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  Armageddon is about to happen, but it’s not what you think. This war is not going to blow anything up, it’s only going to turn everything off…


  



  



  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  PART I

  ANDRONESCU’S PARADOX


  
    

  


  
    

  


  1

  SENATOR HOPKINS


  



  Chandler Hopkins is a man of considerable distinction. These very words were running through his mind as he stood before the wide oak-framed mirror in his dressing room. Williams passed behind him silently and ran a soft brush over the shoulders of the new, dark blue velvet jacket, causing the Senator to sigh contentedly. For the duration of one long moment, he didn’t want for anything. Williams, he reflected, had worked out beautifully. He was the soul of discretion, always there when you needed him and gone when you wanted him gone. Senator Hopkins loved having coloreds on his household staff, or “people of color” as they now wanted to be called for some reason that had escaped him. Their presence established one’s liberal credentials and gave the household a comfortable plantation manor luxury. That luxury was only what properly befitted the dignity of his position as president of a major university. Senator Hopkins gave a lot of thought to what properly befitted the dignity of his position.


  During his time in Washington, his “years on the Hill,” as he thought of them, he had been a guest at the White House on several occasions. The experience had left a lasting impression. Now there was dignity for you. When you wanted a cup of coffee, it simply appeared, served with elegance by an elderly butler. There were silver coffeepots and starchy white cloth napkins and expensive china in deep indigo with a thin gold stripe. Vases of cut flowers were placed everywhere. The President’s library, where most of their meetings took place, was full of morocco leather bindings and walnut paneling and overstuffed Chesterfield easy chairs and couches. If the Senator had any aspiration of one day becoming Chief Executive, it stemmed from no great political ambition, but rather from simple lust for the perks that came with the job.


  An extended career in politics, however, had not been in the cards for Chandler Hopkins. His “years on the Hill” had been limited to the twelve and a half months between his appointment to fill the term of his deceased predecessor and his defeat in the next election. Oh well, he wasn’t going to be president of the nation, but at least he was president of something. Since taking up his position at Cornell, he had spent most of a year organizing the best approximation he could manage of life at the White House It was only what properly befitted dignity of his position.


  “We will be thirteen for dinner this evening, Williams.”


  “Yes, Senator.”


  “Doctor Homer Layton is the guest of honor. And General Buxtehude, of course.”


  Williams nodded.


  “Albert Tomkis will be there from the State Department. Then there are Professors Porter and St. Vincent, plus three members of Dr. Layton’s staff—young physicists, one presumes—plus two wives and Dean of Women, Maria Sawyer.”


  “Yes sir.”


  The Senator glanced down at his empty martini glass on the dresser, and Williams promptly topped it up. Yes, Williams had been a wise choice. Almost like that wonderful servant—what was him name, Rochester?— that Jack Benny used to have. Williams made a decent martini and excellent coffee, and kept the rest of the staff out of the Senator’s hair. Williams was a key element of the life that was finally taking acceptable shape at 850 North University Avenue.


  The house on North University definitely befitted the dignity of the president of a major university. It had been built during the 1870s for wealthy socialite Jeanie McGraw Fiske. Understatement had played no part in Ms. Fiske’s style, as the mansion demonstrated with its elaborate paneling and glittering crystal chandeliers. The living room fireplace was a good nine feet across. Best of all was the utterly presidential library. When he’d first set eyes on the room, the Senator decided that this was the residence for him, and began planning the purchase of a pair of red Chesterfield couches and matching easy chairs.


  At the time of his investiture, Fiske House had been occupied by a fraternity. Through a bit of good fortune, the university had purchased the house and grounds back in the 1960s for one dollar, and leased it back for a dollar a year to the fraternity on an extended lease. The lease had been up last year, and Senator Hopkins had acted to take possession of the building on the university’s behalf as a replacement for the decrepit President Arthur residence. Of course, there had been a lot of whining from the brothers and some alums (there was always a lot of whining surrounding any decision that the president made). But that had died down and now Fiske House was his.


