break
his precious communion with hisinner self. Y ou were aninterloper. Worse, as so often happens, he
interpreted your smile as derison, not sympathy, and like afrightened turtle withdrew completely from
the evening. It was guaranteed that he would reject asinsincere any subsequent overtures of friendship.

Troy missed the interplay between Carol and Nick. So he was quite surprised, when he turned
around and sat down after thefina applause, to find Nick’ s shoulders set in an unmistakable pose of
hodtility. “Wasn't shewonderful, ange?” Troy said to Carol. “And how about you, Professor? Was
thisthefirs time you heard her sng?’

Nick nodded. “Shewasgreat,” he said, amost grudgingly. “And | am thirsty. Can aman get adrink
inthisplace?

Troy was dightly offended. “Wéll, pardon us” hesaid. “So sorry that the entertainment lasted so
long.” Hetriedto sgnd for thewater. “What'seating him, angel?’ he said conversationaly to Caral.

Carol shrugged her shoulders. Then, trying to lighten the atmosphere, she leaned toward Nick and
tapped him on the forearm on top of thetable. “Hey, Nick,” she said, “ have you been taking angry



pills?

Nick quickly withdrew hisarm and grumbled something inaudible asareply. Heturned away from
the conversation and saw that Angie was approaching the table. He stood up automeatically and both
Carol and Troy joined him. Y ou were fantagtic,” said Carol, alittle too loud, just as soon as Angie was
within earshot.

“Thanks. . . Hi,” replied Angie, as she walked up to the table and took the chair that Troy had
pulled out for her. She spent afew moments gracioudy acknowledging the praise from people a the
nearby tables. Then she sat down and smiled. Y ou must be Carol Dawson,” she said easlly, leaning
across the table toward the reporter.

Angie was even more beautiful in person than she had been in the picture on the disc jacket. Her
coloring was adark brown, not quite black. Her makeup, including the light pink lipstick, was muted to
permit her natural assets, including virtualy perfect white teeth on prominent display when she smiled, to
draw the attention. But beyond the beauty was the woman herself. No still photograph could do justice
to the natural warmth that radiated from Angie. Y ou liked her immediatdly.

“And you must be Nick Williams” Angie said, extending her hand to Nick. Hewas gtill standing,
looking uncomfortable and uncertain, dthough Troy had dready seeted himsdlf. “Troy hastold me so
many things about you in the past few days, | fed asif we reaready friends. He clamsthat you' ve read
every novel ever written that’ sworth reading.”

“That’ s an exaggeration, of course,” Nick replied, obvioudy pleased to be recognized. He seemed to
loosen up alittleand finally sat down. He started to add another comment but Carol jumped into the
conversation and cut him off.

“Did you write that beautiful song about the blind man yourself?” she asked, before Angie had really
had time to sit down and collect herself. “It seemed to be avery persona statement.”

“Yes” Angie answered Carol pleasantly, without atrace of irritation at Carol’ s aggressive behavior.
“Most of my materia comes from other sources, but occasionally | writeasong mysdf. Whenitisa
very specid subject for me” She amiled briefly a Troy before continuing. “My father isaremarkable,
loving man, blind from birth but with an uncanny comprehension of theworld & dl levels. Without his
patience and guidance, | probably would never have had the courageto sing asalittle girl. |1 wastoo shy
and sdf-conscious. But my father convinced al of us when we were small that we were somehow
gpecid. Hetold usthat God had given each of us something unusual, something uniquely ours, and that
one of the great joys of life was discovering and then devel oping that specia taent.”

“And that song, ‘Let Me Take Care of Y ou, Baby,” did you redly writethat for Troy?’ Nick blurted
out his question before Angie had finished her sentence. He thereby destroyed the soft mood created by
Angi€ sloving description of her father. Nick was on the edge of his chair and for some reason seemed
agitated and unsettled. Troy wondered again what he had missed in the interaction between Carol and
Nick that had caused hisfriend to become so tense.

Angielooked a Troy. “I guessso,” she said with awistful smile, “dthough it was originaly meant to
be aplayful tune, alight commentary on the game of love.” She stopped for amoment. “But it doestalk
about ared problem. It'svery hard sometimes being asuccessful women. It interferes—”

“Amen. Amen,” Carol interrupted while Angie was till developing her thought. Thiswas one of
Carol’ sfavorite subjects and she was ready to pounce on the opportunity. “Most men cannot dedl with
awoman who isthe least bit successful, much lessin the spotlight.” Shelooked directly at Nick and then
continued, “Even now, in 1994, there are till unwritten rules that must be followed. If you want to have
apermanent relationship with aman, there arethree don’'ts. Don't let him think you' re smarter than heiis,
don’t suggest sex first, and, above dl, don’t make more money than he does. These arethe three key
areas Where their egos are extremedly fragile And if you undermine the ego of any man, even when you're
just kidding with him, then it salost cause”

“Sounds like you're an expert,” Nick replied sarcastically. His hogtility wasobvious. “1 wonder if it
ever occurred to any of you liberated femal es that men are not put off by your success, but rather by the
way you handleit. What you accomplish in life does not mean shit at the persona level. Most ambitious,
aggressve women | have met (and now he was looking directly at Carol) go out of their way to make



mae-fema e relationshipsinto some kind of competition. They will not let the man, even for amoment,
havetheilluson that helivesin apatriarcha society. | think some of them purposdly emasculate —

“Thereitis” Carol jumped in triumphantly. She nudged Angie, who was smiling but ill alittle
embarrassed at the rancor in thisexchange. “That’sthe magic word. Whenever awoman wantsto
argue and not accept as gospel some profound maetruth, sheistrying to ‘ castrate’ or ‘ emasculate —”

“Okay, you guys,” Troy interjected firmly, shaking hishead. “That’senough. Let'schangethe
subject. | had thought that maybe you two could enjoy an evening together, but not if we' re going to
dart thisway.”

“The problem,” Carol continued, now looking at Angie and ignoring Troy’ srequest, “isthat men are
frightened. Their hegemony in the Western world is threatened by the emergence of women who aren’t
willing to bejust barefoot and pregnant. Why, when | was at Stanford —”

She stopped and turned when she heard the legs of achair scraping acrossthe Roor. “With al due
respect, Miss Leatherwood,” Nick was standing up again, holding the chair in hishand, “1 believe | will
excuse mysdf. | thoroughly enjoyed your music, but | do not wish to subject you to any more bad
manners. | wish you continued good fortunein your career and | hope that someday you can spend
sometime on the boat with Troy and me.” Nick turned to Troy. “I'll seeyou at the marinaat eight
o'clock inthemorning.” Finaly helooked at Caral. “Y ou, too, if you still want to go. You cantell us
about thewimps at Stanford while we' re out in the middle of the Gulf.”

Nick did not wait for areply He picked up the envelope and walked back through the crowd toward
the exit. Ashewas gpproaching the door he heard avoice calling him, “Nick. Oh, Nick. Over here.”

It was Julianne, waving to him from anearby table full of glasses and ashtrays. She and Corinne and
Lindawere surrounded by half adozen men but Julianne was moving them al around and pulling up an
empty chair. Nick walked over to her table.

Thirty minutes later Nick was very drunk. The combination of Julianne's occasionaly brushing hisleg,
Corinne' s gigantic breasts (they were covered now but he could remember them from Troy’ s game in the
afternoon), and intermittent glimpses of Carol through the cigarette smoke had made him very horny as
well. God damnit, Williams, he had thought to himsalf when hefirst sat down with Julianne' s group.
You blew it again. Hereyou had this perfect chance to charm her. Maybe even score. But half an hour
later, after the drinks, his thoughts were more reminiscent of Aesop’sfox. She'stoo aggressive for me
anyway. Famous. Pushy. Probably too hard underneath And cold in bed. Another balbuster. Y et till
he watched her from across the room.

The extrachairsthat had been brought in for Angi€' s performance were cleared away to make room
for dancing. A disc jockey orchestrated the rest of the evening from a booth next to the stage; one could
danceto avariety of modern musica sdlections, watch the outrageoudy overproduced music videoson
the big screens. or just talk, for the music was not overwhemingly loud. Most of the people around
Nick were from the marina. During abreak in the music, just after Nick had downed another fast
tequila, Linda Quinlan leaned acrossthetable. “Comeon, Nick,” she said, “let usin on your secret.
What did you and Troy find yesterday?”

“Nothing specid,” said Nick, remembering his agreement but surprised to discover that he did indeed
want to talk about it.

“Rumor saysdifferent,” jumped in one of the men at the table. *Everybody knows that you took
something to Amanda Winchester thismorning. Come on, tell uswhat it was. Have you found anew
treasure ship?’

“Maybe,” said Nick, adrunken grin on hisface, “just maybe.” Another strong impulse pushed him to
tell the story and show the pictures, but he stopped himsalf. “I can’t talk about it,” was al hewould say.

At this moment two burly young men, short-haired Navy types wearing officer’ suniforms, were
making abedinefor Nick’ stable from the other side of the floor. One of them was dark, Hispanic.
Their gpproach was confident, even arrogant, and their arrival at the table stopped al the conversation.
The white lieutenant put hishand on Julianne sshoulder. “All right, gorgeous,” he said boldly, “the Navy
ishere. Why don’t you and your friend there (he nodded at Corinne — Ramirez was standing behind
her), come and dance with us?’



Julianne said, “No, thank you,” very politely and smiled. Todd looked down at her. Hewasweaving
just alittle and it was clear from his eyesthat he had been drinking heavily.

“Youmeantotell me” hesad, “that you would prefer to it here with these local geeksrather than
dance with future admirals?’ Julianne fdt his hand tighten on her shoulder. Shelooked around the table
and tried to ignore him.

Todd did not like rgection. Hetook hishand off Julianne’ s shoulder and pointed at Corinne's
breagts. “Chrigt, Ramirez, you wereright. They are mongters. Wouldn't you like to snarf one of those?’
Thetwo lieutenantslaughed cruddy. Corinne squirmed self-conscioudly.

Linda Quinlan’s steady boyfriend rose from his chair. Other than Nick, he was the only one of the
men at the table who was gpproximately the same size as Todd and Ramirez. “L ook, guys,” he said
reasonably, “thelady said no very nicely. Thereisno need to insult her or her friends—”

“Ligtento him, Ramirez,” Todd interrupted, “this character said we insulted someone. Sincewhenis
admiring the size of someone’ s cachunga saninsult?” He chuckled to himsdlf at hiscleverness. Ramirez
made asign to leave but Todd waved him off.

The drunken Nick had been ready to explode dl night. “Get out of here, asshole,” he said, quietly but
firmly. Hewasdtill sitting down next to Julianne.

“Who are you caling asshole, cocksucker?’ the truculent Lieutenant Todd replied. Heturned to
Ramirez. “| do bdievethat | am going to be forced to strum the head of thisimpertinent bastard.”

But Nick was ahead of him. Rising swiftly, he uncoiled avicious punch that struck Todd full in the
face and sent him tumbling backwards, into another table covered with drinks. Todd and the table
crashed to the floor and Nick went after him. Ramirez pulled Nick off hisfelow officer and, when Nick
turned and swung at him aswell, Ramirez gave Nick a push that caused his unsteady legsto give way.
Nick fell back over Julianne and another full table collapsed upon the floor

From across the room Carol and Angie and Troy could see the fracas and recognize Nick in the
middleof it. “Uhoh,” Troy said, jumping up to go to hisfriend’said. Carol wasright behind him. When
they reached the opposite side of the room, both club bouncers were aready on top of the action.
Meanwhile, Nick and Julianne were dtill trying to get unscrambled on the floor and Todd was dowly
risng to hisfeet.

In thefight, the envel ope of photos had been knocked free and a couple of them had falen partially
out. Ramirez had picked the envelope up off the floor and, because of the bright colors, waslooking a
the pictures. The close-up of the brown missilein the fissure was clearly visble in thetop photo. “Hey,”
he said to the shaken Todd, “look at this. What do you think thisisal about?’

Carol acted ingtantly. She walked past Ramirez, grabbed the envelope and pictures, and before he
could say anything, she screamed, “Not again, Nick, no, | don't believeit. How could you be drunk
again?’ Sheknedt down beside Nick on the floor and cradled his head in her free hand. “Oh, darling,”
shesaid, ashe stared at her in complete disbelief, “you promised that you' d stop.”

The astonished crowd watched as Carol kissed Nick full on the mouth to prevent his saying anything.
Troy wasamazed. “Troy,” she shouted amoment later, while Nick wastrying to gather hiswits. “Troy,
whereareyou? Here, givemeahand.” Troy rushed up and helped Nick to hisfeet. “We retaking him
home now,” she announced to the onlookers. She and Troy each took one arm and the three of them
stumbled toward the door of the nightclub. They passed the manager in the doorway. Carol told him
that she would come by the next day to settle accounts. She and Troy haf carried Nick into the Street.

Asthey walked away from Sloppy Joe's, Caral turned around and saw that part of the crowd had
followed them to the door. Ramirez and Todd, the latter ill rubbing his cheek, were standing in front of
the group with puzzled expressons on their faces. “Where arewetaking him, angd?’ Troy asked when
they were out of earshot. “We don't even know where he parked his car.

“It doesn't matter,” Carol replied, “just aslong aswe are out of sight of the club.”

The awkward threesome turned right, down the same dley that ran behind the theater where The
Night of the Iguana had finished an hour before. Just past the theater there was asmall vacant lot on the
left Carol stopped thetrio at the edge of the lot, opposite a grove of trees, and looked back to make
certain they were not being followed. She heaved asigh and loosened her grip on Nick. She



unconscioudy fanned her sweating face with the envel ope she had recovered from Ramirez.

Nick was now amost coherent. “I had noidea,” he mumbled to Caral, pulling hisarm free from Troy
and trying to embrace her, “that you felt that way about me.”

“I don't,” Carol said emphaticaly. She pushed hisarms away and backpedaled toward the vacant
lot. Nick didn’t understand and continued his gpproach. “Stop,” she shouted angrily at him. “Stop, you
drunken bastard.”

Shetried to fend off his advance with her hands. But he kept coming. Just before Troy moved up to
restrain him, Carol dapped Nick hard in the face with the hand that was not holding the envelope.
Momentarily startled Nick lost hisfooting and fell into the grass on his ssomach.

Still fuming, Carol bent down beside him and forcefully rolled him over on hisback. “Don’t you ever,
ever, use physical forcewith me,” she shouted at Nick. “Not under any circumstances.” She dropped
the envelope on Nick’ s stomach and stood up quickly. Shelooked at Troy, shook her head in disgust,
and stalked off down the dley.



ASSEMBLY AND TEST

UNDER the scanning el ectron microscope they look liketightly coiled springswith asmal tail. When
they are placed in water or some other liquid, the springs seem to stretch out and ciliaike appendages
extend afew angstroms out from thetail to provide matility.

There are millions of them concentrated in a mixture the Sze of atiny drop of water and they are being
carefully checked by alaser devicethat isaso counting and sorting them asit illuminates microscopic
portions of the mixture. When the count is completed, the smaler divison of the separated mixtureis
duiced out of the metd receptacle and down a channd into another liquid, thisone emerald greeniin
color, that is contained in a bottle-shaped beaker. The springs spread out and follow random pathsin
wandering around the beaker.

Externd mechanismsregularly churn theemerad greenliquid. Around theinside of the besker, tiny
sensorsregister the temperature, pressure, and exact chemical and dectrical characteristics of thefluid.
Some parameter is not absolutely perfect. A small valve opens aport in the base of the beaker and a
new chemicd isinjected into the green solution. Continuous measurements monitor the diffusion of this
additional materid. At length thefluidis properly atered and anew equilibrium isreached.

Everything isnow ready. From above severd thousand small pellets are dropped into the container.
Some of these pelletsfloat on the surface but most Sink to variable depthsin theliquid. Embedded in
each of the pdletsis acomplicated engineering congtruction on an amazingly miniaturized scale. The
external surface of the pellets contains sensors that scan the nearby region of theliquid for the springlike
objects. A high-frequency transmitter housed next to the sensors directsacall to the springs and attracts
them to the neighborhood. Clusters of springs devel op around each pellet.

Now, one at atime, these springs are harvested by small instrumentsinside the spongy outer section
of the pellet and then loaded in carriersthat are eectrically fired toward the central cavity of the pellet.
Within that cavity stsasngle black, amorphous spot, its exterior congtantly changing shape asits opague
materid shiftsaround to follow unknown stimuli. This spot is surrounded by ayelow goo that fillsthe
remainder of the cavity.

Thefirst spring dipsout of its carrier, then locates and penetrates the spot. The pring can be seen for
an instant moving toward the center. However, it is broken up and destroyed within milliseconds. Other
springs arefired into the cavity at regular intervasand dl try, after penetration, to reach some specid
region in the spot. Findly one of the procession succeeds and the spot changes color to bright red. In
rapid succession, some enzyme in the spongy outer section of the pellet is dumped into the yellow goo,
turning its color alittle toward green, and al the rest of the springs disappear, apparently absorbed by the
pellet sructure. The entire pellet itself next e ongates and extends aminiature propulsion system into the
emerddliquid. After carefully steering around the many hazards, it then joins the queue of fertilized
pellets moving, one by one, through around diaphanous membrane in the bottom of the besker.

Thefluid dense with pellets speeds dong anarrow tube until it reaches a partidly closed container
approximately the size of the beaker. Insdethistranducent jar, amechanica, spoonlike object digsinto
the stream of liquid flowing through and plucks out the pellets. They arelifted up and then suspended
momentarily around the passing fluid in aheavy gas enclosed by thejar. Within moments each of the
pellets splits and their cargpaces apparently dissolve, leaving visbleinsdethe jar an array of thelittlered
spots surrounded by the off-yellow goo and suspended in an invisible gas.

The goo extendsitsalf dowly throughout the jar above the flowing fluid until al the open areas
between the red spots arefilled. When the emerad stream below drops to atrickle and then disappears
atogether, the goo hardensinto a gelatin and fills the ports where the fluid once entered and departed.
Within the jar are severd thousand red spots embedded in the yellow-green gdatin. The spots undergo
no visible change throughout this process.

Time passes. Activity inthejar ceases. Occasiondly mechanicd probesto test the stability of the



gelatin areinserted into the jar a the old fluid ports. At last the tranducent jar isremoved from its
storage location by what looks like arobotic forklift. Itisplaced on amoving belt that now carriesit,
along with severa dozen other jars containing different kinds of objects (blue pencils, purple stars, and
red boxes can dl be seen) also suspended in yelow-green gelatin, to avast circular oven dmost aninch
indiameter. Heredl thejars are carefully baked together. Inside the oven, the molecules of thejar
material immediately evaporate. Next apair of disembodied manipulator handswrap an incredibly thin
blanket of connective filaments around al the gelatinous structures. After sometimethisensemble unitis
then pulled automatically out of the oven and packaged inside agold metallic envelope whose severd
layers are designed to provide dl the remaining environmental protection.

The hypergolic propellants mix and burst ingtantly into flame, pouring fire out the rocket nozzle. The
dender vehiclerises, dowly at firdt, but later with astonishing speed. Before reaching the zenith of its
flight, the rocket stlage undernesth the strange parabol oid payload falls away and tiny motorsignite on the
underside of the flying boomerang. At the apex of the trgjectory, the entire package suddenly explodes
and apparently disintegrates. Hundreds of pieces of the origina payload fal toward the surface of the
planet in seemingly random directions.

Closer ingpection reved s that each individua piece resulting from the explosion is made of agold
metallic materid encased in plastic. A small sensor/propulsion package is attached to the platic; it
supplies needed vernier corrections during the descent after the controlled explosion. The plagtic debris
falsupon astrange, hybrid planet, obvioudy atificia judging by the wide variety of incongruous surfaces
and cloud groupings that can be recognized from an dtitude of tensof miles. There are scattered liquid
lakes of different hues plus discontinuous surface topography with regions of desert and grasdandsas
well as barren mountains and canyons. A connected quarter of the planet is covered with clouds. The
clouds are here white and fleecy, there brown and thick. Some of the clouds are active, building and
changing with hints of turbulence. Other parts of the cloudy region are Satic, smal wisps of white
stretching without change across the sky.

One of the plagtic vehicles plunges through amisty blue cloudbank into an emerdd sea. Theplagticis
left on the surface, but the encased gold metallic object sinksthirty feet to the floor of the ocean. For a
day or two thereisno discernible changein its appearance. Then aprotrusion beginsto forminitsnorth
polar region, on the top of the golden sphere asit Sts on the ocean floor. The growth expands dowly,
until the spherical shape appearsto have alarge carbuncle onitstop. A metamorphosis now takes
place. On the outside of the protrusion, the hard metal surface softens and beginsto resemble an organic
membrane. Although the membraneisthick and dense, it occasondly bulges, suggesting some motion
on the other side of its golden barrier.

Eventudly athin black rod, a probe of some kind, thrusts through the surface into the emerald ocean.
A second probe becomes visible, then athird, both long black rods like the first one, but each equipped
with grikingly different apparatus scattered aong the length of therod. Something larger pushes against
the membrane, once, twice, then finally breaking through. What astrange contraption! 1t'san
aerodynamic shape about three inches long, in two separate segments with ajoint between them. The
forebody isanosecone; the afterbody islong and dender and tapersto apoint. In addition to the three
probes on the front of itsforebody, it has four other furlable appendages or arms, two connected to the
sde of each segment.

It swims over to anearby underwater plant with its arms stored next to its smooth body. Thereit
unfurls the multi-faceted appendages and beginsto examinethe plant. An astonishing array of tiny
instruments studies the plant for afew moments and then the entity moves awvay. The same procedureis
repested with each plant encountered. Eventually the thing findsaplant that it “likes’ and its pincers
remove a-mgor leaf. Theleaf isneatly folded into asmaler volume and isthen carried back to the
object with the golden membrane.

The strange forager isjoined by a partner, acarbon copy of itsalf, and by two fat fish with multiple
armsand legs. Thelatter pair scuttle off to the side and begin modifying the ocean floor. Days pass.
The things with the probes work ceasdesdy, bringing more and more varieties of plant and animd life
back to the home base. The legged fish meanwhile have constructed, out of available sand, rocks, shells,



and living creatures, dmost a thousand tiny, sealed rectangular homes on the ocean floor. Thesefish
entitiestoo work without break. Their next task isto transport each of the red spots, one a atime, from
the golden cradle to their new houses.

If amicroscope were available, it would show that some structure was dready developing insde the
red pots, giving them definition and distinction, by the time of their initid transport. But they are il
very, very small. Oncethe red spots and their gelatin protection are carefully implanted insde their tiny
houses, the foragers make routine stops on each trip to deposit a portion of their harvest. At the same
time, thefish with legs, the architects and builders of the rectangular houses, begin working on
trangparent, igloolike homesfor the embryos of another species.

A year later moonlight fals onthe emerald lake. Severd hundred eager, excited, wriggling necks,
someroya blue and some pae blue, struggle upward to find the moon. Their heads pivot to face al
directions and maybe two dozen separate indentations and orifices can be seen in each face. The necks
cranethisway, then that way. The Slent serpents are searching for something.

From the direction of the moon a bizarre ship approaches on the water. It islarge compared to the
young serpents, its twin towers standing about eight feet out of the water and about six feet above, on the
average, asquarish platform fifteen feet on aside that forms the bottom of the boat. The top surface of
thisplatformisirregular, undulating, and cratered. The platform floats smoothly upon the water.

The ship comesinto the middie of the serpents and stops. The serpents divide into two groups
according to the color of their necks and then line up on ether side of the ship in very orderly rows and
columns. A singlemusica note, a B-flat with a Hautish timbre, comes from the ship. Quickly the noteis
repeated up and down the rows and columns by each of the serpents on the two sides of the boat. Then
asecond note issues forth from the ship, aso sounding like aflute, and the process repeatsitself. For
hours the music lesson continues, covering arange of both notes and chords, until some of the serpents
on each sdelose their voices The exercise concludes with an attempted ensemble performance by the
roya bluenecked serpents, but the result isapainful cacophony.

Inside the ship, every note, every movement, every response by the juvenile serpentsto the music
lesson is carefully monitored and recorded. The ingenious engineering design of the boat is based upon
the key contralling ements of the origind cradle. However, dthough segments of gold metdlic materid
(aswell asthelong black rods and even portions of the fat fish with legs) appear in the computer that
runsthe ship, the primary congtituents of its mass are derived from great quantities of loca rock and
organic matter taken from the floor of the emerald lake. The ship isthe quintessential music teacher, a
virtually perfect synthesizer equipped with microprocessors that not only store al the responses of the
pupils, but aso contain software that will alow experimentation with arange of individualized methods of
teaching.

But this sophisticated robot, engineered by the artificid .intelligence packed around the serpent
zygotes and made almogt entirely of chemica compounds extracted from materia found in the
neighborhood of the landing point, isitself being watched and studied from afar by test engineers. The
current test isinits earliest sagesand is progressing splendidly. Thisisthethird different configuration
tried for the music teacher, the hardest part of the design of the cradle that will carry the serpent zygotes
back to Canthor. Thefirst was an abysmal failure; the embryos devel oped into adolescents al right, but
the teacher was never able to instruct them well enough that they could sing the mating song and
reproduce. The second design was better; it was able to teach the serpents to perform the courtship
symphony and anew generation of the specieswas produced. However, this next group of adult
serpents was not able subsequently to teach their progeny to sing.

The best of the bioengineering personnd in the Colony were brought in to study this problem. After
pouring over quadrillions of bits of accumulated data associated with the development of the serpents and
other related species, they found a curious correlation between the degree of nurturing provided by the
parent and the resulting ability of that infant, upon reaching maturity, to teach its own offspring. The
artificid intelligence package responsible for the first Sx months of serpent life was then redesigned to
include a surrogate mother whose only purpose wasto hold and cuddle the fledgling serpents at regular
intervals. Subsystem tests proved successful; thisdight dteration of the early nurturing protocol



produced adult serpents that were able to teach their children to sing

This demondtration test lasts for more than four millcycles. At the end of the period, thetest is
declared an unqudified success. A strong, crestive serpent population nearing twenty-five thousand fills
the artificid lake. Limitationsto future growth are only test related. Eventually thetest survivorsare
transported to another locale in the Zoo Complex and the Canthorean serpents are added to the list of

species ready for zygote repatriation.



SATURDAY

1

THE full moon rises over the placid ocean. Troy stares at the moonbeams, watching them shimmer
on the quiet water. Angie gppears and sandsin thewater in front of him. Sheiswearing askintight
white bathing suit, one piece, and is submerged from the waist down.

She beckons to him and he walks across the damp sand toward the water. Heis barefoot and isaso
wearing awhite bathing suit. Thewater issurprisngly warm. Angie beginsto sng. Her magnificent
voice enfolds him as Troy draws nearer to her in thelight surf.

They touch and kiss. She pullsaway and gives him asmile of encouragement. Troy fedshimsdf
becoming aroused. Suddenly asiren piercesthe air, destroying the calm of the night. Ingtantly the sea
becomes choppy, agitated, full of whitecaps. Troy turns around, alarmed, and glances at the shore. He
sees nothing specid. Helooks back at the ocean. Angie has disgppeared. Out in the distance, near the
horizon, Troy thinks he seesthe beginning of atidal wave. The sren dhrieksagain and Troy seesalarge
shapeless mass riding anearby wave in the moonlight.

He goestoward the object. Thetidd waveisnow defined in the distance, filling half hisdream
screen. The bulky object nearby isablack body dressed in ared muscle shirt and blugeans. The siren
growslouder. Troy rollsthe body over and looks at theface. Itishisbrother, Jamie.

Troy Jefferson bolted upright in bed. his heart pounding furioudy, his mind making the trangtion from
the dream world to redlity. Outside hisduplex apartment asiren raged. He could tell from the frequency
change that the police car or ambulance had just sped past hisfront door. He shook himsalf and crawled
out of bed. Thedigita clock on the end table read 3:03.

Troy walked to the kitchen. He went to the refrigerator and poured himsdlf aglass of grapefruit juice.
Helistened to the siren in the distance until it faded away dtogether. Then he started back to the small
second bedroom where he dept. In the hallway he was stopped by the sound of another siren, this one
even |louder, that seemed to be coming toward him. For afew seconds he thought the siren was just
outside hisfront door and herecaled, vividly, another siren in the middle of another night. His heart
began to pound anew. “Jamie,” Troy said to himsdf dmogt involuntarily, “ Jamie. Why did you haveto
die?

Troy could till see the events of that evening with perfect clarity. Nothing in thefirst tableau had
faded even alittle. The beginning memory wasthe three of them, Jamie, Troy, and their mother, Sitting
dlently at the dinner table, eating fried chicken and mashed potatoes. Jamie had just arrived home from
Gainesville for spring break that afternoon and had spent dmost an hour, before they had sat down to
edt, regaling hisfifteen-year-old brother with stories of footbal and univerdty life. Jamie had been Troy’s
idol throughout his childnood. Handsome, intelligent, and articulate, Jamie had aso been blessed with
incredible physicd gifts. Asaresult, he had been the starting hafback for the HoridaGatorsin his
sophomore year and was being touted as a potentid All-American for the following season. Troy had
bitterly missed Jamie when he had first gone away to the universty, but in the intervening e ghteen months
he had learned to accept his absence and to look forward to his brother’ sholiday visits.

“S0, bro,” Jamie had said with asmile, when he finished his dinner and pushed his plate away, “what
about you? Y ou' ve finished another quarter dready. Did you make the grades of afuture astronaut?’

“1 did okay,” Troy had replied, hiding hispride. “I madeaB plusin Socia Studies because my
teacher thought | had taken an anti-American position in my paper on the Panama Cand.”

“I guess an occasiona B plusisacceptable,” Jamie had laughed, his affection for his younger brother
clearly showing. “But | bet Burford didn’t make many B’swhen he wasin the ninth grade.”

Whenever Troy recdled the fateful evening that his brother was killed, he aways remembered the



mention of Guion Burford, the first American black astronaut. Most of the time his memory, because it
was s0 painful to proceed immediately to the terrible recollection of hisdying brother in hisarms, would
choose to digressto a happier time, to aremembrance of his brother Jamie that was most asvivid as
the death scene, but was happy and reinforcing instead of being gut wrenching and depressing.

During the summer before his death, on ahot, humid day in late August, Jamie Jefferson had arranged
athird persona meeting with hisfootball coach at Floridato request permission to skip practice for two
days. He wanted to take hislittle brother, Troy, to see the launch of the space shuttle. Inthefirst two
mestings, the coach had vigoroudy opposed Jami€' staking the time away from the important workouts,
but he had stopped short of denying the request.

“You dill don't understand, coach,” Jamie had said firmly at the start of their third and final meeting on
the subject. “My little brother has no father. And he'sagenius at math and science. He blowsthetop
off those standardized aptitude tests. He needsarole model. He needsto know that blacks can do
something significant other than sports.” The coach had eventudly relented and given Jamie permission,
but only because he had figured out that Jamie was going to go under any circumstances.

Jamie had driven his battered Chevrolet nonstop across Florida, picked up his brother in Miami, and
continued northward without deeping for another four hoursto CocoaBeach. They had arrived in the
middle of the night. Jamie, by now exhausted, parked the car in a beach access zone next to a
seven-story condominium aong the nicest part of the beach. “All right, little brother.” he had said, “now
get somedeep.”

But Troy had not been able to deep. He had been too excited thinking about the launch scheduled
the next evening, the eighth shuttle launch in dl, the first one that had ever occurred at night. He had been
reading everything he could find about astronaut Burford and the plansfor themisson. He kept
imagining that it was the future and that he, Troy Jefferson, was an astronaut about to be launched into
gpace. After all, Burford wasliving proof that it could indeed be done, that a black American could
attain the upper echelons of society and become a popular hero on the basis of hisintelligence,
persondlity, and hard work.

At sunrise Troy had crawled out of the car and walked the few yardsto the beach. It wasvery quiet.
Troy’s company was limited to afew walkers and joggers plus a couple of those bizarre sand crabs,
whose eyes wavered back and forth at the end of peculiar stalks asthey raced sdewaysinto their holes
inthe sand. To the north Troy could see some of the launch pads for the unmanned rockets at Cape
Canavera Air Force Base, but in hismind’ s eye he saw them as the launching apparatus for the shuttle.
He wondered what astronaut Burford was doing at that very moment. What was he eating for
breakfast? Was he with hisfamily or with the astronaut crew?

Jamie had awakened around noon and the brothers had spent the early afternoon on the beach
together, laughing and playing in the surf. Then they picked up some hamburgers and drove thefind half
hour to the Kennedy Space Center. Jamie had strongarmed an avid Gator booster, an aerospace
executivewho lived in Mdbourne, for ticketsto the VIP viewing area. They arrived there just before
nightfall. Four miles away, the impressive shuttle launch configuration. consisting of the orbiter mounted
on top of an orange external tank with two solid rocket boosters on the side, stood erect againgt its
launching tower asthefina countdown began.

No observing experiencein Troy’ slife would ever come closeto rivaling hiswatching the space
shuttle blast off that night. As he listened to the countdown being announced over the loudspeskersin the
VIP area, he was eager and anticipant, but not yet in awe. The moment the enginesignited, however,
filling the Horidanight with reddish-orange flame and thick white clouds of billowing smoke, Troy’seyes
nearly popped out of hishead. But it was the combination of his seeing the giant spaceship, dowly and
mgedticaly lifting itsdlf into the heavensriding along dender flame, and his hearing the astonishing sound,
acongtant roar punctuated with unexplained pops (which at only four miles away ill arrived twenty or
S0 seconds behind the sight of the engine ignition), that really caused the goose bumpsto break out on his
skin, the tearsto cometo his eyes, and the tingle to spread through hisbody. Troy’ sintense emotiona
excitement lasted well over aminute. He stood beside his brother Jamie, tightly holding his hand, his
back arched as he srained to follow the flame rising higher and higher and then findlly disappearing in the



night sky above him.

After thelaunch they dept againin the car. Jamie then dropped Troy at the bus station in Orlando
and headed back to Gainesvillefor footbal practice. Y oung Troy felt that he was anew person, that he
had been transformed by his experience. In the week that followed he obsessively followed the flight.
Burford became hishero, hisnew idol. During the first two quarters of the following year, he applied
himsdf avidly to his schoolwork. He had agoad. Hewas going to be an astronadt.

Little did Troy know that on aMarch night only seven months later he would have another
experience, this one devastating and deeply disturbing, that would completely overshadow thethrill he
had felt at the shuttle launch. On that later March evening, his brother Jamie would stop by hisroom
before leaving the house around eight o’ clock. “1’m going over to Maria's, bro,” Jamiewould say.

“WEe | probably takein amovie”

Maria Alvarez was eighteen and till asenior in high school. She had been Jami€' s steady girl for a
couple of years. Shelived in Little Havanatogether with her Cuban family and eight sblings.

Troy had given hisbrother ahug. “I’m glad you're here, Jamie. There are so many thingsthat | want
to show you. | made you a set of headphonesin school —”

“I want to seeeverything.” hisbrother had interrupted him. “But tomorrow, first thing in the morning.
Now don't stay up too late. Astronauts need plenty of deep so they canbe dert.” Jamie had smiled and
walked out of Troy’sroom. It wasthe last thing Troy would ever hear him say.

Troy never could remember what he had heard first when he had awakened in the middle of that
night. Hismother’ swild wail had mixed with the screech of the nearby srensto create an imbroglio of
sound that was unforgettable and terrifying. Troy had raced to the door and into the front yard wearing
only hispgjamabottoms. The sound of the ambulance siren was drawing closer. His mother was at the
end of the short walkway in front of the house, bending down over adark body spread partly in the
dreet in front of Jami€'s Chevrolet and partly intheir yard. Three policemen and haf adozen curious
bystanders were huddled around his distraught mother.

“Somehow,” he heard one of the policemen say as Troy, in apanic, tried to figure out what was
happening, “he managed to drive home. It' sincredible after dl the blood helost. He must have been hit
four timesinthestomach . .

His mother’ s cry intengfied again and, at that moment, Troy put al the pieces together and recognized
the body lying onitsback. A chill went through him, he gasped, and then Troy fell on hiskneesbeside
his brother’ shead. Jamie was struggling for breath. His eyes were open but they did not seem to be
focusing on anything.

Troy cradled Jamie shead in hishands. He looked down at his brother’ s somach. Hisred shirt was
awash in blood that seemed to be flowing in acontinuous stream from an area just above the genitas.
Blood was on Jami€ sjeans, on the ground, everywhere. Troy felt himself gag, then retch involuntarily.
Nothing came up. Hot tearsfilled hiseyes.

“Wethink it was a gang shooting, Mrs. Jefferson,” the policeman droned on. “Probably some kind of
amistake. Everybody knows that Jamie wasn't mixed up with that kind of crowd.” Reporters had
arrived. Lightswereflashing from cameras. More sirens gpproached.

Jamie seyeswent blank. There wasno sign of breathing. Troy pulled hisbrother’ s head to his chest.
Heingtinctively knew that Jamie was dead. He began to sob uncontrollably. “No,” he mumbled. “No.
Not my brother. Not Jamie. He never hurt anybody.”

Someonetried to comfort him, to pat him on the shoulder Troy shrugged them off violently “Leave me
alone,” he shouted between sobs. “Hewas my brother. Hewas my only brother.” After acouple of
moments, Troy tenderly placed Jami€' s head back down on the ground. He then collgpsed in tota
despair beside him.

At amogt three-thirty in the morning some ten yearslater, in March of 1994, Troy Jefferson would be
a home, donein his duplex, avake with the memory of that terrible moment when Jamie had died. He
would fed anew the heartbreak of that loss. And hewould realize again, very clearly, that most of his
adolescent dreams had died with his brother, that he had forsaken his dreams of college and being an
astronaut because they were inextricably coupled with his memory of Jamie.



Somehow he had stumbled through high school in the three yearsthat had followed Jami€' s death.
But it had taken the combined efforts of his mother and the school and the city authoritiesto keep Troy
from abandoning school atogether. Then, as soon as he had graduated, he had left Miami. Or rather,
ran away. Away from what had happened and what might have been. For over two years he then
wandered in adesultory manner throughout North America, ayoung, solitary black man, bereft of love
and friendship, looking for something to overcome the feding of emptiness that was his constant
companion.

So| finally cameto Key West, Troy would think, years later, as he settled back in hisbed in the
middle of the morning for acouple more hours of deep. And for some reason made myself ahome.
Maybeit wasjust time. Or maybe | had learned enough to know that life goeson. But somehow,
athough the wound has never healed, | got past Jamie. And found thelost Troy. Or so | hope.

The dream that had been interrupted by the siren suddenly came back into hismind. Angiewas
beautiful in the moonlight in her white bathing suit. And now for some unfinished business, Troy laughed
to himsdlf, concentrating on theimage of Angie as he returned to deep.
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“GOOD morning, angdl,” Troy said with agrand smile as Carol approached the Florida Queen.
“Ready to do some fishing?’ He hopped out of the boat and shouted at Nick, who was around at the
back on the other side of the canopy. “ She'shere, Professor,” he hollered “1’m going out to the parking
lot to get her stuff.” Carol gave Troy the keysto her car and hetook off in the direction of the marina
office.

Carol paced for afew moments on the jetty before Nick emerged from behind the canopy. “Come
on down on the boat,” he said, scowling alittle as he wiped some heavy dredging chain with adark cloth.
Nick felt terrible. He had anasty hangover. And hewas sill bothered by the events of the night before
Carol didn’t say anything at first. Nick stopped cleaning the chain and waited for her to speak.

“I don’t know exactly how to say this,” she began in afirm but pleasant voice, “but it’ simportant to
methat | say it before | get ontheboat.” Carol cleared her throat. “Nick,” she said deliberately, “I
don’t want to dive with you today. | want to dive with Troy.”

Nick gave her aquizzicd look. Hewas standing in the sun and hishead was aching. “But Troy —”
he began.

“I know what you're going to say,” sheinterrupted him. “He doesn’t have much experience and it
could beadangerousdive.” She stared directly at Nick. “That doesn't matter to me. | have enough
diving experiencefor both of us. | prefer to divewith Troy.” Shewaited afew seconds. “Now if you're
not willing—"

Thistimeit was Nick who interrupted Carol. “All right, dl right,” he said, turning away. Hewas
surprised to find that he was both hurt and angry. Thiswoman isstill pissed, he said to himsdlf. And |
thought maybe . . . Nick walked away from Carol and went back on the other side of the canopy to
finish preparing the small rented salvage crane he and Troy had ingtaled the night before. Sincethey had
used this old equipment severa times on other excursions, the ingtallation had been straight forward and
without mgor problems.

Carol climbed onto the boat and put her copy of the photos on top of the counter next to the steering
whed. “Where sthetrident?’ she called to Nick. “I thought I’ d take another look at it thismorning.”