  Under the kitchen and pantry of Fiske House was a secret room, accessed through a stairway that descended from a hidden panel in the music room. The secret room had served as a chapter hall where the fraternity brothers conducted their mystic rites. Now it was the Senator’s office for what he thought of as Special Affairs. All the records from his year of serving as junior member of the Senate Armed Services Committee were safely housed in the Special Affairs room. So far, no one but the Senator had been allowed into the room. He would slip in through the music room entrance when no one was watching and steal down the stairs to read up on Cornell’s DoD-funded projects or to place his frequent calls to General Buxtehude at the Pentagon. He used a bright red telephone for these calls. In the interest of security, he had wired the phone himself as an extension from the main number.


  Sounds of guests arriving from below. No hurry. Nothing lacked to complete his preparations, but he was conscious of the timing of his entrance. The guests ought to be given time to get their first drink before he came down. Williams had engaged one of the University singing groups to provide music at the beginning of the evening, and the faint rumor of their harmony was already drifting up from the living room. Because he had selected the program himself, the Senator knew it finished up with the rousing Cornell Victorious. He would come down the curved stairway just at the final chorus.


  



  Alas, his entrance was spoiled by the fact that some of the guests had not yet arrived. Of those who counted, at least General Buxtehude was there, nursing a drink by the fireplace. The Senator went directly over to him, ignoring Dean Sawyer’s “Good evening” or some such inanity. He favored the General with his much practiced small smile — the same smile Reagan used to convey warmth but with an aura of serious concern behind it.


  “Good to see you, Gordon.”


  “Chandler.”


  The Senator placed his left hand over the handshake and maintained strong eye contact. “I see Williams has looked out for your drink all right.”


  “Oh yes.”


  The General was taller than Senator Hopkins by almost a foot. He was quite bald. In repose, his mouth gaped partly open, revealing the upper teeth all the way to the gums. His civilian garb this afternoon gave the effect of Army dress tans without insignia or decoration. He left no doubt of his intrinsic generalhood, being every inch the military man except perhaps for that fraction of an inch of visible pink upper gum.


  “This promises to be an interesting evening, Gordon. We’ve united all the principals of Dr. Layton’s research group. You’ll have a chance to size up some of his young people. Well, you know all about them from the reports. But it will be your first opportunity, I believe, to meet them in person. An impressive staff.”


  “I expect so. I expect so.” The General looked sour. “Chandler, I won’t conceal from you that I have some real reservations about this Simula-7 project. Real reservations. I mean, there’s no faulting Layton’s academic credentials…”


  “I should think not. You don’t come away with the Enrico Fermi Award without doing some very high powered thinking. I daresay there isn’t a finer mind than his in the physics department of any university.”


  “Mmmmmm. My concern was not with his mind, but rather his…”


  “Good evening, Senator Hopkins.” It was Dean Sawyer, insufferable woman.


  “Yes. Good evening, Maria. Is there something…?”


  “Just good evening and thanks for having me in such illustrious company. I’m Maria Sawyer,” she said, offering her hand to the General.


  Senator Hopkins did his duty. “Oh yes. This is General Buxtehude of the Joint Chiefs. Maria Sawyer, our dean of women.”


  The General didn’t seem annoyed by the interruption. “Dean Sawyer.” He gave her a smile as warm as her own. The General had an eye for beauty, and Dean Sawyer was still a beautiful woman in spite of her sixty-some years.


  “Yes, well. I’ll leave you two to get acquainted while I see to my other guests. We’ll chat about that little matter a bit later, Gordon.”


  Chandler headed back toward the foyer. What the hell could be on Buxtehude’s mind now? He had never seemed entirely comfortable with the Simula project. Bother. And it was Chandler’s absolute favorite. It had romance, high visibility in Washington, and lots of funding. It was even comprehensible, the kind of thing you could wrap your mind around without knowing a whole lot of Scientific American stuff. The other physics department projects were simply off the wall. You had to have an advanced degree just to read the grants. But Simula-7 was nothing more than a big computer program, like a simulation of the weather or the economy—ambitious enough but not beyond understanding by ordinary mortals.


  The study of anything that ordinary mortals could fathom was something new for Homer Layton. He had made his name in particle physics with something called “peculiar motion.” It was certainly peculiar enough to Chandler’s way of thinking. After the Enrico Fermi prize, Layton was appointed Special Adviser for Science to the President of the United States, and a grant for $17 million of new Pentagon research funds dropped suddenly into Cornell’s lap. Senator Hopkins could feel the dollar signs in his eyes whenever he thought of that amount.