“Bottom left drawer, under the nav equipment,” was his swift and sharp reply. Shetook the gray bag
out of the drawer, opened it, and pulled out the golden trident. She held it by thelong middlerod. It felt
funny for somereason. Carol put the object back in the bag and pulled it out asecond time. Again she
held the heavy trident in her hands. It till didn't fed right. Carol remembered grasping therod
undernegath the overhang in the water and wrapping her hand dowly around the central rod. That'sit, she
sadto hersdf. It'sthicker.

Sheturned the object over in her hands. What' s the matter with me? she thought. Havel lost my
mind? How could it hethicker? She examined it one more time with great care. Thistime she thought
that the individua tines of the fork had lengthened and that she could detect a perceptible increasein the
overdl weight. Good grief. Can this be possible? she wondered.

Carol pulled out the photos she had brought dong. All theimages of the trident that she had with her
had been taken underwater. But she was certain that she could discern two subtle changes since it was
first photographed. The axisrod did appear to be thicker and the tines of the fork did indeed look
longer.

“Nick,” shesaidinaloud voice. “Nick, can you come here?’

“I’'mright in the middle of something,” an unfriendly voice responded from the other side of the
canopy. “Isitimportant?’

“No. | meanyes” Carol answered. “But it canwait until your first available moment.”

Carol’smind wasracing. There are only two possibilities, she said to hersdlf with logical precison,
either it haschanged or it hasn't. If it hasn’t changed, then | must be spooked. For it definitely seems
thicker. But how could it change? Either on its own or someone changed it. But who? Nick? But how



coudhe. . . ?

Nick cameupto her. “Yes?’ hesaid in adistant, dmost hostiletone. He was obvioudy annoyed.

Carol handed him the trident. “Well?" she said, smiling and looking a him expectantly.

“Wdl, what?" he answered, totaly confused by what was happening and gtill angry about the earlier
interaction.

“Canyou tel the difference?” Carol continued, nodding at the trident in his hand.

Nick turned it upside down as she had done. The sunlight glinted off the golden surface and hurt his
eyes. Hesgquinted. Then he switched the object from hand to hand and looked at it from many different
angles. “I think I'mlogt,” Nick said a length. “Areyou trying to tell methat there’ s some changein this
thing?’

Heheld it out betweenthem. “Yes,” shesaid. “Can't youfed it? The centra rod sthicker than it
was on Thursday and thetines or individua eements of that fork on oneend are alittlelonger. And
don't you think thewholething is heavier?’

Nick’s headache continued to throb. He looked back and forth between the trident and Carol. As
far as he could tell, the object had not changed. “No, | don’'t,” hesaid. “It seemsthe sameto me.”

“You'rejust being difficult,” Carol perssted, grabbing the trident back. “Here, look at the pictures.
Check out the length of the fork there compared to the overall rod and then look at it now. It's
different.”

Therewas something in Carol’ sgenera attitude that redlly irritated Nick. She aways seemed to
assume that she was right and everyone elsewaswrong. “Thisisabsurd,” Nick nearly shouted in reply,
“and | have alot of work to do.” He paused for amoment and then continued. “How the hell could it
change? It sameta object, for Christ’ ssake. What do you think? That somehow it grew? Shit.”

He shook his head and started to walk away. After a couple of steps, he turned around. “You can't
trust the pictures anyway, “ he said in more measured tones . “Underwater photos always distort the
objects. . .V

Troy was gpproaching with both the cart and Carol’ s equipment. He could tell from the body
positions, even without hearing the words, that histwo boatmates were et it again. “My, my,” hesaid as
hewalked up, “1 can’t leave you two done for aminute. What are you fighting about this morning,
Professor?’

“This supposedly intelligent reporter friend of yours,” Nick replied, looking at Carol and speakingina
patronizing manner, “ingststhat our trident has changed shape. Overnight | guess. Although she has not
yet begun to explain how. Will you please, since shewon'’t believe me, explain to her about theindex of
refraction or whatever it isthat fouls up underwater pictures.”

Carol appededto Troy. “But it haschanged. Honest. | remember clearly what it felt like at first and
now it fedsdifferent.”

Troy was unloading the cart and putting the ocean telescope system on the Florida Queen. “Angdl,”
Troy said, stopping to check the trident that she was extending toward him with both hands, “1 can’'t tell
whether it has changed or not, but | can tell you onething. Y ou were very excited when you found it the
firgt time and you were dso underwater. With that combination | wouldn’t trust my own memory of how
something felt.”

Carol looked at the two men. She was going to pursue the discussion but Nick abruptly changed the
subject. “Did you know, Mr. Jefferson, that our client Miss Dawson has requested your servicesasa
diving partner today? She doesn’'t want to dive with me.” Histone was now acerbic.

Troy looked at Carol with surprise. “That’sred nice, angd,” he said quietly, “but Nick isredly the
expert. I'mjust alittle more than abeginner.”

“I know that,” Carol responded brusquely, still chafing from the outcome of the previous
conversation. “But | want to dive with someone | can trust. Someone who behavesresponsibly. |
know enough about diving for both of us”

Nick gave Carol an angry look and then turned and walked away. He was pissed. “Comeon,
Jefferson,” hesaid. “I've dready agreed to let Miss High and Mighty have her way. Thistime. Let'sget
the boat ready and finish setting up that telescope thing of hersagain.”



“My father findly divorced my mother when | wasten,” Carol was sayingto Troy. They were Sitting
together in the deck chairs at the front of the boat. After they had gone over the procedures for the dive
acouple of times, Carol had mentioned something about her first boating experience, abirthday ona
fishing boat with her father when she was s, and the two of them had moved comfortably into a
discussion of their childhood. “The breakup was awful.” She handed the can of Coke back to Troy. “I
think you might have been luckier, in someways, never to have known your father.”

“I doubt it,” Troy replied serioudy. “From my earliest days, | resented the fact that some of the kids
had two parents. My brother, Jamie, tried to help, of course, but there was only so much he could do. |
purposdly chose friends who had fathersliving at home.” Helaughed. “I remember one dark black kid
named Willie Adams. Hisdad was a home dl right, but he was an embarrassment to the family. He
was an older man, nearing sixty at thetime, and he didn’t work. Hejust sat on the front porchin his
rocking chair al day and drank beer.

“Whenever | went over to Willie shouseto play, | would aways find some excuse to spend alittle
time on the porch sitting next to Mr. Adams. Williewould fidget uncomfortably, unable to understand
why | wanted to listen to hisfather tell hisold, supposedly boring stories. Mr. Adams had beenin the
Korean War and he loved to tell about hisfriends and the battles and, particularly, the Korean women
and what he called their tricks.

“Anyway, you could dwaystell when Mr. Adams was about to start one of hisstories. Hiseyes
would beginto starein front of him, asif he werelooking intently at something far off in the distance, and
he would say, as much to himsdf asanybody, ‘ Tdl the truth, Baby Ruth.” Then he would recite the story,
amogt asif he were quoting from awritten book, ‘We had driven the North Koreans back to the Yau
and our battalion commander told usthey were ready to surrender,” hewould say. “Wewerefeding
good, talking about what we were dl going to do when we got back to the States. But then the great
yellow horde poured out of China. . ."”

Troy stopped. He stared out at the ocean. It was easy for Carol to see him as ayoung boy, sitting
on aporch with hisembarrassed friend Willie and listening to storiestold by a man who lived hopelesdy
in the past but who, nevertheless, represented the father that Troy had never had. Sheleaned over to
Troy and touched hisforearm. “It makesa pretty picture,” shesaid. “Y ou probably never knew how
happy you made that man by listening to hisstories.”

Around on the other side of the canopy, Nick Williamswas sitting by himsdlf in another deck chair.
He was reading Madame Bovary and trying without successto ignore both hisresidua hangover and the
scattered tidbits of conversation he was overhearing. He had programmed the navigation system to
return automatically to the dive site from Thursday, so there was nothing else he redlly needed to do to
pilot the boat. Nick amost certainly would have enjoyed sharing the conversation with Carol and Troy,
but after hisearlier confrontation with her, in which he felt she had made it clear that she didn’t want to
associate with him, he was not about to join them. 1t was now necessary that he ignore her. Otherwise
she would conclude that he was just another wimp.

And besides, heliked hisbook. He was reading the part where EmmaBovary gives hersdf over
completely to the affair with Rudolph Boulanger. Nick could see Emmasnesking away from her housein
the small French provincid village and racing across the fiedsinto the arms of her lover. Mogt of the
timein the past, whenever Nick had read anove about a beautiful, dark heroine, he had pictured
Monique. But interestingly enough, the EmmaBovary that he was envisioning while he wasreading on
the boat was Carol Dawson. And more than once that morning, when Nick had read Flaubert's
descriptions of the passions of Emmaand Rudolph, he had imagined himself in the role of the bachelor
from the French landed gentry making love to Emma/Caral.

The automatic navigation system that guided the boat while Nick was reading consisted of asmple
transmitter/receiver combination and asmall miniprocessor. Taking advantage of aworldwide set of
synchronous satellites, software in the processor established the boat’ slocation very precisaly and then
followed a preprogrammed steering agorithm to the desired find site. Along the way, the two-way link
with the satellite overhead provided the necessary information to up date the path through the ocean.

When the Florida Queen was within amile of the dive site, the nav system sounded atone. Nick then



went to the controls and changed to manua guidance. Carol and Troy rose from their chairs.
“Remember,” she said, “the primary purpose of our dive isto photograph and salvage whatever it was
that we saw down in that fissure on Thursday. 1f we have enough time afterward, we will go back to the
overhang where we found the trident.”

Carol walked over and switched on the monitor attached to the ocean telescope. She was standing
only afew feet away from Nick. They had not exchanged any words since right after the boat left Key
West. “Good luck,” he said quietly.

Shelooked at him to see whether he was serious or was being sarcastic. She couldn’t tell. “Thank
you,” shesad evenly.

Troy joined Carol a the monitor. She pulled the photographs out of the envel ope so they could be
used to define the exact spot to anchor. For a couple of minutes she issued instructions to Nick, based
on what she was seeing from the telescope, commanding smdll correctionsto the boat’ s postion. At last
the ocean floor underneath them looked almost exactly asit had on Thursday when they had seen the
whales. With one mgor difference.

“Now where sthat holeinthereef?” Troy said innocently. “I don’t seemto be ableto find it onthe
monitor.”

Carol’ s heart was speeding as she glanced back and forth from the telescope screen to the
photographs. Whereisthat fissure? she thought, It can’t have disappeared. The boat drifted away from
the dive Site and Nick steered it back. Thistime Troy dropped the anchor overboard. But Carol il
could not see any sign of thefissure. She could not understand it.

“Nick,” shesaid findly, “could you give usahand? We were down there together and we both saw
thehole. AreTroy and | just confused in some way?’

Nick came over from the steering whedl under the canopy and stared into the monitor. Hetoo was
puzzled. But he thought he saw other things on the bottom of the ocean that also looked alittle different.
“I don't seethe hole either,” he said, “but maybeit’ sjust thelighting. We were herein the afternoon last
time and now it’ sten in the morning.”

Troy turned to Carol. “Maybe Nick ought to dive with you. He wasthere before, has seen the
fissure, and knows how to find the overhang. Everything | know isfrom the pictures.”

“No,” said Carol quickly. “I want to divewith you. Nick’s probably right. Wejust can't seethe
fissure because of the different lighting.” She picked up her underwater cameraand walked around the
canopy toward the back of the boat. “Let’sget going,” shesaid. “We'll dojust fine”

Troy gave Nick asilent shrug, asif to say “I tried,” and followed her afew moments later.
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“BUT Richard,” Ramirez said, “we could get into big trouble.”

“I don’'t see how,” Lieutenant Todd replied. “Or why anybody ever hasto know. The Navy built the
system, after dl, primarily for itsown ships. Wejust dlow everyoneesetouseit. All wehavetodois
interrogate the master register and get the Doppler and ranging time history for their particular
identification code. Then we can figure out wherethey are. It'seasy. Wedo it al thetime for our own
vesHs”

“But we signed a maritime convention restricting our access to the private registers except in
life-or-deeth or nationa security cases,” Ramirez continued. “1 can't just tap into the satellite files
because you and | suspect a certain boat of being on anillega misson. We need more authority.”

“Look, Roberto,” Todd argued vehemently, “who do you think isgoing to give us permisson? We
don’'t have the photographs. We only have your word for it. No. We must act on our own. If we're
wrong, then nobody ever hasto know about it. If we' reright, we'll nail that bastard, we' Il both be
heroes, and nobody will give usahard time about what we ve done.”

Ramirez was slent for afew seconds. “Don’t you at least think we should inform Commander
Winters? Heis, after dl, the officer in charge of this Panther investigation.”

“Absolutely not,” said Lieutenant Todd quickly. “You heard him at the meeting yesterday. Hethinks
we' reout of linedready. He d like nothing better than to shit al over us. He'sjedlous.” Todd saw that
Ramirez was gill undecided. “I’ll tell youwhat,” he said, “we Il cal him after we find out where the
vesH is”

Lieutenant Ramirez shook hishead. “That won't make any difference. We till will have exceeded
our authority.”

“Shit,” said Todd in exasperation. “Tell mewhat hasto bedoneand I'll doit. Without you. I'll take
al therisk.” He stopped and looked directly at Ramirez. “I can’t fucking understand it. | guessyou
Mexicansredly are gutless. Y ou're the one who actualy saw the misslein the photograph, but . . .”

Ramirez' seyes narrowed. Hisvoice became hard. “That’senough, Todd. WE Il get thedata. Buit if
thisturns out to be adisaster, | will personaly bresk your neck with my own hands.”

“I knew you'd seeit my way,” Lieutenant Todd replied, smiling as hefollowed Ramirezto a
command console.

Commander Winters put the extra six-pack of Coke on the top of the ice and then closed the cooler.
“Anything ese” he shouted out the door at hiswife and son, “before | haul thisthing out to the car?”’

“No, gr,” wasthereply from the driveway. The commander picked up the cooler and carried it
through the screen door. “Whew,” he said, as heloaded it in the open trunk of the car, “you have
enough food and drink in here for adozen people.”

“I wish you were coming, gr,” said Hap. “Most of the rest of the fatherswill be there.”

“I know. | know,” answered Winters. “But your mother’sgoing. And | need to do some private
rehearsing for tonight.” He gave hisson abrief hug. “Besdes, Hap, we ve talked about this before.
Lately | haven't ft comfortable at organized church activities. | believethat religion is between God and
theindividud.”

“You haven't dwaysfdt that way,” Betty interjected from the other sde of the car. “Infact, you used
to love church picnics. You'd play softbal and swvim and wewould laugh dl evening.” Therewasjust a
trace of bitternessin her voice. “Comeon, Hap.” she said after amomentary pause “We don’t want to
belate. Thank your father for helping us pack.”

“Thanks, Dad.” Hap climbed into the car and Winters closed the door behind him. They waved to
each other asthe Pontiac backed out of the driveway into the street. Asthey drove away, Winters
mused to himsdlf, | must spend moretimewith him. He needsme now. If I don't it will soon betoo late.

He turned around and walked back into the house. At therefrigerator he stopped and opened the
door. He poured himsdf aglass of orangejuice. While hewasdrinking it, he looked idly around the



kitchen. Already Betty had cleaned up the breakfast dishes and put them in the dishwasher. The
counters were scrubbed. The morning paper was neeatly folded on the bregkfast table. The kitchen was
tidy, orderly. Likehiswife. She abhorred messesof al kinds. Winters remembered one morning, back
when Hap was il in digpers and they wereliving in Norfolk Virginia. Thelittle boy had been
exuberantly pounding the kitchen table and suddenly hisarms had flailed out, knocking Betty’ s cup of
coffee and the creamer onto the floor. They both broke and made quite amess al over the kitchen.
Betty had stopped her meal abruptly. By the time she had returned to her cold scrambled eggs, there
was not the dightest indi cation anywhere, not on the floors, the lower cupboard, or evenin the
wastebasket (she packed al the broken pieces neatly in the basket liner and then removed the entire bag
to the outside cans), that there had been an accident.

Just to theright of the refrigerator in the Winterses' kitchen, hanging on thewall, therewasasmall
plague with smple lettering. “For God so loved theworld,” it said, “that He gave His only begotten son,
that whosoever shdl believein Him shall have everlagting life. . . John 3:16.” Vernon Winters saw this
kitchen plague every day, but he had not actudly read the words for months, maybe even years. Onthis
particular Saturday morning he read them and was moved. He thought about Betty’ s God, a God very
smilar to the one he had worshipped in his childhood and adolescencein Indiana, aquiet, cam, wiseold
man who sat up in heaven somewhere, watching everything, knowing everything, waiting to receive and
answer our prayers. It wassuch asmple, beautiful image. “Our Father, Who art in Heaven,” he said,
recalling the hundreds maybe thousands of timesthat he had prayed in church, “Hallowed be thy name.
Thy kingdom come. Thy will bedone. On Earth asitisinHeaven. . .”

And what is Thy will for me, old man, Winters thought, alittle taken aback by hisown irreverence.
For eight years Y ou have let me drift. Ignored me. Tested melike Job. Or maybe punished me. He
walked over to the kitchen table and sat down. Hetook another sip from hisorangejuice. But havel
been forgiven? | don’t yet know. Never oncein dl that time have Y ou given me adefinite sign. Despite
my prayersand my tears. Onetime, he thought, right after Libya, | wondered if maybe. . .

He remembered being half adeep on the beach, lying on his back with hiseyes closed on abig
comfortabletowd. In the distance he could hear the surf and children’ s voices, occasiondly he could
even digtinguish Hap' svoice or Betty's. The summer sun waswarm, reaxing. A light began to dart
about on theingde of hiseydids. Winters opened hiseyes. He couldn’t see much because the sunlight
was too bright and there was also aglare, ametd glint of somekind, in hiseyes. He shaded hisforehead
with hishand. A little girl with long hair, ayear old perhaps, was standing just above him, saring a him.
The glint was coming from the long metal comb in her hair.

Winters closed his eyes and opened them again. Now he could see her better. She had shifted her
head just alittle so the glare was gone. But shewas till saring fixedly at him, with absolutely no
expression on her face. Shewaswearing only digpers. He could tell that shewasforeign. Arab
perhaps, he had thought at the time, looking back into her deep brown, almond-shaped eyes. Shedidn’t
move or say anything. Shejust watched him, curious, reentless, without seeming to notice anything that
hedid.

“Hdlo,” Winterssad quietly. “Who areyou?’

Thelittle Arab girl gave no sign that she had heard anything. After afew seconds, however, she
suddenly pointed her finger at him and her face looked angry. Winters shuddered and sat up abruptly.
His quick action frightened her and she began to cry He reached for her but she pulled away, dipped,
lost her balance, and fell onthe sand. Her head hit something sharp when shefell and blood Started
running down her scalp and onto her shoulder. Terrified, first by thefadl and then by the sight of her own
blood, thelittle girl began to wall.

Winters hovered over her, struggling with his own panic as he watched the blood splatter the sand.
Something unrecognized flashed through his mind and he decided to pick thelittle Arab girl up to comfort
her. Shefought him violently, with the reckless abandon and surprising strength of the toddler, and
struggled free. Shefell again on the sand, on her side, the blood from her scalp injury scattering drops of
red around the light brown sand. She was now completely hysterical, crying so hard she often could not
catch her breath, her face suffused with fear and anger. She pointed again at Winters.



Within seconds a pair of dark brown arms swooped out of the sky and picked her up. For the firgt
time Winters noticed that there were other people around, lots of themin fact. Thelittle girl had been
picked up by aman who must have been her father, ashort, squat Arab man in his mid-twenties wearing
abright blue bathing suit. He was holding his daughter protectively, looking asif he were expecting a
fight, and consoling his distraught young wife whose sobs intermingled with thelittle girl’ sfrantic cries,
Both the parents were looking a Winters accusingly. The mother daubed &t the little girl’ s bleeding head
with atowe.

“I didn’'t mean to hurt her,” Winters said, recognizing as he spoke that what he said would be
misinterpreted. “Shefell and hit her head on somethingand 1. . .” The Arab couple were backing
away dowly. Wintersturned to the others, maybe a dozen people who had come over in response to
thelittlegirl’scries. They aso werelooking a him strangdly. “1 didn’t mean to hurt her,” herepested in
aloudvoice. “l wasjust. . .” Hesopped himsdf. Bigtearswerefaling off hisface and onto the
sand. My God, hethought, I'm crying. No wonder these people. . .

He heard another cry. Betty and Hap had apparently just walked up behind him as the Arab couple
had backed away with their bleeding daughter. Now, having seen the blood on hisfather’ s hands,
five-year-old Hap had broken into tears and buried hisface in his mother’ ship. He sobbed and sobbed.
Winterslooked a his hands, then at the people standing around him. Impulsively he bent down and tried
to clean hishandsin the sand. The sound of his son’s sobbing punctuated his vain attempt to wipe his
hands free of the blood.

As hewas knedling in the sand, Commander Winters glanced at hiswife Betty for thefirgt time since
theincident had started. What he saw on her face was abject horror. He entreated her for support with
his eyes, but instead her eyes glazed over and shetoo fell to her knees, careful not to disturb her tearful
son who was clinging to her side. And Betty began to pray. “Dear God,” she said with her eyes closed.

The crowd dispersed dowly, severd of them going over to the Arab family to seeif they could be of
any help. Winters stayed on his kneesin the sand, shaken by his own actions.

At length Betty sood up. “There, there,” she consoled her son Hap, “everything will be dl right.”
Without saying another word, she carefully picked up the beach bag and towels and started walking
toward the parking lot. The commander followed.

They left the beach and drove back to Norfolk where they wereliving. And she never asked about it,
Wintersthought, ashe sat a hiskitchen table eight yearslater. She wouldn’t even let metalk about it.
For at least three years. It wasasif it had never happened. Now she mentionsit once in ablue moon.
But we il have never discussed it.

Hefinished hisorangejuice and lit acigarette. Ashedid so, he thought immediatdly of Tiffani and the
night before. Fear and arousal smultaneoudy girred in Winters when he thought of the coming evening.
He aso found that he had acurious desireto pray. And now dear God, he said tentatively, are You
testing me again? He was suddenly aware of hisown anger. Or are Y ou laughing at me? Maybe it
was't enough for Y ou to forsake me, to leave me adrift. Maybe Y ouwon't he satisfied until | am
humiliated.

Again hefdt likecrying. But heressted. Winters crushed out his cigarette and stood up from the
table. Hewaked over to the sde of the refrigerator and pulled the plaque containing the Bible verse off
thewall. He started to throw it in the trash but, after hesitating for a second, he changed his mind and put
it in one of the kitchen drawers.
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CAROL was swimming rapidly about six feet above the trench asthey approached thefind turn. She
took afew photographs while she waited for Troy to catch up, pointed down below her to where the
tracks turned to the left, and then started swimming again, more dowly thistime, following thetracksin
the narrow crevice toward the overhang. Nothing here had changed. She motioned for Troy to stay
back and swam down into the trench, carefully, as she had done before when she was with Nick. Her
search of the area under the overhang was very thorough. Shedid not find anything.

She gestured to Troy that nothing was there, and then, after another quick sequence of photographs,
the two divers began retracing their path, going back aong the tracks toward the area under the boat
where they had already spent fifteen minutes earlier searching fruitlessy for the fissure they had seen on
Thursday. 1t had mysterioudy vanished. All the tracks, athough somewhat eroded, till convergedin
front of the reef structure where the hole had been just two days before. Carol had poked and prodded,
even damaged the reef in severa places (which, as an environmentaist, she hated to do, but she was
certain the hole had to be there), but had not found the fissure. If Troy had not seenit so clearly, first on
the ocean telescope monitor and then in the pictures, he would have thought that it wasjust afigment of
Nick and Caral’ s collective imagination.

As Carol, deep in her thoughts, turned right over the main trench after leaving the sde path that had
led to the overhang, she was careless and brushed ever so dightly against a crop of cord that was
extending outward from the reef. Shefelt asting on her hand. She looked down and saw that she was
bleeding. That’sfunny, shethought, | just barely touched it. Her mind flashed back to ten minutes
before, when she had been roughly pushing the coral and kelp asidein search of thefissure. And |
wasn't even scratched . . .

A wild, inchoate ideastarted forming in her mind. Excited now, she intensified her svimming down
the long trench where the fissure had been. Troy could not keep up with her. It wasalong swim but
Carol completed it in about four or five minutes. She checked her regulator pressure as she waited for
her diving partner. They exchanged the thumbs-up sign when he arrived and Carol tried. without
success, to explain her ideato Troy using hand signals. Findly, she bravely reached out and grabbed a
piece of cora with her hand. Carol saw Troy’s eyes open wide and his face grimace behind his mask.
She opened her hard. There were no cuts, no scrapes, no blood. Astounded, Troy swam over beside
her to look at the coral colony she had just disturbed. Hetoo could touch and even hold this strange
cord without cutting hishand. What was going on?

Carol was now pulling the cora and kelp away from thereef. Troy watched in amazement asahuge
segment of the reef structure seemed to ped off, dmost likeablanket . . .

They heard the great WHOOSH only milliseconds before they felt the pull. A giant chasm openedin
the reef behind them and everything in the area, Troy, Carol, schools of fish, plants of al kinds, and an
enormous volume of water, was swept into the hole. The current was very swift but the channe was not
too large, for Carol and Troy bounced against what felt like metallic sdesacouple of times. Therewas
no timeto think. They were carried along, asif on awater dide, and smply had to wait for therideto be
over.

The dark gave way to adeep dusk and the current dowed markedly. Separated by about twenty
feet, Carol and Troy each tried to gather hiswits and figure out what was happening. They appeared to
be in the outer annulus of alarge circular tank and were going around and around, passing gates of some
kind after every ninety degrees of revolution. The water in the tank was about ten feet deep. Caral
rolled on her back and looked up. She could see alot of large structures above her, some of them
moving, that seemed to be made out of metal or plagtic. She could not see Troy anywhere. Shetried to
grab the sides of the tank so she could stop and look for him. It was useless. She could not resist the
motion of the current.

They made three or four trips around the circle without seeing each other. Troy noticed that al the



fish and plants had dowly disappeared from their annulus, suggesting that some kind of sorting process
was underway. Suddenly the current increased and he was pitched forward and down, under the water
and then through a half-open gate, into darkness again. Just as atrace of light appeared above the water
and therate of flow again dowed, he felt something clamp onto hisright arm.

Troy waslifted out of the water afoot or so. In the dim light he couldn’t see exactly what it was that
had caught him, but it felt very strong. It held him without additional movement. Troy looked behind him
in the current, where he had been, and he saw Carol’ stumbling body approaching. With hisfreeleft arm
he grabbed at her. Shefelt hisarm and immediately wrapped hersalf around it. She composed hersalf,
lifted her head out of the water, and struggled to reach the trunk of Troy’sbody. She succeeded in
holding tight to him asthe current rushed past. She caught her breath and for just amoment their eyes
met behind their diving masks.

Then, inexplicably, the clamp released. When they were back in the water, the current did not seem
so strong. They were able to hold on to each other without much difficulty. After about fifteen seconds,
the flow of the water dowed down altogether. They had been deposited in apool in what appeared to
be alarge room and the water was draining out, running into some unseen orifice at thefar end of the
room. Thelast of the water disappeared. Shaken and exhausted Carol and Troy started to stand up in
ther diving gear.

Carol had grest difficulty getting to her feet. Troy helped her up and then pointed to hisregulator.
Ever so dowly, he dipped out of his mouthpiece and sampled the ambient environment. One bresth,
then another. Asfar as he could tell, he was breathing norma air. He shrugged his shoulders at Caral
and, in afit of bravado, took off hismask aswell. “Hellooo,” he shouted nervoudly, “Anybody there?

Y ou have guests out here.”

Carol dowly removed both her mask and her regulator. She had a dazed ook on her face. Thetwo
of them looked around. The celling was about ten feet above them. Overall the dimensions of the
chamber were roughly equivaent to alarge living room in anice suburban home. Thewalls, however,
were quiteunusud. Instead of being flat and forming nice right-angle joints at each of the intersections,
the walls were made of large, curved surfaces, some concave and some convex, that were alternately
colored red and blue. Without thinking, Carol began walking around, dowly of course because of the
bulky diving gear, and taking photographs.

“Uh, just amoment, Miss Dawson,” Troy said with ahesitant smile. He pulled off hisflippersand
followed her. “Before you take any more pictures, angel, would you kindly tell this unsophisticated black
boy just where in the fuck heis? | mean, last | knew, | was going down under the boat to look for a
hole. | think | found it, but | must say it’satrifle unnerving to be visiting someone and not know just who
itis. So could you stop with the journaism bit for just aminute and tell me why you are so calm.”

Carol wasright in front of one of the concave bluewall pandls. There were two or three indentations
inthewall structure, at about eye level, that formed circles or élipses. “Now what do you suppose this
is?” Carol wondered doud. Her voice sounded flat, asif shewerefar avay.

“Carol,” Troy dmost shouted. “Stopit. Stop right now. We can't just blissfully walk around here as
if thisisatypica afternoon stroll through amodel house. We haveto tak. Where are we? How arewe
going; to get out and go home? Home, remember the place? | guarantee you it’s not under the ocean
two hours away from shore.” He grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her.

She gtarted to snap out of her daze. She looked dowly around the entire room and then back at
Troy. “Jesus,” shesaid. “And shit.” He saw her tremble alittle and stepped forward to hug her. She
indicated for himto leave her done. “I’'mal right. Atleast dmost.” Carol took acouple of deep
breaths and then smiled. “Anyway, I’ ve sure got one hell of astory here.” She looked around the room
again. “Uh Troy,” she said with her brow wrinkled, “how did we get in here? | don’t see adoorway or
an opening or anything.”

“Good question,” Troy replied. “A very good question, to which | might have the answer. | think
these crazy colored wallsmove around. | believe | saw the walsrolling into place when | was under the
water. So all we haveto do is push them aside and find our way out.” Hetried to wedge his handsinto
acrack that was a connection between ared and a blue piece of the wall structure. Hewas



unsuccessul.

Caral |eft Troy and started to pace around the perimeter of the room in her ungainly diving apparatus.
She quickly stopped and took off everything except her bathing suit. She seemed intent on both
examining and photographing every single pand inthewal. Troy took off hisown air tanksand
buoyancy vest aswell, dropping them on the light meta floor with aclank. Hewatched her for aminute.

“Caral, oh Carol,” he said from across the room, a big fake grin spreading across hisface. “Would
you liketo tell mewhat you're doing now? | mean, after dl, angel, | may be ableto help.”

“I'mlooking for something that says‘Eat M€ or ‘Drink Me,’ * she replied with anervous laugh.

“Of course,” Troy mumbled to himsdf, “that was absolutely obvious.”

“Do you remember Alice in Wonderland?’ Carol asked from the opposite sde of the room. She had
found along, thin protuberance that looked like a handle sticking out from the center of one of the red
panels. Shewaved and he came over. Thetwo of them tried to twist and turn the handle. Nothing
happened. Carol became frustrated struggling withit.

Troy thought he saw afirst sign of panic in Carol as her eyesfranticaly scanned the rest of the room.
He pulled himself up and stood &t attention, military style. “Speak roughly to your littleboy . . . And
beat him when hesneezes. . . Heonly doesittoannoy . . because he knowsit teases.”

The deep furrowsin Carol’ s face showed that she thought Troy had temporarily lost hismind. “That
was the Queen of Hearts, | think.” Troy laughed. “I’m not sureexactly. But | had to learn it for aplay
when | wasin thefifth grade.” Carol had relaxed and was aso laughing in spite of her fear. She reached
up and gave Troy akiss on the cheek. “Careful, now, careful,” he said with atwinklein hiseye. “We
black men are easly aroused.”

Carol did her arm through Troy’ s as they finished walking around the rest of the room, searching the
wallsfor any sign of an exit Troy’ s banter made Carol fed comfortable. “When | wasin the eighth grade
ablack teacher of minetold methat Alicewasaracist story. He contended that it was very significant
that it was awhite rabbit that Alicefollowed. He said that no nicelittle white girl would ever have
pursued ablack rabbit down ahole.” He stopped in front of another red pandl. “Well, well,” he said.
“What have we here?’

Thisred panel looked just like the rest of thewall from adistance. But up close, within arange of a
couple of feet or so, adl kinds of patterns, made with small white dots, could be seen stippled on top of
thered paint. Anarray of consecutive rectangular sections outlined by the white dots high-lighted the
center of the pand “Hey, angd,” Troy said, pushing on the sections at random, “don’t you think this
looks suspicioudy like akeyboard?” Troy began to push on the keys at random. Carol joined him. It
became agame. The two of them stood at the red pand for dmaost aminute, putting their fingersinto
every outlined section and pushing hard.

Suddenly Carol backed away from the pandl, turned around, and started walking directly acrossthe
room. “Whereareyou going?’ yeled Troy, as Carol, spinning around to answer, nearly stumbled over
her diving gear on thefloor.

“I haveacrazy idea,” cadled Caral. “Cdl it feminineintuition. Cal it psychicif youwill.” Shehad
reached the red pand where they had struggled with the handle. Now she pulled it down easily and
immediately heard acreak. Shejumped back, startled, asthe entire panel folded back and away from
her, revedling adark opening large enough for atruck to enter. Troy came over beside her and the two
of them stared into the void.

“Holy shit,” he said “ Are we supposed to go in there?’

Carol nodded. “I’'m certainwe are.”

Troy looked at her with a curious expression. “And just how do you know that?’

“Becauseit’sthe only way out of here,” Carol replied.

Troy cast onefind glance around the strange room with the curved and colored walls. Therewasan
indisputable logic to what Carol had said. He took a deep breath, held Carol’ s hand, and walked into
the black tunndl.

Behind them they could bardly see the smal shaft of light coming from the room where they had | ft
their diving gear. Insde the pitch-black hallway they moved very dowly, cautioudy. Troy kept one hand



on thewall and the other clenched around Carol’s. The sound of their |abored bresathing, heightened by
the constant fear and apprehension, reverberated off the rounded walls. They didn't talk. Twice Troy
had started to sing afew lines from a popular song, to assuage his own disquiet, but both times Carol
stopped him. She wanted to be able to hear in case there were any other noises.

At one point she squeezed his hand and stopped. “Listen,” shesaid inawhisper. Troy held his
bresth. There was utter Sllence, except for something very soft that he couldn’t quite identify, way off in
thedistance. “Musc,” Carol said. “1 think | hear music.”

Troy strained to identify the sound just below the threshold of his hearing. It wasusdless. He pulled
on Carol’shand. “It’sprobably insde your head,” hesaid. “Let’'sgo.”

They had made aturn and the light behind them had disappeared. Altogether they had been inthe
tunnd for about ten minutes. Carol was becoming despondent. “What if this doesn’t go anywhere?” she
asked Troy.

“That doesn’'t make any sense,” he replied quickly. *“Somebody built it for some purpose. It's
obvioudy aconnecting passageway.” Hefdl slent.

“Who built it?” Carol asked the question that had been troubling both of them during the long tense
walk down the dark hallway.

“Another good question,” Troy replied. He hesitated just a minute before continuing with his answer.
“My guessisthe United States Navy. | think we' rein some kind of top-secret underwater laboratory
that nobody knows about.” Of course, he thought, not saying it out loud because he didn’t want to
disturb Caral, it could aso be Russian. Inwhich casewe arein deep shit. If the Russanshave alarge,
secret [aboratory this close to Key West, they are not going to be happy . . .

“Look, Troy,” Carol said excitedly. “I seealight. Thereis somebody here after dl.” Thetunnd was
about to split into two pans. At the end of one of the two forks, the one sharply to the l€eft, a patch of
illumination could clearly be seen. Still holding hands, Troy and Carol walked briskly toward the light.
Troy was aware that his heart was beating very rapidly

Caral amost raced into the new room. She had expected that they were about to be found, that this
mysterious adventure was now going to end and everything would be explained. Instead, as she looked
around her inasmall, oval chamber with the same bizarre panelsfor walls (except these were colored
brown and white, instead of red and blue asin the previous room), shefelt atremendous confusion.
“What isthisplace?’ she asked Troy. “And how are we going to get out?’

Troy was standing in the center of the room with his head tilted back asfar asit would go. Hewas
daring up at avast arched celling some thirty to thirty-five feet above them. “Wow,” he exclamed, “this
isonehuge place.” Themuted light illuminating the room was coming from dabs of partidly tranducent
materid, possbly glass crysds, that were embedded in the ceiling.

The brown and white panels forming the walls for the particular room they had entered were only ten
feet high, but they were high enough to prevent Carol and Troy from seeing out. They had astrange
sense of both freedom and confinement. On the one hand, first the tunnel and now this small room, the
sze of achild’ sbedroom in asmal house, had made them fed claustrophobic; however, the sense of
gpace conveyed by the cathedral ceilingswas liberating.

“We|?" asked Carol, somewhat impatiently, after waiting afew momentswhile Troy waked around
and surveyed the room. He was observing that the brown and white wall panelswere only dightly
curved and were thus much closer to norma walls than those in the initial room had been.

“I'm sorry, angel,” hereplied, “I forgot the question.”

She shook her head. “Thereisonly one question, Mr. Jefferson. | believe that you asked it of me on
our last tour stop.” Shelooked at her watch. “In about fifteen minutes, we will have exceeded the
maximum timefor our air supply. Unlessl missmy guess, our friend Nick is probably starting to worry
right now. But wedtill havenoidea. . . What are you doing?’

She interrupted hersalf when Troy bent down to pull asmall knob on one of the brown panelsin the
corner of theroom. “These are drawers, angd,” he said, asthe bottom part of the panel came out
severd inchesfromthewall. “Likeadresser.” He opened a second drawer abovethefirs. “And they
have something in them.”



Carol came over to see. She reached into the second drawer that Troy had opened and pulled out a
rust-colored sphere about the size of atennisbal. The surface of the ball wasvery curious. Instead of
being smooth and regular, it had grooves cut into it, mostly on one side, and tiny bumps, like those on the
surface of apickle, around and next to the grooves. In other placesthere were poorly defined
indentationsaswell. Carol examined the sphere in the wesk light. “I’ ve seen something like this before,”
shesaid. “But where?’ Shethought for afew seconds. “I’vegot it,” she announced, pleased that her
memory had come through, “this looks exactly like the model of Marsin the Nationa Air and Space
Musaum.”

“Then| must havethe Earth,” Troy replied, showing her amostly blue sphere the Size of asoftball that
he had removed from the top drawer. The two of them stood together in the dim light, looking back and
forth at the spheresthey were holding in their hands. “Shit,” Troy shouted eventually, spinning around
and looking at the ceiling. “And double shit. Whoever you are, we ve had enough. Come out how and
identify yoursdlf.”

A partid echo of hisvoice came back to them. Otherwise they heard nothing. Anxiousto be doing
something, Carol continued her search of the room. She found another group of three drawersina
nearby brown pand. While she was opening thefirst of these, Troy playfully hurled hisblue ball at what
appeared to be an exit, adark opening between panels on the other side of theroom. The sphere hit a
white pand near the exit with athunk and started to fal to the floor. However, just beforeit touched the
ground, the spherelifted up, asif pulled somehow from above, and stopped in the center of the room
about five feet above thefloor. It began to spin.

Troy’seyes opened wide. He waked over to the sphere and placed his hand between the ball and
high celling, trying to find the strings. Nothing happened. The Earth sphere continued to spin dowly and
incribeacircleintheair in the middle of theroom. Troy pushed the bdl lightly. 1t moved in responseto
his push, but after his applied force was removed and the effect had dissipated, the spherereturned to its
previous location and continued its earlier movement. Troy turned around. Carol had her back to him
and was searching unsuccessfully for another set of drawers. The Marsball was il in her left hand.

“Uh, Carol,” Troy said dowly. “Would you mind coming over hereamoment?’

“Certainly,” shereplied without looking. “Jesus, Troy, thesedrawersarefull of al kinds. . .” She
had turned around and now noticed the Earth sphere hovering in the air near the center of theroom. Her
brow knitted. “That’'scute,” she said tentetively, “red cute. | didn’t know you wereamagician aswel.”
Her voicetrailed off. She could see the perplexed expression on Troy’sface. She walked over next to
him to have a closer look.

Thetwo of them stood silently for at least ten seconds as they watched the blue softbal dowly spinin
theair. Next Troy took the Mars sphere from Carol and tossed it, under-handed, up toward the high
ceiling. It arched up and fell down normally, until it wasjust above thefloor. Then, like the blue sphere
beforeit, the Mars bal devel oped its own sense of direction and momentum. It floated up about five feet
off the floor, began to spin dowly, and hovered in the air next to the blue sphere representing the Earth.

Carol grabbed Troy’shand. She shivered and then regained her composure. “There's something
about thisthat givesmethewillies” shesaid. “All indl, | would dedl better with a caterpillar asking me,
‘Who areyou? At leastin that case | would have someideawhat I'm up againgt.”