  “April really is the cruelest month, isn’t it, Senator?” The Senator looked up to see Professor Porter of the history department.


  “What?!?”


  “I said, April is the cruelest month.” He nodded out the library window where a cold rain was falling.


  “Yes, I daresay.” Who would have thought a sensible fellow like Porter would be having income tax trouble?


  “April…breeding/ Lilacs out of the dead land, mixing/ Memory and desire, stirring/ Dull roots with spring rain.”


  “Quite. Quite. You must excuse me, Porter, I need to welcome our guest from the State Department.”


  



  Williams was keeping track of Mrs. Hopkins’s martinis. The one she had just lifted off his silver tray was her fourth. He had seen her several times before with five under her belt. The more she had to drink, the more inclined she was to finish up her sentences with her eyelids drooped closed, though she did usually manage to remain lucid. But this evening promised opportunities for new records. It was still early and she was already more than half in the bag. And the guest of honor had still not arrived. It could be hours before they sat down to dinner. Williams suspected that with six martinis in her, she might do something spectacular, like plant her face into the Waldorf salad.


  Williams entertained this thought without malice. He didn’t dislike Mrs. Hopkins particularly. She was distant but not unkind. He had the sense that there was a lot about Mrs. Hopkins that people missed. In the year at North University Avenue, he had never heard her first name pronounced. He knew it was Candace, but it was never spoken. The Senator referred to her as Mrs. Hopkins or, to her face, “my dear.” Perhaps there was no one on earth who called her by her first name. Anyone who tried it, he imagined, might be fixed with that icy stare of hers.


  Mrs. Hopkins was distant, but that gave Williams no interest in seeing her embarrass herself with drink. It was just that the possibility of her overindulgence was the only likely amusement that the evening offered. He inclined his head toward her for instructions on the seating at table.


  “I think we’d best place Mrs. St. Vincent next to one of the physicists, Williams. I had thought she might go on the General’s right hand side, but she really is impossible. I can’t think what anyone could talk to her about. Maybe she’ll have an interest in relativity or something.” She waited, eyes drooped closed, for his reply.


  “Yes, Ma’am.”


  “The young woman from Dr. Layton’s staff…”


  “Dr. Duryea, Ma’am.”


  “Yes. I’d like her on my husband’s left, immediately opposite the General. She is quite striking to look at. I think that should help the General’s digestion. It is most essential that the General enjoy his evening.”


  “Yes, Ma’am.”


  “We’ll put Dean Sawyer on the General’s right hand, and then Professor Potter…”


  “Porter, Ma’am.”


  “Yes. We’ll have him next.” She finished off her drink. “Ah, the bell. The complement of our party, at last. See them in, Williams.” She glanced down at her watch. “REE-yu-lee! You might display a little coolness for their late arrival.”


  “Yes, Ma’am.”


  Williams hurried to open the door for the guest of honor and his three young assistants. There was an unexpected fifth person in the group as well, an elderly gentleman in a complete set of yellow foul weather gear and sou’wester hat. Williams made sure they were being properly helped with their wet wraps by the French maid, Elise, then headed back toward the library to find the Senator.


  “There is an extra person in the Layton party, sir,” Williams whispered when their paths crossed. “A Mr. Claymore Layton. It appears that Dr. Layton took the liberty of inviting him along.”


  “Damn.” The Senator frowned.


  “He is the Professor’s younger brother, sir. I believe he has a deficit.”


  “A deficit? Can’t anyone on this campus manage his finances?”


  “A mental deficit, sir.”


  “Oh.” Shit. Who to seat him next to? Oh well, Candace and Williams would figure it out. A matter of the first importance now was to get Dr. Layton away from the others and explain to him that some deference toward the General would be in order. Senator Hopkins put on his small Reagan smile, warm but with just an overtone of serious concern. He intercepted the guest of honor on his way to the bathroom and led him off toward the downstairs parlor.