Troy turned around and led Carol back over to the partially opened drawers. “I raninto thisold
bearded dude once when | was hitchhiking,” he began, as he pulled out a basketball that was covered
with latitudina belts and bandsin shades of red and orange. He aimlesdy tossed the big Jupiter ball over
his shoulder, using both hands. Carol watched it, still fascinated, asit joined the other two spheres
orbiting around an empty focusin the middle of the room.

“Hewas driving an old run-down pickup truck and smoking ajoint. At first wetaked alittle. He
would ask me questions and | would start to give an answer. But after a sentence or two, he would
interrupt me and say, * Y ou don’'t know shit, man.” That was hisresponse to everything.”

Troy methodically emptied dl six of the drawerswhile hewastelling hisstory. Hethrew dl the
objects he found into the center of the room. A few of them he watched, casudly, asif he were
witnessing an everyday occurrence. Each of the new spheresrepeated the earlier pattern. A nearly



complete working model of the solar system was forming about five feet above thefloor.

“Findly | grew tired of hisgame and was quiet. Wedrove dong for milesinsilence. It wasaclear
and beautiful night and he kept hanging his head out the window to look at the stars. Once, when he
pulled his head back in, helit another joint, handed it to me, and pointed back out the window at the
gars. ‘They know, man, they know,” hesaid. Mileslater, when helet me out of the truck, he leaned
over and | could seethewildnessin hiseyes. *Remember, man,” he whispered, *you don’t know shit.
But they know.” ”

AsTroy finished thetde, Carol came over beside him and pulled out two handfuls of tiny fragments
fromthefina drawer. They werealittle sticky to the touch. She shook them off her hands and they
miraculoudy flew around the room and cod esced into the ring systems of Saturn and Uranus. She
looked at Troy in awe.

“Doesthat bizarre story haveapoint?” Carol asked. “1 must admit that | am amazed at how
nonchalant you are about thiswhole damn thing. For mysdlf, I'm just about ready to freak out.
Completdy.”

Troy pointed at the miniature planetsfloating inthe air. “What we are seeing has no explanationin
terms of our experience. We' ve ether died together or transferred to anew dimension or someoneis
playing mind gameswith us” Hesmiled a Caral. “If you must know, angd, I’ m scared absolutely
shitless. But likethat old stoned hippie, | keep tdling mysdf, ‘ They know.” Somehow it givesme
comfort.”

They heard a soft diding sound and a shaft of bright light burst into the room from an opening that was
forming between two panels, one brown and one white, just to theright of the exit. Carol recoiled
automaticaly and covered her eyesfor aninstant. Troy aso jumped back at firgt, but then shaded his
eyeswith hishands and watched. The panels continued to dide until an opening about two feet wide had
developed. Theroom was beginning to fill with light. Troy saw agrest illuminated ball coming dowly

through the opening. “Here comes the Sun Doot-un-Doo-Doo Doo . . . Here comesthe Sun,” he sang
anxioudy, “Andl say . . . it'sdlright. . .” Hehummed afew more bars of the song as Carol opened
her eyes.

“Jesus,” shesaid. Thebright orb, the size of agiant beach bal, lifted itsdlf into its proper placein the
orrery and flooded the entire room with itsradiance. The spinning, orbiting planets shone with reflected
light from their sdesfacing the Sun. Carol stood transfixed, slent tears running down her face. She
could not speak or move. She was completely overwhelmed.

Troy was a so frightened, but not yet so much that his ability to function wasimpaired. However, a
moment later he saw something in the exit that sent abolt of terror through his system. His heart surged
into overdrive as he blinked and then squinted, making certain his mind was not playing trickson him as
helooked just around the bright light of the model Sun. Ingtinctively, he turned to protect Carol and
shielded her from what he had just seen.

“Don’t look now,” he whispered, “but we have avisitor.”

“What?" said Carol, confused and still stunned.

Troy held her by the arms and they moved together several stepsto theright. Helooked over his
own shoulder and saw the thing again.

“Over by the exit,” he said, turning around, unable any longer to hide his panic.

Caral’ seyesindicated that she had found the source of Troy’ sterror. She had no ideawhat it was,
but she could seethat it was large, clearly threatening, and absolutely different from anything that she had
ever seen or imagined. It had aso moved into theroom. She heard Troy’ sfrantic, incoherent shouts,
but their meaning didn't register. Shelooked at the thing again and her mind balked. She opened her
mouth to scream. Nothing came out at first. She dropped to her knees on thefloor. She heard the
sound of screamsin her ear, but they seemed far, far away. Her brain was sending a message that said,
“You're screaming,” but for some reason it didn’t seem possible. It had to be someone else.

The thing was coming toward her Its main body was about eight feet tall at that moment, but it was
continudly changing its shape and Size asit undulated across theroom. Whatever it was, Troy and Carol
could seeinto it and even through parts of its structure. A transparent external boundary membrane was



wrapped around a permanently seething set of mostly clear fluid matter that ebbed and flowed with each
movement. Thething moved like an amoeba, matter smply heading in theright direction, but with
astonishing speed. Tiny black dots were scattered just behind al itsexternd surfaces, dartingin all
directions, gpparently supervising the continuous reconfigurationsthat gave it motion. A haf dozen
chunks of grayish, opague matter, objects afoot or so square, were aso embedded near the center of
the primary body.

But it was not the main body of the thing that was so terrifying. Protruding from its upper portions
was afrightening array of adozen appendages, mostly long and ender in shape, that appeared to be
stuck into the main body like sharp objectsin apin cushion. It looked asif the large, clear, amoebalike
dructure was a versatile transportation system that could carry virtualy anything and that the payload, at
least for this usage, wasthisfamily of constantly activerods, al of which were threatening because their
end effectors resembled needles, hands, brushes, teeth, and even swords and guns. In Carol’smind, she
was being attacked by aheavily armored tank that could change Sizein an instant and move oninvisble
treadsin any direction.

Troy moved to the sde, trying to calm hisfear and catch his breath, as he watched the thing zeroin on
Carol. Itslongest attachment, areddish plastic implement which split into two short tines about afoot
away from the primary body, suddenly extended itself outward an additiona three feet and stopped just
sx inchesinfront of Carol’seyes. She screamed and pushed it away, forcefully, but it popped right
back into pogition. Troy plucked the Jupiter ball out of the air and, with al hismight, hurled the sphere at
the center of thething. The shapeless massfell back onimpact and immediately retracted its extended
gppendages. But in an ingtant the thing reconfigured itsalf somehow and adjusted its matter to let the ball
pass completely through. Beforeit hit the floor on the other side, Jupiter roseinto the air and came back
to takeits proper position in the solar system mode.

Thething had now stopped advancing toward Caral. 1t was Sitting in the middle of the room, its
spindly appendagesflailing around in dl directions. It seemed to be making adecision. Troy bravely
grabbed arod with an end effector like abrush and tried to pull it away from the main structure.
Instantly, core clear materid flowed into the joint where that particular rod was attached, strengthening
the connection. But Troy’ saction definitely caused achangeinits pattern. Thething started after him.
Ever so carefully, making sure it would follow him while watching out for another quick extenson of the
red implement with the two tines, Troy edged toward the exit. Asthe thing continued to move toward
him, Troy motioned for Carol to get back. Then he broke for the door, tripping dightly over an extended
rod on hisway out.

It hardly hesitated. With surprising celerity the thing madeitself short and squat. A maximum amount
of exposed surface was now on the floor and it could move more quickly and efficiently. The deployed
group of attachments were placed into some kind of compact traveling configuration and the thing hustled
out the door.

Carol was|eft alone on her knees on thefloor. The solar system mode was above her and to the
right. For over aminute she didn’t move. She just watched the spinning planets abstractedly and
listened for the occasiond sound of Troy’ sfootfalsin the distance. At length therewasalong period of
dlence and Carol roseto her feet. Shetook severa small, dow steps, reassuring herself that shewasdl
right, and then walked over to the exit opening between the panels. The exit opened onto acorridor that
ran in both directions.

Troy had goneto the right when he had left the room. After remembering her cameraand going back
to take afew quick photographs of the suspended planets, Carol followed Troy’ s path, aso taking the
corridor to theright. She waked dowly down the black hall, turning around frequently to locate the light
coming from the room that she had just left. Therewas now aclose ceiling over her head. Thehall next
split into two forks; both directionswere dark. Carol listened for sounds. Again she thought she heard
music, but she couldn’t begin to identify whereit was coming from.

Thistime she chose the left fork in the hdlway. Soon it narrowed and seemed to be circling back in
the direction from which she had just come. Shewas just about to turn around and retrace her steps
when she digtinctly heard two noises, something like athud followed by a scraping sound, off to theright



infront of her. Drawing her breath dowly and struggling to conquer her fear, Carol moved forward in the
dark. After about twenty more feet she came upon alow door that opened to theright. She bent down
dightly and peered in. Inthe dusky light she saw unusua shapes and structuresin another small room
with walls made of the now familiar curved and colored panels. She crawled through the doorway and
stood up.

Soft locd lightslocated in afew of the wall pandls came on as soon as Carol’ s feet contacted the floor
intheroom. Her arriva dso triggered two or three notes from some kind of musical insrument. It
sounded like an organ and was apparently way off in the distance in another part of the cathedral area
enclosed by the vast arched ceilings that were again above her. She stopped, surprised. She stood still
for severd seconds. Then, without moving, Carol carefully surveyed her new surroundings.

Inthisroom thewall panels were very bright, aternating between purple and gold, and they were
extremely curved. Along with Carol in the room there were three objects of unknown purpose. One
looked like awriting table, asecond like along, low bench that was wide at one end and tapered to a
point at the other, and the third resembled a very tal telephone pole whose top and bottom were
connected by sixteen thin strings stretched out and around a broad ring about one third of the way down
the pole.

Carol could walk between the thin strings. Thering, made out of agold metalic materia, wasa
couple of feet above her head, dmost at the leve of the top of thewall pands. She grabbed one of the
sringsand felt it vibrate. 1t made amuffled, flat sound. She backed away from the string and tried to
pluck it. A note sounded, very lyrical, like aheavy harp. Carol redized shewas sanding insdea
musical ingrument. But how to play it? She spent afew minutes wandering around the room, trying
without successto find the equivaent of abow. She knew it would beimpossible to play the harp if she
had to run around and pluck each individua string hersdif.

She walked over to thewriting table. She quickly figured out that it was so amusica instrument. It
looked much more promising. There were indentationsin the table, sixty-four atogether, set up in eight
rows and eight columns. Pressing each key produced adifferent sound. Although Carol had taken five
years of piano lessonsasasmdl child, it wasadifficult chore, at firg, for her evento play “Silent Night”
on the strange writing table. She had to correl ate the sounds made by pressing the individua keyswith
the notes and chords that she remembered from her childhood. While she was teaching hersdlf to play
the instrument, she stopped often to listen to the delicate, crystal sound that it made. It reminded her
mogtly of axylophone.

Carol stood at the table for severd minutes. Eventualy she played an entire verse of “ Silent Night”
without making asingle mistake. Carol smiled, pleased with herself, and rlaxed momentarily. During
thisinterlude the great organ in the distance (which she had heard briefly when she had entered the room
and could now pinpoint as being somewherein the upper reaches of the cathedral area) suddenly began
toplay. Caral felt goose bumpsrise on her arms, partialy due to the beauty of the music and partiadly
because it reminded her again of what a bizarre world she had entered. What isthat organ playing? she
thought to herself. It soundslike an overture. Shelistened for afew seconds. Why . . . that’san
introduction. To“Silent Night”! It svery crestive.

The organ sound was joined by severa others, each emanating from somewhereinthecelling. All the
insruments together played acomplex verson of the“ Silent Night” that Carol had so paingtakingly
pounded out on the writing table afew moments before. The beautiful music swelled throughout the
cathedral. Carol looked up and then closed her eyes. She spun her body around and around in alittle
dance. When she opened her eyes again, each of them confronted what appeared to be atiny optical
instrument no morethan aninch away. Carol frozein terror.

Thething had noiselessy come up behind her while she was playing music at the writing table and had
waited patiently, while deploying its appendages, until she was ready to turn around. 1t was about her
height now and the closest part of the trand ucent main body was only an arm'’ slength awvay. AsCarol
stood there motionless, barely daring to breathe, five or six of the thing’ s attachments came forward to
touch her. A smal digging instrument scraped some skin off her bare shoulder. The sword cut off some
of her hair. A tiny cord attached to one of the long rods wrapped around her wrist. A set of bristlesthe



sze of the head of atoothbrush traveled across her chest, tickling her nipples through her bathing suit and
crossing over the camerathat was draped around her neck. She was having so many fedlings
smultaneoudy that she had logt track of al the stimuli. Carol closed her eyes and tried to concentrate on
something else. Shefet aneedle prick her forehead.

It was over very fadt, less than aminute dtogether. The thing retracted its appendages, backed up a
couple of feet and stood there, observing her from adistance. Carol waited. After another twenty
seconds, the attachments were stowed, as they had been when the thing had gone after Troy, and it |eft
the room.

Carol listened for sounds. It wastotally quiet again. She backed up from the writing table and tried
to organize her thoughts. After about a minute, the purple and gold wall panels began to moveto the side
on their own accord. They folded upon themselves and formed small stacks. Then the corridors around
the music room collapsed and automaticaly organized their partitionsinto neet piles. Carol found hersdlf
standing in one huge room under the cathedrd ceilings. In the distance her weird antagonist with the
flailing appendages passed through aside door about twenty-five yards away and disappeared quickly
from view.

Shelooked around. Therewasno sign of Troy. Thewallswere creamy white and nondescript,
somewhat boring after the colored panelsin the earlier rooms. There were two doors, opposite each
other in the middle of the room. Except for the musical instruments, which now seemed completely out
of place clustered together a one end of such avast room, the only other object she could seewas a
small piece of carpet againg thc wall to theleft. Infront of her againgt the far wall, about fifty yards
away, there was what appeared to be alarge window on the ocean. Even from a distance she could see
and identify some of the fish svimming by.

At firgt Carol hurried toward the window. When she was about halfway there and even with the
doors, she stopped afew seconds and took afew photographs of the rather bland room. Curioudy, the
small carpet was not where she remembered it. 1t had somehow been moved while she was walking.
She approached the carpet very dowly. Her weird experiences since she and Troy had been sucked out
of the ocean had made Carol understandably wary. As she drew closer, she saw that the flat object lying
on the floor was definite]y not acarpet. From above she could see an intricate interna design, likea
complex network of sophisticated eectronic chips. There were strange whorls and geometric patterns
on its surface; they had no specific meaning to Carol but they reminded her of thefractal designs Dr. Dde
had shown her one night in his gpartment. The symmetries of the object were readily apparent. Infact,
each of the four quadrants of the carpet wasidentical.

It was about six feet long, three feet wide, and two inchesthick. The dominant color was date gray,
athough there were some significant color variations. Some of the larger individua components must
have been color-coded according to some master plan. Carol could identify groupings of smilar
elementsin red, yelow, blue, and white within the design. The overal harmony of the colorswas
striking, suggesting that some effort had been made by the designersto include aesthetic consderations.

Carol bent down on her knees beside the carpet and studied it more intently. Its surface was densely
packed. The closer shelooked, the more detail shefound. Extraordinary, shethought. But what in the
worldisit? And how did it move? Or could | possibly haveimagined it? She put her hand on the
exposed top surface. She felt asoft tingle, like agentle electric shock. She did one hand under the edge
and lifted dightly. It was heavy. Sheremoved her hand.

Her desire to escape from this strange world now overruled her curiosity. Carol took a photograph
of the carpet from the top and started walking away in the direction of the window. After severd strides,
sheturned quickly to her left to look at the carpet one moretime. It had moved again and was ill even
with her intheroom. Carol continued walking toward the window, now watching the carpet out of the
corner of her eye. When she had walked another ten feet, her peripheral vision saw it arch up quickly
aong alinethrough its center, pulling the rear of itsbody in aforward direction. Half asecond later the
front end of the carpet scooted forward and the center fell flat againgt the floor again. This maneuver was
repeated S or eight timesin rapid succession as the carpet zipped up to aposition even with Carol inthe
room.



Despite her situation, Carol laughed. She was till full of adrenaline and uptight, but there was
definitely something humorous about a multicolored carpet that could crawl like aninchworm. “Ha,”
Carol said out loud, “1 caught you. Now you owe me an explanation.”

Carol certainly did not expect areply to her comment. Nevertheless, after just ashort delay, the
behavior of the carpet was atered. First it began to generate small wave pulses dong its surface, with
four or five crestsfrom front to back. After smartly reversing the direction of motion of the waves
severa times, the carpet’ s next trick was to keep itsfront end fixed on thefloor, asif there were suction
cups holding it down, and raiseits back side entirely off thefloor. Inthat modeit was about Six feet tall.
It seemed to be looking at Carol.

Shewasflabbergasted. “Waell, | asked for it,” she said out loud, still anused by the antics of the
carpet. Now it seemed to be motioning for her to go toward the window. | have lost my mind, she
thought to herself. Completely. Troy wasright. Maybe we redead. The carpet arched over onthe
floor and began to scamper toward the window, tumbling in somersaultslike adinky toy. Carol
followed. Thisisnuts, shethought as she watched the carpet move somehow through the window and
into the ocean. And Alice thought she wasin Wonderland.

The carpet was playing in the water, dodging fish asthey swam by in schools and teasing aseaurchin
stuck fast againgt thereef. At length it came back into the room and stood upright. A little water dripped
on the floor when the carpet set in motion a series of fast S multaneous waves, both latitudina and
longitudindl, that effectively shook theresidua liquid fromitssurface. It then faced Carol and clearly
beckoned for her to go through the window into the ocean

“Look here, flat guy,” she said, chuckling to herself as shetried to figure out what to say. Now |
know I’'minsane, shethought in aflash. I'm standing here talking to acarpet. Next thing | know it will
talk back. “Now I’'m not stupid,” she continued. “I recognize that you' re trying to get meto go into the
ocean. But there are afew thingsthat you don't —”

The carpet interrupted the conversation by going quickly through the window into the ocean again. It
performed a couple of flips and came back into the room with Carol. Once moreit shook itsalf and then
sood rigidly, upright as before asif to say, “ See, it'seasy.”

“Asl| wassaying,” Carol began again, “| have perhaps gone crazy, but I’'m willing to trust that | can
indeed go through that window in some magica way. My problem isthat these iswater out there. |
can't bresthe in water. Without my diving gear, which | left somewherein thislabyrinth, | will die®

The carpet didn't move. Carol repeated her statement, using eaborate hand gestures to make her
key points. Then shefdl slent. After ashort wait the carpet began to move about actively. It then
approached her carefully and amazingly stretched itself out in dl directions so that it was dmost double its
origind size. Carol wasn't Sgnificantly fazed. At this point she was dmost incapable of being astonished
again. Even by an eastic carpet that pulled its two top sides together, over her head, to form acone.

Carol backed away acouple of stepsfrom the now giant carpet. “Oh ho,” shesaid, “I think |
understand. Y ou are going to form an air pocket for me so that | can breathe.” She stood still for a
moment, thinking and shaking her head. “Why not,” shesaid & ladt, “it’sno weirder than anything else
that’ s happened.”

With the carpet hovering over and around her head, Carol closed her eyes and walked directly
toward thewindow. Shetook adeep breath when shefelt a soft plastic touch on different parts of her
body. Suddenly the water was dl around her except for the small air pocket from the neck up. It was
hard for Carol to keep her diving discipline, but she managed to equalize the pressure every Six to eight
feet during her ascent. She took onefina breath and zoomed up to the surface. The carpet peded off in
the last foot before she broke water.

The Horida Queen was abouit fifty yardsaway. “Nick,” she shouted with al her might, “Nick, over
here.” She swam furioudly toward the boat. A wave broke over her head. The boat was again visible,
she could see afigurein profile. Hewaslooking over the side of the boat. “Nick,” Carol cried again
when she had gathered her strength. Thistime he heard her and turned around. She waved her arms.
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NICK had followed Carol and Troy on the monitor right after their initiad descent, when they were il
directly under the boat searching for thefissure. But he had quickly tired of watching them swim around
in circlesand had returned to his deck chair to read hisnovel. Afterward he had walked over to the
screen severd more timesto look for them and had seen nothing; Carol and Troy had aready left to
investigate the area under the overhang.

Nick had checked the monitor again after he had finished Madame Bovary. He had been alittle
surprised to discover that the fissure was again clearly visible underneath the Florida Queen. He next
assumed that he must have been correct, that it had just been acase of bad lighting, Snce with the sun
directly overhead, the holein the reef looked much smaller to him than it had two days before. He had
then busied himsdlf about the boat until hiswrist darm went off, indicating that Carol and Troy had about
five more minutes of ar remaining.

Nick walked over and looked at the images being taken by the ocean telescope and placed in
realtime on the screen. There was no sign of Carol and Troy under the boat. Nick started becoming
restive. | hopethey’ re paying attention, he thought. He realized that they had been gone from view for a
long time and that he had never seen them actudly explore the fissure, their primary god. A creeping
disquiet began to spread through him as the clock continued to run out.

There sonly one explanation, he thought, fighting against the negative ideas that werefiltering into his
mind. They have been gone along time, so they must have found something interesting at the overhang.
Or somewhere dse. For just amoment Nick imagined that Carol and Troy had found alode of treasure,
full of objectsthat looked like the strange trident they had retrieved on Thursday.

The second hand seemed to be racing on hiswatch. It was now one minute until they should run out
of ar. Nick nervoudy checked the monitor again. Nothing. Hefelt hisheart speed up. They must bein
thered, hethought. Even if they have carefully conserved the air, they must bein thered. Nick worried
for asecond about agauge failure, but he quickly remembered checking both of them himself when he
arrived a the boat that morning. Besides, it’ sterribly unlikely they would both fail . . . sotheremust be
trouble.

Another minute passed and Nick realized that he had not formulated a plan as to what he would do if
they didn’'t show up. Hismind raced swiftly through hisoptions. There were two distinctly different
action patterns he could follow. He could put on his diving gear and go look for them dong the trench
between the fissure and the overhang. Or he could assumethat, in their excitement, Carol and Troy had
smply neglected to check their air gauges regularly and as aresult had been forced to surface wherever
they were when they ran out of air.

If I go down after them, he thought, | probably won't reach them intime. Nick had amoment of
self-recrimination because he had not properly prepared for this contingency. It would take him severa
vauable minutesto put on and check out hisown diving gpparatus. That settlesit. | must assumethey’re
around here somewhere. Foating on the surface. Helooked briefly at the screen one more time and
then walked over to the side of the boat. He scanned the ocean. It wasalittle choppy now. Hedidn't
seeany sgn of them.

Nick turned on the engine and pulled in the anchor. He made a quick mental assessment of the
generd direction to the overhang and started steering with the engine a very low throttle. Unfortunately,
he could not see the telescope monitor from the steering whedl, and the canopy blocked his vision behind
him. Nick wasin perpetua motion, back and forth from the whedl to the screen to the sides of the boat.
Ashisfear and frustration began to build, so did hisanger. It was now five minutes after the nomind time
that their air supply would have been depleted.

Damnit, Nick thought, till not alowing his brain to nurture images of disaster, How could they be so
cardess? | knew | shouldn't have let them go asapair. He continued to castigate himsalf and then
turned on Caral. | let that woman push me



around. | will sureas hell straighten her out when | find them. Nick turned the boat sharply to the lft.

He thought he heard avoice. Nick ran to the side of the boat. He had no sense of what direction the
shout had come from. After two or three more seconds he heard it again. He turned and saw afigure
wave. Nick waved back and went over to the steering whed to change the direction of the boat. He
pulled out a strong rope from the equipment drawer and tied it around one of the stanchions next to the
ladder. Hethrew thelineto Carol asthe boat pulled up alongside her and then he cut the motor back to
ide.

She had no trouble catching the line. Ashewasredling her in, Nick’ s eyes searched the surrounding
water for Troy. He could not see him. Carol had now reached the ladder. Y ou would not believe. .
. she gtarted, trying to catch her breath as she put her first foot on the ladder.

“Where s Troy?’ interrupted Nick. gesturing out at the ocean.

Carol took another step up the ladder. 1t was clear that she was exhausted. Nick took her hand and
she cameinto the boat. She stood up on her wobbly legs.

“Where'sTroy?" Nick asked again forcefully. Helooked at Carol. “And what happened to al your
gear?’

Carol took adeep breath. “I . . . don'tknow . . . whereTroy is,” she stammered. “Wewere
sucked down —"

“You don't know!” shouted Nick, now frantically looking around on the ocean surface. “Yougoona
dive, come up without your gear, and don’t know where your partner is. What kind — "~

A smal wave hit the boat. Carol had raised her hand to protest Nick’ s diatribe, but the motion of the
boat knocked her feet out from under her. Shefell hard on her knees and winced at the pain. Nick was
hovering over her, dtill shouting. “Well, Miss Perfect, you better come up with some fucking answers
fast. If wedon't find Troy soon, he'll bedead. And if he'sdead, it will be your goddamn fault.”

Caral ingtinctively cowered at the anger of the large man. Her knees hurt, she was exhausted, and this
man wasydling in her face. Suddenly her emotions gaveway. “ Shut up,” she shouted. “ Shut up, you
asshole. And get away fromme.” Shewasflaling with her arms; hitting Nick onthelegsand in the
stomach. Y ou don’t know anything,” she said after taking aquick breath. *Y ou don’'t know shit.”

Caral put her head in her hands and began to cry. In that instant, along-buried memory burst upon
her mind Her five-year-old brother was sobbing hysterically and attacking her, pummeling her with his
fists. She had her hands up to protect hersdf. “It’syour fault, Carol,” he was screaming, “ he left
because of you.” She remembered the hot tearsin her eyes. “It’ snot true, Richie, it snot true. It
wasn't my fault.”

On the boat Carol glanced up through her tears at Nick. He had backed away and was looking
sheepish. Shewiped her eyes and took a deep breath. “It was not my fault,” Carol said deliberately and
emphaticaly. Nick stuck out hishand to help her up and she smacked it away. He mumbled “I’m sorry”
assheroseto her feet. “Now if you'll just shut up and listen,” she continued, “I’ll tell you what
happened. Thereef under the boat wasn't areef atal. . . Oh,my God. . . It'shere”

Nick saw alook of consternation break on Carol’ sface. She pointed over behind him, on the other
sdeof the boat. Heturned around to look. At first he didn’t notice anything. Then he saw astrange flat
object that looked like a piece of carpet inching aong the boat toward the telescope monitor. He
screwed up his face and turned back to Carol with a puzzled expression.

While Carol had been talking, the carpet had somehow crawled up the side and then flopped into the
boat. By thetime she started to explain, it was dready standing in front of the television monitor, looking
at the images the telescope was taking of the ocean floor benegth the boat. There was no time for
lengthy explanations. “What the fuck?’ Nick said, and walked over to apprehend the peculiar visitor.
When his hand was about an inch away from touching the carpet, hefelt astrong eectricd dischargein
theend of hisfingers. “Ow!” he said, jumping back. He shook his hand and watched with amazement.
The carpet continued to stand in front of the screen.

Nick looked at Carol asif he expected some assstance. But she was finding the whole scene
amusing. “That thing isjust one of the reasonsthe dive was strange,” she said, making no effort to
provideany help. “But | don’t think it will hurt you. It probably saved my life”



Nick grabbed asmall fishnet hanging on the side of the structure holding up the canopy and dowly
approached the carpet. Ashedrew near, it seemed to turn and look a him. Nick lunged forward with
the net. The carpet dodged deftly and Nick lost hisbaance. Hefdl against the monitor with hisarms
akimbo. Carol laughed out loud, remembering the first time they met. The carpet flipped over to the
telescope data system and wrapped itsdlf tightly around the entire set of e ectronic equipment.

From the floor of the boat Nick watched the carpet investigating the data system and shook his head
indisbelief. “What the hdll isthat thing anyway?’ he shouted to Carol.

She came over and gracioudy offered ahand to help him up. It was her way of gpologizing for her
earlier outburst. “1 have no earthly idea,” Carol replied. “At first | thought it might be a sophisticated
Navy robot. But it ismuch too advanced, too intelligent.” She pointed at the Sky with her freeleft hand.
“They know,” shesaid with asmile.

The comment reminded Carol of Troy and she became solemn. She walked over to the side of the
boat and stared at the ocean. Nick was now standing up next to the monitor within an army’ slength of
the carpet and the data system. It looked asif the carpet had somehow extended part of itsalf into the
interna eectronics. Nick watched for afew seconds, fascinated, asthe various digita diagnogtic
readouts on the top of the data system went crazy. “Hey, Carol,” he said. “Come here and look at this.
That damnthing is plagtic or something.”

Shedid not turn around at first. “Nick,” Carol asked softly, findly facing him, “what are we going to
do about Troy?’

“As soon as we get this damn invader out of here,” Nick replied from undernesth the canopy, where
he was now looking through his kitchen implements, “we || do asystematic search of thearea. | may
evendiveand seeif | canfind him.”

Nick had picked up alarge cooking fork with a plastic handle and was about to attempt to pry the
carpet off the data system. “I wouldn't do that if | wereyou,” admonished Carol. “He'll leave when
he' sready.”

But it wastoo late. Nick stuck the fork into and through the carpet and up againgt the uppermost
rack of electronic parts. There was apopping sound and atiny blue arc zapped down the fork, driving
Nick backward with a powerful kick. Alarmswent off, the digital readout from the data system went
blank, and the ocean telescope monitor began to smoke. The carpet dropped down on the floor and
began making the little wavesthat it had showed to Carol in the large room with the window on the
ocean. A moment later, two darms from the navigation system sounded, indicating not only that the
boat’ s current location had been lost, but aso that the nonvolatile memory, where dl the parameters that
permitted satellite communication were stored, had been erased.

In the middle of the noise and smoke, Nick stood with a puzzled expression on hisface. Hewas
rubbing hisright arm from hiswrigt to hisshoulder. “I’'m numb,” he said in astonishment. “I can't fed
anythinginmy am.”

The carpet continued with its wave patterns on the floor of the boat while Carol picked up apall,
leaned overboard for some water, and doused the monitor. Nick had not moved. Hewas till standing
there, looking helpless and pinching hisarm. Carol threw the rest of the water on Nick. “Shit,” he
Sputtered, backing up involuntarily, “why did you do that?’

“Because we haveto find Troy,” she said, walking over to the boat’ s controls. “And we can’t wait all
day. Ignorethedamn carpet. . . andyour am. A man'slifeisat stake.”

She increased the speed of the boat. As she did, the carpet stood up again, twisted around, and
hustled to the side. Nick tried to stop it but it was out of the boat and into the water in aflash. AsCarol
steered the boat through circles of larger and larger radius, Nick stood on the side of the Florida Queen
and searched for Troy.

An hour later they both agreed there was no reason for them to continue the search. Carol and Nick
had been over the entire region of the ocean in the boat several times (with some care and difficulty,
because they no longer had aworking navigation system) and had found no trace of Troy. After he had
convinced himsdlf that hisarmwas al right. Nick had even donned his diving equipment, asalast resort,
and had retraced the path from the fissure to the overhang and back. Still no sign of Troy. Nick had



been just dightly tempted to investigate the fissure, but Carol’ swild story seemed remotely plausible, and
Nick did not like theidea of being sucked into some bizarre underground laboratory. And he knew that
if he wereto disappear, it would be virtualy impossible for Caral to guide the boat back to Key West
without an active navigetion system.

Carol recounted the whole story of her dive while she and Nick were canvassing the area. Hewas
certain shewasliberaly embellishing the details, but he could see no over-arching logica flawsin her tae.
And he himself had, after al, confronted the carpet on the Florida Queen. So he acknowledged, in his
own mind, that Carol and Troy had indeed had hair-raising experiencesin an underwater building of
some type and that the technology they had encountered was definitely more advanced than anything they
had ever seen before

But Nick was reluctant to accept Carol’ s blithe explanation that the trio had met some
extraterrestrias. It didn’'t seem likely to Nick that afirst contact would be made under such mundane
circumstances Although he readily admitted that the carpet was amarve of capability far beyond hisken,
he did not think of himself as being technologically sophisticated and therefore he could not Sate,
categorically, that human beings could not have created it.

Infact, Nick thought to himsdlf as he was carefully searching the horizon with hisbinocularsfor
reference landmarks before beginning the trip back to Key West, what a perfect deception. Supposethe
Russians or even our own Navy wantedto midead . . . He stopped himself in mid-thought and redlized
that if hewereright, and their encounter had been with ahuman crestion, then they could very well till be
indanger. But why was Carol alowed to leave? And why didn’t they confiscate my boat? Nick found
agmall idand that he recognized off in the distance and changed the orientation of the boat. He shook his
head. It wasadl very confusing.

“Y ou don’t agree with me that we ve just met some ETS?” Carol came up beside Nick and dightly
teased him with her question.

“I don’'t know,” he answered dowly. “It seemslike quite aleap to make. After all, if thereisan
extraterrestrid infestation in the waters of the Gulf of Mexico, it should have been found before now.
Submarines and other boats with active sonar must crossthisregion at least once or twiceayear.” He
smiled at her. “Y ou’ ve been reading too much sciencefiction.”

“Onthe contrary,” she responded, fixing him with her gaze, “my experience with state-of-the-art
technology isamogt certainly more extensive than yours. | have done a series of features on the Miami
Oceanographic Ingtitute and have seen what kind of ingenious new concepts are being developed. And
nothing, absolutely nothing, comes close to the carpet or the giant amoebathing. Thelikelihood that
there is some nonfantastic explanation for al thisisvery very small.” She paused for amoment.
“Beddes,” she continued, “maybe the [aboratory hasn't been therefor long. Maybe it was just recently
finished or even transported here.”

Nick had felt himself bridle when Carol had tarted her comment. There she goes again, he had
thought. So sure of hersdf. So cocky and competitive. Almost likeaman. He admitted to himsdlf that
he had aso been known to make arguments from authority. And she was certainly right in one respect.
She had had much more exposure to high technology than he had. Nick decided not to argue with her.
Thistime

There was amomentary pause in the conversation. Carol was aso becoming more sengtive to the
dynamic of their interaction. She had noticed in redtime that Nick’ s face had tightened when she had
suggested that she knew more about technology than he did. Uh oh, had flashed through her mind.
Comeon, Carol. Bealittle moretactful and considerate. She decided to change the subject.

“How long will it take usto reach the marina?’ she asked. In her excitement on Thursday afternoon,
she had not paid much attention to time during their return trip.

“A little lessthan two hours,” Nick replied. Helaughed. “Unless| get logt. | haven't used manua
guidancein these watersfor over five years”

“And what are you going to say when we get there?’

Nick looked at her. “Towhom. . . about what?’ he asked.

“You know. About our dive. About Troy.”



They stared at each other. Nick finally broke the silence. “My vote would be to say nothing about it .
.. until . . . until weknow for certain,” he said quietly. “Then if Troy shows up, there sno problem.”

“Andif hedoesn't ever show up. . . * Carol’svoicetralled off, “then we, Mr. Williams, are both in
very deep shit.” Thegravity of their Stuation was becoming clear to both of them.

“But who do you think will ever believe such anincredibletale?” Nick said after amoment. “Even
with your pictures, there’ sno really hard evidence to corroborate our story. These days people can
create any kind of photo they want on acomputer. Remember that murder casein Miami last year,
where an dibi photograph was produced and admitted as official evidence? And then later that data
processor showed up and blew thewhistle?” He paused. Carol was listening intently. “ And whoever
built that place may be dismantling it at this very moment,” he continued. “Otherwise. why did they let us
get away? No. | say wewait awhile. Twenty-four hoursor so anyway. And think carefully about what
we regoing to do.”

Carol nodded her head affirmatively. “1 think | agree with you, athough not exactly for the same
reasons.” Shewas aware therewas till ajournalistic voice insde her that wanted to guard the
information for her sensationa scoop. She hoped her ambition wasn't somehow standing in the way of
making the right decison for Troy. “But Nick,” Carol said reflectively, “you don't think we're
endangering Troy in any way by not contacting the authorities?’

“No,” Nick replied immediately. “| suspect that if they were going to kill him, they would have done
so dready. Or will soon.”

This part of the conversation was too casud for Carol. She walked over to the edge of the boat and
stared out at the seaagain. Shethought of Troy and their wild adventure after they were sucked into the
fissure. He had helped her hang together. No question about it. His humor and wit had kept her from
fdling apart. And he may havewell saved her life by deflecting the attention of that thing.

He was awarm, sensitive man undernesth that funny exterior, shethought. Very aware. Hedso
seemed to be covering lots of pain. From somewhere. For amoment Carol convinced hersdlf that Troy
wasdl right. After dl, they had helped her to escape. Then she wondered why she had never runinto
him again down there. A seed of doubt was planted in her mind. She squirmed. Damnit. Wedon't
realy know oneway or the other. It'suncertainty again. | hate uncertainty. It'sunfair.

A profound sadness, adeep and disturbing feding from the past, stirred in Carol. She felt helpless,
without any control of the Situation. Tearsfilled her eyes. Nick had come up beside her without saying
anything. He saw thetearsin her eyesbut didn’t comment. He just put his hand over hersfor amoment
and then removed it.

“Troy was becoming agood friend,” Carol said, starting to hide what shewasredlly feding. All of a
sudden her need to share her true emotions overcame her normal protection mechanisms. She looked
down at thewater. “But that’s not really why I’'m upset just now. I’ m crying because of the uncertainty.
| can't stand not knowing.” Carol paused and wiped her eyes.

Nick was quiet. Hedid not understand exactly what she was saying, but he sensed that something
specia was about to happen between them. The gentle waves lapped againgt the side of the boat. “It
reminds me of my childhood, right after my father |eft,” she continued softly. “I kept believing that he
would be coming back. All three of us, Richie, my mom, and |, would tell each other that it wasjust a
temporary separation, that someday he would walk through the door and say ‘I'm home.” At night |
would liein my bed and listen for the sound of hiscar in the driveway.”

The tears were flowing now, big drops cascading down her cheeks and falling into the vast ocean.
“When he would cometo pick us up for dinner, or on a Saturday, | would help Mom fix hersdlf up,
choose her clothesfor her, brush her hair.” Carol choked up for amoment. “After | hugged him at the
door, | would awaystake him to Mother and say, ‘1sn't she beautiful ?

“For ax monthsthiswent on. | never knew what | was going to fed from day today. The
uncertainty destroyed me, made me sick. | begged my father to give my mom one more chance. Richie
even suggested that he could buy the house next door if he and Mother couldn’'t get dong. So we could
at least dl be closetogether.” Carol smiled grimly and took ahuge bregth.

“Then my father took my mother to San Francisco for theweekend. | was so excited. For thirty-six



hours my heart soared, my future was assured. | was the happiest ten-year-old girl in the San Fernando
Valey. But when they came home un Sunday night my mother was very drunk. Her eyeswere swollen,
her mascarawas running, shewasamess. She marched right past Richie and me and went to her room.
My dad, Richie, and | stood in the living room, al hugging, and wept together. Inthat instant | knew it
wasdl over.”

Carol was caming down now but the tearswere still there. She looked at Nick, her eyes entreating.
“It would have been so much easier if | could have cried one time and been donewithit. But no. There
was uncertainty, so therewas still hope. So every day, every goddamn day, my little heart was broken
again.” Carol wiped her eyes one moretime. Then shelooked out at the ocean and shouted with al her
might, “1 want to know now, or at least soon, what happened to Troy! Don’'t make me wait forever. |
can't takeit.”

Sheturned to Nick. He opened hisarms. Without aword she put the side of her face againgt his
chest. Heclosed hisarmsaround her.



6

NICK reached above the door to Troy’ s duplex and found the key on the ledge. He knocked on the
door again and opened it cautioudy. “Hello,” he caled out, “is anybody there?’

Carol followed himinto the living room. “1 didn’t know you two were such closefriends” she said,
after she glanced with amusement at Troy’ smotley collection of furniture. “I don’t think I’ ve ever told
anyonewhere | keep my key.”

What Nick was|ooking for was not in the living room. He walked down the hallway, past the large
bedroom with its storehouse of equipment, and into the smaler bedroom where Troy dept. “Actudly,”
Nick yelled at Carol, who had stopped behind him in the hall opposite the first bedroom and was
gawking at the jJumble of eectronicsfilling every conceivable cranny, “it was only yesterday that | came
over herefor thefirst time. Sol don’t realy know where. . . oh, good, | think I’ ve found something.”
He picked up a sheet of computer printout that was underneath a paperweight on the end table beside
Troy'sbed. It wasdated January 15, 1994, and contained about twenty names, addresses, and phone
numbers.

Nick met Carol inthe hallway. Heread quickly through the page and showed it to her. “There' s not
much here. Phone numbers and addresses for electronics and software supply houses. A bunch of
numbersfor Angie Leatherwood, probably while shewas gill ontour.” He pointed at one entry. “This
must be his mother, Kathryn Jefferson, in Coral Gables, Florida. But there’ s no phone number listed
with the address.”

Carol took the sheet from Nick and checked it herself. “1 never heard him mention anyone but Angie,
his mother, and his brother Jamie. No other friends or family. And | somehow have the impression that
he hasn't seen much of his mother recently. Did you ever hear him say anything about any other family?’

“No,” Nick replied. They had wandered together into the game room and Nick wasidly turning
knobs and switches as he walked past the arrays of equipment. He stopped and thought for a moment.
“So that means Angieistheone. WE Il tdl her right away and then wait —”

Carol and Nick both froze as they distinctly heard the front door open and close. After about a
second, Nick caled out in aloud but uncertain voice, “Hello, whoever it is, we re back herein the
bedroom.” Therewasno answer. They could hear soft footstepsin the hallway. Nick ingtinctively
moved over to protect Carol. A moment later Troy came around the corner and into the room.

“Wdl, well,” hesaid, grinning broadly, “as| live and breathe. | havefound apair of burglarsin my
home.”

Caral ran up to Troy and threw her asams around hisneck. “Troy,” she said, her comments coming in
quick staccato bursts, “isit ever good to seeyou. Where have you been? Y ou scared the shit out of us.
We thought you were dead.”

Troy returned Carol’ s hug and winked at Nick. “My, my. Such areception. | should have vanished
before” He extended a hand to shake the one that Nick was offering him. For amoment hisface
became serious. “On second thought, one experience like that is definitely enough.”

Carol backed away and Troy saw the computer sheet in her hand. “We were going to try to notify
your family . . .” shegtarted. Troy reached out to take the page and Carol noticed abracelet on Troy’'s
right wrist that she had never seen before. 1t waswide, amost an inch and ahaf, and looked asif its
twenty or s0 links had been made from flattened gold nuggets. “Where did you get this?” Carol asked,
holding hiswrist up so that she could see the bracelet more clearly.

Nick was unableto restrain himsdlf any longer. Before Troy could answer Carol’ s question, he
jumped into the conversation. “According to Carol,” he said, “you were last seen disgppearing down a
corridor in an underwater laboratory. With asix-foot amoebain hot pursuit. How the hell did you
escape? We searched dll over thearea. . "

Troy held up hishands. Hewas enjoying being the center of attention. “Friends, friends. Wait a
minute, will you? | will tell you the story as soon as | take care of the necessities of life.” Heturned and



walked into the bathroom. Nick and Carol heard afamiliar sound. “Get some beer out of the
refrigerator and go into the living room,” Troy shouted from behind the closed door. “We might aswell
enjoy thispart of it.”

Two minutes later Nick and Carol were sitting together on the large couch in the living room. Troy
plopped into the chair opposite them just as Nick took a huge swig from his beer. “Once upon atime,”
Troy began with amischievous grin, “there was ayoung black named Troy Jefferson, who, while diving
with hisfriends, vanished for dmost two hoursin astrange building underneath the ocean. When he
emerged from his underwater adventure, he was rescued by diversfrom the United States Navy, who
just happened to bein the areaa thetime. Soon thereafter young Troy was flown in amilitary helicopter
back to Key West. There hewasinterrogated at length about why he was swvimming in the Gulf of
Mexico, al by himsdlf, ten milesfrom the nearest idand. An hour later he was rel eased without anyone
believing any part of hisstory.” Troy looked back and forth from Nick to Carol. “Of course” he
added, now more serious, “I didn’t tell them anything that redlly happened. There'sno way they would
have believed thetruth.”

Carol wasleaning forward on the couch. “So the Navy picked you up. Just after weleft.” She
turned to Nick. “They must have been following usfor somereason.” The missle must have been there
after adl, shethought to hersdf. But wheredid it go? Did the Navy find it? And how arethey involved
with this crazy laboratory? Nothing makessense. . .

“We spent over an hour looking for you.” Nick was saying. He wasfedling remorseful because they
had abandoned the search for Troy so quickly. “It didn’t occur to me that you might till be down in that
place, whatever it was, and of course we couldn’t hang around forever. All of our electronics were
zapped by thisfunny carpet thing that came out of the sea. Sowelost dl nav — " He stopped in
mid-sentence and looked at Troy. “I’'m sorry, friend.”

“Don’'t worry about it,” Troy replied with ashrug, “1 would have done the samething. At least | now
know that you have met one of the bizarre charactersin my story. You didn’t, by any chance, also meet
one of thewardensdid you? Grest big globs of clear jelly, amoebdike, with little boxesin the middle
and removable rods hanging out dl over the top?’

Nick shook hishead. “Warden?’ Carol asked quickly, her brow knitted. “Why do you call that
thing awarden?’

Warden, sentindl, whatever,” Troy answered. “They told me the warden things protect the principa
cargo of the ship.” Troy stared into the blank gazes of hisfriends. “Which leads me back to the first
question,” he continued. “They gave methisbraceet. 1tissome kind of two-way communications
device. | couldn’t begin to explain how it works, but I know that they are listening and watching aswell
astransmitting messagesto me. Only afew of which | understand.”

Carol was garting to fed overwhelmed again. In her mind this aready complex situation had added a
new dimension. Hundreds of questions were crowding into her brain and she could not decide which
oneto ask first.

Meanwhile Nick sood up. “Hold it aminute,” he said, looking dubious and just alittle confused.
“Did | hear you right? Did you say you were given acommunicetions bracelet by some extraterrestrids
and then released into the ocean? And then the Navy picked you up and brought you back to Key
West? Chrigt, Jefferson, you do have an imagination. Save your cregtivity for that computer game.
Pleasejud tdl usthetruth.”

“I am,” replied Troy. “Redly —"

“What did they look like?" Carol interrupted, her journdigtic training taking over. She had pulled a
small tape recorder, the Sze of afountain pen, out of her purse. Troy reached over and switched it off.”
For now, angd, “ hesaid, “thisisgtrictly betweenus. . . | don't think | saw any of them anyway. Just
the wardens and the carpets. And my guessisthat they’re just robots, machines of sometype.
Intelligent, yes, but controlled by something ese—"

“Jesus,” Nick interrupted, “you're serious.” He was becoming exasperated. “ Thisisturning into the
most amazing shaggy dog story that | have ever heard. Wardens, carpets, robots. | amlost. Who are
they? What are they doing in the ocean? And why have they given you abracelet?” He picked up one



of thelittle pillows on the couch and threw it across the room.

Carol laughed nervoudy. “Nick’snot the only onefeding frustrated, Troy. | waswith you down
there and | must admit that I'm having ahard time tracking your story. Maybe we should stop
interrupting and let you talk. 1’vetold Nick what happened in that solar system room up until you ran out
and the thing or warden followed. Start from there, if you would, and tell the story inlogica sequence.”

“I’'m not sure thereis such athing asalogica sequence, angel,” Troy replied, echoing Carol’ slaugh.
“The whole episode defies | ogic dtogether. The warden thing eventualy trapped meinablind aley and
sort of anesthetized me with one of itsrods. It waslike | was dreaming, but the dreamswerered. |
remember asimilar feding, after afistfight when | wasateenager. | had asmall concussion then. | knew
that | wasdive, but | wasvery very dow to react. Redlity seemed toned down, out there in the distance
somewhere.

“Anyway, another warden character showed up, samekind of body but different fixtures sticking in
thejelly, and carried me to what | think was an examination room. | don’t know exactly how long | was
there. | was stretched out on the floor and touched by al kinds of instruments. My brain felt asif it were
in superfast motion, but | don’t recdl any specific thoughts. Someimages| do remember. | relived my
brother, Jamie, breaking through the line on atrap play and going forty-five yards for atouchdownin the
Florida state championship. Then the bracelet was put on my wrist and | had the distinct impression that
someonewastaking to me. Very quietly, perhaps even in aforeign language, but every now and then |
understood what was being said.

“What they told me,” Troy continued with an intense and distant expression on hisface, “wasthat
what we cdl the [aboratory isredly a space vehicle from another world. And that it has crash-landed, in
asense, on the Earth to dlow timefor some difficult repairs. They, that is, whoever built the ship, need
help from us, from me and you, to obtain some of the specific items necessary for the repairs. Then they
can continue on their journey.”

Nick was now gitting on the floor just opposite Troy. Both Carol and he were hanging on every
word. They sat in sllence for dmost thirty seconds after Troy had finished. “If thisstory istrue,” Nick
finally spoke, “thenweare—"

There was aloud knock at the door. All three of them jumped. Severa seconds later the knock
repeated. Troy went to the door and partially opened it.

“Thereyou are, you little shit,” Carol and Nick heard agruff, angry voice say. Captain Homer
Ashford pushed through the door. He didn’t see Nick and Carol at first. “We had aded and you've
welshed onit. Y ou have been back two hoursaready . . .

Out of the corner of hiseye, Captain Homer saw that there were other people in the room. He turned
around to talk to Greta, who had not yet entered the house. “Guesswhat?’ hesaid. “Nick Williams
and Miss Dawson are also here. No wonder we couldn’t find her at the hotel.”

Gretafollowed Homer into the living room. Her clear, expressionless eyes spent no more than one
second staring at each of thetrio. Carol thought she saw just atrace of disdain in Greta slook, but she
wasn't certain. Homer turned to Caral, the tone in his voice markedly more civil. “We saw you two
return from your excursion around two o’ clock,” he said with afake smile. “But somehow we missed
Troy.” Hewinked at Carol and turned to Nick. “Find any more exciting trinkets today, Williams?’

Nick had never made any attempt to hide the fact that he did not like Captain Homer. “Why of
course, Captain,” he answered, sneering the epithet, “would you believe we found a veritable mountain of
gold and silver bars? Looked like that Santa Rosa stack we had on the boat one afternoon, must be
about eight years ago. Remember? That was before Jake and | |et you and Greta unload it.”

Homer’ svoice had anasty edgetoit. “1 should have sued you for dander, Williams. That would
have shut your loud mouth once and for dl. Y ou had your day in court. Now knock off the crap, or one
day you' Il have more trouble than you can handle.”

While Nick and Homer were trading insults and threets, Gretawas strutting around the living room as
if shewerein her own house. She seemed to be oblivious to the conversation and even to the presence
of the other peoplein theroom. Shewaswearing atight white muscle shirt and apair of navy blue
shorts. When Gretawalked, she carried her arms high, her back straight, and her breasts erect. Carol



was intrigued by her behavior. She watched Greta stop and sort through Troy’ s compact discs. Greta
pulled out the disc with the cover picture of Angie Leatherwood and licked her lips. Thispair belongsin
akinky nove, Carol thought, as she overheard Troy tell Captain Homer that he was busy this afternoon
but would get back to him later. What' stheir story? wondered Carol. And where doesfat Ellenfitin?
Carol remembered that she was scheduled to interview the three of them later in the evening. But I’ m not
surethat | redly want to find out.

“Wewere caling to tel you to bring your svimming suit tonight,” Captain Homer was addressing
Carol. She had missed thefirst part of his statement while she was watching Greta parade around the
room.

“Pardon me,” she said politdy. “Could you repeat what you just said? I'm afraid | had drifted away
for afew seconds.”

“| said that you should come early, about eight o’ clock.” Homer replied. “And bring your suit. We
have amost interesting and unusua pool.”

During this exchange, Gretawalked up behind Nick and quickly reached both arms around him. With
everyone dsein the room weatching, she lightly twisted his nipples through his polo shirt and laughed when
hejumped. “You dwaysdid likethat, ya, Nikki,” she said, releasing him after an instant. Carol saw
anger flashin Homer’ seyes. Nick started to say something but Greta had aready walked out the front
door before he could register aprotest.

“Besureto cal mewhen you' re through here, Homer said to Troy after an embarrassing silence.
“We need to straighten out afew things.” The older man turned around, awkwardly, and without
additional comment followed Gretatoward his Mercedes parked in front of Troy’s house.

“Now where werewe?’ said Troy abstractedly, as he closed the door behind Homer and Greta.

“You,” said Nick with emphasis, “were tdling us an amazing story and had almost reached the punch
line, where you were going to tell uswhat we could do to help some aienswho landed here on Earth to
repair their space vehicle. But first I, for one, would like some explanations. | don’t know if | believe
any of thiswild fairy teyou'retdling us, but | will admit thet it isextremdly creative. What concernsme
at thisminute, however, isnot theissue of creatures from another world. It sthosetwo red-life
deazebag human beingswho just left. What did they want? And are they somehow involved in our
current adventure?’

“Just aminute, Nick,” Carol intervened. “Before we become sidetracked, | would like to know what
kind of help these ETs of Troy’ swant fromus. A telephone? A new spaceship? Let’sfind thisout now
and talk about Homer and your girlfriend Gretalater.” Her reference to Gretawas light and playful.
Nick accepted it with good humor and feigned awound. Then he nodded his assent to Carol’s
suggestion. Troy pulled a sheet of paper from his pocket and took a deep breath.

“Now you guys must understand that I'm not yet absolutely certain that | am properly receiving all
their messages. But this particular tranamission, wherethey list the things they need from us, is repesated
every haf hour. My interpretation of it hasn't changed for the last ninety minutes, so I'm fairly certain that
| haveit right. It'salong list and of course | don’t pretend to comprehend why they want al this stuff.
But | am certain you will both find it very interesting.”

Troy started reading from his handwritten list. “They want an English dictionary and grammar, plus
the same thing for four other mgjor languages, an encyclopediaof plant and animd life; acompact world
history; agatisticd tract defining the current politica and economic status of the world; acomparative
study of the world’ s mgor existing religions, complete issues covering the last two years of at least three
sgnificant daily newspapers, summary journas of science and technology, including surveys of wegpon
systems both deployed and under development; an encyclopedia of the arts, preferably including video
and sound where appropriate; forty-seven pounds of lead; and fifty-eight pounds of gold.”

Nick whistled when Troy wasfinished. At Carol’ srequest, Troy handed the sheet to her and Nick
read it another time over her shoulder, absorbing every item. Nether of them said anything. “Bdieveit
or not,” Troy added as an afterthought about aminute later, “thefirst eight items are not too difficult to
obtain. | stopped by the Key West Public Library on the way home from the marinaand, for afee, they
are preparing for me aset of compact discsthat contain virtualy al of the requested information. The



difficult itemsare a the end of thelist. That’'swhereyour help isneeded.”

Troy stopped for a second to seeif Nick and Carol were following him. “Just to make certain |
understand.” Nick was now waking dowly around the room with the list in his hand, “what you want, or
they want if you will, isfor usto return to their laboratory or vehicle or whatever it iswith dl this
information plusthelead and gold?’ Troy nodded. “But fifty-eight pounds of gold? That’s about a
million dollars worth. Where would we get it? And what would they do with it anyway?’

Troy acknowledged that he didn’t know the answersto those questions. “But | have the feding,” he
added, “again based upon what | think they aretelling me, that partially satisfying their needswill make
their task that much easier. So | guess we do what we can and hope that it’s enough.”

Nick shook his head back and forth. “Y ou know, Carol,” he said as he handed the list back to her,
“never in my wildest flights of imagination could | have concocted such an intricate and crazy scheme.
Thisentirething is so unbelievable and fantastic that it just begsto be accepted. It's pure genius.”

Troy smiled. “Soyouwill help after dl?” he asked.

“I didn’'t say that,” answered Nick. “I till have lots of questions. And of course | can't speak for
Miss Dawson. But somehow, evenif it'sal make believe, theidea of playing the good Samaritan for an
extraterredtrid ship isvery appeding.”

During the next haf hour both Carol and Nick questioned Troy extensively. Troy dismissed Homer
and Gretain ahurry, smply stating that he had agreed on Thursday night to keep them informed about
what was happening onboard the Florida Queen in exchange for a short-term loan. He dso indicated
that he never intended to redly give them any information, but that was al right because they were crooks
anyway. Nick was not completely satisfied with Troy’ sexplanation. Hefdt that he was not being told
thewhaletruth.

In fact, the more questions he asked, the more doubt there was in Nick’ s mind about the entire story
Troy wasteling. But what are the other options? Nick thought to himsdlf. | have seen that carpet with
my own eyes. If itisnot an ET, or at least made by one, then it must be a very advanced robot designed
by usor the Russans. As he continued to question Troy, Nick’ sfacile mind began to construct an
aternative scenario, admittedly wild and improbable, but one that nevertheless explained dl the events of
the previous three daysin away that Nick found just as reasonable as Troy’ s crazy story about the dien
space vehicle.

Suppose somehow Troy and that turd Homer are working with the Russians. And thisentirething is
just an elaborate cover for arendezvous whereillega information will be passed. Homer would do
anything for money. But why would Troy doit? Having Troy participatein aschemeto el U.S.
secretsto aforeign country was the acknowledged wesknessin Nick’ s ternative explanation, but he
rationaized it by convincing himself that perhaps Troy needed alot of extramoney to pay for dl the
electronic equipment in his computer game.

He certainly couldn’t have saved enough money from his patry sdary, Nick continued thinking. So
suppose these computer discs of Troy’'s have secret military datainstead of dl that crazy information he
just listed. Then the gold could this payoff . Or someoneelse’s. Nick asked several more questions
about the gold. Troy admitted he did not understand very well what they were telling him, through the
bracelet, about why they needed the lead and the gold. He just mumbled something about those two
elements being difficult to produce by transmutation and then added nothing else.

For her part, Carol grew more and more convinced that the story Troy wastelling wastrue. His
inability to answer al the questions did not disturb her; asamatter of fact, given the rather fantastic nature
of hisstory, if he had had pat answersto al the questions, she would have felt less assured of itstruth.
Despite her critica journdistic background, she found hersdlf intrigued and alittle enchanted by theidea
that some superaliens from another world needed her help.

Carol’ sintuition was just asimportant as her rationd thought processes in the formation of her
opinion. First of dl, shetrusted Troy. Shewatched him very carefully when he answered the questions
and did not see the dightest indication that hewaslying. She had no doubt that Troy believed hewas
telling the truth. But whether Troy wasindeed tdlling the truth, or wasinstead being manipulated and
directed by the very ETsthat he was purporting to represent, was another issue atogether. But for what



purpose? shereasoned. There' s not much that the three of us can do for them. Even the information
they requested, except for the wegpons stuff, isrdatively innocuous. Shetemporarily set asde the notion
that her friend Troy had become some kind of pawn for the diens.

Carol could tell that Nick was growing more suspicious. Nick thought it was very peculiar that there
werethree Navy diversin the water at the exactly correct location when one of the carpets ushered Troy
to the surface. And Troy’sreport of the interrogation process after they had flown him to Key West was
so confused that Nick became exasperated again.

“Chrigt, Jefferson,” he said, “you either have avery short or avery convenient memory. Youtel us
that the Navy kept you in custody for aimost an hour, yet you hardly remember any of their questionsand
have no ideawhy they were interrogating you. That just doesn’t sound right to me.”

Troy was becoming alittleangry. “Shit, Nick, | told you that | wastired. | had been through a
traumatic experience. Their questions didn’t make senseto me. And the entiretime fdt asif alittle
voice was trying to make itsdf heard insde my head.”

Nick turned to Carol. “1 think I'm changing my mind. | don’t want to play in this game, no matter
how clever it is. Homer and Gretaannoy me, but | can ded with themif it's necessary. On the other
hand, the Navy scaresme. There was some reason they werefollowing us. It'sjust too damn unlikely
to be a coincidence. Maybe Troy knows something about it and maybe he doesn’t. | can'ttell. But |
don't likethe smel of it.”

He stood up to leave. Carol motioned for Nick to sit down and took a deep breath. “L ook, you
two,” shesaidinalow voice. “I have aconfessonto make. And it seemsasif thisisthe perfect timeto
makeit | did not come down hereto Key West to look for whales.” She glanced at Nick. “And not for
treasure either. | came hereto check out arumor that anew Navy missile had gone astray and crashed
inthe Gulf of Mexico.” She paused severa secondsto let her message register. “I probably should have
told you earlier. But | never found theright time. I'mtruly sorry.”

“And you thought the missilewasin thefissure,” said Troy afew secondslater. “Which waswhy you
came back yesterday.”

“We were going to salvage it for you and give you aworldwide scoop,” added Nick, hisfeding of
betraya softened somewhat by the obvious sincerity of her gpology. “Y ou wereusing usal thetime.”

“You could cal it that,” Carol conceded, “but asareporter, | don't seeit that way.” She noticed the
tensonintheroom. Nick seemed especialy guarded. “But now it doesn’t matter anyway,” she
continued. “What isimportant isthat | have given an explanation for the Navy’s presence at the dive site.
During the last two days | have made severd inquiries at al levels about the clandestine activities that the
Navy currently has underway to search for the missile. Last night that Mexican lieutenant got a good
look at our best close-ups of the missilein the fissure. Undoubtedly someone put two and two together.”

“Look, angdl,” Troy spoke after another short silence, “1 don’t know anything about amissle. And
too much is going on for me to be hurt because you lied to me. 1I’m sure you had your reasons. Whét |
need to know now iswhether or not you will help me take this stuff back to the ETs or diensor
whatever you want to cal them.”

Before Carol could answer, Nick stood up again and started walking toward the door. “I’'m very
hungry,” he announced, “and | want to think through this entire Situation. 1f you don't mind, Troy, I'll
have an early supper and meet you later on tonight with my answer.”

Carol redized that she also was extremely hungry. It had been along, exhausting day and she had not
eaten anything significant since breskfast. She was dso alittle concerned about Nick’ s response to her
confesson. “Why don't | join you for abite?’ she said to Nick. He gave anoncommittal shrug, asif to
say it yoursdf. Carol gave Troy ahug.

“Let’sal meet at my room in the Marriott around seven-thirty. | haveto go there anyway to dressfor
my interview with thetriple cregps. 'Y ou guys can give me some pointers.”

Her humor did not lighten the atmospherein theroom. Troy was clearly worried about something.
Hisface was very earnest, dmogt stern. “Professor,” he said to Nick in a soft and deliberate monotone,
“I know | didn’t have dl the answersto your questions. | don’'t even have the answersto my own. But |
do know onething for certain. Nothing like this has ever happened on the Earth before. At least notin



recorded history. The creatures who built that spaceship are, when compared to us, as we would
appear to the ants or the beesif they could comprehend us. They have asked the three of usfor helpin
repairing their vehicle. To say that thisisaonce-in-alifetime opportunity would be a colossa
under-statement.

“It would be great if we could St around and debate thisissue for weeks or even months. But we
can't. Timeisrunning out. The Navy iscertain to find them soon, maybe they have dready, with
possibly dire circumstances for the human beings on this planet. They have madeit clear to methat their
mission must befulfilled, that they must repair their vehicle and continue their voyage, even if they must
interfere with the Earth system to achieve their godl.

“1 know dl this soundsincredible, maybe even absurd. But | am going to collect some lead weights
from my diver friends and pick up the compact discs at the library. With or without your help, | want to
be over their spaceship at dawn tomorrow.”

Nick studied Troy very carefully during this speech. For aningtant inthe middle, it seemed asif it
were not Troy speaking &t al, but someone or something e se speaking through him. An eerie chill raced
down Nick’sspine. Shit, hethought. I'm asbad asthey are. I’m now caught up in thisthing too. He
gestured to Carol to follow him and walked out the door.
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As| havetold you twice before?” the voice sounded tired and bored, “1 was out diving with my
friends, Nick Williams and Carol Dawson. She had a problem with her equipment and decided to make
aquick return to the boat. We had found a particularly interesting reef, with some very unusua festures,
and we weren't certain we would be able to locate it again. So | decided to stay and wait for her to
come back. When | finaly surfaced haf an hour later, there was no sign of them or the boat.”

The recorder clicked off. Thetwo lieutenants stared at each other. “Shit, Ramirez, do you believe
that bastard’ sstory? Any part of it?” The other man shook hishead. “Then why the hdll did you let him
go? That black shitass sat there for an hour, making fools out of uswith ridiculous answersto our
questions. and then you summearily released him.”

“We can't detain someone without positive evidence of wrong doing,” responded Ramirez, asif he
were quoting from amilitary manud. “And svimming in the ocean ten milesfrom the nearest idand,
athough strange, does not constitute wrong doing.” Ramirez could see that his colleague was scowling.
“Besides, he never dipped up. Heawaystold exactly the same story.”

“The same bullshit, you mean.” Lieutenant Richard Todd leaned back in hischair. The two men were
stting around asmall conference tablein an old room with white plaster walls. The tape recorder wason
thetablein front of them next to an empty ashtray. “Hedidn’t even believe hisown story. Hejust sat
there, that cocky grin on hisblack face, knowing that we couldn’t charge him with anything.” Todd put
al four of hischair legs back on the floor and pounded the table for emphasis. “An experienced diver
would never stay down by himself for five minutes, much lessthirty. Too many things could go wrong.
Asfor hisfriends, why the hell did they leave him?’ Now Todd stood up and made gesturesin the air
with hishands. “I’ll tell you why, Lieutenant. Because they knew hewasdl right, that he had been
picked up by aRussian submarine. Shit, | told you we should have taken one of the new vessels. We
probably could have spotted the sub with the upgraded el ectronic gear.”

Ramirez was playing idly with the glass ashtray while Todd was giving hislecture. “Y ou redly believe
that those three are involved with the Russansin this, don't you? It sure seemsfarfetched to me.”

“Fucking A,” replied Todd, “nothing € se makes even atittle sense. Every engineer we have talked to
saysthere are no conceivable falures that are consstent both with the observed behavior of the missile
and the telemetry we received at our tracking stations. So the Russians must have commanded it of f
course.”

Todd grew excited as he explained the rest of the plot. “The Russians knew they would need some
local help to find the exact location of the missile in the ocean, so they hired Williams and crew to search
for the bird and then tell them where it was. They planned to pick it up with one of their subs. Adding
that Dawson woman to their team was amaster stroke; her inquiries have dowed down our own search
by making us more concerned about the press.”

Lieutenant Ramirez laughed. *Y ou dways sound convincing, Richard. But we still do not have even
one shred of evidence. | don't believe Troy Jefferson’ s story any more than you do, but there could be
many reasonswhy helied, only one of which isany of our business. Besides, there dill isafundamenta
problem with your explanation. Why would the Russansgo to dl thistrouble just to seize a Panther
missle?

“You and | and even Commander Winters may not know the true story of the Panther missile,” Todd
countered quickly. “It may be designed to carry some new breakthrough weapon that we haven't even
heard about. It'snot all that unusua for the Navy to represent a project falsely and to keep itstrue
purpose hidden.” He stopped to think. “But what’s motivating the Russans is not that important to us.
We have evidence of aconspiracy here. Our jobisto stopit.”

Ramirez did not reply right away. He continued to push the ashtray around on thetable. “1 guess| no
longer view it that way,” he said at length, gazing directly a Todd. | see no substantia evidence of any
conspiracy. Unless Commander Winters himself orders additiona work from my department, | am



abandoning my investigation.” He looked at hiswatch. “At least | can still spend Saturday night and
Sunday with my family.” Heroseto leave.

“And what if | bring you proof?’ Todd asked, making no effort to hide his disgust with Ramirez.

“Proof will convince Wintersaswel,” Ramirez answered coldly. “I have taken enough risk on this
project. | will not take any more action unlessinstructed by the proper authority.”

Winterswasn't really certain he would find something appropriate. Ordinarily, he carefully avoided
shopping malls, especidly on a Saturday afternoon. But while he had been lying on the couch, watching
one of the NCAA basketball games and sipping a beer, he had remembered how pleased he had been
when Helen Turnbull, who had played Maggie, had given him aset of unusud tile coasters after the
opening weekend of Cat on aHot Tin Roof. “It' safading tradition in the theater, | fear,” the
experienced actress had said when he thanked her, “but giving smal presents after the opening night or
nightsistill my way of congratulating those people | have enjoyed working with.”

The mal was crowded with Saturday shoppers and Commander Wintersfelt oddly conspicuous, asif
everyone werelooking at him. Hewalked around for severa minutes before he even thought about what
kind of gift he might get for her. Something smple of course, he thought. Nothing that could be
misinterpreted. Just anice memento or souvenir. He saw Tiffani in hismind’ s eye as she had appeared
in hisfantasy just before he had fallen adeep the night before. The image embarrassed himin the
shopping crowd and he nervoudy called up another picture, this one wholesome and acceptable, of the
little girl Tiffani during his conversation with her father. Her hair, he thought, remembering the pigtails. I'll
buy her something for her hair.

Hewalked into a gift shop and tried to make some sense out of the jJumble of bric-a-brac that lined
the walls and was assembled on top of an assortment of tablesin no identifiable pattern. “Can | help
you?’ Winters jumped when a salesgirl approached him from behind. He shook hishead. Now why
did you do that? he said to himsdlf. Of course you need help. Otherwise you'll never find anything.

“Excuse me, young lady,” he amost shouted at the retreating salesgirl, “1 guess| could use some
advice. | want to buy apresent.” Winters again felt asif everyone were watching him. “For my niece,”
he added quickly.

The sdesgirl was abrunette, about twenty, very plain, but with an eager face. “Did you have anything
inmind?’ sheasked. Her hair waslong, like Tiffani’s. Wintersrelaxed alittle.

“Sort of,” hesaid. “Shehasbeautiful long hair. Likeyours. What could | get her that would bereally
specid? It'sher birthday.” Again hefdt astrange anxiety that he did not understand.

“What color?’ thegirl asked.

The question didn’'t make sense. “I don’t even know yet what | want,” he replied with a puzzled
expresson, “so | certainly don’t know the color.”

Thesdlesgirl smiled. “What color isyour niece’ shair?” she said very dowly, amost asif she were
gpeaking to amental retard.

“Oh, of course,” Winterslaughed. *Reddish-brown, auburn,” hesaid. “Andit’svery long.” You sad
that aready, avoice whispered ingde of him. You are acting like afool.

The salesgirl motioned for him to follow her and they waked back to the rear of the store. She
pointed at asmall round glass case full of combs of &l shapesand sizes. “These would make excellent
giftsfor your niece,” shesaid. Therewas an inflection in her voice when she said theword “niece” that
bothered Winters. Could she know something? One of her friends? Or maybe shewas a the play? He
took a breath and calmed himsdf. Again Winterswas astounded by the volatility of hisemotions.

On one of the smal shelves were two beautiful matching brown combs with gold filigree across the
top. One of the combs was large enough to hold al that magnificent hair in achignon against her neck.
The other smaller comb was a perfect size to adorn the side or back of her hairstyle. “I'll takethose,” he
sadto thegirl, “the oneswith the gold work aong the top. And please giftwrap them for me.”

The efficient sdlesgirl reached insde the display case and pulled out the combs. Shetold Wintersto
wait a couple of minutes while she wrapped the present. She disappeared into the back of the store and
winterswas|eft done. I'll leave them on her dressing table at the end of intermission, he was thinking.
He conjured up apicture of Tiffani going into the dressng room, by hersalf, and finding the present under



her nameplate against the mirror. Winters smiled as heimagined her reaction. At that moment awoman
with her eight- or nine-year-old daughter brushed by himin the store. “Pardon me,” the woman said,
without looking around, as she and thellittle girl rushed to finger some Easter baskets hanging on thewall.

The sdesgirl had finished wrapping the present and was standing next to the computer cash register.
When Winters reached the counter, she handed him asmall card that had “Happy Birthday” imprinted on
the upper |eft corner. Winters stared at it for afew seconds. “No,” hesad findly. “No card. I'll buy
another a the stationery store.”

“Cash or charge?’ thegirl asked him.

Winters panicked for amoment. | don’t know if | have enough cash on me, he thought. And how
would | ever explain the charge to Betty? He opened hiswallet and counted hismoney. He smiled at
the girl and said * Cash, pleasg’” when heredlized that he had dmost fifty dollars. The bill wasonly
thirty-two dollars, including the tax.

Commander Wintersfelt arush of Joy as he nearly skipped out of the store. His earlier nervousness
had completely disappeared. He even began to whistle just before he pushed open the door and | ft the
enclosed air-conditioned environment of the mal. | hope she likes the combs, he said to himsdlf. Then
he smiled again. | know shewill.
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NICK poured the last of the bottle of Chablisinto Carol’sglass. “1 don't think | could ever bea
journdigt,” he said. “To be successful it soundsto measif you have to be a sneak.”

Carol moved apiece of broiled catfish mixed with some cauliflower onto her fork and put the bitein
her mouth. “It' s not that much different from any other job. There are dways questions of ethics, aswell
as placeswhere your persond and professond lives comeinto conflict. “ Shefinished chewing her food
and swallowed before she continued. “I had thought that maybe | would tell you and Troy on Friday
evening. But thingsjust didn’t work out, asyou know.”

“If you had,” Nick pushed his plate avay to indicate that he was finished with hismed, “then
everything would have been different. | would have been aware of the possible danger and most likely it
would have been you and | in that place together. \Who knows what might have happened then.”

“I’ve had worse conflicts before.” Carol took adrink from her glass of wine. Shewanted to finish
with thissubject. Inher way. “Right after | graduated from Stanford, | worked for the San Francisco
Chronicle. | wasdating Lucas Tipton alittle at the time that the Warrior drug scanda broke. | used the
social contacts | had made through him to obtain a unique dant on the story. Lucas never forgave me.
So I’m used to problems. They go with theterritory.”

A waliter came by and poured them some coffee. “But now that | have finished apologizing, for the
third time,” Carol said pointedly, “I hope we can go back to more important matters. | must tell you,
Nick, that | find your Russian plot idea absolutdly off thewall. Theweakest dementisTroy. There's
simply no way he could beaspy. It's preposterous.”

“More preposterous than a super-alien space vehicle in need of repairs at the bottom of the Gulf of
Mexico?" Nick countered stubbornly. “Besides, | have adefinite motive. Money. Did you seedll the
equipment he has wrapped up in that computer game?’

“Angie probably makes enough off her roydtiesin one week to cover al that computer stuff,” Carol
replied. She reached across the table and put her hand on Nick’ sforearm. “Now don’t overreact, but
you know there are some rel ationships where the woman carries the financiad load. | cantdll that she
loveshim. There sno doubt in my mind that she would offer to help him.”

“Then why did he try to borrow money from me and then Captain Homer on Thursday night?’

“Hell, Nick, | don't know.” Carol was becoming dightly frustrated. “Buit it’ sirrdlevant anyway. |
can't imagine any set of conditions, unless | was convinced that | was going to be killed, that would
prevent my going back out there with Troy. Whatever thetruth s, it is certainly asensational story. I'm
surprised you are so hesitant. | thought you were an adventurer.”

Carol stared directly acrossthetable at Nick. He thought he saw aflicker of flirtation hiding behind
her unwavering gaze. 'Y ou are one fascinating woman, he thought. And you' re taunting me alittle now.
| caught your double meaning. He remembered how good he had felt when he held her on the boat in
the afternoon. Undernegth that aggressive veneer is another person. Beautiful and intelligent. Hard as
nails one minute and avulnerablelittle girl the next. Nick was certain that any hope he might have of
continuing his relationship with Carol was dependant on hishelping Troy. Shewasn't interested in men
who were not willing to take chances.

“l used to be,” Nick finaly replied. Hetwirled hisempty wineglassin hishand. “I don’t know what
happened. | guess| got stung a couple of times and that has made me more cautious. Particularly where
people are concerned. But | will admit that if | stand back from this Situation and imagine mysdif as
smply an observer, | find the whole affair absolutely fascinating.”

Caral finished her wine and put the glass back on thetable. Nick was quiet. She drummed her
fingers on the tabletop and smiled. “Well,” she said, fixing him with her eyesand picking up her coffee
cup, “have you made adecison?’

Helaughed. “Okay. Okay. I'll doit.” Now it was histurn to reach out and touch her arm. “For
lots of reasons.”



“Good,” sheremarked. “Now that something has been decided, why don’t you help me prepare for
my interview with Captain Homer and the crew. How much was the stuff worth that you pulled up from
the Santa Rosa? And who was Jake? | must act asif I'm serious about this story.” Carol put her
fountain pen tape recorder on the table and turned it on.

“We officidly cleared alittle over two million dollars. Jake Lewisand | each received ten percent,
Amanda Winchester was reimbursed for the expense advance plus twenty-five percent of the profit.
Homer, Ellen and Gretakept therest.” Nick stopped but Carol indicated for him to continue. “ Jake
Lewiswasthe only closefriend | have ever had as an adult. He was an absolute peach of aperson,
honest, hard-working, intelligent, and loyal. And completely naive. Hefell for Gretalike aton of bricks.
She manipulated him completely and then used hislove to her own advantage.”

Nick looked away, out the window of the small seafood restaurant, at some seagulls who were
soaring over the water in the fading twilight. “The night we came back with the big haul, Jakeand |
agreed that one of the two of uswould aways be avake. Even then there was something peculiar in the
Homer-Ellen-Gretatriangle. At that timethey werenot yet al living together, but | till didn’t trust them.
While Jake was supposedly on watch, Gretaballed hisbrainsout. ‘ To celebrate,’ he said, when he
apologized to mefor falling adeep afterwards. When | woke up, more than half of the treasure was
gone.”

Anger long buried was seething in Nick. Carol watched him carefully, noting the intensity of his
passion. “Jakedidn’t give ashit about the money. He even tried to talk Amanda and me out of going to
court. That'sthekind of guy hewas. | remember hetold me, ‘Hey, Nick, my friend, we made two
hundred thousand apiece out of this. We cannot prove therewas more. Let’sjust be thankful and get
on with our lives” Homer had cheated him and Greta had shit al over him, but Jake still wasn't pissed.
Not much more than ayear later, he married awater ski queen from Winter Haven, bought ahousein
Orlando, and went to work as an aerospace engineer.”

Thelight was vanishing outside. Nick was degp in amemory, recaling the full measure of his storm of
righteous indignation from eight years before. “I’ve never understood them,” Carol said quietly. She
switched off therecorder. Nick turned and looked at her, aquizzica frown on hisface. “Y ou know,”
she added, “the people like your friend Jake. Infiniteresiliency. No harbored grudges. Whatever
happensto them they just shake off, like water, and go on living. Cheerfully.” 1t washer turntofed a
little emotion. “Sometimes| wish | could be morelikethat. Then | wouldn't be afraid.”

They stared at each other in the soft light. Nick put his hand over hers. And ther€ sthat vulnerable
little girl again. Hefet adeep emationd longing stirring in hisheart. She'slet meseeit twiceinasingle
day. “Carol,” hesaid gently, “I want to thank you for this afternoon. 'Y ou know, for sharing your
fedingswithme. | fed like | saw an entirely different Carol Dawson.”

“Youdid,” shesad, smiling and making it clear that her protective shield was going up again. “And
only timewill tell if it wasahuge mistake.” She pulled her hand dowly away from his*For the moment,
though, we have other business. Back to the menage atrois. What kind of facility isit that they manage
and what do they do there?’

“Excuse me?’ replied Nick, obvioudy confused.

“A friend of mine, Dr. Dale Michaels of the Miami Oceanographic Indtitute, told me that Captain
Homer and Ellen have some kind of high-tech operation here. | don’t remember exactly how he
described it —”

“Y ou must be mistaken,” Nick interrupted. “1 have known them for dmost ten years and they are
never anywhere except in that fancy house of hisor onboard the Ambrosia.”

Carol was puzzled. “Da€ sinformation isaways correct. Hejust told me, yesterday in fact, that
Homer Ashford had field tested the ingtitute’ s most advanced underwater sentries throughout the last five
years and that hisreports—

“Hold it. Hold it.” Nick wasleaning forward on thetable. “I’'m not sure’m following you. Back up.
Thiscould be very very important.”

Caral started again. “One of MOI’ s newest product areas is underwater sentries, robots, essentialy,
that protect aguaculture farms from sophisticated thieves aswell aslargefish or whales. Dae said that



Homer contributes money for the research and then field tests the prototypes— "

“Son of abitch.” Nick was standing up. He was bursting with excitement. “How could | have been
S0 stupid? Of course, of course.”

Now Carol waslogt. “Would you mind teling me what’ s going on?’

“Certainly,” Nick answered. “But right now we' rein ahurry. We haveto go by my apartment to
look a an old map and pick up another navigation system for the boat. I'll explain everything on the
way.”

Nick put hiskey card in the reader and the garage door opened. He pulled his Pontiac into his
reserved spot and stopped the car. “So you see,” he was saying to Carol, “he knew that we wouldn’t
find anything. He let us search both his house and thelot that he had bought for his new mansion, down
at Pdican Point. Wefound nothing. At that timeit was still hidden somewhere out in the ocean.”

“Did you look in the water around his new property at that time?’

“Yes, wedid. Jake and | each dovethere, on separate days. We found avery interesting
subterranean cave, but no sign of any of the Santa Rosatreasure. But we must have given him the idea.
| bet he moved the stuff there ayear or two after Jake left. He probably figured it was safe by then.
And he had doubtless worried himsdlf sick that someone would discover the treasure out in the ocean.
Youseg itdl fits. Including hisinvolvement with underwater sentries.”

Carol nodded and laughed alittle. “It certainly makes better sense than your ideathat Troy was
working for the Russians.” They opened the doors and climbed out of the car. “So how much do you
think they have left?” Carol asked asthey headed for the evator.