  



  Claymore Layton’s “deficit,” was made up of two seemingly independent problems. First of all, his memory was prone to sudden lapses. He would be in the middle of a conversation and then, abruptly, not be able to remember what the subject was. Lapse of memory was certainly not unique to Claymore. Lyndon Johnson, for instance, suffered from the exact same thing. He would summon his secretary in the middle of a conference with some cabinet official and show her a note that read, “Who the hell is this guy?” The difference with Claymore was that he didn’t have a secretary to cover his lapses.


  Claymore’s second problem was an inability to deal with imagery. If you said that someone had “hit the ceiling,” he’d look up for damage to the plaster. The literal-mindedness and his memory discontinuities were not debilitating. Claymore was intelligent, by nearly any definition of the term, just a bit odd. He kept house for Dr. Layton in the old Victorian they shared on Wyckoff Avenue. He read a lot, and it was said that he was a wonderful cook. There was one final thing about Claymore, a simple idiosyncrasy: When he had no need for his reading glasses, he would turn them around and wear them square on the back of his head. That way he always knew where to find them. The earpieces of the glasses came over the tops of his ears, back to front, and nestled down into his gray sideburns.


  At Claymore’s side was Loren Martine, Dr. Layton’s youngest PhD, a recent recruit from the University of Salamanca. He spoke with a thick Spanish accent. “Now admit it, Clay, doesn’t this look like a nice party?”


  “Too many people.”


  “You’re going to like them all, Claymore. I’m sure you are. Don’t you want to take off your hat?”


  “Nope.”


  “It’s all drippy.”


  “Don’t want to.”


  Loren turned to Sonia Duryea for help. “Sonia, Claymore’s being complicated again. Work your magic on him.”


  Sonia stepped up to Clay and began adjusting his tie. “Claymore’s an old reprobate. He thinks he’s going to disgrace us all by wearing his yellow rain hat through the whole party and dripping on this nice rug.” She arranged his jacket and managed to give him a little tickle under the arms. Clay smiled broadly. He was a pushover for Sonia. She untied the straps that ran under his chin. “But I’m going to take this hat off and ruin his whole wicked scheme.”


  “Okay, Sonia.”


  “Now, this is your chance to meet the president. What are you going to say to him, Clay?”


  “Going to tell him how to run the Disarmament Talks in Vienna next week.”


  “Not that president, silly. This is the president of the University.”


  “Going to tell him to get rid of the parking lot behind Sage Hall and give us back the tennis courts that used to be there.”


  “That’s the spirit.”


  



  The party had broken up naturally into small islands of conversation spotted about the ground floor of Fiske House. Albert Tomkis and General Buxtehude were huddled by the mantelpiece in the music room. Tomkis was offering his own opinion of the Simula project: “I’ve seen what they’re doing, General, and it does seem promising to me.” He said this without great enthusiasm.


  “I’m sure it’s promising, Albert. And fascinating. Simula-7 is certainly that. It’s a wonderful bit of pure research. I wouldn’t object to funding all the work of Layton and his group as long as everyone knew it was just research. If they only understood that it had not one bit of relevance to the real world. Then I would be willing to spend any amount on it. Millions and millions. But the danger is that someone is going to take what they’re doing seriously. If I could be sure that everyone would ignore it, I’d rest easy.”


  “Yes. Well, I can’t entirely share your thinking on that, General. There is just the possibility that they’re on to something that we ought not to ignore.”


  “I hope not. I sincerely hope not. If we had to take seriously the results of every two-bit study we funded we’d never have time for anything else. Oh, here’s Chandler.”


  Senator Hopkins came into the music room and shut the door behind him. He approached Tomkis and the General, rubbing his hands together. This was the part of the evening that promised to be fun, some wheeling and dealing with people who really mattered. “Well, gentlemen. Time to solve the world’s problems. Reminds me of my years on the Hill.”


  “Albert and I were just talking about the Simula-7 Project.”


  “Well! That’s a conversation I wouldn’t want to miss out on. And I know just the place where we can have it without any fear of being overheard.” He led them over to a carved panel near the fireplace, and by manipulating a tiny bas-relief rosette, caused an entire section of the wall to swing slowly inward. He led his two guests down the secret stairway.