“Who knows?" Nick answered. “Maybethey stole three million out of five” Hethought for a
minute. “They must sill have abunch. Otherwise Gretawould have split by now.”

The elevator doors opened and Nick pressed the button for the third floor. Carol heaved abig sigh.
“What' sthe matter?’ he asked.

“I'mexhaugted,” shesaid. “I fed asif I’'m onacarousd that’'s spinning faster and faster. So much
has happened in the last three days. I'm not sure | could ded with much more. What | need now isa
second wind.”

“Magic days,” Nick replied asthey walked out of the eevator. “These are magic days.”

She looked at him with acurious expression. Helaughed. “I’ll explain an old theory of minelater,”
hesaid. He entered a sequence of numbersinto the small plate on his door and the lock disengaged.
Nick moved to the side with feigned gallantry and let Carol enter first. What she saw was chaos.

The placewas atota shambles. In theliving room, just beyond the kitchen areg, al of Nick’s
precious novels had been scattered randomly about on the floor, the couch, and the chairs. It looked as
if someone had taken each book out of the bookcase, held it up and shook it (trying to find loose papers
perhaps), and then either dropped it or thrown it across the room. Nick pushed by Carol and stared at
the destruction. “Shit,” he said.

The kitchen had been plundered aswell. All the drawers were open. Pots, pans, and tableware were
strewn on the counters and on the floor. To Nick’ sright, the cardboard boxes containing his
memorabilia had been pulled into the middle of the second bedroom. Their contents had been partidly
dumped onto the floor around them.

“What hurricane hit thisplace?’ Carol asked as she surveyed the mess. “I didn’t expect you to bea
good house-keeper, but thisisridiculous.”

Nick was unable to laugh at Carol’s comment. He checked the master bedroom and found that it
also had been ransacked. He then returned to the living room and started picking up his beloved novels
and stacking them nestly on the coffee table. He winced when he found hisworn copy of L’ Etranger by
Albert Camus. The spine of the book was destroyed. “Thisis not thework of vandas,” he said as
Carol kndt downto help. “They were searching for something specific.”

“Have you found anything missing yet?’ she asked.

“No,” Nick replied, picking up another novel with amutilated cover and shaking hishead. “But the
bastards have redly screwed up my books.”

She stacked his Faulkner collection on the easy chair. “I can seewhy Troy wasimpressed,” she said.



“Haveyou redly read al these novels?” Nick nodded. Carol picked one up that had falen under the
televison stand. “What'sthisabout?” She held up the book. “I’ve never even heard of it.”

Nick had just arranged another dozen books on the coffee table. “Oh, that' s afantastic nove,” he
sad enthusiagticdly, forgetting for amoment that his condominium had just been trashed. “Thewhole
story istold through this exchange of lettersamong all the principa characters. It'ssetin
eighteenth-century France, and the main couple, socidly prominent and bored, cement their weird
relationship by sharing details of their affairs. With other lovers of course. It caused quite ascanda in
Europe”

“That doesn't exactly sound like your typical Harlegquin romance,” Carol remarked, trying to commit
thetitle of the book to her memory.

Nick stood up and walked into the smaller bedroom. He began to sort through the contents of the
cardboard boxes. “There arethingsmissing in here,” he called out to Carol. She stopped arranging
books and joined him in the bedroom. “All my photographs of the Santa Rosa treasure and even the
newspaper clippingsaregone. That'sodd,” he said.

Carol was beside him on thefloor, in front of the boxes. Shefrowned. “Isthe trident till on the
boat?’

“Yes” heanswered. He stopped rifling through the papers. “Down in the bottom drawer of the
electronics cabinet. Y ou think there’ saconnection?’

Shenodded. “I think that was what they were after. | don't know why. It just seemsright.”

Nick picked up alarge yellow folder that had been on the floor and replaced it in one of the
cardboard boxes. A photograph and some sheets of typing paper fell out. Carol picked up the picture
while Nick scrambled after the papers. She studied the photo and read the French inscription. She was
surprised to fed atwinge of jealousy. “Beautiful,” she commented. She noticed the pearls. “Also very
rich and sophisticated. She doesn’t ook like your type.”

She handed Monique' s photograph to Nick. Despite his attempt to be nonchaant, he was blushing.
“That wasalong time ago,” he mumbled as he hadtily stuffed the photo back into the folder.

“Redly?’ Carol said, eyeing him carefully. “Shelooksasif she' sabout our age. 1t couldn’t have
been too long ago.”

Nick wasflustered. He packed some more loose materid in the boxes and glanced at his watch.
“WEe d better leave soon if we're going to meet Troy at your hotel.” He stood up. Carol remained
knedling on the floor, looking up at him with asteady gaze. “It'salong story,” he said. “Someday I'll tell
you dl about it.”

Carol’s curiosity was piqued. She followed Nick out of his condominium and into the elevator. He
wasdill ill at ease. Bullseye, she thought to hersdlf. | think | havejust discovered amgjor key to Mr.
Williams. A woman named Monique. She smiled as Nick motioned for her to precede him out of the
elevator. And the man does|ove hisbooks.

Carol’ sroom at the Marriott had two entrances. The norma approach to the room was by way of
the corridor that led to the lobby. But there was another door that opened on the garden and the poal.
When she exercised in the morning, Carol aways used the garden entrance.

Nick and Carol weretalking casually but quietly asthey came toward her room from thelobby. She
pulled out her eectronic card key just before they arrived. As she garted to insert the card into the lock,
they heard an unusua sound, like meta banging against metd, from theinsde of her room. Before Carol
could say anything, Nick shushed her by putting hisfinger to hismouth. “Y ou heard it too?’ she
whispered softly. He nodded hishead. Using gestures, he asked her if there was another entrance to the
room. She pointed out the door to the hotel grounds at the end of the corridor.

Palm trees and tropica hedges covered most of the areato the east of the Marriott swimming pool.
Nick and Carol |€eft the walkway leading to the pool and crept up to the windows of her room. The
venetian blinds were drawn but they could still seeinto the room through a crack under the bottom of the
blinds. At first the room was completely dark. Then asolitary beam from aflashlight reflected for an
ingtant off one of thewadls. In that split second they saw asilhouetted figure in the neighborhood of the
televison s, but they could not identify him. Theflashlight came on again and it paused for amoment on



the door to the corridor. The door was bolted. 1n the brief flicker of the light beam, Carol aso saw that
all her dresser drawers were open.

Nick crawled over next to Carol in the flower bed just under the windows. “Y ou stay here and
watch,” hewhispered. “I’ll go get something from the car. Don’t let them know you're here.” He
sueezed her shoulder and disappeared. Carol stayed glued to thewindow. Once more the flashlight
came on, illuminating electronic parts spread out on the far bed. Carol strained for alook a who was
holding the flashlight. She couldn’t seehim.

She became acutely aware of the passage of time. Her intuition told her that the intruder was getting
ready to leave. She suddenly redlized she was completely exposed sitting out there underneath the
window. Comeon, Nick, shesaid to herself. Hurry it up. Or | may be chopped liver. Thefigureinthe
room moved toward the garden door and then stopped Carol felt her pulserateincrease. At just that
moment Nick returned, out of breath. He had brought back along crowbar from the trunk of his car.
Carol motioned to him to stand by the door, that the intruder was about to come out.

She saw thefigure put his hand on the doorknob and she flattened herself against the dirt. Nick was
behind the door, poised to deliver apowerful blow to whoever exited from the room. The door opened,
Nick started to strike. “Troy,” screamed Carol from the flower bed. He jumped back just intime,
barely missing the downward swoop of Nick’ s crowbar. Carol was on her feet in aninstant. Sheran up
to ashaken Troy. “Areyou dl right?’ shesad.

His eyeswerewide from fright. “Jesus, Professor,” he said, glancing at the crowbar that Nick was
widding, “you might have killed me”

“Shit, Jefferson,” Nick replied, the adrendine till coursing through his system, “why didn’t you tell us
it wasyou? Andwhat wereyou doing in Carol’sroom?’ Helooked at Troy accusingly.

Troy backed into the room and turned on the lights. Theroomwasadisaster. It looked like Nick’s
condominium when Carol had first walked through the front door.

Carol turned to Troy. “Why onearth. . "

“Ididn'tdoit, angd,” hereplied. “Honest Injun.” Troy looked at histwo friends. “Sit down,” he
sad. “Thiswill only take asecond.”

Meanwhile Carol’ s eyes were scanning theroom. “Crap,” she said angrily, “al my camerasand film
aregone. And virtudly the entire telescope system, including the post-processor unit. Dalewill shoot
me.” Shelooked in one of the open drawers. “The assholestook my photographs from thefirst dive as
well. They werein alarge envelope on theright sde of thistop drawer.”

Carol sat down on the bed looking alittle dazed. “All the film from the photographsthat | took inside
that place has been stolen. So much for my sensational story,” she said.

Nick tried to comfort her. “Who knows. Maybethey’ll turn up. And besides, yd ill havedl the
negativesfrom thefirs dive”

Carol shook her head. “It'snot the samething.” Shethought for aminute. “Damnit,” shesaid, “I
should have kept the exposed film with me when we left the hotdl to go to Troy’ s apartment.” She
looked at the two men and then brightened abit. “Ohwell,” shesaid. “There sawaystomorrow.”

Troy was gill waiting patiently to give hisexplanation. He indicated for Nick to sit down on the bed
next to Carol. “I’ll makethisshort and sweet,” hesaid. “Just thefacts. | arrived here about seven
o'clock. | came early because | wanted to make some modificationsto your televison set. I'll explain
why inaminute.

“The peoplein the hotel wouldn’t give me akey to your room so | came down here and fooled the
card reader.” Hesmiled. “It'sno problem for someone who knows how these thingswork. Anyway,
as soon as the green light came on and the guard bolt released, | heard the garden door dam. Someone
had been in the room while | was opening the door. | caught afleeting glimpse of him ashe hightailed it
around the corner of the building. He was a big man, not someone | recognized immediately. Hewas
moving with difficulty, asif hewere carrying something heavy.”

“Part of the ocean telescope,” Carol said.

“Goon,” added Nick. “What happened next? | want to hear why you werein Carol’sroom
working inthe dark. | bet you'll come up with agood story for that too.”



“That'seasy,” Troy said to Nick. “I was afraid the thief or thieves might come back. | didn’t want
them to seeme”

“You're amazing, Jefferson,” Nick responded. “Y ou're the kind of person who would tell acop that
you were exceeding the speed limit because you wanted to get to afilling station before you ran out of
ges”

“And the cop would believe him,” Carol remarked. They dl laughed. Thetension in the room was
diffusng.

“All right,” said Nick. “Now tell uswhat you've doneto thetedevison. Incidentally, how did you get
ingdeit? | thought these hotdl setsweredl darmed.”

“They are,” Troy replied, “but it'svery smpleto disable the darm system. It dways cracks me up.
Somebody sdllsthe hotel the ideathat they can protect their property with these darms. But the burglars
can easily find out what system has been ingtdled, buy the circuit data sheets, and completely disable the
protection.”

Troy glanced around the room. He then checked hiswatch carefully. “Let’'ssee” hesad. “Why
don’t you two move over herein these chairs. | think you' Il be able to see better.” Nick and Caral
exchanged puzzled looks and arranged themselves as Troy had requested. “Now,” he continued in a
surprisingly serioustone, “you will ssewhat | believeisincontrovertible proof that my story about the
diensistrue. They havetold me, through this bracelet, that they are going to televise a short program
from insgdethe vehicle a exactly seven-thirty. If | havetrandated their directions properly and madethe
correct modifications, this television should now be able to receive their transmission.”

Heturned on the set and put it on channd 44. There was nothing but snow and static. “Thisisgreet,
Troy,” Nick commented. “It will probably stedl rating points from soap operas and music videos.
Watching thisrequires even lessintelligence—"

A picture suddenly appeared on the screen. The lighting was poor, but Carol immediately recognized
hersdf in the scene. She was standing with her back to the cameras, her fingers moving around on top of
what appeared to be atable.

Anorchegrd verson of “Silent Night,” featuring an insirument not unlike an organ, accompanied the
picture.

“That’ sthe music room | told you about,” Carol said to Nick. “I guessthat warden thing had avideo
camerain dl hispargpherndia”

The television scene switched immediately to a close-up of Carol’ seyes. For five seconds her
marvelous, frightened eyesfilled dmost the entire screen. She blinked twice before the camera pulled
back and reveded her in front view. terrified, standing and shaking in her bathing suit. Carol shuddered
as sherecalled the horror of those seconds when the warden’ s appendages intruded upon her person. It
was dl shown in the video, some parts even in dow motion. One of the featured scenes was the
deliberate movement of the bristles across her chest, including both her erect nipples. Oh my God, she
thought. 1 hadn’t redlized they were erect. Maybe fear doesthat. Carol squirmed. Shefelt surprisingly
embarrassed in front of Nick.

There was ajump discontinuity in the program. In the next scene the three of them werelooking at
Troy, lying on hisback on the floor somewhere, with enough wires and cords attached to him that he
could have been Gulliver bound by the Lilliputians. The camera panned around the room. Two wardens
werein one of the corners. Their upper body attachments were not even smilar, but they both had the
same centra body, amoebalike, that had confronted Troy and Carol. On the other side of the room a
pair of carpets were standing together. From their motionsit looked asif they wereengagedin a
conversation. Nick and Carol and Troy watched while the camera stayed fixed for about ten seconds.
The carpets apparently finished conferring and then flipped off in separate directions.

Thefina frames of the transmission were a close-up of Troy’s head showing more than a hundred
probes and inserts connected to hisbrain. Then the screen went back to snow and static. “Wowee,”
said Nick after amoment. “Can | have aningtant replay?’ He stood up from the bed. Y ou were
terrific,” he remarked to Caral, “but | think your sceneswill have to be edited if we want a PG rating.”

Carol looked up at him and blushed dightly. “Sorry, Nick, but | don’t think you make agood



comedian. We have onedready,” she nodded a Troy, “and | think that’senough.” She glanced at the
clock beside her bed. “Now | figure we have fifteen minutes or so to make plans. Nomore. And |
haveto dressaswell. Why don’t you tell Troy about your decision and what you have concluded about
the Santa Rosa loot while | change my clothes.” She grabbed ablouse and a pair of pants and headed
for the bathroom.

“Hey, wait aminute,” Nick protested. “Aren’t we going to discusswho it wasthat broke into my
condominium and your hotel room?’

Carol stopped outside the bathroom door. “There are only two possibilities that make any sense,”
shesad. “It' sether the Navy or our sicko friends from the Ambrosia. Either way we'll find out soon
enough.” She stopped amoment and an dfin smile played across her lips. “1 want you two to seeif you
can figure out away to stedl Homer’sgold. Tonight. Before we go back to meet with our
extraterrestrials tomorrow morning.”
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CAROL and Troy went over the details one last time and she checked her watch. “It’ s eight-thirty
dready,” shesaid. “If I'm much later | know they’ |l be suspicious.” She was standing outside Nick’s
Pontiac in the parking lot of the Pelican Resort, arestaurant about three-quarters of amile from the
Ashford mansion at Pdican Point. “Whereishe?’ shefretted. “We should have finished with thisfifteen
minutes ago.”

“Just cdm down, angel,” Troy replied. “We haveto test this new unit first. 1t could be very important
inan emergency and I’ ve never actudly used it.” He gave her areassuring hug. “Y our friendsat MOI
originaly developed it.”

“Why did | have to suggest such awild-assidea? Carol said out loud to hersdlf. “Where syour
brain, Dawson? Didyouleaveitinthe. . .”

“Can you hear me?’ Nick’ sgarbled voiceinterrupted her. 1t sounded asif it were coming from the
bottom of awell.

“Yes,” Troy answered into atiny wakie-talkie shaped like athimble. “But not too clearly. How
deep areyou?’

“Say again,” said Nick. “I did not copy completely.”

“Yes, we can hear you,” Troy shouted. He carefully enunciated each word. “But not very clearly.

Y ou must speek dowly and ditinctly. How deep areyou?’

“About eight feet,” was the response.

“Godowntosxteenandtry it again,” said Troy. “Let'sseeif it will work from the deepest part of
the cave”

“How’shedoing that?’ Carol asked, whilethey waited for Nick to descend.

“It'sabrand-new system, built into the regulator,” Troy answered. “Y ou have to speak whileyou're
exhaing for it towork. There'sasmal transmitter/receiver ingde the mouthpiece and an earphone
attachment. Unfortunatdly, it doesn’t work much below ten feet.”

Almost aminute later Carol and Troy heard something, very faint, not even recognizable asNick's
voice. Troy listened for amoment. “We cannot read you, Nick. Thereistoo much attenuation. Come
on back now. I’'m going to send Carol on her way.” Troy pressed a button on the walkie-talkie that
would repeatedly transmit thislast message.

He handed the communications unit to Carol. “Okay, angel,” he said, “you're ready. We should be
in the water around nine o' clock and out, if al goeswell, by haf an hour later. Keep them occupied with
your questions. 'Y ou should leave by ten-thirty at the latest and drive directly to Nick’ s apartment. We
will meet you there with your wagon.” He raised hiseyebrows. “And the gold, | hope.”

Carol took adeep breath. She smiled a Troy. “I’m scared,” shesaid. “1 would rather face a carpet
or even one of those warden thingsthan thistrio.” She opened the car door. “Do you redly think |
should goin Nick’scar? Isn't that certain to make them suspect something?’

“WEe ve been through dl thistwice before, angel,” Troy laughingly replied. He gently nudged her into
thecar. “They dready know we refriends. Besides, we need your wagon for the diving gear, the
backpacks, and the lead and gold.” He closed the door and planted alight kiss on her cheek through the
openwindow. “Besafe, angd,” hesaid. “And don’t take any unnecessary chances.”

Caral started the car and backed into the middle of the parking lot. Shewaved at Troy and pulled
into the dark lane that led through the marsh to the end of theidand. The only light was from the nearly
full gibbous moon that was aready abovethetrees. All right, Dawson, she thought to herself. Now
you'reinthe middle of it. Just stay cam and dert.

She drovevery dowly. Shereviewed the plansfor the evening severa timesin her mind. Then she
started thinking about Nick. He holdsontothings. Likel do. He till hates Homer and Gretafor
cheating him. He couldn’'t wait to dive for thegold. She amiled as she turned into the circular drivein
front of Homer Ashford’ shouse. | just hopethereis someleft over for him.



A split second after Carol rang the doorbell, Homer opened the door and greeted her. “You'relate,”
he said in a pleasant monotone. “We thought maybe you were not coming. Gretaisaready inthe poal.
Do you want to change and join her?’

“Thanks, Captain Homer, but | decided not to swim tonight,” Carol answered politely. “I gppreciate
the offer, but I’'m mostly here on business. | would prefer to start the interview as soon as possible.
Even before dinner, if that would be al right with everyone dse”

Homer led Caral into agigantic family room and stopped by alarge wet bar. A magnificent
hand-carved wooden statue of aswimming Neptune, about four feet long altogether, was on thewall
abovethebar. Carol asked for some white wine. Homer tried without successto talk her into
something stronger.

The family room had abilliards table at one end. On the other side, adiding glass door opened onto
acovered patio that narrowed into acement walkway. Carol followed Homer in silence, sipping from
her white wine every twenty steps or so. The walkway wound past big trees and a lighted gazebo off to
the left before it spread out around the huge swimming pool.

Actudly there were two pools. Infront of Carol was aclassic, rectangular, Olympic-sized pool under
grong lights. At oneend wasadide and waterfal that ran down an artificia mountain into the swimming
area. At the other end, in the direction of the second pool and the ocean, there was a sunken Jacuzzi
constructed out of the same decorated bluetiles that rimmed the top of the main pool. The entire
complex was cleverly designed to creste the impression of moving water. There seemed to be a steady
flow from the waterfal, to the large pool. down into the Jacuzzi, and then into a stream that meandered
off in thedirection of the house.

The second pool was circular and dark. It was off to Carol’ sleft at the edge of the property, near
what looked like asmall cottage for changing clothes. Gretawasin the rectangular pool in front of Caral.
Shewas svimming laps, her powerful body moving rhythmically through the water. Carol, who wasan
excellent svimmer herself, watched Gretafor afew seconds.

“lan’t she something? Homer walked over next to Carol. Hisadmiration was obvious. “ Shewon't
let hersdlf eat abig meal unless she works out beforehand. She can't stand fat.”

Homer was wearing alight brown Hawaiian shirt with apair of tan dacks. Brown loaferswere on his
feet, and abig drink, crammed with ice cubes, wasin hishand. He seemed relaxed, even affable. Carol
thought he could have passed for aretired banker or corporate executive.

Greta continued to swim relentlesdy through the water. Homer was hovering over Carol and shewas
beginning to fed uncomfortable, asif her space were being invaded.

“Where' sEllen?” she asked, turning to the large man and moving just dightly farther away from him.

“She’ sin the kitchen,” Homer replied. * Shelovesto cook, especially when we have guests. And
tonight she' smaking one of her favoritedishes” Therewasamogt atwinklein hiseye. Heleaned down
to Caral. “She made me promise not to tell you what we' re having,” he whispered confidentially, “but |
will tell you that it' sapowerful gphrodisac.”

Ugh, said Caral to hersdlf as she caught awhiff of Homer’ s breeth and listened to hisleering chuckle.
How could | have forgotten how repulsive thisman is? Does heredlly think that . . . Carol stopped her
thought. She reminded hersdlf that people with excessve money very often lose touch with redlity.
Probably some of the women respond. For what he can givethem. She amost gagged. The thought of
having any kind of sexud liaison with Homer wastotdly repugnant.

Greta had finished swvimming laps. She climbed out of the pool and dried hersdf off. Her al-white
racing uniform was like atransparent body stocking. Even from adistance, Carol could not avoid seeing
thefull detail of her nipples and breastsaswell as her clump of pubic hair through the thin suit. She might
aswell have been naked. Homer stood beside Carol, unabashedly staring as Greta strode acrossthe
cement.

“Nosuit? Gretasaid just before she reached them. Her eyesweretrying to bore holesin Carol’s.
Carol shook her head. “I’'m sorry,” said Greta. “Homer had hoped that we might have arace.” She
looked at the captain with an odd expression that Carol did not understand. “He lovesto seewomenin
competition.”



“I1t would have been no contest,” Carol answered. She thought she saw Gretatense. “Y ou would
havewon easly,” sheadded. “Y ou swim beautifully.”

Greta smiled, accepting the compliment. Her eyesroamed over Carol’ sbody. She made no effort to
hide the fact that she was doing an appraisal. “Y ou have agood body too for svimming,” Gretasaid.
“Maybe alittle too fat on the ass and upper legs. | could suggest workout —”

“Why don’t we show Miss Dawson the other pool?” Homer interrupted. *Before you go insde and
change clothes.” He started walking toward the little cottage near the ocean. Without saying another
word, Gretaturned and followed him. Carol took asip from her wine. Who knows what goes on here,
shethought . Those three have not had to work for eight years. They take people out fishing and diving
for amusement. A strange mixture of disgust and depression started to spread in her. So they
manufacture entertainment to keep from being bored.

Moments after Homer entered the cottage, a bank of flood-lights down underneath the second pool
wasilluminated. Homer gestured for her to hurry and Carol skipped into the cottage. They led her
down aflight of steps. Under the ground was awakway that completely encircled the large glass
aquarium that had looked, in the darkness, like a second swimming pool. “We have six sharks now,”
Homer said proudly, “aswell asthreered occi, apair of cuttlefish, and of course hundreds of more
standard species of fish and plants.”

“Occl?” inquired Carol.

“That’' sthe dang plura of octopus,” Homer responded with asmug, self-satisfied smile. “Actudly,
the correct plurd is octopodes, even though everyone now accepts octopi because it has been used so

Gretawas standing with her face pressed againgt the glass. A couple of bat rays swam past. She
was waiting for something. After twenty seconds or o agrayish shark appeared. The shark seemed to
notice Greta and stopped, watching her, its face about five feet away from the glass. Carol could seethe
long sharp teeth and identified it asamako, afierce smaller cousin of the man-egting great white shark.

“That's Greta s pet,” said Homer. “Hisnameis Timmy. Somehow she hastrained him to recognize
her face againgt the glass. “ Homer watched afew more seconds. “From timeto time she goesin there
to swimwith him. When the sharks have finished eating, of course.”

The shark remained in place, staring blankly in Greta sdirection. She began to drum her fingers
againg the glassin regular cadence. “Now thisisexciting,” Homer said, walking over next to Gretaand
the aquarium. “What you are going to seeiswhat biologists cal atypica Pavlovian response. I’ ve never
seenit quitethisway beforein ashark.”

The mako began to be agitated. Greta started increasing the tempo, the shark responding by
whipping the water back and forth with itstail. Suddenly Gretadisappeared up the sairs. Carol thought
she noticed afaraway ook in her eyes when Gretazoomed by her. Carol looked at Homer for an
explanation. “Come down here closer,” he gestured to Carol. Y ou don't want to missthis. Greta
caresfor therabbitshersdf. And Timmy aways puts on agrand show.”

Carol wasn't exactly sure what Homer wastalking about. But she was enjoying the lovely aguarium.
It contained crystal-clear seawater, obvioudly filtered and recycled regularly. Carol noticed severd
gpecies of sponges and coral, aswell as urchin and anemone. Someone had gone to grest trouble and
expense to re-create the conditionsin the reefs just off-shore Key West.

Suddenly abeheaded white rabbit impaed on along vertica staff, the blood sill spurting fromits
arteries, gppeared in the aguarium just opposite where Carol and Homer were standing. 1t wasover in
aningant. Driven to immediate frenzy by the blood in the water, the mako attacked, its teeth ripping half
the hapless rabbit off the stave with the first bite. The second swoop captured the rest of the rabbit and
snapped therod aswell. Carol barely had timeto recoil and turn her head. When she jumped back, she
spilled winedl over her blouse.

Trying to appear cam, she reached in her purse for atissue to wipe her blouse. She said nothing.
She had had a perfect view of the shark’ s attack and could Htill fed the adrenaline imbaance that the
fright had produced. Great way to Sart adinner party, she thought. Why haven't | ever thought of it?
Dawson, these people are weird.



Homer was il excited. “Wasn't that spectacular? Such raw, savage power inthosejaws. Driven
by pureingtinct. | never get tired of it.”

Caral followed him up the sairs. “Good show, Greta,” she heard Homer say when they walked out
of the cottage. “It wasright in front of us. Two bites. Wham, wham, and the rabbit was gone.”

“I know,” said Greta. She was holding adiving mask. What was|eft of the staff was on the ground
beside her. “I could seefrom up here.” Gretawas staring at Carol, obvioudly trying to discover her
reaction. Carol averted her eyes. Shewas not going to give Greta the satisfaction of knowing she had
found it repulsive,

“Greta has the whole thing down to split-second timing,” Homer continued as they walked back
through the gardensto the house. “ She preparesthe live rabbit on the chopping block an hour early.
Then, when Timmy isready, she. . . "

Carol tuned his gruesome story out of her mind. | don’t want to hear this, she thought. She glanced
at her watch. Ten minutes after nine. Come on guys. Be swift. I’'m not certain | can stand these people
for another hour.

Nick and Troy swam silently aong the shorelinein the moonlight. They had carefully rehearsed the
plan. No additiona light until they werein the cove beside Homer’ s property and at |east ten feet under
water. Troy would lead, searching for alarm systems he could disable with the tools stuffed in the
pockets of hiswet suit. Hewould aso keep alookout for the infamous robot sentries. Nick would
follow with the buoyancy bags they would useto carry the gold.

They had walked aong the beach from the Pelican Resort parking lot, wearing their heavy diving suits
aswell asthe backpacks, until they were only about a hundred yards from the thick fence that marked
Homer’ s property. Then they had set down the packs containing their clothes and eased into the water.
During thewalk Troy had had severa problemswith histools, and a decision to reduce his arsend of
gadgets had delayed their arriva at the embarkation point by five minutes. Just before they went into the
water, Nick had given an uncharacteristic squed of excitement and grabbed Troy by the shoulders. “I
hope that fucking gold isthere,” he had said. “I cannot wait to seethelir faces after we stedl it.”

It wastimeto submerge. Holding handsin the darkness, Nick and Troy dropped about five feet
under the water. They stopped, equaized the pressure in their heads, and repeated the procedure.
When they were down about ten feet, Troy turned on the searchlight. They quickly worked out their
directions and headed around the corner, deeper into the cove adjoining Homer’ s estate.

Troy wasinthelead. He had no trouble finding the entrance to the natura tunnd that led to the
subterranean cave. Asthey had planned, Nick waited outside the tunnel while Troy went inside to look
for darms. Therock cliffsclosed over hishead. The watery entryway was abouit five feet across and
four feet high. Troy immediately found ametal box affixed to theleft wal, where it was partidly hidden
from view. When he examined the box, he discovered that it was emitting two laser beams separated by
about three fest.

On the other side of the natura tunndl were the receiving plates for the beams aswell asthedarm
electronics. Troy swam over carefully, pulled out his screwdriver, and dismantled the housing. The
system wasvery smple. Failure of either plate to receive abeam would trigger the opening of arelay.
When both relays were open, current could flow to the dlarm. Thus an object had to be large enough to
break both beams smultaneoudy to set off an darm. Troy smiled to himsdlf as he vaidated the operating
principle by passing hishand in front of one of the beams. Then hejerryrigged one of the rdays
permanently closed. Satisfied with hiswork, he siwam back and forth in the tunnel, breaking both beams
at the sametime, assuring himself that he had rendered the darm system ineffective.

He swam back out to meet Nick and gave him the thumbs-up sign. The two men passed through the
fifty yards of natura tunnd into the subterranean cave. Where the narrow passageway widened, Troy
again gestured to Nick to remain behind while he, Troy, went into the cave to check for booby-traps.
Nick let hisfeet fal to the bottom of the tunnd and switched on hisown small flashlight. Hewasina
perfect place for an ambush. Thetunnd was so small here that there was virtudly no maneuvering room
He wondered what an underwater sentry would look like. What a placeto die, he thought suddenly.
Fear siwept over him as he turned off hisflashlight and looked down &t hisilluminated diver swatch. He



watched the glowing second hand sweeping around the face. Hetried to calm himself. It had been three
minutes Since Troy had left. Why ishetaking so long? he asked himsdlf. He must have found something.
Another minute passed. Then another. Nick was having ahard time quelling the onset of panic. What
do | doif he doesn’t return?

Just as Nick was about to swim into the cave on his own, he caught sight of Troy’ s searchlight coming
toward him Troy waved and Nick followed. Within thirty secondsthey werein the shalow part of the
cave, where the water was only about four feet deep. The two men stood up with their flipperslodged
againg therocksto protect themsalvesfrom faling in the intermittent tidal surges.

Nick pulled hisregulator out of his mouth and flipped his mask back on hishead. Before he could
speak, Troy put afinger against Nick’slips. “ Speak very softly,” Troy’ swhisper was barely audible.
“The place could be darmed for sound aswell.”

Therewas no light in the cave except Troy’s searchlight. However, over their heads, in the highest
corners of the rock ceiling, Troy pointed out two separate banks of fluorescent lighting. The caveitself
was an irregular ova, about thirty yardsin itslongest dimension and maybe fifteen yards across at its
widest point. The ceiling was only about three feet above the water near the entrance to the tunnel out to
the ocean, but it was twenty feet high in the corner where they were standing in the shallow water.

“Well, Professor,” Troy continued whispering, “I have good news and bad news. The bad newsis
that thereis no treasure here in thiscave. The good newsisthat there are two other tunndls, both
manmade, that lead away from this place and go under Captain Homer’ s property.” He paused for a
moment and watched his partner. “ Shall we go for it?’

Nick looked at hiswatch. It was nine-twenty dready. He nodded. “The bastard spent alot of
money down here. They must have stolen morethan | figured.” Nick adjusted his diving equipment.

“Well gart with thetunnel ontheleft. Asbefore, I'll lead to look for trouble.” Troy cast his
searchlight around on the ceiling. “Thisisastrange place. But beautiful. It looks like another plangt,
doexn'tit?’

Nick pulled hismask back over hisface and dipped the regulator in his mouth. He flopped backward
into the seawater. Troy followed and, once under the surface, showed Nick the way to thefirst
manmade tunnd. Thistunnel was on the other side of the cave, about twelve feet below the water at its
lowest point. It was made of normd circular sewer pipe. The diameter of the pipe was about five fest,
making the tunnel approximately the same size asthe natural passageway between the ocean and the
cave. Troy entered thetunnd gingerly. He swam back and forth from sideto Sde, examining onewall
for afew yards and then going acrossto the other. He amost missed the long, dender darm box. 1t was
embedded in the ceiling at ajunction between two sections of sewer pipe and Troy just happened to
look up before hetriggered the darm.

This system worked on adifferent principle. A cameraor other optical devicein the box on the
ceiling took repeated images of a square foot of the tunnel bottom that was backlit by an illuminated
square cleverly concedled below the normal concrete floor. Apparently some kind of data comparison
agorithm in the alarm processor contained logic by which the consecutive pictures could be assessed, in
terms of threat, and an darm triggered if necessary. It wasthe most complicated device of itskind that
Troy had ever seen and he quickly recognized the similarities between this system and the ocean
telescope that had been onboard the Florida Queen. That means MOI designed and devel oped it, he
thought to himself. So I’d best be careful. | bet the algorithm is set so that disturbancesto the camera
trigger thedarm aswell.

Nick had swum over to the side of the tunnel, out of the way, and was watching Troy try to open up
the aarm box without jiggling the optical instrument. To accommodate the dmost two-inch width of the
box, there was agap of that size everywhere around the circle connecting the two sequentia sections of
pipe. Throughout the rest of the tunndl, al adjoining sections were cemented together. Herethe
passageway was discontinuous.

Curious, thought Nick. Heidly shone hissmall flashlight into the blacknessin the gap beside him,
expecting to see nothing but awall of rock. What in the world is that? he wondered, as hislight fell upon
some metal object that |looked like alarge grating. The grating was resting upon an old piece of railroad



track. Nick looked more carefully. He could make out agear box and some pulleys, but he had no idea
how all these mechanica devicesfit together.

Meanwhile Troy had managed to remove the housing from the darm box without disturbing the
cameraand was busy trying to understand the inner workings of the syssem. Whew, hethought. Thisis
much too complicated to figure out in five minutes. 1f | can just isolate the darm, that should be enough.
It was tough work under thewater. But Troy was clever and the e ectronics were packaged in alogical
fashion. Hewas ableto find the darm and disableit. Afterward Troy lingered for several secondstrying
to determine the purpose of the other circuits connected to the darm subassembly.

Nick had intended to show Troy what he had found in the gap; however, as he watched hisfriend
struggling with the complex circuitry of the darm box, he became again worried about the passage of
time. 1t was now amost aquarter to ten. He caught Troy’seye and pointed at hiswatch. Troy
reluctantly abandoned hisinvestigation of the darm and proceeded down the tunnel.

Thirty yards farther the tunnel passed what looked like a door to asubmarine on their left. Both Troy
and Nick tried pulling on the handle of the large and very heavy round door but nothing happened. With
gestures Troy told Nick to continue trying to open the door while he swam on down the tunndl.

The gold bars and other objects that remained from the Santa Rosa treasure were Sitting in the tunnel
another thirty yards beyond the round door. The passageway itself came to an abrupt halt against arock
wadl. Infront of thewall was an array of gold and silver objects, stacked to an average depth of afoot
or S0 across the width of the tunnel. The treasure was not hidden in any way, it was Smply scattered in
random piles on the concrete floor at the end of thetunnd. Troy was ecdtatic. There' s plenty here, he
thought. Enough for thediens. Enough for Nick. Maybe even some left over for Carol and me.

He swam back to find Nick. Nick was absolutely exultant when he saw the unmistakable smile on
Troy'sface. Heraced around hisfriend to the end of the tunnel When Nick first reached the treasure, he
Spent aminute or two swimming around, picking up each object that was different and dropping it back
into the piles on the floor.

Holy shit, Nick said gleefully to himsdlf ashe and Troy started putting gold barsinto the buoyancy
bags. | wasright for once. There must be over ahundred poundsin barsaone. They had agreed
before the dive just to bring out the bars, provided there were enough. The bars were the only objects
they could be certain were puregold. Evenif wetakefifty-eight to Troy’ sfriends, that might leave fifty
or sofor us. Hedid aquick mental calculation. That could be over three hundred thousand dollars
apiece. Whoopee.

Joy and excitement surged through Nick. He was having difficulty containing himself. He wanted to
sing, to dance, to jump with joy. He had been right after dl. The bastards had stolen most of the
treasure and now hewas stedling it back. There’ sno happiness quite like the redressing of an old and
painful grievance. Andtodoitwith panache. . . Nick wasalready celebrating in hisheart. Thiswas
hisday.

Filling the bagstook notime at dl. Nick and Troy both felt asif they had infinite energy. When they
had finished picking up the gold bars, Troy gestured down the tunndl. Nick looked down at the other
treasure objects remaining on the floor. We should takeit al, he thought. We should leave Homer and
Gretanothing. Nothing at al. But hehad to be practical. Each of their bagswas virtualy full and they
would be heavy enough asthey were.

Nick swam off in the direction of the ocean, his buoyancy bag full of gold trailing behind him. Troy
followed. Asthey passed the bulky door on theright, Troy found himself thinking again about the
circuitry leading to the darm in the box just ahead, between the two sections of pipe. What could those
other connections befor? Suddenly he remembered seeing adiagram in an e ectronics magazine about
advanced timersthat could reinitialize systems and swap out failed parts. By now the component that
Troy had disabled might have been declared afailure by the smart processor in the alarm box, in which
case it would have either been replaced by aredundant part or the system would beignoring its output.
In either Stuation, Troy thought, that means the system could be active again.

It wastoo late. Nick swam into thefield of view of the optica device and lights came on throughout
thetunnd. A metd gate started closing behind Nick and hisbag of gold. It was only with aburst of



speed that Troy propelled himsdf through before the gate shut completely. But his buoyancy bag full of
gold barswas | eft behind, on the other side of the gate.

Nick stared at Troy’'slost bag asit floated to the floor. He reached through the bars, grabbed the
bag, and tried to pull it through. It wasusdess. He shook the gate. The metal was extremely sturdy.
Angry and frustrated, he punched the gate with hisfists. AsNick caught his breath in between punches,
he became aware of a strange droning sound, like a motor, somewhere in the distance behind him. He
turned around to find Troy. He could not see him anywhere.

Troy had been exhausted by his svimming sprint through the closing gate. His energy spent, he had
let himsdlf fal to the floor of the pool in the deegpest part of the cave, halfway between the two manmade
tunnels. Hetook severa deep breaths through his mouthpiece and checked hisair supply. He had about
ten minutesremaining. He watched for amoment as Nick, almost out of Sght to hisright, tried fruitlessy
to pull Troy’sbag through the gate. Shit, Troy thought, disgppointed that he had lost the gold, if only |
had been thinking. 1 should haveknown. . . He heard an unusua sound off to hisleft. Curious, Troy
swam over to the entrance of the other tunnel and right into the path of the robot sentry.

Even though the origina distance between them was over fifty fegt, the guidance mechanism of the
sentry fixed on Troy as soon as he appeared. Startled and fascinated, at first Troy did not try to avoid
the onrush of the bullet-shaped submarine. The sentry was three feet long and afoot wideiniits
midsection. When it was about eight feet away, the sentry dowly loaded and fired asmadl but powerful
spear, the size of atable knife, that Troy just managed to avoid asit hurtled past. The spear crashed into
thewadl besde him.

Adrendine surged into Troy’ s system and he swam out into the middle of the pool. The sentry did not
follow himimmediately. Instead it moved over in front of the natura passageway to the ocean, thereby
cutting off the escape route, and then turned around to make a systematic search of the pool . Damnit,
Troy wasthinking, why didn’'t I leave while| had the chance? Hewondered if Nick was ill over by the
gate.

The sentry had now found Nick initsfield of vison. Hewas svimming dowly toward the exit with his
buoyancy bag. He was unaware that he and Troy were not donein the pool. By thetime Nick saw the
sentry, he wasfifteen feet away and within easy range of its underwater gun. Troy watched the sentry
load aspear. Oh no, he cried out to himself. Watch out, Nick. There was nothing he could do.

It happened so fast that neither Nick nor Troy knew exactly what occurred. Troy would later explain
that he felt asudden warm tingle on hiswrist and then something, alight beam or alaser burst or astream
of plasma perhaps, fired out of his bracel et and zapped the robot sentry into silence and motionlessness.
Nick would say that the sentry, just when it was going to fire at him, wasfirg distracted by Troy and then
recoiled asif from animpact. Whatever happened, the sentry stopped all activity. Immediately
theresfter the two men swam together over to the shallow part of the cave. They were temporarily safe.