  



  While the triumvirate of power made its way to the secret basement room to plot national policy, only few feet above them in the pantry, Elise and the cook Henri were indulging in a bit of the Senator’s port. They had begun hours ago and one bottle of the tawny was now entirely gone.


  On the other side of the pantry wall, Mrs. Hopkins was putting her empty glass down square in the middle of a plate of canapés. Professor St. Vincent was about to retire to the downstairs john to administer himself a small quantity of a controlled substance. And the three young physicists, Drs. Duryea, Barodin, and Martine, were experiencing a fit of giggles in a corner of the library. Their senior member, Edward Barodin (PhD and Rhodes Scholar), had been the victim of a prank he’d quite forgotten since primary school days: He had been made to laugh just at the moment of taking a large mouthful of his drink, and expelled white wine through his nose. The provocation in this case had been Sonia, a gifted mimic, drooping her eyelids down heavily and saying “REE-yu-lee” in a perfect Candace Hopkins voice.


  Immediately behind the wall at Sonia’s back, Dr. Homer Layton was taking part in a conversation with Mrs. Buxtehude. They were seated in two overstuffed easy chairs, pulled together in the parlor bay window. The conversation was necessarily one-sided as Dr. Layton had nodded off to sleep while Mrs. Buxtehude chattered on. He was just deaf enough so that following her soft voice in the noisy room was beyond him. And Mrs. Buxtehude was nearsighted enough to miss the fact that he was asleep. Williams (always there when you need him) neatly retrieved Dr. Layton’s full glass just as it was about to topple into his lap. Neither the Enrico Fermi laureate nor the general’s wife took any notice. Each would look back on this half hour as the most enjoyable part of the evening.


  Mrs. St. Vincent was listening with concentration to Claymore’s views on the new dorms to be constructed along Beebe Lake. She wasn’t too interested in the subject, but she believed she was listening to Claymore’s more famous brother, so she paid rapt attention. “Yes, I do see your point,” she told him.


  Clay looked puzzled. “My point?”


  “Yes, I can see your point clearly.”


  He put his hand tentatively up onto his forehead.


  Sensing confusion Mrs. St. Vincent tried to clarify, “Um…I mean, the point you just made.”


  “Oh, it’s a made one then?”


  “A what?”


  “A made point.”


  “Yes. It’s the point you just made.”


  “Aha. That’s good. But I don’t see it.”


  “You don’t see your own point?”


  “Nope.”


  Claymore’s old friend Walter Porter stepped in. “I think Mr. Layton is saying that the new dorms will disrupt animal habitat, and we’re guilty of what he calls ‘species bias’ when we do such things, because we’re thinking of human needs only, and nothing at all of the animal needs. That was what you were saying, wasn’t it Claymore?”


  “It was?”


  “Definitely.”


  “Well that is all over my head,” said Mrs. St. Vincent.


  Clay glanced up uneasily into the space above her head.


  



  The Senator was trying hard to keep the dismay from his voice. “I daresay the concept is sound, Gordon. These people are not the kind to ‘snooker’ themselves, as you say. They are too high-powered for that. It was your own staff that came up with the idea and asked Dr. Layton to build the war-game simulation so we would have a tool to guide us during the strategic weapons disarmament process. And it does do that. It does give us a way to know how the balance of power changes for a given arms reduction by each of the various parties.”


  “To which I have no objection.” The General allowed. “If that were all it did, it would be fine. If it would just give me a nice simple printout of how we would fare against the remaining Chinese and Russian weapons, head to head. None of these indirect, off the wall actions the program keeps imagining up, things our adversaries are too gutless, thank god, ever to consider.”


  “Of course Simula-7 has to simulate confrontation with the remaining weapons in order to test the balance. And that does necessitate playing through all the possible uses any party might make of its resources, even including those ‘off the wall’ options, as you call them, the use of proxies, and so on. It’s a frightening possibility, you have to admit, that strategic weapons have been slipped to the Gloria Verde rebels and other Cuban proxy groups to act against us in ways established powers would never dare. The program just simulates all the different possibilities and prints out the ones we need to worry most about.”