Carol could not believe how plump and succulent the oysters were. Ellen was Sitting at the other end
of the table opposite her, and was beaming with pride. “Would you like some more, dear?’ she smiled,
lifting the huge pot containing the oyster stew. 1’m now going to eat a second portion, Carol thought. In
addition to the catfish with Nick. Gretawould be disgusted. She smiled to herself and nodded at Ellen.
Therewas at |east one thing she had learned thisevening. Ellen was certainly afantastic cook.

And avery sad person too, Carol thought as she spooned herself some more spicy stew rich with the
fabled Appaachicolaoysters. Homer had personally answered al the questions during the
twenty-minute interview before dinner. Whenever a question had been controversid or delicate, such as
when Carol had asked about the alegations that part of the treasure haul had been secretly stolen and
hidden by the three of them, he had looked only at Greta before he made aresponse. No wonder Ellen
egisal thetime. She'sthe odd man out. Or isit woman?

“Thisgtew isfabulous” Carol remarked to Ellen. “Would you mind giving me the recipe?’

Ellen was delighted. “Certainly, dear,” she said, “it would be my pleasure.” Carol remembered Dal€'s
reference to Ellen’ sbehavior a the MOI awards dinner and wondered if there was, indeed, any sexual
component to the warmth Ellen was displaying. | don’'t seeit, Carol decided. Thisisjust alondy and
profoundly disturbed woman. | don't fed oneiotaof sexua tension.



“Y ou’ ve been asking the questions al evening, Miss Dawson,” Homer was saying. “Now why don't
we ask you afew?’ He had been surprisingly pleasant and subdued since the bizarre preprandia shark
feeding. They must be normal sometimes, Carol thought. Otherwisethey couldn’t survive. But who
knows when Mr. Hyde will show up again.

“Ya” Gretasad. It wasthefirst time she had spoken directly to Carol during the meal. “Homer told
me you werewith Dr. Dae. You arelovers, no?’

Y ou don't beat around the bush, do you Greta. Carol partialy evaded the question. “Dae Michaels
and | arevery good friends. We spend quite alot of time together, both socialy and professiondly.”

“Heisasmart man,” Gretasaid. Those clear eyes stared at Carol and asmile played at the corner of
Greta slips. What isshetrying to tel me?

The conversation was interrupted by the sound of asharp darm. Carol knew immediately that
something had gonewrong. “What intheworld isthat?’ Carol asked innocently asthe Strident darm
continued with itsloud burgts.

Homer and Gretawere dready up from thetable. “Excuseus,” Homer said, “it’sour burglar darm.
Probably an error. WE Il go check it out.”

They hurried out of the dining room, leaving Carol and Ellen alone, and headed down anearby
halway. 1 must follow them and find out what’ s going on, Carol thought, her heart and mind racing
together. She sneaked a peek at her watch. It was five minutes past ten o' clock. They should have
finished by now. “I’'m going to therest room,” shesaid to Ellen. “Don't bother,” she added, asEllen
darted to explain thedirections. “I’'m surel canfind it mysdf.”

Carol waked quickly into the hall and listened for sounds of Homer and Greta. Moving very quietly,
shefollowed them until she wasjust outside alarge den on the opposite side of the house. The door to
thedenwasgar. “It will focusinasecond,” she heard Homer say. Therewasapause. “Shit,” he
shouted, “it looks like the gold bars are dready gone. They must have moved very fast. . . Thepicture
isredly not very clear. Here, you takealook.”

“Ya” sad Greta. “Thebarsaregone, | think . . . But Homer, the gold would be very heavy.
Maybethethieves aretrapped inthetunnd . . . Timmy could search for them.”

“That would fix the bastards,” Homer’ s nervous laugh sent chillsdown Carol’ s spine. She back
pedaled dowly until she had retreated to the main foyer of the house. She heard an outside door damin
the direction of the den. They’ve gone out to turn the sharksloose. Jesus. | must warn Nick and Troy.

Carol waked into the nearest bathroom in the halway, pushed the door closed, and turned on the
water faucet. Then sheflushed the commode and untaped the small walkie-talkie that was hidden insde
her shirt. She put the unit right next to her mouth. “Mayday, mayday,” shesaid. “They know you're
there. You areindanger.” She repeated the message and then pushed the button that would
automatically recycle the communication severd moretimes. | certainly hope this damn thing works, she
thought.

She darted to affix thetiny unit to theingde of her blouse again. While she wastaping it down, she
happened to ook in the mirror. Her heart nearly stopped. Ellen was standing in the doorway, staring at
her, the baeful glarein her eyesindicating that she had seen and heard everything. Shetook astep
toward Carol.

“Just hold it right there, Ellen,” Carol said. Carol put her handsup. “1 have no quarrel with you.” The
fat woman hedtated. “Homer and Greta only use you anyway,” Carol added softly, “why don’t you
leave them and make alife for yoursdf?”

Anger broke across Ellen’sface. Her eyes narrowed, her cheeks reddened, and she raised her huge
figsto threaten Carol. “It'snone of your damn businesshow | livemy life)” she said menacingly. She
moved againin Carol’ sdirection.

Carol grabbed the thick meta towel rack beside her and pulled with dl her might. The bar sprung
free from the wall, dumping two peach bath towels and awooden end piece on the linoleum floor. Carol
brandished the bar over her head. “Don’t make me hit you,” she said. “Just move aside and get out of
my way.”

Ellen did not dow down. Carol aimed carefully and struck her hard, on the right shoulder. The heavy



woman collgpsed.

“Greta,” shewailed inamonstrousvoice, “ Greta, hdp me.”

Still waving the bar from the towd rack, Carol walked carefully around Ellen and backed toward the
door. Onceinthe hall, she sprinted to the family room and headed for the front door. Right besidethe
wet bar she was tackled from behind. Carol fell forward, hard, and smashed her nose on the carpet.
Shetried to squirm out of Gretal sarms but it wasimpossible. Shewas pinned. A few drops of blood
trickled out of Carol’ snose and fell on the carpet.

Both women were breathing heavily. Carol managed to turn her body around so that she wasfacing
Greta. She struggled vainly to free hersdf. Gretal s strong arms dammed Carol’ swrists againgt the floor.
Greta bent down until her face was only inches away from Carol’s. “Y ou weretrying to get away, ya,
and just why vereyou in such ahurry.”

Therewas something ferd in Gretal seyes. Onimpulse, Caral lifted her head and kissed Greta, full on
thelips. Startled, her assallant’sarms momentarily relaxed. That wasal Carol needed. Gathering al her
strength, she smashed the bottom of her pam into the sSide of Gretal shead. Gretawas stunned. Carol
pushed her off and made adash for the door.

Carol was aready calculating when she ran out the front door and down the steps. Gretawill beup in
an ingtant, she thought. | won’'t have timeto open the car door. | might aswell runfor it.

The German woman was only fifteen yards behind her, and gaining fast, when Caral turned onto the
lane that led from Homer’ s house to the Pelican Resort. For ten years | have run three times aweek.
But thisisthe only time my life has ever depended onit. Shetried to accelerate. Greta continued to
closethegap. Carol was certain she was going to be caught at any minute. Once she thought she felt
Gretd s hand on her blouse.

But after two hundred yards Greta began to drop back. When she was aquarter of amile from
Homer’ sdriveway Carol dared to look over her shoulder. Her pursuer was clearly struggling and was
now fifty yards behind her. Carol felt arenewed burst of energy. I’'m going to makeit, shethought. I'm
actudly going to escape.

Gretadowed to awak. Eventually Carol did too, but not until she was amogt to the restaurant.

Even then she continued to look back, to try to find her antagonist in the moonlight. Now I'll call ataxi,
shewasthinking, And go over to Nick’ s gpartment. | hope that the two of them heard my warning and
aesdfe.

She could no longer see Greta. She stopped and strained her eyes. She must have turned back,
Carol thought. While she was looking back down the lane, apair of very strong hands grabbed her
shoulders. She spun around and stared into the laughing eyes of Lieutenant Richard Todd.
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HE had purposely waited until all the rest of the actors had left the dressing room. The package itsalf
was inconspicuous, about the size of alarge bar of soap, wrapped in white paper with adark red ribbon.
Y ou don't even know if it’ sfrom her, Winters thought as he pulled the bow on the ribbon. The
commander was full of anticipation. The show had been even better tonight. And in the bedroom scene
he had fdlt, for just a second, the touch of Tiffani’ stongue againg hislips. Shedidn’'t haveto do that,
Winterstold himsdf, sugpending for amoment al vestiges of guiilt.

His hands trembled alittle as he opened the package. 1t wasaplain whitebox. Insdewasaslver
cigarette lighter smple but handsome, with theinitids VW engraved on the outside a the bottom. His
heart raced. So shedoesfed it too. Commander Wintersfet apowerful burst of lust in hisgroin. Now
he was imagining a scene no more than three or four hoursin thefuture. He wastaking Tiffani home and
they werekissing at her front door. “Would you liketo comein,” shewouldsay . . .

“I fed pretty . . . ohsopretty . . . | fed pretty and witty andgay . . .” He heard her singing as she
came down the hall. She pushed open the door to his dressing room and twirled around. Tiffani’s hair
was stacked high on her head showing the lines of her eegant neck. The gold filigree along the top of the
comb that the commander had given her blended in perfectly with the rich red and brown of her hair.

Her dresswas white, low cut, with her shoulders exposed except for tiny strapsin the corners.

“Wel?" she said with abig and eager smile. Sheturned around again. “What do you think?”

“Y ou look beautiful, Tiffani,” hereplied. He stared at her with such intendity that she blushed.

“Oh, Vernon,” she sghed, now changing her mood, “the combs are wonderful.” She pulled a cigarette
from his pack on the dresser table and lit it hersalf with his new lighter. Shetook adeep drag, her eyes
fixed on his, and put the cigarette down in the ashtray. “1 don’t know how to thank you,” she murmured.

She waked over to him and put her handsin his. “It’saready been another wonderful evening.” She
put her left hand behind his head and reached up to kisshim. His heart was about to explode within his
body. She could fed hisarousal as her lips nestled softly againgt his. She pulled his head down to meet
hers and subtly increased the pressure of her kiss. At length he put hisarms around her and pressed her
body againg his.

Commander Winters thought he was going to drown in the pleasure of that kiss. Never had hefelt
such longing. Hewas certain he would gladly diein the morning if he could just continue to kiss her all
night first. For amoment, as helet himself experience fully the rush of joy and loveand lug, dl his
worries and despair were pushed asde. He wanted to wrap himsalf around Tiffani, somehow zip her
ingde hisskin, and close out everything esein the universe.

Melvin and Marc had come to the dressing room to find the commander. They had not approached
with stealth and were not even being especidly quiet, but neither Tiffani nor Commander Winters heard
themwalk up. The two men could see the pair kissing through the open dressing room door. They
looked at each other and reached out ingtinctively to touch handsfor an ingant. From their own
experience they knew about the difficulty of love affairs outside the accepted norm.

Tiffani and Wintersfinaly broke the kiss and she put her head againgt hischest. Her back wasto the
door. Winters opened his eyes and saw Melvin and Marc standing there in front of him. He blanched,
but the director made a gesture with his handsthat said, “It’sal right. It’syour business, not ours.”

Melvin and Marc consderately waited several seconds so that it would look asif they had not arrived
until after thekiss. The commander patted Tiffani on the shoulder and turned her around in afatherly
manner. “Great show, Commander,” Melvin said as he walked into the room. “And another super
performance from you too, young lady.” He paused. Marc smiled his compliments and Tiffani
unconscioudy straightened out her dress. “There saLieutenant Todd waiting outside for you,
Commander,” Melvin added. “He saysit'surgent. He asked metotell you to hurry.”

Winters face was creased with wrinkles. What in the world is he doing here? he thought. It s after
ten o' clock on a Saturday night. “Thanks, Mdvin,” heanswered. “Tel him I'll be out in afew minutes.”



Thedirector and hisfriend turned and | eft the dressing room. Tiffani reached over for thelit cigarette,
whose ash had grown so long it had nearly falen out of the ashtray. Sheinhaded and handed it to
Winters. “Did they see uskissing?’ she asked anxioudy

“No,” lied Winters. But dready he was redizing how untenable hisfantasy was. Precious Tiffani, he
thought. My teenagelover. Wewerelucky. But we cannot kid ourselves. We will be seen eventudlly.
Helooked into her eyes and saw the flame of adolescent passon. Again hefdt thesurgeinhisloins. He
reached down and pulled her forcefully to him. And if the wrong person sees us, he thought as hislips
tingled with her kiss, thereisno limit to my risk.

Wintersthrew his cigarette down on the ground and stomped it out. He shook hishead in disbelief.
“You aretdling methat you have taken those three into custody? And you' re holding them at the base?’

Lieutenant Todd was confused. “But Sir, don’'t you understand? We have an entire set of
photographs. In three of them you can clearly seethe missile. And there are other picturesthat show the
black guy in somekind of underwater structure down there in the ocean. Just as| had guessed. What
more could we possibly need? We aso caught them, red-handed no less, coming back from adive with
fifty pounds of gold barsin their backpacks. Fifty pounds!”

Commander Winters turned around and went back in the thester. “Go back to the base, Lieutenant,”
he said disgustedly. “I'll betherein five minutes.”

It was gpparent that Mevin and Marc were just waiting for Tiffani and the commander before they
locked up the theater and went to the party. “Can you take her over, Melvin?’ he asked. “There' sabig
mess out at the base tonight and it looks asif | will haveto straighten it out.” The conversation with Todd
had been sobering for Winterson at least two levels. Firg, it had reminded him that there was aredl
world out there, outside of the theater, aworld that would not look kindly on aforty-three-year-old
Navy commander having asexud relationship with a seventeen-year-old high school student. Secondly,
Todd s astonishing announcement that he had indeed detained three civilians, one of whomwasa
well-known reporter, jolted the commander into redlizing that his preoccupation with Tiffani had affected
hiswork. | should never have let thisthing get so far out of control, he thought. From here on out that
lieutenant makes no movethat | don't personally approve.

“I'm sorry, Tiffani,” hesaid in afatherly voice. He gave her an ambiguous hug and alight kisson the
top of her head. “I’'ll cometo the party assoon as| can.”

“Hurry or you' [l missthe champagne,” Tiffani said with asmile. Mevin turned off thelightsin the
theater. Thefour of them walked out the door.

Winters had parked down the street amost a block away. Hewaved to Tiffani as she climbed into
Melvin'scar. | wonder if you will ever know, young lady, he thought. Know how close | came tonight
to throwing everything away. In hismind’ seyeit was twenty-four years before, on acold night outsde
of Philadelphia, and he had just gone berserk and virtually raped Joanna Carr. Winters Sarted his
Pontiac and eased into the street. 1t would be so easy, he thought. Just onetimeto forget the rules and
congraints. To diveinto thewater without looking first. He remembered his pact with God after he had
spent the night with Joanna. So Y ou kept Y our part of the bargain. | guess And | became an officer and
agentleman. And akiller.

Hewinced. Heturned the car past the swank Miyako Gardens and headed for the base. With great
effort he forced himself to stop thinking about Tiffani and Joannaand sex. It'snot enough that | havethis
trial with Tiffani. At the sametime| am assgned aredneck lieutenant who runs roughshod over civilians
in his attempt to prove some cockamamie. . .

Commander Winters stopped at asignal. Sowly, thefull impact of what Todd had told him began to
gnkin. Jesus. | may bein troubletoo. Unlawful entry. Wrongful detention. They’ll throw the book at
Todd. . . Heessed hiscar through the intersection. He mechanically put acigarette in hismouth and lit
it. Sol should be apologetic. But shit. That Dawson woman isareporter. Bad bad news.

He had arrived at the base. He waved to the security guard and drove on to where Todd had said
they were keeping thetrio. Winters stopped in front of a plain white building situated on asmal hill about
fifteen feet dbovethe street level. A nervous Lieutenant Roberto Ramirez was waiting at the edge of the
road. Hewas holding two large, thick envelopesin hishands. Ramirez turned and called something



toward the front door. Todd came out in amoment. He locked the door carefully, came down the
steps, and walked toward the other two officers. Ramirez was already showing the photographsto
Commander Winterswhen Todd joined them. The three men had a short but animated discussion.

“So what happened after you received my message?’ Carol turned to the other two as soon as Todd
disappeared out the door. They had not had many chancesto talk in private since Todd and Ramirez
had taken them into custody in the parking lot at the Pelican Resort.

“Troy wasready to split,” Nick laughed. “But | thought your warning only referred to the robot
sentry. And since he had been quiet for several minutes, | figured we were dready safe. | was till redly
pissed off about the second bag of gold bars. So | hurried back over to the gate.

“1 was concentrating so hard on finding away to pull the bag through the opening that | must have
been obliviousto everything else. Suddenly | felt Troy jerk me backwards. Maybe asecond later two
or three sharks, one definitely amako, dammed hard into the gate. | was certain the gate was going to
fdl into pieces”

“Those sharks wereredly nasty, angel,” Troy interjected. “And stupid too. The big one must have
banged againgt the gate a dozen times before he gave up.”

“The buoyancy bag with the gold bars was immediately ripped to shreds by the crazy sharks. They
may even have swallowed most of the barsthemsdlves. It was not fun being that closeto them.” Nick
shuddered. “When | close my eyes| can still see that mako’ steeth three feet away fromme. I'll
probably have bad dresmsfor years.”

“I pulled Nick toward the ocean. | didn’t want any part of those mean bastardsand | didn’t trust the
gate to remain intact in case they launched another attack. WWe madeit out in record time. Of course,
neither of us expected to be greeted by the U.S. Navy when we returned to the station wagon.” Troy
paused. “This Todd character, what's his problem any way? He surethinks he' sabad ass. Ishejust
pissed because the professor decked him last night?”

Carol amiled. Shereached her left hand over and put it on Nick’sleg just above the knee. Her hand
remained therewhile shewastaking. “Todd isone of the nava engineerstrying to find the lost missile.
I’'m certain that he and his men must have been responsible for the bregk-ins at Nick’ s gpartment and my
hotel room. Otherwise they wouldn’t have detained us.”

“What grounds do they have for holding us?’ Nick inquired. He dropped his hand down and
wrapped it around Carol’s. “It’s not against the law to have gold barsin abackpack. Don't we have
rights as citizensthat prevent thiskind of thing?’

“Probably,” Carol replied. She squeezed Nick’s hand and then retracted her own. “But asa
reporter, | find this part of our adventure extremely interesting. Y ou can tell that Lieutenant Ramirez is
very nervous. Hewouldn’'t let Todd even ask us any questions until Commander Winters was contacted.
And he has been very concerned about our comfort.”

Asif on cue, the front door opened and the three naval officerswaked in. Winterswasin the lead
with the two lieutenantsjust behind. Nick and Carol and Troy were Sitting on gray metal auditorium
chairson theleft of apartitioned areathat served as awaiting room for the larger officesin therear of the
building. Winters moved into the areaand half leaned against the large gray desk opposite them.

“I’'m Commander Vernon Winters,” he said, his eyes meeting each of theirsinturn. “AsMiss
Dawson knows, I’m one of the senior officers on the base here. 1 am currently in charge of a secret
project, code named Broken Arrow.” Hesmiled. “I’'m sure you are wondering why you have been
brought to the base.”

Winters reached out with hisleft arm and Ramirez handed him the infrared blowups that showed the
missleinthe most detail. He waved the photos at the three detainees. “One of the god's of project
Broken Arrow isto find aNavy missilethat has been lost somewherein the Gulf of Mexico. Lieutenant
Todd here believes, based on these photographs, that you know wherethat missleis. That iswhy he
has acted to bring you here for questioning.” Winters voice rosein pitch and he began to wave hisarms.
“Now I’'m certain | don’t need to remind you that state-of-the-art weapons systems are what keep our
nation free and secure—"

“SJpare usthe patriotic lecture and the histrionics, Commander Winters,” interrupted Carol. “Weall



know that you are searching for alost missle and that you think we may havefound it. Sorry. We went
out looking for it today but were unableto locateit again.” She stood up. “Now you ligento mea
minute. Y our zealous lieutenant there and his men have broken more lawsthan | can count. In addition
to kidnapping us, they have looted and vandalized my hotel room and Mr. Williams' apartment. They
have d so stolen some photographs and vauable equipment.” She fixed Winterswith ahard gaze. “You
sure as hell better have good reason for dragging us down hereor | swear I'll seeto it that all three of
you are court martiaed.”

Carol glanced at Ramirez. Hewas squirming. “In the meantime,” she continued, “you can start by
giving usan officid, written gpology, returning al our property, and making adequate payment for dl the
damages. Inaddition | want exclusve accessto al Broken Arrow filesfrom thismoment on. If you
don't agreeto al these terms, you might aswell prepare right now to read about the Gestapo tactics of
the United States Navy in the next edition of the Miami Herald.”

Uh oh, thought Winters. Thisisnot going to be easy. Thiswoman reporter intendsto play the bluff
and threst game. He pulled out acigarette while he wasthinking. “Would you please not smokein
here?” Caral brokeinto histrain of thought. “Weadl find it offensve.”

Damn these aggressive nonsmokers. He replaced the Pall Madl in the pack in his pocket. Winters
had been thrown off at first by Carol’ srapid attack, but he eventually regained his composure. “Now,
Miss Dawson,” the commander began aminute later. Helooked away from thetrio, in the direction of
thefront door. “1 can understand why you might be upset by what has happened. | will admit that our
men may indeed have acted in an unwarranted manner while they were searching your roomsto find
evidence. However . . .” Winters stopped in mid-sentence, turned around, and came back toward
Nick and Carol and Troy.

“However,” he repeated. “We are talking about treason here.” Hewaited to let histhreat register.
“And | don’'t need to tell you, Miss Dawson, that treason is serious business. Even more serious than
journalism.” He hesitated again for effect and his voice became very stern. “If any of you have
knowledge of the whereabouts of this missile and have conveyed that knowledge to a member of any
foreign government, especialy one viewed asinimical to our nationd interests, then you have committed
treason.”

“What kind of dope have you been smoking, Commander?’ Carol replied. “Wefredy admit that
we' ve been looking for your missile. But that doesn’t make us spies. Y ou have no case againgt us.”
She glanced at Nick. He was admiring her performance. “I’m smply areporter covering astory. This
treason business of yoursis pure fabricated bullshit.”

“Oh, yeah,” said Lieutenant Todd, unableto restrain himself. “Then where were these pictures
taken?’ He showed the photo of Troy in full diving regdiain theinitial underwater room with the red and
bluewals. He then turned and pointed to the backpacks sitting in the opposite corner of the room.

“ And what were your two friends doing with fifty pounds of gold after their dive tonight?’

“All right, man,” Troy remarked in an exaggerated manner. Hetook a step toward Lieutenant Todd.
“All right. You vefigured it out, haven't you? Wefound the missile and sold it to the Russansfor fifty
pounds of gold.” Hiseyeswidened ashelooked a Todd. “And now the missileis onboard asubmarine
on itsway to Moscow or wherever . . . Come on, man, get serious. We're not that stupid.”

Lieutenant Todd' stemper flared up. “Y ou black bastard — " he muttered before Commander
Winters jumped between them. Winters needed sometimeto think. Todd's questions were after al.
gl unanswered. Even if there were good answers, it was not difficult to understand how someone could
have come to the conclusion, based on the photographs, that there might be a conspiracy involved.

In addition, there was the issue of defending the actions of hisjunior officers and the investigating
team. I | |et these three go now, thought Winters, then we are essentiadly admitting that we made an
eror inthefirst place. . . Ramirez was gesturing a the commander. He nodded outside with his head.
Winters did not understand at first, but Ramirez repested the motion.

“Excuse usasecond,” Winterssaid. The two officers walked out on the porch above the steps,
leaving Todd with Nick and Carol and Troy. “What isit, Lieutenant?” Winters asked

“Commander, Sr,” Ramirez answered, “my career isthe Navy. If we release these three now, after



no forma questioning — "

“1 couldn’'t agree more,” Wintersinterrupted abruptly. “1 wish that none of thistoday had happened.
Butit did. Now we must finishit up properly and thoroughly or we have no defense for what we did.”
He thought for aminute. “How long would it take you to get the video and sound equipment set up for a
formd interrogation?’

“About thirty minutes,” Ramirez replied. “Maybe forty-five a the most.”

“Let’'sdoit. Whileyou're getting ready, I'll preparethelist of questions.”

Shit, said Winters to himsdlf as he watched Ramirez walk briskly toward his office on the other sde of
thebase. | amindeed going to be heredl night. He thought of his missed chance with Tiffani . I’ d better
cal her and explain while I’ m drafting these questions. He felt a sudden burst of anger toward Lieutenant
Todd. Asfor you, hethought, if we come out of this unscathed, | will personaly seeto it that you are
transferred to Lower Slobbovia

It was after eleven o' clock. Lieutenant Todd stood near the front door. Hewas holding abilly club
inhishand. Once before in the evening, just after Nick and Troy had reached the Pelican Resort parking
lot, Todd had used the club on Nick’ s back to coerce him into the car. Nick could still feel the welt.

“How long isdl thisgoing to teke?’ Troy asked. He was standing near the desk. “Can’t we go
home now and get some deep and come back on Monday morning. . "

“You heard what theman said,” Todd replied. Hewas definitely gloating. “They’ ve gone off to
prepare for aformal interrogation. 'Y ou should be using thistimeto get your story straight.” Todd
pounded his pam with the billy club.

Troy turned to hiscompanions. “All right, team,” he said with awink. “I move we blow thisjoint.
Let’ soverpower this geek and blast out of here.”

“Judt try it, you shits,” Todd rejoined. He smacked one of the empty folding chairswith his club for
emphasis. “I'd like nothing better than to report that you tried to escape.”

Nick had not said much since Winters and Ramirez had left. He now |ooked across the room at
Todd. “Y ou know what annoys me the most about this, Lieutenant?’ he said to hiscaptor. “It’ sthat
peoplelikeyou,” he continued, without waiting for an answer, “end up in positions of power or authority
all over theworld. Look at you. Y ou think that because you have us under your control, that makesyou
somebody. Let metell you something. You aren't shit.”

Todd did not try to hide hisdidikefor Nick. “Atleast | can find white men to be my friends” he
replied sarcagticaly.

“I do declare,” Troy chimed in swiftly. “I believe our associate Lieutenant Todd may beabigot. We
may betaking to atruelife honky. Let'sseeif ‘nigger’ ishisnext —”

“Boys, boys,” Carol interceded as Todd started to move toward Troy. “Enoughisenough. “The
room became quiet. Troy walked back over to hisfriends and sat down in hischair.

A minute later Troy leaned over to Nick and Carol. As he was whispering to them, he put the gold
bracelet right next to hismouth. “Y ou know, folks” he said, “if we don’t get out of here soon, we may
be hereall night. | can well imagine the questionstaking three or four hours. And that meansthe Navy
will get to the dive Site before usin the morning.”

“But what canwe do?’ Carol asked. “It would beamiracleif they let usjust walk out without any
questions.”

“A miracle, angel.” said Troy withagrin, “isjust what we need. A good old-fashioned miracle. Like
thebluefairy.”

“What are you shits whispering about over there?” The truculent Lieutenant Todd began to walk
toward the bathroom at the west end of the long room. “Knock it off. And don't try anything. The
outside door islocked and | havethekey.” Hedidn't close the bathroom door. The urinal was
fortunately out of view to theright.

Therewas not much light in the back of the small bathroom. As Todd wasfinishing hispiss, he
became aware of astrange sensation al over hisright sde, asif athousand very smal needieswere
gticking in him. Puzzled, he turned toward the corner. What he saw there sent an incredible shock of
terror racing through his system.



In the corner, partialy hidden in the poor light, was what could only be described as a six-foot carrot.
Thethicker end of the creature was balanced on four webbed pads planted on the floor. There were no
arms, but about five feet above the ground, just under amaze of blue spaghetti of unknown purpose on
top of its“head,” four vertical dits, each afoot long, were cut in what might have beenitsface. Out of
each of these dits something strange was hanging. Troy would later explain to Nick and Caral that these
were sensors, that the carrot saw, heard, smelled, and tasted with these dangling extensions.

Lieutenant Todd did not wait to study the creature. He let out awhoop and backed quickly out of the
bathroom. He did not stop to retract his penisor zip hisfly. When the weird orange thing next appeared
inthelight at the door to the bathroom, The lieutenant was certain it was going to follow him. He stared
a it, petrified and immobile, for haf asecond. Then, when it did indeed move toward him, Todd
immediately turned around, unlocked the front door, and burst throughit.

Unfortunately he forgot about the eight concrete steps. In his panic hetripped and fell. He smacked
his head hard on the second step and tumbled down to the bottom. He lay unconscious on his back on
the sdewalk in front of the building.

Carol had cowered against Nick when she had first seen the carrot. Then they had both glanced at
Troy. Hewas smiling and humming to himsdlf, “When youwish uponadar . . . makesno difference
who you are.” He seemed 0 blase about everything that Nick and Carol even relaxed temporarily.
However, after Lieutenant Todd disappeared out the front door and the carrot turned to face them, it
was difficult to remaincam.

“Nuts,” said Troy withabig smile. “I wasredly hoping for the bluefairy. | thought she might make
merich, or maybe even white.”

“All right, Jefferson,” Nick said. Hisface looked asif he had just esten alemon. “Please explain
what that thing in front of usis”

Troy first walked dowly over to the corner of the room to pick up their backpacks. “This,
Professor,” he replied as he then walked directly up to the carrot, “iswhat we might call aholographic
projection.” He put his hand into and through the orange body. “Somewherein the universethereis
supposedly ared life creature like this, but they have only sent hisimage to help us escape.”

Even with Troy’ s explanation Nick and Carol did not want to come any closer to the stationary carrot
than was absolutely necessary. They moved with their backs againgt the walls until they reached the
door. “Don’'t worry,” Troy laughed. “It won't hurt you.”

The sensor hanging out of the dit on the far right of the carrot’ s head was totally incomprehensible.
Carol could not take her eye off of it. It looked like awad of gooey honeycomb stuck on theend of a
maorette’ sbaton. “What doesit do with that?’” Carol asked, pointing as she preceded Troy out the
door.

“I don't know, angel,” Troy answered. “But it must be fun.”

Nick and Troy joined Carol on the platform at the top of the stairs They al saw Todd at about the
sametime. They were naturaly surprised to find him lying at the bottom of the steps. His head was
bleeding. “Should we hep him?’ Carol wondered out loud as Troy bounded down the stairsin front of
her.

“Noway,” Nick replied quickly.

Troy bent down beside Todd and carefully examined the unconscious lieutenant from head to toe. He
dapped the big man lightly on the cheek. Lieutenant Todd did not move. Troy winked at hisfriends at
thetop of thestairs. “The professor wasright, my man,” he said, breaking into agrin, “you redly aren't
shit”

“So| kissed her,” Carol said with alaugh.

“You didwhat?" asked Nick. They werein Troy’sold Ford LTD. driving toward the Hemingway
marina. After leaving the base they had waked the mile and ahalf to Troy’ s duplex to pick up hiscar.
Carol was beside Troy in the front seat and Nick was in the back next to the backpacks containing the
gold and the information discs.

Caral turned around to Nick. “I kissed her.” Shelaughed again as Nick screwed up hisfacein
disgust. “What was | supposed to do? The woman is stronger than most men. She had me pinned on



thefloor. Therewas something just alittle suggestive about the way shewasholdingme. . .

“Whoooee, angdl,” Troy dapped the dashboard with hisleft hand. “Y ou areamazing. What did
superkraut do next?’

“Shereleased her grip on my wrists. Just for asecond. | think she was deciding whether to kissme
back.”

“Yuch,” said Nick from the back seat. “1 think I’'m going to be sick.”

“So you smashed her up side of the head and then ran off?” asked Troy. Carol nodded. Troy
laughed heartily and then became more serious. “Be careful if you ever see her again, angd. Gretadoes
not liketo lose”

“But you' rewrong about her in one respect, Caral,” Nick remarked. “Greta snot into women at all.
Shelikes sex with men too much.”

Carol found Nick’ scomment smug and even irritating. She spoke across the front seat to Troy.
“Why isit, Troy, that men naturaly assume that any woman who has sexud relations with men could not
possibly beinterested in having sex with another woman? Isthis another example of their fundamental
belief in their own innate superiority?” Shedidn’t wait for an answer. Carol turned around again to talk
to Nick. “And in case you' rewondering, the answer isno, I'm not alesbian. | am relentlessy
heterosexua, as much because of my San Fernando Valey middle class background as anything. But |
will admit that sometimes| grow extremely tired of men and what | call their balboon demongtrations of

“Hey,” Nick replied, “I didn’t mean to start an argument. | wasjust suggesting—"

“Okay, okay,” Carol interrupted, loosening up abit, “no harm done. | guess| am alittle quick onthe
trigger.” Shewasquiet for afew seconds. “By theway, Nick,” she remarked then, “there’ s one part of
thisthat | fill don’'t understand completely. Why did Captain Homer go to such grest lengthsto hide the
rest of thetreasure dl thistime? Why didn't he just sdll it off as soon as he could?”’

“Lotsof reasons,” Nick replied. “Not the least of which wasfear that he might somehow be
discovered and indicted for the perjury he committed during our trial. But thisway he also escapesthe
IRS, the vaue of the gold appreciatesin time, and, most importantly, Greta has to hang around if she
wants her whole share. He dmost certainly converts some of it to cash from time to time, probably
through athird party. But never enough to cal attention to the transaction.”

“Soyou see, angel,” Troy said, “that’ swhy there’ sno way he can cal the police. Because he would
have to admit everything. | bet he'sredly pissed off.”

Troy pulled into aleft-hand turn lane and waited for the Signd to change. A car pulled up beside them
on theright, next to Carol, and she just happened to look idly in that direction. It wasaMercedes.

Later on Carol would recdll that time seemed to dilate for her. Each second of the next minute was
recorded in her memory in super dow motion, asif it were covering amuch longer period of time. Greta
was driving Captain Homer’ s car and was staring at Carol. Homer was sitting beside her, waving his
fists, shouting something that Carol couldn’t hear through her closed window. Carol focused on Gretal's
amazing eyes. Never had she seen such hatred. For just aningtant Carol looked away to dert Troy and
Nick. When sheturned back she saw that Greta had a pistol pointed directly at her.

Three things happened amost smultaneoudy. Carol ducked, Troy pulled into the intersection against
thered light, barely missing aspeeding car, and Gretafired the gun. The bullet ripped through Carol’s
window and crashed into Troy’ s door, somehow miraculoudy missing them both. Carol sat cringing
under the dashboard in the front seat. She fought against panic and tried to catch her breeth.

The chasewason. It was after eleven-thirty on a Saturday night in Key West and thetrafficin the
resdentia areawaslight. Troy’s Ford was no match for the Mercedes. Twice more Greta maneuvered
into position and the Ford was sprayed with bullets. Windows were broken and pitted but none of the
occupants of the car wasinjured.

Nick was lying on thefloor in the back seat. “Get down-town if you can,” he shouted at Troy.
“Maybe we can losethem in the traffic.”

Troy was hunkered down behind the steering whed asfar as he could go. He could barely seethe
roadway in front of them. Hewasdriving like alunatic, swerving across the four-lane street into



oncoming traffic, honking frantically, and making it impossble for Gretato predict his next move.
“Where are the cops when you redlly need them?’ he said out loud. “We have maniacsfiring gunsat us
inthe middle of Key West and there are no men of blue anywherein sght.”

After Nick’ s suggestion Troy suddenly spun around in the middle of the Street and started heading in
the opposite direction. Gretawas not prepared. She hit the brakes on the Mercedes, went into askid,
caromed off a parked car, and then resumed the chase.

There were now no cars on the street in front of them and the Mercedeswas closing the gep. “Uh
oh,” said Troy, fearing another attack. He violently pulled the steering whed to the left, shot through an
aley, into a parking lot, and back onto anarrow street. A few moments later he made aquick turninto a
driveway. The car became flooded with light and Troy jammed on the brakes. “Everybody out,” he
hollered. While Nick and Carol weretrying to determine what the hell was happening, Troy wasgiving
his car keysto atal figure dressed in ared uniform.

“We'rejust having drinks,” he said. They heard the screech of the brakes on the Mercedes. “And
those people behind us,” Troy said in aloud voiceto the haf dozen onlookers, including two parking
attendants, who were standing nearby, “have guns and are trying to kill us.”

It wastoo late for Gretaand Homer to escape. Troy had driven into the parking entrance of the
Miyako Gardens Hotel and aready another car had come into the circular drive behind the Mercedes.
Gretathrew the car in reverse, smashed againgt the grill and bumper of the Jaguar behind her, and then
tried to make arun for it by squeezing around Troy’sFord. Troy and the uniformed attendant dove for
cover as Greta hit the open door of the Ford, lost control of the Mercedes, and eventudly crashed into
the parking kiosk in the middle of the driveway. AsNick and Carol sstumbled out of the car, four hotel
security men surrounded Gretaand Homer.

Troy walked over to join hisfriends. “Anybody hurt?” Both Carol and Nick shook their heads.
Troy brokeinto agrand smile. “I guessthat ought to take care of those characters,” he said.

Carol gavehimahug. “It wasabrilliant ideato drive here,” shesaid. “What made you think of it?’

“Birds,” Troy answered.

“Birds?” Nick responded. “What the fuck are you talking about, Jefferson?’

“Wadll, Professor,” said Troy, opening the door to the elegant hotel and following his colleaguesinsde
into the open atrium, “when they were about to catch usthat last time, | redlized that they were probably
going to kill usfor stedling their gold. And | wondered if thereredlly were birdsin heaven. My mother
awaystold methat there were.”

“Troy,” Carol said with agmile, “you are so full of shit. Cometo the point.”

“Exactly, angd,” heanswered. “Look around you.” In the atrium of the Miyako Gardenswas a
magnificent aviary whose tiny, threaded wire rose four storiesinto the air under abank of skylights.
Hundreds of colored birds played among the vines and palm trees and brought the real sound and fedl of
the tropicsto the lobby of the hotdl.

“When | thought about birds,” Troy could no longer restrain acrazy laugh, 1 redized we werein the
vicinity of thishotel and the plan sort of jumped into my mind.”

The three of them stood together and gazed up at the aviary. Carol wasinthe middle. She reached
out her hands to both men.



REPATRIATION

BENEATH the emerald-green ocean the spacecraft rests quietly. Odd fishlike creatures swim by,
observe the visitor from the heavens, and then continue on their journey. Thefinal checkout before
deployment isunderway. When the checkout is completed, adoor near the bottom of the craft opens
and agold metallic sphere with adiameter of about five inches gppears. The sphereistied down on top
of along, narrow platform. The treads underneath the platform propd it down asmall ramp and then
across the sandy ocean floor.

Theflatbodied vehicle and its cargo disappear in the distance. After along wait the strange moving
platform returns to the spaceship without the golden sphere. The ramp dides back into the vehicle, the
door closes, and the spacecraft is prepared for launch. Soon thereafter the great ship easesforward in
the water, rising until it isjust benesth the surface of the emerald ocean. It then reconfiguresitsalf, adds
wings, steerable flaps, and other control devices, and breaks the water looking temporarily like an
arplane. Itsascent into the blue sky filled with light from the twin sunsisrapid and breathtaking. Orbita
velocity isreached in dmost notime. Oncein orbit above the atmosphere the aerodynamic surfaces are
retracted and the spaceship makes one fina voyage around the planet Canthor. When it reachesthe
proper true anomaly of its orbit, the craft accelerates quickly and hurtles again toward the cold and dark
of interstellar space. Thethird delivery has been completed; nine more remain on its sixty-millicycle
misson.

Three millicyclespass. The next target planet isonly Six systems away, another oceanic planet
orbiting around a solitary yellow sun of unusua stability. Thefourth cradle will be deposited there, on the
third body away from the star, a planet whose period of motion about its central sun is so short that it
makes fourteen revolutionsin one millicycle.

Before reaching the target, the spaceship makes adetour. It dives deep into the hydrogen-rich
atmosphere of thelargest planet in the new system, thereby accomplishing two gods. Itsveocity with
respect to the central star is significantly dowed through conversion of kinetic energy to dissipated hedt,
and itsreservoir of raw dements and primitive chemical compounds, from which the onboard
manufacturing equipment creates al the backup and replacement parts, is partially replenished. After
exiting from the dive into the thick atmosphere. theinterstellar voyager coversthefina distanceto its
target inaleisurdy six hundred nanocycles.

During the approach, the automatic software in the central computer goes through awell-tested
sequence designed to discover whether any of the conditions on the target planet have changed since the
last complete set of systematic observations three cycles ago since the contents of each cradle have been
uniquely designed, based upon the environment of the specific planet where the zygotes must grow and
flourish, any mgor changein that environment could dragtically reduce the probability of surviva for the
repatriated species. Upon command from the computer, a battery of advanced remote sensing
ingrumentsis deployed to confirm the origina design specificationsfor the planet.