  “Oh, I know the theory, Chandler. I know the theory. I have no doubt that one day, Layton and his young people will be able to give us some sort of probabilistic assessment of how a given situation might play out. And we would be foolish not to take account of that assessment, when the day comes. But it’s not here yet. Eh, Albert?”


  “Mmhh?” Tomkis had been staring at a human skull mounted on a mahogany base just behind the General’s head. The skull was one of a dozen artifacts placed by fraternity brothers years ago in lighted nooks about the room.


  The General continued, “Layton and his program are out of touch with present reality. Present reality is that, for all the strategic weapons floating around, no one’s got the guts to use them. Our enemies are in a state of paralysis, utterly incapable of the kind of initiatives that Simula-7 is suggesting.”


  “Well…” Tomkis hesitated, then turned glumly back toward the skull.


  Senator Hopkins prodded, “Uh…I think we’d best listen to what Albert has to say on this subject. You were about to say some something, weren’t you Albert?”


  Tomkis sighed. “Well, it’s that very state of paralysis you speak of, General, that makes proxy action attractive to them. The Cubans, for example, can’t confront us directly. But if they can manipulate us some other way, why not? A distressing proportion of the strategic weapons built by the old Soviet regime are presently unaccounted for, far too many warheads to ignore. They may have been passed to the Gloria Verde and others of the groups covertly controlled by our adversaries. It’s rather a clever tactic really. A few missiles put into the hands of Cuban proxies, and everybody has perfect deniability. That’s what Simula-7 speculates has happened. We know the proxy groups are acting awfully cocky. Each time we assert our interests there is a price to pay. Simula-7 thinks they have strategic weapons and might use them.


  “The program has an impressive track record so far in predicting that proxies would be set up and how they would act. It even gave details, dates and places. And it was always right.”


  The General was ready to concede a small point. “Right. There are some minor things that it can do very well. That’s what makes this project worth funding. And by funding, Chandler, I don’t just mean the candy-ass amounts we’ve already committed to. I mean more. Substantially more.”


  “Well, Gordon, I think that is the kind of far-sighted position that all of us have come to expect from you and I assure you that you won’t be…”


  “More money. And with that money, Layton’s people can study to their hearts’ content. Research. Pure thought. That kind of stuff.”


  The Senator looked at him blankly.


  Albert Tomkis enlightened him, “What the General’s suggesting is more input and less output.”


  “Exactly,” the General agreed. “Our man Burlingame, who’s the liaison on the project, has had some very disturbing things to say, Chandler. He says that the project personnel are allowing some of their own political thinking to influence the simulation. So the simulation is inclined to forecast things that they feel the Cubans and the terrorists might do, things that we all know they don’t have the balls to consider. Pernicious politicking is what I call it.”


  “Well, we certainly can’t have that.”


  “I don’t want any more of these Simula scenarios scaring the shit out of the President. The man has got the shakes anyway. I’ve got to keep two full-time people in the White House just to keep his courage up. He turns light green every time he even thinks of Simula. Imagine, the world’s only super-power, in a rare position to bypass negotiation altogether and simply dictate its will, and we may not be able to press our advantage just because some fucking computer program has got our President psyched.”


  The Senator didn’t know whether to be disheartened or not. It was a relief to know that the funding was secure, that it would even increase. But if Simula-7 became invisible, Chandler Hopkins would become even more invisible. There was no fun in that. His cherished vision of Ithaca as the seat of national strategic thinking was in jeopardy. He glanced up toward the ornate wall clock. Oops. “Oh damn. It’s after eight. Mrs. Hopkins is going to be furious.” His role as Adviser to the Pentagon had caused him to lose track of the necessities of his role as host. He stood up and hurried Tomkis and the General back along the secret passage to the music room.


  Passing into the library, they nearly collided with Claymore Layton. The Senator glanced distractedly at the short roundish man with gray crew cut, while moving left to get past him.


  Clay countered to block his route. “Where are our tennis courts?”


  “Tennis courts?!? What tennis courts?”


  “The ones that aren’t there anymore.”


  “My good man. I believe you have the advantage on me.”


  “My add?”


  “I mean, I am Senator Hopkins. And you are…?”


  “I am?”


  “You are Mr.…?”