But the instruments do not, as planned, vaidate the set of design assumptions. The environment has
changed. Not markedly, not asif it had been reworked on amassive scale by an advanced intelligence
for some specific purpose. Theinitid data strongly suggestsinstead that during the last cycle or two
some indigenous intelligence has emerged that has had a nontrivia impact on both the planet’ s surface
and its atimosphere.

Asthe remote sensing instruments continue their survey of the target planet, something even more
unusual isdiscovered. There are artificia satellites, thousands of them, in orbit around the body. A
gpacefaring species now makesthis planet itshome. An darm istriggered in the central computer of the
gpaceship. The zygotes and the cradle system destined for this planet were not designed to deal with any
other advanced species.

However, the brilliant engineers of the Colony had anticipated that at least one of the dozen target



planets might have changed significantly during the three cycles sincethelast regular observations. A
contingency protocol for handling new Situations has been programmed into the approach sequence.
Essentidly, this protocol callsfor careful analysis of the new conditions on the planet, assessment of the
impact of those conditions on the key probability of surviva parameters, and then, assuming thet the
impact assessment is not unsatisfactory, transfer, where possible, of new information into the el ectronic
infrastructure responsible for the education of the repatriated species after cradle deployment.

One of the specia subroutinesin the contingency protocol handles the surprise emergence of anew
pacefaring species. Thefirgt action in the sequence isthe examination of one of the orbiting satdllitesto
assessitstechnological sophigtication. With greet care the interstellar spaceship eases into arendezvous
position with one of the artificid satdlitesthat remain mostly sationary above asngleregion onthe
rotating planet below. Using superfast burst dgorithms stored in the communications macro, the
gpacecraft searches for and establishes the command and telemetry frequencies of its neighbor. But
attemptsto actualy command the satellite fail, suggesting an el aborate protective code embedded in the
receivers and/or acomplicated redundant command procedure.

Without being able to command the satdllite and thus assess its capatiilities, the visiting spaceship
cannot conclusively establish the technological stage of the new spacefaring species. The contingency
protocol cdls, inthissituation, for trying to “ capture” the satdllite to perform in situ anadysis, provided
thereis no obvious danger from devices onboard the satdllite itsdf. This particular branch in the software
logic for the spaceship was the subject of intense debate by the oversight board of the Committee of
Engineers back during the design process severa cyclesearlier. Many of the more experienced
engineersthought that it was risky to include such alogic loop, primarily because of the possibility that a
paranoid emerging culture might arm their satdlliteswith destructive devices that could not be easily
recognized and disarmed.

However, it was argued, on the basis of historica evidence from throughout the galaxy, that snce
most incipient civilizations abolish warfare and aggression before they become spacefaring, absence of a
clearly identifiable destruct or protective device was sufficient additiona evidenceto alow the careful
capturing and dismantling of asatellite. And everyone agreed that the detail ed information about the
technologica status of the new speciesthat would result from such “reverse engineering” would be
extremely vauable in completing the assessment of the risk to the repatriated species.

Gresat remote manipulator arms extend from the spacecraft, seize the surveillance satellite, and pull it
into alarge room with vaulted ceilings. Anarmy of small eectronic robots attacksit at once, scurrying all
over its surface with probes and attachments. Trillions of bits of data about the satellite are fed into the
primary data storage device in the spaceship computer. The new spacefarers are not very advanced
technically. Infact, the computer agorithm concludes, it isvery surprising that they have even mastered
launching and maintaining o many sadlites.

An explosion artsto rip through the room. An astonishing sequence of events takes place dmost
instantaneoudy after the explosion, as the spaceship deploysits protective resources to stop the spread
of thefirebal and mitigate the damage caused by the smal nuclear device that has vaporized its host
satdlite. Theexplosionisquickly contained by unknown techniques, but not until considerable
destruction has been caused onboard the interstellar craft.

An daborate salf-test occupiesthe great spaceship after the explosion. Detailed computer analysis of
the damage indicates that the probability of successfully deploying the cradles at the additiond eight
planets would be measurably increased if the mission were temporarily interrupted to allow some repair
processesto take place. A safe haven to conduct the repair operations, in aknown environment with
very few variationsisthe concomitant requirement. The master computer decides, based on the system
and subsystem congtraints that must he applied during the repairs, that the shalow ocean floor on this
target planet isa perfect place for such ahiatusin the misson plan.

The spaceship descends into the atmosphere, again reconfiguring itself to expose a set of aerodynamic
control surfaces. During itsrapid descent, the flight path is crossed by a bullet-shaped vehicle that has
just been released from ahigh dtitude airplane. The spaceship approaches and then flies dongsde the
missle. Themissileteemetry isintercepted by the spaceship and correlated with the types of downlink



data extracted from the satellite earlier. The spaceship computer usesits enormous processing capability
and cross-correlation agorithmsto try to break the command code of thetiny missile. Eventudly itis
successful and the vigitor is able to interact with the guided projectile.

The spaceship commands the missile to read out its guidance subroutines. Performing quadrillions of
computations per second, the intelligent computer at the heart of the interstellar craft deducesthe
targeting strategy for themissle. A target image that would result in the missile landing in the ocean, close
to the chosen location for the space vehicle, is commanded into the missile' s guidance dgorithm The
gpacecraft and missle plungein tandem into the Gulf of Mexico.

The two vehicles come to rest about two miles apart on the ocean floor. Within the carefully coded
fault protection software of the great spaceship, which took over operation of the craft immediately after
the explosion of the satellite, four separate activities are being conducted in parallel. Oneof the
processors is sorting through the data archives associated with this particular planet to determine what
possible indigenous species could have gone through an evolutionary burst and become spacefaring with
such rapidity. Coupled with thisfirst set of computationsis an evauation of the impact of such aloca
advanced intelligence on the survivability of the repatriated zygotes. Among the questions addressed by
the evaluation iswhat active steps can be taken by the spaceship now to increase the likelihood of
successful embryo germination and devel opment.

A third processor in the centra computer performs athorough, detailed andys's of the spacecraft
gtate, including careful assessments of repair techniques and materias needed to fix each and every
damaged component. The fourth mgor parald subroutine directs the effort of the small flat robots that
go out into the ocean, first to verify that the nearby missileis harmless and can be safely brought back to
the ship, and second to catalogue dl the floraand faunain the neighborhood in case any kind of
camouflage becomes necessary.

The carpets bring the missile to the spaceship for additiona analysis. No mgor new indghtsare
gleaned from thisstudy. The engineering Smilarities between the missle and the exlier artificid satellite
areamply cataogued in the dataarchives. The concurrent spaceship damage assessment concludes that
all theraw materials and tools necessary for the repairs are available except for the proper quantities of
lead and gold both of which are difficult and time-consuming to make in the transmuter. If somehow
enough additiona lead and gold can be found, then the spaceship can be ready to leave this planet in
threelocal days; if the spaceship hasto make the lead and gold by itsdlf, including leaching the elements
in trace amounts from the ocean around it, then the total repair effort might take aslong asthirty days.

The other two processors reach some equdly interesting probabilistic conclusions. Mostly based
upon the data taken during the endangered species roundup seven cycles earlier, two separate types of
animds, one land-based and one water-based, are identified as the only possible candidates for the
evolutionary burst that produced spacefarersin such ashort time. Actualy, according to the computer, if
the land-based human beings survived their earlier nadir (around the time when some specimens were
removed by the zoo ships of the Colony) and did not become extinct, they had by far the better chance
of becoming the space voyager, especialy in view of the results of the experiments conducted on them at
the Zoo Complex. But if, indeed, the descendants of those bipedal, upright, aggressive creatures have
become spacefarers, the processor warns, then the chances for surviva to maturity by the zygotesin the
cradle are extremey low. Unless somehow significant design changesin the cradle can be made on the
spot or the development of the repatriates can be kept a secret from the humansfor aslong asa
millicyde

Moreworrisomefor the extraterrestriad spaceship from the point of view of the overdl missonisthe
tentative conclusion that it may well be discovered by theintelligent and potentially hostile inhabitants of
the target planet in acomparatively short period of time. If discovered and serioudly threstened, the
spaceship could depart from the planet quickly and search for another haven to make repairs, however,
traveling in the space environment in its current damaged state would be very risky. Another option
would befor the spacecraft to send its own robots to the mines on this planet to extract the lead and gold
that would virtudly guarantee safe arrivd at the next target, where the heavy metas are plentiful.

In ether case, premature discovery by uncooperative Earthlings would amost certainly doom the



zygote cradle that would be left on the Earth, if it isknown that the cradle system came from the dien
spacecraft. Thusthefirst action that the spaceship takesisto check out, deploy, and then hide the Earth
cradle away from the vehicle. The carpets|ocate a sequestered spot six or seven hundred yards away
on the nearby ocean floor and the platforms move the gold metallic cradle into that place under arock
overhang.

To reduce the probability of being discovered, the spaceship changesits outer surface to match the
ocean floor around it. After acomplex set of analyses of its entire decison matrix, the central computer
concludesthat the maximum likelihood of success path for the overal misson involvestrying to enlist
ether the whales or the human beings to supply the extralead and gold, aswell asthe new information to
be transmitted to the cradle. So the spacecraft implements those repairs that are straightforward, puts
itsdf into astandby for launch mode, and begins the task of communicating with the Earthlings.

The data taken by the Zoo explorers seven cycles ago (about a hundred thousand Earth years)
suggested that the whaes and human beings, at that time, had approximately the same potentia for
intelligence. Thewhaelanguage wasricher and more complicated at the time of thisearlier investigation.
The Zoo explorers studied it briefly and recorded in the archives its fundamental tenets. based upon that
old data, while at the same time trying to develop a scenario for communicating with the humans, the
gpaceship attempts to make contact with the whales. Because the whaes have not substantially changed
in the intervening time, the attempts are partialy successful; the whaes understand thet they are being
caled, but they are mostly confused by the messages and unable to figure out how to respond.

Two small pods of whales do, however, decipher the message transmitted in the ocean by the dien
ship and swim toward itssource. Therobotsin the extraterrestria spacecraft examine the whales
carefully, even showing the captive missile to one of the podsto dlicit recognition, and conclude
absolutely that the whales cannot be the spacefarers. Thereforeit isthe human beings who have made
the great evolutionary strides and must be contacted and somehow induced to provide the lead and the
gold and the requisite information. Further attempts to communicate with the whaes are abandoned.

Before the alien ship has determined the method it will use to contact humanity, chance providesit
with an excdlent opportunity. During the final interactions with the whales, three human beings are
swimming in the neighborhood. By incredible luck, these three find the deployed cradle and take it to the
land. Asacautionary move, the spaceship computer commands temporary changesinsde the cradleto
ensure its protection and to provide for more frequent status monitoring; however, there is no major
concern yet. The humans do not recognize the connection between the cradle and the spacecraft. In
addition, with the zygotesin their early stages of pullulation, the cradle has an extremely robust design.
Having the cradle in the possession of humans at thistime can aso be viewed as an advantage for the
superdiens, receiversin the cradle can be commanded to listen to the conversations and then telemeter to
the mother spacecraft information that will permit learning the rudiments of the human language.

Thelogica processesin the extraterrestrial computers are strained to the limit to figure out away to
contact human beings for help without creating undue risk for both the Earth cradle and the rest of the
mission. The computers are about to decide on arapid strike at mines for the lead and gold when they
redlize, based on their partid understanding of the human language, that the three humans who found the
cradle may be coming back into the vicinity. All of the spaceship processors are strapped together to
design ascenario that will induce these humansto help them. Theinsde of the spaceshipiseven
reconfigured from scratch for the arrival of the humans. For if the scenario is successful, thereisahigh
probability that the spaceship can continue on its mission, having successfully deposited the millions of
repatriated zygotes, but without having disrupted the main flow of life on Earth. Thiswasthe origina goa
of themisson.



SUNDAY

1

IT was after two o' clock in the morning by the time the Florida Queen | eft the marinaand headed out
into the Gulf of Mexico. Carol and Troy stood together againgt the railing while Nick steered the boat
through the harbor. “Wadll, angd,” Troy sad, “it has dready been an unbelievable experience, hasn't it?
And | must admit that | myself am alittle nervous about what we re going to find out at the dive sitethis
time”

“I thought you knew what was going to happen, Troy,” Caral replied, pointing at hisbracelet. “Don’t
they tell you everything?’

“They tdl mealot. And I’ m getting better at understanding their messages. But how do | know if
they reteling thetruth?’

“We have had the same problem with you at times,” Nick interjected from under the canopy. The
boat was dmost out in the open ocean. Thelightsfrom Key West were receding behind them. “Inthe
find andysis, particularly when nothing makes sense anyway, it comes down to aquestion of trust. If |
wereto ask mysdf logicaly why | am going out into the Gulf of Mexico in the middle of the night to take
lead and gold and information to some extraterrestrials who stopped here on the Earth to make repairs

Carol laughed and interrupted. “But there sno logica way to discussthis entire series of events.
Troy aready pointed that out. We re not operating on logic. And | don’'t even think it’saquestion of
trust so much.” She paused and looked up at the stars. “It'smorelikefaith.”

Troy put hisarm around Carol and smiled. “1 agree with you, angd. After dl, we don’t know shit.
Only they know.”

Carol yawned. Therewasslence ontheboat. Everyonewas very tired. After the security men had
surrounded Homer and Greta at the Miyako Gardens, the police had of course been called. They had
arrived within ten minutes but it had seemed asiif their questions were going to last forever. Caral, Nick,
and Troy had each been required to file a separate written statement. Homer and Greta admitted
nothing, despite the fact that the security men had taken two handguns from them and matching bullet
fragments were found inside Troy’s car. Homer had phoned his lawyer and was expecting to be out on
bail within four to Sx hours

When thetrio did finally reach the marina (they had to walk from the hotel because the police
impounded Troy’s car as evidence) carrying the backpacks, Troy remembered that he had not yet
connected the new navigation equipment. Maybe it was because Troy wastired or perhaps having his
two friendswatch him part of the time over his shoulder made him nervous, whatever the reason, Troy
was very dow iningaling and verifying the new navigation processor.

Meanwhile, Carol and Nick had been checking to ensure that there were three complete sets of diving
gpparatus onboard the boat. The diving gear the men had used earlier in the evening was till out at the
base in the possession of the United States Navy. Nick thought he recalled putting enough extra
equipment on the boat to handle the large party from Tampathat had origindly chartered the Florida
Queen for the weekend. He was correct, but one of the regulator systems did not function properly
during the checkout and had to be exchanged for a spare.

During the walk from the hotd to the marina, Nick and Carol and Troy had come to the unanimous
conclusion that they would al three keep the underwater rendezvous with the superdien spaceship.
There was no other reasonable solution. The boat could certainly be safely anchored. And none of the
three of them could bear to think of missing the climax to their adventure.

Nick entered the ocean coordinates of the dive Siteinto the navigation processor and put the boat on



autopilot. He saw Carol yawn again. It wasinfectious. As he opened his mouth for along, relaxing
yawn, Nick redized how exhausted he was. He walked around behind the canopy and found two light
ar mattressesin ajumbled pile of supplies. He started inflating one of them by blowing into avave a the
end.

Carol came around to the back of the boat when the first mattresswas dmost inflated. Thelight on
top of the canopy gave her faceaglow. She'seven beautiful when she'stired, Nick thought. He
motioned to the other mattress. Carol bent down to pick it up and started inflating it. And very capable.
I’ve never met awoman who was so good at so many things.

Nick finished with hisair mattress and laid it down on the bottom of the boat. Carol wastiring, so he
hel ped her inflate the rest of her mattress. He grabbed some towel s and wadded them up like pillows.
“Weadl haveto deep some,” he said to her as an explanation. “Otherwise we'll be punchy when wetry
todive”

Carol nodded and walked back to the edge of the canopy. “Isit al right with you if Nick and | takea
short ngp?’ shesaid to Troy. He amiled hisassent. “Wake one or both of usin an hour,” she continued,
“if you want to use one of theair mattresses.” Sheturned around and started to leave. “Uh, Troy,” she
asked, before she left the Sde of the canopy.

“Yes, angd?’ heanswered.

“Do you know where they camefrom?’ She pointed at the sky. Not too many sarswerevisible
because of the brightness of the gibbous moon. It waswell past its zenith and aready into itswestern
descent.

Troy looked up at the heavens and thought for dmost aminute. “No, angd,” he responded at length.
“I think they’ vetried to tell me, maybe even twice, but | can’t understand what they’re saying. But | do
know that they come from another star.”

Troy now walked over beside Carol and gave her akisson the cheek. “Sleep tight and don’t let the
bedbugs bite,” he said. “And maybe you can ask them yourself after you wake up.”

Where do you come from? Carol wasthinking. And why did you land here, in this place, at this
time? She shaded her eyesfrom the glare of the moon and concentrated her attention on Sirius, the
brightest true star in the sky. Do you have ahome there, around another star? With mothers and fathers
and brothers? Do you have love and oceans and mountains and music? And longing and londlinessand
fear of death? For reasons she could not understand, tears found their way into Carol’seyes. She
dropped her gaze and walked back to the air mattresses. Nick was aready stretched out on one of
them. Hewas on his back and his eyeswere closed. Carol lay down on the mattress beside him. She
reached out and put her hand in his. He pulled her hand to hislips, kissed it softly, and dropped it on his
chest.

Nick’sdream was confusing. Hewasin the main lobby of ahuge open library with twenty floors of
books. He could see the spird staircases ascending to the stacks above him. “But you don’t
understand,” he said to the clerk standing behind the long counter. “1 must read al these books this
weekend. Otherwise| won't be ready for the test on Monday.”

“I'msorry, gr,” the diffident clerk replied quietly after scanning Nick’slist asecondtime. “But all
copies of these books are currently checked out.”

Nick started to panic. Helooked up at the enormoudly high ceiling and the floors of shelved books
above him. He saw Carol Dawson up on the third floor, leaning against the railing and reading a book.
His panic subsded. She'll know the materid, he thought to himsdlf in the dream. He raced over to the
gtaircase and bounded up the two flights of curving stairs.

He was out of breath when he reached Carol. She was reading one of the books that had been on his
list. “Oh, good,” he said between gasps, “| knew as soon as| saw you that there was no worry.”

Shelooked at him quizzically. Without warning she thrust her hand down into the top of hisjeansand
grabbed his penis. He responded immediately and leaned forward to kiss her. She shook her head and
backed up. He pursued her, pushing her against therailing. She fought him. He pressed hard against
her body and succeeded in kissng her. Therailing gave way and they werefalling, faling. He woke up
before they hit thefloor in thelobby of thelibrary.



Nick shuddered himsdlf awake. Carol was watching him intently. Her head was resting on her hands,
propped up by her elbow. “Areyou dl right?’ she asked as soon as he opened his eyes.

It took Nick afew secondsto acclimate after the vivid dream. Hisheart was till racing out of
control. “I think s0,” hesaid. Carol continued to Stare a him. “Why are you looking at melike that?’
he asked.

“Well,” she began, “| woke up because you weretalking. | even thought I heard my name a couple
of times. Maybel imaginedit. If you don’'t mind my asking, do you often talk in your degp?’

“I don’'t know,” Nick answered. Helaughed alittle. “Nobody has ever mentioned it to me before.”

“Not even Monique?’ Carol said. Her eyesdid not leave Nick’'s. She could tell that he wastrying
to decide what kind of answer to giveto her question. Y ou're pushing again, avoiceingde her said. Let
the man do things at his own pace.

Nick looked away. “We did not deep together that much,” he said softly. There was along pause.
“Besdes,” hesaid, now turning back to Carol, “that wasten yearsago. | wasvery young. And shewas
married to someone ese.”

While they had been deeping Troy had switched off the light on the top of the canopy. The only light
on their faces now was the reflection from the moon. They continued to look at each other in silence.
Nick had not said very much to Carol about Monique, but it had been more than he had ever told
anyone esg, including his parents. Carol knew how much of an effort it had been for him to answer her
question honestly. Sherolled over on her back again and extended her hand to Nick.

“So herewe are, Mr. Williams. Two solitary voyagers on the sea of life. Both of usare now past
thirty. Many of our friends and classmates have aready settled down into that house in the suburbs with
the two kidsand adog. Why not us? What' s different about us?’

The moon was accel erating its downward arc through the sky above them. Asit descended, more
stars could be seen on the opposite horizon. Nick thought he saw a shooting star. There would be no
way to hide from fedings. Nick wasjumping ahead of the conversation, imagining for the moment that he
was going to beinvolved with Carol. Shewould not permitit. At least | would not have any doubts
about where we stood.

“When | was over a her house on Friday morning,” Nick finaly replied to her question, “ Amanda
Winchester told me that I’ m looking for afantasy woman, someone absolutely perfect. And that mere
mortas always come up short in my estimation.” He propped his head up and looked at Carol. “But |
think it' ssomething ese. | think maybe I’ m not willing to make a commitment because of fear of
rejection.”

Did | redly say that? wondered Nick, shocked at himsdf. Ingtantly hefelt asif he never should have
shared the thought. His defenses began to build and he braced himsdlf for aflippant or insensitive reply.

But it did not come. Instead Carol was quiet and thoughtful. At length she spoke. “My protection is
different fromyours,” shesaid. “I dwaysplay it safe. | pick men | admire and respect, intellectua pasif
you will, but for whom | do not have any passion. When | meet aman who sets off the banjos and bdlls,
| run the other way.”

BecauseI’'m afraid, shethought. Afraid that | might love him asmuch as| did my father. And | could
not surviveif | were abandoned like that again.

Shefdt Nick’s hand on her cheek. He was caressing her gently. She reached up, took his hand, and
sueezed it. He pulled himself up on his sde where he could see her better. She could tdll that he
wanted to kissher. She squeezed hishand again. Slowly, tentatively, he dropped his mouth on hers. It
was atender, adoring kiss, without pressure or overt passion, asubtle, artful question that could have
been either the beginning of alove affair or the sole kiss exchanged between two people whose pathsjust
happened to crossin life. Carol heard banjos and bells.



2

WINTERS stood on the deck by himself, smoking quietly. It wasnot alarge boat, this converted
trawler, but it was very fast. They had not Ieft the dock until after four 0’ clock and they had amost
caught up with their prey dready. The commander rubbed his eyes and yawned. Hewastired. He
blew smoke out over the ocean. On the eastern horizon there was just afaint suggestion of dawn. To
the west, in the direction of the moon, Winters thought he saw the dim light of another boat.

These young people must dl be crazy, he thought to himsdlf as he reflected back on the events of the
evening. Why the hell did they leave? Did they push Todd down those stairs without hisknowing it? It
would have been so much easer if they had just stayed there until we returned.

He remembered the ook on Lieutenant Ramirez' face when he had interrupted the telephone
conversation that Winters had been having with hiswife, Betty. “Excuse me. Commander,” Ramirez had
said. Hehad been out of breath. “Y ou must come quickly Lieutenant Todd isinjured and our prisoners
have escaped.”

He had told hiswife that he had no idea when he would be home and then joined Ramirez for the
short walk back to the administration annex. On the way Winters had been thinking about Tiffani, about
the difficulty he had had in explaining to the seventeen-year-old why he could not just drop everything
and meet her at the party. “But you can work any day or night, Vernon,” shehad said. “Thisisour only
timeto betogether.” She had dready drunk too much champagne. Later in the conversation, when
Winters had madeit clear to her that he dmost certainly would not makeit to the party at al, and that he
would probably ask Melvin and Marc to take her home, Tiffani had become petulant and angry. She
had stopped calling him Vernon. “All right, Commander,” she had said, “I guess1’ll seeyou at the
theater on Tuesday night.”

The phone had clicked off and Winters had felt an ache tearing through his heart. Oh fuck, he had
thought for amoment, I’veblown it. He had imagined himsdlf jumping in the car, forgetting Todd and
Ramirez and the Panther missile, and driving over to the party to sweep Tiffani into hisarms. But he had
not doneit. Despite hisincredible longing, hewas not ableto pull himself away from hisduty. If it was
meant to be, hetold himsdf consolingly, then those flames of passion will burn again. But even with his
limited romantic experience Wintersknew better. Timingiseverythinginaloveafar. If momentumis
logt at acritical moment, especialy when the rhythm of the passion isheading for aclimax, it will never be
regained.

Ramirez had aready called the doctor on the base and he had arrived at the annex just after the two
officers. Whilethey were standing there together, Ramirez had insisted to Wintersthat it must have been
foul play, that Todd could not have falen so hard unless he had either been pushed or thrown down the
concrete steps. The lieutenant had begun to stir during the doctor’ s examination. *He has abad
concussion,” the doctor had said after hefirst checked Todd seyes. “He'll probably bedl right but he'll
have aferocious headachein the morning. Meanwhile, we |l take him over to theinfirmary and sew up
that gash in hishead.”

ToWintersit didn’t make sense. While he was waiting patiently in an adjoining room for the doctors
and nursesto finish the gtitchesin the lieutenant’ s head, Winterstried to figure out what possible motive
Nick and Carol and Troy could have had for attacking Todd and then escaping. The Dawson woman is
smart and successful. Why would she doit? Hewondered if perhaps the trio might have been involved
in somekind of big drug transaction. That would &t least explain dl thegold. But Todd and Ramirez did
not find any indication of drugs. So what the hell is happening?

Lieutenant Todd had been kept awake during the procedure in the emergency room. He had been
given only alocal anesthetic to reduce hispain. But he had not been very lucid in response to the
doctor’ ssmple questions. “That sometimes happenswith aconcussion,” the medica officer had told
Winters afterward. “He may not be very coherent for the next day or two.”

Nevertheless, around two o’ clock, immediately after Todd' s head had been shaven, stitched, and



bandaged, Commander Winters and Lieutenant Ramirez had decided to ask him about what had
occurred a the annex. The commander could not accept Todd' s answer, even though the lieutenant
repeated it twice verbatim. Todd had inssted that asix-foot carrot with vertical ditsin itsface had
hidden in the bathroom and had jumped him while hewastrying to take apiss. He had escaped that firgt
assault, but the giant carrot had then followed him into the main room at the annex.

“And just how did thisthing—"

“Carrot,” interrupted Todd.

“And how did this carrot attack you?” continued Winters. Jesus, he had thought, this man has
cracked. One bump on he head and he hasfinally flipped.

“It’ shard to describe exactly,” Lieutenant Todd had answered dowly. “Y ou seeg, it had four doodads
hanging out of these vertical ditsinitshead. They wereal mean looking— "

The doctor had come up and interrupted. “ Gentlemen,” he had said with a perfect bedside smile, “my
patient desperately needsrest. Surely some of these questions can wait until tomorrow.”

Commander Winters remembered an overpowering sense of bewilderment as he watched the gurney
take Lieutenant Todd from the emergency operating room to the infirmary. As soon as Todd was out of
earshot, the commander had turned to Lieutenant Ramirez. “And what do you make of al this,
Lieutenant?’

“Commander, gr, I'mno medica expert. . "

“I know that, Lieutenant. 1 don’'t want your medica opinion. | want to know what you think about
the, uh, carrot business” Damn him, Winters had thought. Does he have o little imagination that he
can’t even react to Todd' s story?

“Sir,” Ramirez had replied, “the carrot businessis outside my experience.”

To say theleast. Winters amiled to himsdf and flipped his cigarette into the water. Hewalked over
to thelittle whed-house and checked the navigator. They were only seven milesfrom the target boat and
converging rapidly. He pulled back on the throttle and put the boat into neutral gear. Wintersdid not
want to draw any closer to the Florida Queen until Ramirez and the other two seamen were awake and
in pogtion.

He estimated that it was till about forty minutes until sunrise. Winterslaughed again about Ramirez' s
unwillingnessto venture acomment on Todd' s carrot story. But the young Latino isagood officer. His
only mistake wasfollowing Todd. Winters remembered how quickly Ramirez had organized dl the
details of their current sortie, picking the high-tech converted trawler for speed and stedth, rousting the
two bachelor seamen who worked for him in Intelligence, and establishing aspecia link between the
base and the trawler so that the whereabouts of the Florida Queen would be known at al times.

“We mus follow them. Weredly haveno choice” Lieutenant Ramirez had said firmly to Winters
after they had verified that Nick’s boat had indeed |eft the Hemingway Marinajust after two o clock.
“Otherwise there sno way we could ever justify our having taken them into custody in thefirst place.”

Winters had reluctantly agreed and Ramirez had organized the chase. The commander had told the
younger men to get some deep while heformulated the plan. Whichissmple. Okay, you guys, come
with us and answer the questions or we'll charge you under the sedition act of 1991. Now, after putting
the boat inidle, Winters was ready to wake Ramirez and the other two men. He intended to apprehend
Nick, Carol, and Troy as soon asit was daylight.

The wind around the boat changed direction and Winters stopped a minute to check the weather. He
turned hisface toward the moon. The air suddenly felt warmer, amost hot, and he was reminded of a
night off the coast of Libyaeight yearsearlier. Theworst night of my life, hethought. For afew
moments hisresolve to carry out his plan wavered and he asked himsdlf if he was about to make another
mistake.

Then he heard atrumpet blagt, followed maybe four seconds later by asimilar but quieter sound.
Winterslooked around him in the placid ocean. He saw nothing. Now he heard a group of trumpets
and their echo, both sounds distinctly coming from thewest. The commander strained hiseyesin the
direction of the moon. Silhouetted againgt its face he saw what appeared to be a group of snakes
dancing out of the water. He went inside the wheelhouse to fetch apair of binoculars.



By the time the commander returned to the railing amagnificent symphony surrounded him. Whereis
thisincredible music coming from? he asked at first, before he succumbed completely to its mesmerizing
beauty. He stood powerless againgt therailing, listening intently. The music wasrich, emotiond, full of
evocative longing. Winters was swept avay. not only into his own past where his degpest memories
were stored, but aso onto another planet in another erawhere proud and dignified serpentswith blue
necks called to their loved ones during their short annua mating rite.

Hewas spdlbound. Tearswere dready flooding into his eyeswhen he at last mechanicaly lifted the
binoculars and focused on the strange, Snuous shapes undernegth the moon. The ghostlike imageswere
completely trangparent; the moonlight went right through them. As Winters watched what was a
thousand necks dancing above the water, cavorting back and forth in perfect rhythm, and as he heard the
music build toward the concluding crescendo of the Canthorean mating symphony, histired eyes blurred
and he swore that what he saw acrossthe water in front of him, caling to him with asong of longing and
desire, was animage of Tiffani Thomas. His heart was devastated by the combination of the music and
the sight of her. Winterswas aware of an intense sense of loss unparaleled in hislife.

Y es, he said to himsdlf as Tiffani continued to beckon in the distance, I’ m coming. I'm sorry Tiffani
darling. Tomorrow | will cometo seeyou. Wewill . . . He stopped hisinterior monologue to wipe his
eyes. Themusic had now entered thefind crescendo. signaling the actual mating dance of the pairs of
Canthorean serpents. Winterslooked through his binoculars again. Theimage of Tiffani wasgone. He
adjusted hisglasses. Joanna Carr cameinto focus, smiled briefly, and disappeared. A moment later the
little Arab girl from the Virginiabeach seemed to dance just under the moon. She was happy and gay.
Shetoo wasgonein an ingant.

Themusicwasdl around him. Bursts of sound, powerful, full, expressing pleasure no longer
anticipated but now being experienced. Helooked through his binoculars one more time. The moon
was setting. Asit fell into the ocean theimage created againgt itsilluminated disc by the dancing serpents
was unmistakable. Winters clearly saw the faces of hiswife, Betty, and hisson, Hap. They were smiling
a him together with adeep and abiding affection. They remained therein hisvison until the moon sank
completely into the ocean.



3

CAROL struggled to adjust her diving equipment. “Do you need some help, angel?” Troy asked.
He came over and stood beside her in the predawn dark. He was dready fully prepared for the dive.

“I' haven't worn anything likethissince my first set of scubalessons” she said, fidgeting uncomfortably
with the old-fashioned geer.

Troy tightened the weight belt around her waist. Y ou're scared, aren’t you, angel?” Carol didn't
answer right away. “Metoo. My pulse rate must be twice normal.”

Carol’ s equipment seemed to please her findly. “Y ou know, Troy, even after thelast three days my
brainishaving ahard time convincing the rest of methat dl thisisredly hgppening. Imaginewriting it
down for someoneto read. “Aswe were preparing to return to the alien spaceship. . . "

“Hey, you guys, come here,” Nick called from the other side of the canopy. Carol and Troy walked
around to the front of the boat. Nick was staring out across the ocean to the east. He handed asmall
pair of binocularsto Carol. “Do you seealight out therein the distance, just to the left of that idand?’

Carol could barely make out the light. “Uh huh,” she said to Nick. “But so what? Isn't it reasonable
that somewhere out in the ocean there would be another boat?’

“Of course” Nick answered. “But that light hasn’t moved for fifteen minutes. It sjust Sitting there,
Why would afishing boat, or any other kind of boat, be—"

“Sh,” interrupted Troy. Heput hisfingersto hislips. “Listen,” hewhispered, “1 hear music.”

His companions stood quietly on the deck. Behind them the moon disappeared into the ocean.
Above the gentle lapping of the waves dl three of them could hear what sounded like the climax of a
symphony, played by afull orchestra. They listened for thirty seconds. The music reached a pesk, faded
dightly, and then ceased abruptly.

“That was beautiful,” Carol remarked.

“Andweird,” Nick said, walking over beside her. “Where the hell wasit coming from? |s someone
out there testing anew stereo system? My God, if the sound travelsfive or ten miles, it must be
deafening up close”

Troy was standing off to the sde by himself. He was concentrating on something. Suddenly he
turned to hiscompanions. “1 know this sounds crazy,” he said to Nick and Carol, “but | think the music
wasasgnd for usto dive. Or perhgpsawarning.”

“Great,” said Carol. “That’swhat we need to reassure us. A warning of somekind. Asif we re not
nervous enough.”

Nick put hisarm around her. “Hey, lady,” he said, “don’t wimp out on usnow. After dl those brave
comments about aoncein alifetime experience. . .”

“Redlly, let'sgo,” Troy said impatiently. Helooked anxiousand very serious. “I’m definitely getting
the message that we should dive now.”

Troy’ s solemnity changed the mood of thetrio. Thethree of them worked together in sillenceto
secure the two buoyancy bags containing the lead, the gold, and the information discs. The eastern sky
continued to brighten. It was only about fifteen minutes until sunrise.

While they were working, Carol noticed that Nick seemed alittle distracted. Right before they |eft the
boat she walked up beside him. “Areyou al right?’ she said quietly.

“Yes” heanswered. “I’'mjust trying to figure out if I’ ve completely lost my mind. For eight years|
have been thinking about what | would do if | ever had my full share of the treasure. Now I’ m about to
giveit al away to some extra-terrestrials from God knowswhere.” Helooked at her. “There senough
gold hereto last three people along time.”

“I know,” shesaid, giving him alittlehug. “1 must admit that I’ ve thought about it too. But in redlity,
part belongs to Amanda Winchester, part to Jake Lewis, mogt of ittothe IRS. . .” Shegrinned. “And
it sonly money. That’s nothing when you compareit to being the only humansto interact with visitors



from another planet.”

“I hopeyou'reright,” hesaid. “I hope | don’'t wake up tomorrow and fed asif I've made aterrible
mistake. Thisentire episode has been so bizarre that | sugpect my normal faculties aren’t working
properly. Wedon't even know for sureif thesediensarefriendly . . .~

Carol pulled her diving mask over her face. “Well never have dl the answers,” shesaid. Shetook
hishand. “Let’'sgo, Nick.”

Troy wasfirst into the water. Nick and Carol followed. It had been agreed before the dive that
Carol would take the searchlight and lead the group. She was the most mobile of the threesome because
each of the men was dragging abuoyancy bag. Thetrio had been concerned that they might have
difficulty finding the ship and had discussed an daborate set of contingency plansfor locating it. They
needn’t have worried. Thirty feet under the Florida Queen, in virtualy the exact place where the fissure
had been on Thursday, therewas alight in the water. Carol pointed at it and the two men swam up
behind her. Asthey drew closer, they saw that the light was coming from a rectangular area about ten
feet high and twenty feet wide. They could not see anything except wheat looked like some kind of
materid or fabric with asoft light behind it.

Carol hestated. Troy swam right on by her, into the lighted area, his buoyancy bag trailing behind
him. Everything disappeared. Nick and Carol waited. Carol felt hersdlf tightening up. Come on now,
Dawson, she thought, it’syour turn. Y ou’' ve been here before. She took a deep breath and swam into
the material. Shefelt something like plastic touch her face and then shewasin acovered tunnd. A swift
current was pulling her to theright. She went down asmall water dide and was deposited in ashdlow
pool at the bottom. She clambered out of the pool and began removing her diving equipment.

Troy was standing on the floor about ten feet beyond the end of the pool. Next to him awarden had
aready taken the buoyancy bag, opened it, and adroitly separated the gold bars and the lead weights
from theinformation discs. As Carol’s eyes adjusted to the dim light around her, she saw that the
warden was now loading the gold on asmall platform sitting on top of tank treads about afoot above the
floor. Immediately thereafter, the warden placed the information discs and the lead weights on two other
platforms. A carpet that had been lying incongpicuoudy over againg thewall on the |eft then rose up,
gpparently activated the treads under the platforms, and directed them toward anearby hallway leading
out of the room.

Caral pulled off her mask and finished removing her diving gear. Shewasin amedium-sized room
somewhat like the ones she and Troy had encountered at the beginning of her last dive. The curved wall
partitions were colored black and white. Therewas asmall window to the ocean next to the splash pool
on her left. The callingswere low and tight, only a couple of feet above her head, giving her afeding of
claustrophobia. So here | am again, she thought, Back in Wonderland. Thistime | will take plenty of
pictures. She photographed the procession of the carpet and three platformsjust asit disappeared from
theroom. She then changed lenses and took a dozen quick close-up pictures of the warden standing
next to Troy. It had the same amoebalike centra body as the one she had confronted the day before,
but there were only five implements sticking out of its upper half. Thewarden had probably been
customized for its particular job of taking the objects from thetrio.

Troy walked over beside her. “Where' sNick?” heasked. My God, Carol thought as she turned
around and looked back at the dide and splash pool. | amost forgot. She chastised herself for not
having waited for Nick. After dl, he' snever been down here. . .

Nick’s big body careened out of control against the sides of the dide and he hurtled into the splash
pool. The heavy buoyancy bag came down behind him and hit him hard, just above the kidneys. He
stumbled to hisfeet, fell down in the pool, and then stood up again. In hisdiving apparatus with the thin
plastic materid from the bag tied around hiswrig, it was he who looked like the visitor from outer space.

Carol and Troy were laughing as Nick climbed out of the splash pool. “All right. Professor!”
exclaimed Troy. He reached forward to give him ahand. “Good show. It'sashamewe don’t have that
entry on tepe.”

Nick removed his mouthpiece. Hewas out of breath. “Thanksalot for waiting, team,” he
sammered. Helooked around him. “What isthis place, anyway?’



The warden meanwhile had approached him from the side and was aready tugging at the bag with
one of its gppendages. “Just aminute, weirdo,” Nick said, suppressing hisfright. “Let me get my
bearingsfirg.”

Thewarden didn’t stop. A knifelike appendage cut the bag below where it was attached to Nick’s
wrist. Next the warden took the entire bag, including itslead and gold contents, and somehow pushed it
through its own semipermesble outer skin. The bag could be seen intact, adjacent to the rectangular
control boxes, as the warden turned and hurried acrossthe floor. 1t went through the same exit that the
carpet and platforms had used earlier.

“You' rewelcome,” Nick managed to say as he watched the strange creature disappear with the loot.
Hefinished taking off hisdiving gear and walked over to Troy. “Okay, Jefferson, you' re the main man
here. What do we do now?’

“Well, Professor,” he answered, “asfar as| cantell, our jobisfinished. If you guyswant, we can suit
up again and jump through that window wall over there. We d be back in the boat in lessthan five
minutes. If I've read the messages right, these alien dudeswill be ready to leave very shortly.”

“You mean that’sit? We'redone?” Carol asked. Troy nodded. “Thisisthe most overrated
experience snce my firgt sexua encounter,” Carol commented.

Nick waswalking across the room, moving directly away from the splash pool and histwo friends.
“Whereareyou going?’ Troy asked.

“I paid ahefty admission price,” Nick replied. “I'm at least entitled to atour.” Carol and Troy
followed him. They crossed the empty room and walked through an exit between two wall partitionson
the opposite side. They entered a short, dark, covered corridor. They could see light at the other end.
They emerged into another room, thisone circular and significantly larger. It had the high cathedra
ceilingstha Carol had liked so much on her lat vistt.