  “Yes?” Claymore was as fascinated to find out as the Senator was.


  “You are Mr.…Layton, I believe. Dr. Layton’s brother.”


  “Right. Where are the tennis courts?”


  Good Christ. Senator Hopkins looked around hopefully for someone to rescue him. No one. “Uh, which tennis courts?”


  “The ones behind Sage Hall.”


  “There aren’t any tennis courts behind Sage Hall. There’s a parking lot behind Sage Hall.”


  “Right. Where the tennis courts should be.”


  “Oh. I see. So that’s your point.”


  “Huh?”


  The Senator caught sight of Williams hurrying by with a tray. He waved a hand to intercept him. “Oh, Rochester. Could you tell the cook that we’ll be heading directly in to dinner?”


  Williams affected a deep guttural Rochester voice: “Yes Boss. Comin’ right up.” He headed back toward the kitchen with the Senator staring uncomprehendingly after him. What on earth was that all about?


  Just a few paces away, Mrs. Hopkins was backing away in confusion from Elise, who was clearly very upset. Elise had been instructed to speak to the Hopkins only in French, but was this French? this torrent of emotional, and noticeably slurred language she was spitting out now? Mrs. Hopkins spun away hoping for relief. She struggled to focus on something too close for her farsighted eyes, the back of Claymore’s head. What came swimming into view was a pair of horn-rimmed glasses and a face made up entirely of hair. With a weary gasp, she crumpled to the floor.


  



  Eleven years, almost to the day, after Senator Hopkins’ April dinner party, his daughter Stacey began to write what would be the definitive history of the events that followed. Though she had no first-hand recollection of the party (she’d been sent to sleep over at a friend’s home), she did make out an index card about it, perhaps for an eventual footnote. The card listed the members of the group who were first assembled on that day: Senator and Mrs. Hopkins, the Laytons, the three young physicists, General Buxtehude and Albert Tomkis and the Senator’s butler, Jared Williams.


  What all these people had in common was that history had plans for them. They were destined to take part in events that would lead to a sea change in the affairs of man. One of them, Loren Martine, would become a great hero. And one of the others would betray their cause and live on in infamy as a symbol of broken trust.


  I’ll tell you how it happened.


  2

  CUBA LIBRE


  



  Arlington, Virginia: In a sub-basement conference room checked out to Colonel Kenneth Gustafson of the Joint Chiefs, thirteen people were seated around an oval table. The only light came from a low floor lamp in the corner. The occupants of the room were all male, all middle-aged or older, all white, all fairly prosperous looking. Most were somewhat overweight. The tone of the meeting was, for the moment at least, spiritual:


  “How long, O Lord, how long?” Secretary Murdoch was cranking up his voice to the level of Medium Oratorical. He would soon be on his feet, they all knew, and in full swing. Lesser orators could use their eyes and hands and voices to make a statement; Murdoch, when he really got going, could also sweat dramatically. He was beginning to glisten now, greasily. “How long has it been, my Brothers, that we’ve been gathering together in these very rooms to pray, and plan for a brighter Tomorrow?”


  There was a murmur of response, no one quite sure whether to reply with a number of years or the usual “Amen.” Marine Captain Courtenay simply echoed Murdoch’s “How long?”


  “How long indeed, gentlemen? It has been long years. But they have been good ones too, years in which we have transformed the face of this wicked city. When we began, we were nobodies, powerless and out of favor. But we had Faith!”


  “Faith!” Courtenay again.


  “We were imbued with His Fire, the Gift of Tongues…” He lumbered to his feet.


  “Yes, that’s good, Bill. We had the gift.” Nolan Gallant interrupted. The secretary gaped, jowls still quivering. But Gallant was not about to let him go on. There were things to get done and no time right now for endless Holy Roller preaching. Besides, it was Gallant who was the ordained minister, not Murdoch. “We had the gift of tongues and all that. And now we count among our numbers a special assistant to the President, a service Secretary, and a significant presence in the Joint Chiefs…plus others of you gentlemen who have risen to positions of authority and trust. We all know that.”