Thisroom was not empty. Sitting inits middle facing them was a gigantic, enclosed, trand ucent
cylinder, about twenty-five feet high altogether and ten feet in diameter at itsbase. A horde of orange
pipes and purple cable sheaths attached the cylinder to agroup of machines built into the wal behind it.
Therewasalight green liquid filling the insde of the cylinder and eight gold metdllic objectsfloating at
different heightsintheliquid. The objectswere many different shapes. Onelooked like agtarfish,
another like abox, athird like aderby hat; the only thing the objects had in common was their gold
metallic outer covering. Upon close ingpection of the cylinder, thin membranes could be seen insdethe
liquid. These surfaces effectively partitioned the internal volume and gave each of the golden objectsits
own unique subvolume.

“All right, genius,” Nick said to Troy, after he stared at the cylinder for dmost afull minute. “Explain
what thisisall about.” Carol wasin aphotographer’sparadise. She had nearly finished recording all
hundred and twenty-eight pictures that could be stored on one minidisc. She had photographed the
cylinder from al angles, including a close-up of each of the objects suspended in the liquid, and was now
working on the machines behind it. She stopped taking picturesto listen to Troy’ sreply.

“Wadll, Professor . . .” Troy started. Hisforehead was knitted as hetried to concentrate. “Asfar as
| can make out from what they’ ve been trying to tell me, this spaceship is on amission to adozen planets
that are scattered in this part of the galaxy. On each planet the aliens|eave one of those golden things
you seeinthe cylinder. They contain tiny embryos or seedsthat have been genetically engineered for
surviva on that specific planet.”

Carol walked over beside them. “So the ship goes from planet to planet, dropping off these packages
containing seeds of somekind? Sort of agaactic Johnny Appleseed?’

“Sort of, angd, except that there are both anima and plant seedsinside the container. Plus advanced
robots that nurture and educate the growing things until they reach maturity. Then the creatures can
flourish on their own without help.”

“All inthat onelittle package?’ Nick asked. Helooked again at the fascinating objectsfloating in the
liquidinthe cylinder. Heloved the golden color. All of asudden he thought of thetrident. Heimagined
thousands of tiny swarming embryosinsdeits outer golden surface and in hismind’ s eye he projected the
growth of the swarm into the future. There was something fearsome about creatures geneticaly



engineered to survive on the planet Earth. What if they are not friendly?

Nick’s heart sped up as he redized what had been bothering him, partly subconscioudy, since he
started believing Troy’ s story about the diens. Why did they stop on the Earth in the first place? What
do they redly want from us? Hismind raced on. And if that trident contains beings destined for Earth
that are extremely advanced, he thought, then it doesn’'t matter if they are friendly. Wewill be finished
sooner or later anyway.

Carol and Troy were tdking in general terms about the way an advanced civilization might use seeds
to colonize other planets. Nick wasn't listening carefully. | can't tell Troy or even Caral. If theaiens
know what I’ m thinking they will stop me. I’ d better do it soon.

“Troy,” he heard Carol say as she began to take another set of pictures of the objectsin the cylinder,
“isit just co-incidence that the trident we found on Thursday looks so much like one of these seed
packages?’

Nick did not wait for Troy to answer. “Excuseme,” heinterrupted in aloud voice. “I forgot
something very important. | must go back to the boat. Stay here and wait for me. I’ll be right back.”

He burst out of the room, down the corridor, and across the room with the low ceiling and the
window on the ocean. Good, he said to himself, nothing is going to stop me. Without even pausing to
put on hisdiving gear, Nick took a huge breath and dove through thewindow. Hewas afraid that his
lungs were going to explode before he reached the surface. But he madeit. He climbed up the ladder
and onto the boat.

Nick went immediately to the bottom drawer undernesth the racks of eectronic equipment. He
reached in and grabbed the golden trident. He could fed that the axis rod had thickened considerably. It
was now nearly twice asthick asit had been thefirst timethat he held it. Carol wasright. Damnit, why
didn’t I listen to her at thetime? He pulled the object completely out of the drawer. The sunwasjust
about to come up behind him. In the dawn light Nick could see that the trident had changed in severa
other ways. It was heavier. Theindividuad tines on thefork end were much thicker and had amost
grown together. I1n addition, there was an open hole into a soft, gooey interior on the north pole of the
larger of the two spheres.

Nick examined it carefully. Suddenly he felt powerful armswrap themselves around his chest and
upper body, forcing him to drop the trident on the floor of the boat. “Now just hold steady,” he heard a
lightly accented voice say, “and turn around dowly. Wewon't hurt you if you cooperate.”

Nick turned around. Commander Winters and atall, fat seaman that Nick had never seen before
were gtanding in front of him in wetsuits. Lieutenant Ramirez was till holding him from behind. Ramirez
gradualy released Nick and bent down to pick up thetrident. He handed it to Winters. “Thank you,
Lieutenant,” Winterssaid. “Where are your companions, Williams?’ he then asked Nick. “Down there
with my missle?’

Nick didn't say anything at first. Too much was happening too fast. He was having difficulty
integrating Wintersinto his scenario for returning the trident to the spaceship. Assoon as Nick had felt
the changesin its outer surface, he had known for certain that the trident was one of the seed packages.

Winterswas studying the trident. “And what’ sthe significance of thisthing?’ he said. “Y ou guys have
taken enough photographs of it.”

Nick was doing some caculations. If | amn delayed here very long, then Carol and Troy will
undoubtedly leave the ship. And the dienswill launch. Hetook adeep breath. My only chanceisthe
truth.

“Commander Winters,” Nick began, “please listen very carefully to what I'm about to say. 1t will
sound fantastic, even preposterous, but it’sdl true. And if you will comewith me, | can prove everything
toyou. Thefate of the human race may well depend on what we do in the next five minutes.” He
paused to organize hisidess.

For some reason Winters thought about the ridiculous carrot story that Todd had told him. But the
earnestness he was seeing in Nick’ s face persuaded him to continue to pay attention. “Go ahead,
Williams” hesad.

“Carol Dawson and Troy Jefferson are right now onboard a super-advanced extraterrestria



paceship that isdirectly under thisboat. Thedien vehicleistraveling from planet to planet depositing
packages of embryonic beingsthat are genetically designed to survive on aparticular planet. That golden
thinginyour hand is, in asense, acradlefor creaturesthat may later flourish on the Earth. | must return it
to the diens before they leave or our descendants may not survive.”

Commander Winterslooked at Nick asif he had lost hismind. The commander sarted to say
something. “No,” Nick interrupted. “Hear me out. The spacecraft also stopped here because it needed
somerepairs. At onetime we thought it might have found your missile. That's partialy how we got
involved inthefirst place. Wedidn't know about the creaturesin the cradle. So weweretrying to help.
One of the thingsthe aliens needed for their repairswas gold. Y ou see, they only had three days—”

“JesusK. Chrigt!” Wintersshouted at Nick. “Do you redly expect meto believethiscrap? Thisis
the looniest, most farfetched story | have ever heard in my entirelife. You'renuts. Cradles, dienswho
need gold for repairs. . . | suppose next you' |l betelling methat they are six feet tall and look like
carots—"  “And havefour verticd ditsin their faces?” Nick added.

Winters glanced around. Y outold him?” he said to Lieutenant Ramirez. Ramirez shook his head
back and forth.

“No,” Nick continued abruptly asthe commander |ooked completely confused. “The carrot thing
wasn't an dien, at least not one of the superaliens who made the ship. The carrot was aholographic
projection. . .”

The perplexed Commander Winterswaved hishands. “ I'm not listening to any more of this
nonsense, Williams. At least not here. What | want to know iswhat you and your friends know about
the location of the missile. Now will you come with us over to our boat of your own free will, or do we
haveto tie you up?’

At that moment, six feet above them, aten-legged, black, spiderlike creature with a body about four
inchesin diameter walked unnoticed to the edge of the canopy. It extended three antennae in their
direction and then legped off the Side, landing on the back of Lieutenant Ramirez’ neck. “Aieee”
screamed the lieutenant during the pause in the conversation. He fell down on his knees behind Nick and
grasped at the black thing that was trying to take a sample chunk out of hisneck. For a second nobody
moved. Then Nick grabbed alarge pair of pliers from the counter and thwacked the black thing once,
twice, and even athird time before it released its grip on Ramirez’ neck.

All four men watched it fal to the deck, scuttle rapidly over to the cradle that Commander Winters
had put down so that he could assist Ramirez, shrink its size by afactor of ten, and disappear into the
cradle through the soft gooey opening on the top of the sphere. Within seconds the goo hardened and al
the externd surfaces of the cradle were againrigid.

Winters was flabbergasted. Ramirez crossed himsdlf. The seaman looked asif he were about to
faint. “1 swear to you that my story istrue, Commander,” Nick said camly. “All you haveto doiscome
down with me and seefor yoursdlf. | left my diving gear down there so that | could hurry up hereto
retrievethisthing. We can go together with my last working tank and share the air supply.”

Winters head was spinning. The ten-legged spider was the straw that broke the camel’ sback. He
felt that he had now entered the Twilight Zone. | have never seen or heard anything even remotely like
thisbeforein my life, Wintersthought. And only haf an hour ago | had wild hallucinationswith musicd
accompaniment. Maybe | am the one losing touch with redity. Lieutenant Ramirez was ill on his
knees. Itlooked asif hewere praying. Or maybethisisfinaly my sign from God.

“All right, Williams,” the commander was surprised to hear himsdf say. “I’ll go with you. But my
men will wait here on your boat for our return.”

Nick picked up the trident and raced around the canopy to prepare the diving equipment.

It took Carol and Troy afew secondsto react to Nick’s abrupt departure. “ That was strange,” Carol
sadfindly. “What do you suppose heforgot?’

“I havenoidea,” Troy shrugged. “But | hope he hurriesback. | don't think it' s very long until launch.
And I’'m sure they will throw us out before then.”

Caral thought for amoment and then turned back to look at the cylinder. “Y ou know, Troy, those
golden things are exactly like thetrident on the outside. Did you say —”



“I didn’t answer you before, angdl,” Troy interrupted. “But yes, you'reright. 1t isthe same materidl.
| hadn’t redlized until we came down here today that what we picked up on that first dive was the seed
package for Earth. They may havetried to tell me before; maybe | just didn’t understand them.”

Carol wasfascinated. Shewalked over and put her face againgt the cylinder wall. It felt morelike
glassthan plastic. “So maybe| wasright when | thought it was heavier and thicker . . .” shesaid, as
much to hersaf asto Troy. “And ingde that trident are seedsfor better plantsand animas?’ Troy
nodded his head in response.

There was now some motion insde the cylinder. The thin membranes separating the subvolumes
were growing what appeared to be guidewires that were wrapping themselves around the individua
golden objects. Carol reloaded her camerawith anew disc and ran around the outside of the cylinder,
stopping in the best positions to photograph the process. Troy looked down at his bracelet. “There sno
doubt about it, angel. These ETsare definitely preparing to launch. Maybe we should go.”

‘We'll wait aslong aswe can,” Carol shouted from across the room. “ These photographswill he
priceless” They both could now hear weird noises behind thewalls. The noiseswere not loud, but they
were distracting because they were erratic and so totaly dien. Troy paced nervoudy as he listened to
the gamut of sounds. Carol walked over besde him. “Besides,” she sad, “Nick asked usto wait for
him”

“That’sgreat,” Troy answered, “aslong asthey wait aswell.” He seemed uncharacteristicaly
nervous. “I don't want to be onboard when these guys |eave the Earth.”

“Hey there, Mr. Jefferson,” Carol said, you are supposed to hethe calm one. Relax. You just said
yourself that you think they’ll throw us out beforethey leave” She paused and looked searchingly a
Troy. “What do you know that | don't?”

Troy turned away from her and started walking toward the exit. Carol ran after him and grabbed his
am. “Whatisit, Troy?’ shesaid. ‘What'swrong?’

“Look, angel,” hereplied, not looking directly at her, “I just figured it out myself aminute ago. And
I’'m il not surewhat it means. | hopel haven't made aterrible—”

“What are you taking about?’ sheinterrupted him. “Y ou're not making any sense.”

“The Earth package,” he blurted out. “It has human seedsin it too. Along with the trees and insects
and grasses and birds.”

Caral stood facing Troy, trying to understand what was bothering him so much. “When they came
herealong long time ago,” he said, hisface wrinkled with concern, “they took specimens of the different
species and returned them to their homeworld. Where they were improved by genetic engineering and
prepared for their eventud return to the Earth. Some of those specimens were human beings.”

Caral’ s heart quickened as sheredlized what Troy wastelling her. Sothat’sit, she said to hersdlf.
There are superhumans inside that package we' vefound. Not just better flowers and better bugs, but
better people aswell. But unlike Troy, Carol’ simmediate reaction was not fear. She was overwhelmed
by curiosty.

“Can | seethem?’ she asked excitedly. Troy didn’'t understand. “The superhumans, or whatever you
wanttocdl them. . . ,” shecontinued, “can | seethem?’

Troy shook hishead. “They'rejust tiny zygotes, angdl. Morethan abillion would fit in your hand.

Y ou wouldn't be able to see anything.”

Carol was not dissuaded. “ But these guys have such amazing technologica ability. Maybethey can.
.7 Shedtopped. “Wait aminute, Troy. Remember that carrot on the base? It was aholographic
projection and must have come somehow out of the information base on this spacecraft.”

Carol walked away from Troy into the middle of the room. Sheraised her arms and looked up &t the
ceiling thirty feet above her. “Okay, you guys, whoever you are,” sheinvoked in aloud voice. “Now
there' s something that | want. We risked our assto get what you needed for your repairs. Y ou can at
least reciprocate. | want to see what we might look like someday . . "

To their left, not too far from one of the large blocky machines connected to the cylinder, two of the
wall partitions moved apart to form ahdlway. They could seelight at the other end. “Comeon,” an
exultant Carol called to Troy, who was again smiling and admiring her assertiveness, “let’ s go see what



our superdiens have created for us now.”

At the end of the short corridor, there was a softly lit square room about twenty feet on aside.
Againg the oppositewall, illuminated by abluelight that gave the entire tableau a surredlistic appearance,
eight children were standing around alarge, glowing model of the Earth. As Carol and Troy approached,
they recognized that what they were seeing was not redl, that it was smply a complex sequence of
images projected into the air in front of them. But the digphanous picture contained such rich detail that it
was easy to forget it wasjust aprojection.

The children werefour or fiveyearsold. All werewearing only athin white loincloth that covered
their genitals. Therewerefour girlsand four boys. Two of them were black, two were Caucasian with
blue eyes and blonde hair, two were Orientd, and the fina boy and girl, definitely twins, looked likea
mixture of al humanity What Carol immediately noticed wastheir eyes. All eight children had large,
piercing eyesof brilliant intengity that were focused on the glowing Earth in front of them.

“The continents of this planet,” thelittle black boy was saying, “were once tied together inasingle
gigantic land massthat stretched from poleto pole. Thiswasreatively recently, only about two hundred
million yearsago. Since that time the motion of the plates on which the individud land massesrest has
completely changed the configuration of the surface. Here, for example, you can see the Indian sub
continent tearing away from Antarcticaahundred million years ago and moving across the ocean toward
an eventud collisonwith Ada. It wasthis collison and the subsequent plate interaction thet lifted the
Himalayas, the highest mountains on the planet, to their current height.”

Asthelittle boy wastaking, the dectronic modd Earth in front of him demongtrated the continental
changesthat he was describing. “But what isthe mechanism that causes these plates and land massesto
move with respect to each other?’ thetiny blonde-haired girl asked.

“Psst,” Carol whispered in Troy’sear. “How comethey are speaking English and know al this Earth
geography?’ Troy looked &t her asif he were disappointed and made a circular motion with his hands.
Of course, Carol said to hersdlf, they’ ve aready processed the discs.

“. . . thenthisactivity resultsin materia being thrust upward from the mantle below the Earth’ s crust.
Eventudly the continents are pushed apart. Any other questions?” The black boy was smiling. He
pointed a the modd in front of him. “Here' swhat will happen to the land massesin the next fifty million
yearsor s0. The Americaswill continue to move to the West, away from Africaand Europe, making the
South Atlantic amuch larger ocean. The Persian Gulf will close atogether, Audraiawill drive north
toward the equator and press againgt Asia, and both Bgja Cdiforniaand the areaaround Los Angeles
will split off from North Americato drift northward in the Pacific Ocean. By fifty million yearsfrom now
LosAngdeswill gart diding into the Aleutian Idands.”

All of the children watched the changing globe with complete attention. \When the continents on the
surface of the model stopped moving, the Oriental boy stepped dightly out from the group. “We have
seen this continental drift phenomenon that Brian has been describing on half adozen other planets, dl of
them bodies mostly covered by aliquid. Tomorrow Sherry will lead a more detailed discussion about the
forcesingde aplanet that cause the seafloor to spread in thefirst place.”

A projected image of awarden entered the scene from the left and removed both the Earth globe and
severd other unidentified props. The small boy waited patiently for the warden to complete histask and
then continued, * Darlaand David now want to share with us a project they have been working on for
severd days. They will play the music while Miranda and Justin perform the dance they choreographed.”

The mixed twinsturned esgerly to their classmates. The girl spoke out. “When wefirst learned about
adult love and the changes that we al can expect after we pass puberty, David and | tried to envision
what it would be like to find anew desire even stronger than those we dready know. Our joint vison
became a short musical composition and adance. Wecal it * The Danceof Love. ”

Thetwo children sat down away from the group, almogt at the side of the image, and began moving
their fingersrapidly asif they were typing on thefloor. A light synthesized melody, pleasant and spirited,
filled the room. The blond boy and the Orienta girl began to dancein the center of the group. At firstin
the dance, the two were totaly separate, unaware of each other, each child completely absorbed in his
own activities. The boy knelt down to pick abeautiful flower, itsred and white coloring shimmering in



the holographic projection. Thegirl bounced alarge bright blue ball as she danced. After awhilethe
little girl noticed the boy and approached him, somewhat tentatively, offering to sharethe bal. The boy
played bal with her but ignored everything except the game.

Thisismagic, thought Carol as she watched the children’ simages moving with grace and deft
precisoninfront of her. These children arewonderful. But they can't bered. They aretoo orderly, too
sdf-contained. Whereisthetension, the gtrife? But despite her questions she was profoundly moved by
the scene she was witnessing. The children were acting in concert, as agroup, flowing in harmony from
activity to activity. Their body language was open and unafraid. No neuroses were blocking their
learning process.

The dance continued. The music deegpened as the boy began to pay attention to his partner and she
began arranging her hair with hisfavorite flowersfor their brief encounters. The body movements
changed aswdll, the sprightly, exuberant bounces of theinitid stages giving way to subtly suggestive
motions designed to awaken and then tease the budding libido. The tiny dancers touched, moved away,
and came back together in an embrace.

Carol was entranced. How would my life have been different, shewondered, if | had known al this
at the age of five? Sheremembered her rich friend at soccer camp, Jessicafrom Laguna Beach, whom
she had seen occasionally in subsequent years. Jessicawas aways ahead, dways had to befirst. She
had had sex with boys before | even started my period. And look what happened to her. Three
marriages, three divorces, just thirty yearsold.

Caral tried to stop her mind from drifting so that she could pay complete attention to the dance.
Suddenly she remembered her camera. She had just taken her first pictures of the children when she
heard anoise behind her. Nick was coming toward them through the corridor. And he was carrying the
trident in hishand.

Nick started to say something but Troy hushed him by putting hisfinger againgt hisown lipsand
pointing a the dance in progress. The tempo had now changed. The two mixed children had somehow
put the music on automatic (it seemed to be repeating some of the early verses, but with additiona
ingruments in amore complex pattern) and joined the blond boy and the Orienta girl in the dance.
Carol’ sfirst impression before Nick spoke out loud was that the dance was now exploring friendships
between the paired couple and other people.

“What'sthisall about?” Nick said. The moment he spoke the entire projected tableau vanished. All
of the children, the dance, and the music disappeared in an ingtant. Carol was surprised to find that she
was disappointed and even alittleangry. “Now you've blownit,” shesaid.

Nick looked at his companions stern faces. “Jesus,” he said, holding up the cradle, * such a greeting.
| bust my butt to go retrieve this damn thing and you guys are pissed when | come back because
interrupt amovie of somekind.”

“For your information, Mr. Williams,” Carol replied, “what we were watching was no ordinary movie.
In fact, those kids in that dance are the same species asthe onesin your trident.” Nick looked at her
skepticdly. “Tdl him, Troy.”

“She sright, Professor,” Troy said. “Wejust figured it out while you were gone. That thing you're
carrying isthe seed package for Earth. Some of the zygotesin there are what Carol calls superhumans.
Geneticdly engineered humans with more capability than you or me. Likethekidswejust saw.”

Nick lifted the cradleto eyelevd. “I had figured out mysdlf that thisthing was a seed package. But
what’ sthis shit about human seeds?” Heglanced a Troy. “You're serious, aren't you?’ Troy nodded
hishead. Troy nodded. All three of them stared intently at the object in front of them. Carol kept
glancing back and forth from the trident to where the image of the superchildren had been. “It il
doesn’'t seem possible,” Nick added, * but then nothing else hasfor the last —”

“Sowhat did you forget, Nick?' Carol interrupted. “And why did you bring that thing back?’ There
was no immediate response from Nick. “By theway,” she smiled, “you missed the show of alifetime.”

“Thetrident waswhat | forgot,” Nick answered. “It occurred to me, while | was studying the gold
objectsin the cylinder, that our trident might be aseed package. And | wasworried that it might be
dangerous. . "



The sudden sound of organ music flooding down the corridor from the large room behind them
stopped their conversation. Nick and Carol looked at Troy. He put the bracelet up to hisear asif he
wereligening toit and cracked alarge grin. “1 think that'sthe five-minute warning,” Troy said. “We'd
better make our |ast touchdown and clear out of here.”

Thetrio turned and walked back down the corridor to the room with the cylinder. When they
arrived. Carol and Troy were astonished to see afigure in ablue and white wetsuit on the opposite side
of theroom. He was knedling reverently right next to the cylinder.

“Oh, yeah.” said Nick with anervouslaugh, “I forgot to tell you. Commander Winters came back
withme. . .~

Commander Winters had felt quite comfortable in the water even though he had not been downon a
diveinfiveyears. Nick had gonefreestyle, swimming right beside the commander and using the
emergency mouthpiece connected to the air supply on Winters back. Despite his sense of urgency,
Nick had remembered that Winters was basically anovice again and had not rushed thefirst part of the
dive. But when Winters had refused severa timesto follow Nick up closeto the light in the ocean, Nick
had become exasperated.

Nick had then taken afinal deep breath from the ancillary mouthpiece and grabbed Winters by the
shoulders. With gestures, he had explained to the commander that he, Nick, was going to go through the
plagtic stuff or whatever it wasin front of the light and that Winters could either follow him or not. The
commander had reluctantly given Nick hishand. Nick turned around immediately and pulled Winters
into and through the membrane that separated the dien spaceship from the ocean.

Winters had been completdly terrified during histumble on the water dideinsdethe vehicle. Asa
result he had lost his bearings and had had great difficulty standing up after helanded in the splash poal.
Nick was aready out of the pool and anxiousto find hisfriends. “Look,” Nick had said, as soon as he
could get the commander’ s attention, “1’m going to leave you now for afew minutes.” He had pointed at
the exit on the oppodite of theroom. “We Il bein the big room with the high cellings just on the other
sdeof that wall.” Then he had left carrying the strange golden object from the boat.

Winterswas left done. He carefully pulled himsdf out on the side of the splash pool and methodically
stacked his equipment alongside dl the rest of the diving gear. Helooked around the room, noting the
curvesin the black and white partitions. Hetoo felt the closeness of the celling. Now according to
Williams, the commander thought to himsdf, I'min part of an dien spaceship that hastemporarily
stopped on Earth. So far, except for that clever one-way entrance that | did not have time to andyze, |
See no evidence of extraterrestria origin. . .

Comforted by hislogic, he eased across the room toward the opposite wall and into the dark
corridor. But his newfound sense of comfort wastotaly destroyed when he waked into the room
dominated by the enormous cylinder with the golden objectsfloating in the light green liquid. Hearched
hisback and stared at the vaulted, cathedral ceilingsfar above hishead. He then approached the
cylinder.

For Winters, the connection between the trident that Nick had been holding and the objectsinside the
cylinder was instantaneous. Those must be more seed packages, detined for other worlds. Winters
thought, his crisp logic disappearing in aquick legp of faith. With six-root carrots and who knows what
elseto populate afew of the billions of worldsin our gdaxy aone.

The commander waked around the cylinder asif hewerein adream. Hismind continually replayed
both what Nick had told him right before they descended and the amazing scene he had witnessed when
the spiderlike creature had shrunk up and jumped into the golden object. Soit’sal true. All thosethings
the scientists have been saying about the possibility of vast hordes of living crestures out there among the
dars. He stopped for amoment, partialy listening to the strange noises behind thewalls. And we are
only afew of God's many many children.

Organ music, Smilar intimbre to that which Carol had heard when she had finished playing “ Silent
Night,” but with adifferent tune, began to sound in the distant reaches of the ceiling above him. It
reminded Winters of church music. Hisreaction wasinginctud . Hekndt down in front of the cylinder
and clasped his hands together in prayer.



Themusic swelled in theroom. What Winters heard in his head was the introduction to the
Doxology. the short hymn that he had heard every single Sunday for eighteen yearsin the Presbyterian
churchin Columbus, Indiana. In hismind's eye he was thirteen years old again and Sitting next to Betty in
his choir robes. He smiled at her and they stood up together.

Praise God from whom al blessingsflow.

The choir sang the first phrase of the hymn and Winters' brain was bombarded by a montage of
memories from his early teens and before, asuite of epiphanic images of hisinnocent and unknowing
closenesswith a parental God, one who wasin thewall behind his bed or just over hisrooftop or a most
in the summer afternoon clouds above Columbus. Here was an eight-year-old boy praying that hisfather
would not find out that it was he who had set fire to the vacant lot across from the Smith mansion.
Another time, at ten, the little VVernon wept bitter tears as he held his dead cocker spaniel Runtiein his
arms and begged the omniscient God to accept his dead dog’ s soul into heaven.

The night before the Easter pageant, the first time that Vernon had portrayed Him in Hisfina hours,
dragging the crossto Calvary, eeven-year-old VVernon had been unable to deep. Asthe night was
passing by the boy began to panic, began to fear that he would freeze up and forget hislines. But then he
had known what to do. He had reached under his pillow and found the little New Testament that aways
stayed there, day and night. He had opened it to Matthew 28. “Go yetherefore,” it had said, “ baptizing
dl nations. . "

That had been enough. Then Vernon had prayed for deep. Hisfriendly, fatherly God had sent the
little boy an image of himsdf ddivering a spellbinding performance in the pageant the next day.
Comforted by that picture, he had fallen adeep.

Praise Him al crestures here below.

With the second phrase of the hymn resounding in his ears the venue for Winters mental montage
changed to AnnapolisMaryland. He was ayoung man now, in thelast two years of hisuniversity work
at the Naval Academy. The picturesthat flooded his brain were al taken at the same place, outside the
beautiful little Protestant chapd in the middle of the campus. Hewas ether walking in or waking out.
Hewent in the snow, intherain, and in the late summer heat. Hewould fulfill hispledge. He had madea
bargain with God, abusiness dedl asit were, you do your part and I’ll do mine. It wasno longer a
one-gded relaionship. Now, life had taught the serious young midshipman from Indianathat it was
necessary to offer this God something in order to guarantee His compliance with the deal.

For two years Vernon went regularly to the chapd, twice aweek at least. He did not redlly worship
there; he corresponded with aworldly God, one that read the New Y ork Times and the Wall Street
Journal. They discussed things. Vernon reminded Him that he was steadfastly upholding hisend of the
dedl and thanked Him for keeping His part of the bargain. But never once did they talk about Joanna
Carr. Shedidn’'t matter. Thewhole affair was between Midshipman Vernon Winters and God.

Praise Him above ye heavenly hodt.

The commander had unconscioudly bowed his head dmost to the floor by the time he heard the third
phrase of the hymn. In hisheart he knew the next stops on this spiritual journey. He was off the coast of
Libyafirst, praying those horrible words requesting death and destruction for Gaddafi’sfamily. God had
changed as Lieutenant Winters had matured. He was now an executive, a president of something larger
than anation, an admira, ajudge, somewhat remote, but il bleintime of rea need.

However, he had lost hisdl-forgiving nature. He had become stern and judgmentd. Killing asmall
Arab girl wasn't like burning down the vacant lot across from the Smith mansion. Winters God now
held him personally accountable for dl hisactions. And there were some sins amost beyond forgiveness,
some deeds so heinous that one might wait for weeks, months, or even yearsin the anterooms of His
court before He would consent to hear your pleafor mercy and expition.

Again the commander remembered his desperate search for Him after that awful evening when he had
sat on the couch beside his wife and watched the videotaped newsreds of the Libyabombing. She had
been so proud of him. She had taped every segment of CBS newsthat had covered the North African
engagement and then surprised him with a complete showing the day after he returned to Norfolk. 1t was
only then that the full horror of what he had done had struck Winters. Struggling not to vomit asthe



camera had shown the gruesome result of those missilesthat had been fired from his planes, Winters had
stumbled out into the night air, done, and wandered until daybreak.

He had been looking for Him. A dozen timesin the next three yearsthisrite would repest itsalf and
he would wander again, dl night, dternately praying and walking, hoping for some sign that He had
listened to the commander’ s prayers. The stars and moon above him on those nights had been
magnificent. But they could not grant forgiveness, could not give surcease to histroubled soul.

Praise Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.

And so God became blackness, avoid, for Commander Winters. On those rare occasions afterward
when hewould pray, there was no longer any mental image of God, no picture of Him at dl in hismind.
Therewas just blackness, darkness, emptiness. Until thismoment. Ashe kndt there outside the
cylinder, heard the final phrase of the Doxology, and prayed to God to forgive him his doubts, his
longingsfor Tiffani Thomas, and hisgenerd lack of direction, there was an explosion of light in Winters
mind’ seye. God was spesking to him!' God had at last given him asgn!

It was not the Sign that Winters had been seeking, not evidence that He had findlly forgiven the
commander and accepted his penance, but something much much better. The explosion of light in
Winter' smind was astar, asolar furnace forging helium out of hydrogen. As his mental camera backed
away rapidly, Winters could see planets around that star and signs of intelligence on afew of the planets.
There were other stars and other planetsin the distance. Billions of garsin thisgaaxy adone and, after
the mammoth voids between the galaxies, more huge collections of stars and planets and living cregtures
gretching incomprehensible distancesin dl directions.

Winters body shook with joy and his eyes flooded with tears when he realized how completely God
had answered his prayers. 1t would not have been enough for Him to smply revea to Wintersthat he
wasforgiven. No, thisLord of everything imaginable, whose domain embraced chemicasrisento
consciousness on millions of worldsin avast and uncountable universe, this God who wastruly
omnipotent and ubiquitous, had gone way beyond his prayers. He had shown Wintersthe unity in
everything. Hehad not limited Himself just to the affairs of oneindividua onasmal and indggnificant blue
planet orbiting an ordinary yellow sun in one of the spird arms of the Milky Way Gaaxy; he had dso
shown Winters how that species and its pool of intelligence and spirituality was connected to every part
of every aomin Hisgrand dominion.

As Nick walked across the room toward Commander Winters, the intermittent noises behind the
wallsincreased in amplitude and frequency. Around on the far side of the cylinder, next to one of the
larger support machines, a door opened and two carpets, moving inchworm style, cameinto the room.
They wereimmediately followed by two wardens and four platformson treads. The platformswere
carrying stacks of building materials. Each of the wardensled two platformsto a corner of the room,
where they started constructing secure anchor stanchionsfor the cylinder.

The two carpets confronted Nick in the center of the room. They stood up on end and leaned in the
direction of the exit toward the ocean. “They'retelling usit' stimeto go,” Carol said as sheand Troy
came up beside Nick.

“I understand that,” Nick replied. “But I’ m not yet ready to leave.” Heturned to Troy. “Doesthis
gamehavean X key at dl?’ heasked. “I could useatime out.”

Troy laughed. “I don’t think so, Professor. And there’ s no way we can save the game and try
agan.”

Nick looked asif he were in deep thought. The carpets continued to beckon. “Come on, Nick,”
Carol grabbed him by thearm. “Let’ sgo before they get angry.”

Suddenly Nick advanced toward one of the carpets and extended the golden cradle. “Here,” he said,
“takethisand put it with the rest of them, up there, in the cylinder whereit belongs.” The carpet recoiled
and twisted itstop from sideto side. Thenit pulled itstwo vertica sidestogether and pointed at Nick.

“I don’'t need abracelet to interpret that gesture,” Troy remarked. “The carpet isplainly telling you to
take the trident back to your boat.”

Nick nodded his head and was quiet for amoment. “Isthisthe only one?’ he asked Troy. Troy
didn’t understand the question. “Isthisthe only seed package for Earth?’



“I think s0,” Troy answered after amoment’s hesitation. Helooked at Nick with apuzzled
expresson.

Meanwhile the activity level in theroom had increased subgtantially. As Commander Winters ambled
toward the trio in the middle of the hubbub, the wardens and platforms were actively building in the
corners, moving equipment could be heard behind the walls, and the organ music was growing louder
and dightly ominous. In addition, agiant sock or cover of somekind, lined with asoft, pliant materid,
had unfurled above them in the ceiling and was descending dowly over the cylinder. Commander
Winters stared around the room with undisguised astonishment. Still serenely content in his heart from
the beauty and intensity of his epiphany, he was not paying much attention to the conversation beside him.

“They must take thisthing with them,” Nick was saying earnestly to Carol and Troy. “Don’t you see?
It'seven moreimportant now that | know there are human seedlingsinside. Our children won't have a
chance.”

“But they were so beautiful, so smart,” Carol said. “You didn't seethem likewedid. | can't believe
those children would ever hurt anybody or anything.”

They wouldn’t mean to destroy us,” Nick argued. “It would just happen.”

The carpets were starting to jump up and down. “1 know, | know,” Nick said as he again extended
the cradle toward them. “You want usto go. But first, pleaselisten to me. We ve helped you, now I'm
asking that you help us. I'm afraid of what might bein this package, afraid that it might upset the delicate
Stability of our planet. Our progress as a species has been dow, infitsand starts, with amost as many
backward steps as forward. Whatever is here could threaten our future development. Or maybe even
halt it altogether.”

The activity in the room continued unabated. There was no noticesble reaction to Nick’ s speech from
the impatient carpets, who were now taking turns walking over to the exit in case the dumb humans il
did not understand their message. Nick looked entreatingly at Carol. She returned his gaze and smiled.
After afew seconds she came over and took hishand. Their eyes met for abrief moment as she started
talking and Nick saw anew expression, something gpproaching admiration, in her glance.

“He sright, you know,” Carol said in the direction of the pair of carpets. “Y ou haven't thought
carefully enough about the outcome of thismission of yours. Sooner or later your specid embryosand
the humans aready on this planet will interact and there will be a catastrophe. If the seed packageis
found early in the development of your superhumans, | am certain the Earthlingswill feel compelled to
destroy it. What possible other reaction could they have? The magnitude of the threat may not be fully
known, but it is easy to recognize that crestures genetically engineered by superdiens could posea
gigantic problem for the native species of this planet.”

Troy was standing just behind Nick and Caral, listening attentively to what shewas saying. Around
him the preparations for launch continued. The wardens and platforms had finished constructing and
ingaling the two pairs of sanchionsthat would be connected to the cylinder during launch to minimize
vibrations. The golden cradlesin the cylinder could no longer be seen; the cover had descended dmost
to thefloor.

“. . . Sounlessyou take this golden package back with you, perhapsto place it on another world
which does not yet have intelligence, there will be unnecessary degth. Either your seedlingswill perish
before maturity or the native humanslike uswill eventudly be swallowed up, if not killed outright, by the
more capable beings you have engineered. That hardly seemsto be afair reward for our effort on your
behdf.”

Carol stopped to watch four strange cords extend themsealves from the top and near the bottom of the
cylinder, wriggle through the air, and end up attached to the stanchions in the corners of theroom. The
carpets were becoming increasingly agitated. The two wardens finished supervising their prelaunch
procedures. They turned abruptly toward the four human beings and moved in their direction.

Caral tightened her hold on Nick’shand. “Perhapsit’ struethat our natural development isadow
and not altogether satisfactory process, “ she continued, fear cregping into her voice as the dreaded
wardens quickly gpproached them, “and it’ s certainly true that we humans here make mistakes, both as
individuals and as groups . However, you can’t overlook the fact that thisimperfect process produced



us, and we had enough foresight or compassion or whatever you want to cal it —"

“Holdit,” shouted Troy. He seized the cradle from Nick’ s hand and jumped directly into the path of
one of the menacing wardens. He was only inches away from two whirling, threatening rods with cutting
implementson theend. “Hold it,” he shouted again. Miraculoudy, al activity ceased. The carpets and
wardens stood till, the noisesin the wall stopped, even the organ music was silenced. “Of dl of us,”
Troy said in aloud voice, hishead tilted back and aimed at the celling, “| have the most knowledge of
what your missionisdl about. And the most to lose by recommending that you abandon this part of it.
But | agree with my friends”

Troy removed hisbracelet and then dramatically jammed both the bracelet and the cradleinsde the
warden. Hefdt asif hewere plunging hishand into abowl of hot bread dough. He released both
objects and withdrew hishand. The warden didn’t move. The bracelet and the cradle remained where
Troy left them insde the warden’ s body.

“From the very beginning | redized that the bracelet you gave me enabled me to have specid powers,
talents that were not naturally mine. | understood, without knowing the specifics, that there would be a
subgtantia and continuing reward for my helping you. And | thought that findly, findly, Troy Jefferson
would be somebody specia in thisworld.”

Troy walked past the amazed Commander Winters, who was following the proceedings with a
peaceful detachment, and came up beside Nick and Caral. 1t was absolutely quiet in theroom. “When
my brother, Jamie, waskilled,” he began again softly, “I sworethat | would do whatever was necessary
to leave my imprint on society. During those two yearsthat | wandered al over the country, | spent most
of my time daydreaming. My dreamsd| had the same conclusion. | would discover something new and
earthshaking and become both rich and famous overnight.”

Troy gave Carol aquick kissand winked. “1 loveyou, angd,” he said. “And you too, Professor.”
Troy then turned around and faced the covered cylinder. “When | left here on Thursday afternoon, | was
so excited | couldn’t contain myself. | kept saymg, * Shit, Jefferson, hereitis. Y ou are going to be the
most important man in the history of the fucking world.” ”

Troy paused. “But | have learned something very important these last three days,” he said,
“something that most of us probably never consder. It isthat the processis more important than the end
result. Itiswhat you learn while you' re dreaming or scheming or working toward agoal that is essentia
and vauable, not the achievement of the god itself. And that’swhy you guys must now do what my
friends have asked.

“I know that you ETs havetried to explain to mein these last several minutes, through the bracel et
that you offered mefor life, that the new humans you are depositing here will lead us primitive beingsinto
abold and wonderful era. That may betrue. And | agree that we could use some help, that our species
isfull of prgjudice and sdfishnessand dl kinds of other problems. But you cannot Smply give usthe
answers. Without the benefit of the struggle to improve ourselves, without the process of overcoming our
own weaknesses, there will be no fundamental changein usold humans. We will not become better.
Wewill become second-class citizens, acolytesin afuture of your vison and design. So take your
perfect humans away and let us make it on our own. We deserve the chance.”

There was no movement in the room for severa seconds after Troy finished. Then the warden in front
of him jerked sideways and began to move. Troy braced for an attack. But the warden moved in the
direction of the exit next to the cylinder. The bracelet and cradle could still be seen ingde its body.

“All right, team,” Troy shouted happily. Nick and Carol hugged. Troy took Commander Winters by
the hand. Asthey wereleaving, the four of them turned around one last timeto look at the large
chamber. Inthisfind view, each one of them saw the room in terms of his own amazing experiences.
The noises had begun again behind the walls. And the carpets, platforms, and wardens werefiling out of
the room through the door beside the covered cylinder.

They had only been onboard the boat for three or four minutes when the water underneath them
suddenly became very turbulent. They were Strangely quiet, dl four of them. A frudtrated Lieutenant
Ramirez paced about the deck, trying to get someoneto tell him what had happened under the water.
Even Commander Wintersvirtualy ignored the lieutenant and just shook his head or gave Smple answers



todl hisquestions.

They were certain that the spaceship was about to launch. They didn't redize that it would glide
gently away from their areafird, so that it would not submerge them with a giant wave, before bresking
the water and heading into the Sky. Thewater stayed agitated for several minutes. All of them scanned
the ocean for asign of the vehicle.

“Look,” yelled Commander Winters excitedly, pointing at agiant slver bird lifting into the sky about
forty-five degrees away from the early morning sun. Itsrisswasinitialy dow, but asit roseit accelerated
rapidly. Nick and Carol and Troy clasped hands tightly as they watched the awesome spectacle.
Winters came over and stood beside thetrio. After thirty seconds the craft had disappeared above the
clouds. Therewas never any sound.

“Fantadtic,” said Commander Winters.