  Gallant paused to look at each of the twelve, the twelve disciples as he thought of them. It was one of those pauses that invited no one else to speak. He stared them down. Bill Murdoch was still on his feet, reluctant to give up the floor. Gallant addressed him directly, “It’s time, I think, Mr. Secretary, to leave off the praying for a bit and get on with the planning for a brighter tomorrow.”


  “Just my thought, Nolan. My thought exactly. I was just going to go on into the Lord’s intentions in this Time of Trouble, and the ways in which His plan for each one of us…”


  “Yes. I’m sure you were.” The Reverend Gallant displayed one of his famous Inspiration Hour television smiles. He had a repertoire of such smiles from Delighted to Deeply Disappointed. This one was cordial but a tad strained. Murdoch took his seat. Gallant paused again. Off camera, as on, the Reverend Gallant had the air of a kindly and wise high school principal. His sandy hair and apple-cheeks made him look like a character right out of Norman Rockwell. He had a natural, fatherly authority, so that those around him tended to take on automatically the role of children awaiting instruction and correction. When he stopped to think his important thoughts, they just waited. At the moment, he was thinking of an old Jimmy Durante line, “Everybody’s always trying to get into the act.” Was it possible that being a preacher was so much more amusing than being Secretary of the Navy? How else to explain that Secretary Murdoch and even some of the others were inclined to try their hands at evangelical oratory whenever he let them? They were a bunch of frustrated revivalists. What a bore. He had to keep reminding himself that everyone in this room was useful and necessary to the grand plan. Otherwise he could have gladly dispensed with these now daily meetings. A glance at Rupert Paule of the White House staff. “Rupert?”


  “Thank you, Nolan. Yes.” Paule picked up the sheaf of papers in front of him. He cleared his throat. “Well, nothing really. I mean just nothing has happened since this time yesterday.” He put the papers down again. “The President is…I think the right word is ‘depressed’ by the option we’ve put in front of him. I don’t want to psycho-babble you, but the truth is that he is using evasion tactics to avoid facing up to the responsibility. We had some Cub Scouts come through the White House yesterday, and the President had a few photos taken with a scout from Florida who had saved this little girl from drowning. The whole thing was booked for five minutes on the schedule. An hour and a half later he was still talking to those twenty cub scouts about American liberties and I don’t know what all else. He gave them almost the whole of the Abraham Lincoln at the Crossroads speech. I had the O.F.D. team waiting in his office, all ready to talk turkey. And he knew it. He held onto those kids until it was time for the Dutch ambassador. He just doesn’t want to think about what we’re saying.”


  The words came out as a whine. Paule was used to squashing people who didn’t do what he wanted. He was adroit enough at coddling the President, but it could be frustrating work for a man of his natural inclinations. The White House advisor was taking out his frustration as he spoke on the metal clip of a ball point pen, working it back and forth in his hands. There were teeth marks as well, Gallant could see, on the end of the barrel, and now that he noticed, there was a tiny blue ink spot in the corner of Paule’s mouth.


  “He is still agonizing over the way the Honduras affair backfired,” Paul went on, continuing to twist the pen. “He told me he has nightmares about it. I had to listen to the whole thing again yesterday. I swear he had tears in his eyes. He said it was supposed to be just like the Libyan incursion, just a nice simple surgical strike. BOOM—in and out before anybody even knew it was happening. One little hill town and a whole headquarters full of radical terrorists wiped off the face of the earth. And then he would be on television saying that the Gloria Verde leaders were big boys and they had to realize they were risking consequences when they fooled around with a superpower nation. They should have known we weren’t going to let them go moving into new territory and thumbing their noses at us forever. He had his speech all written. And then before the TV crews could even set up, there’s this obscene thing on Prince Edward Island. Prince Edward Island, for gods sake! What a stupid place for Texaco to have its stupid directors meeting anyway. It’s not even in America. We had to call the CIA just to find out where the stupid island is. So our goddam strike force is not even home yet and all of a sudden we’ve got the whole board of directors of Texaco blown away by a bomb.”


  “Made to look like it was planted by some group of environmental crazies,” Gallant filled in the now familiar details. “Only it wasn’t an environmental group that set the bomb, of course. Was it?”


  “Of course, it wasn’t. It was just made to look that way. It was the Cubans. As if we couldn’t guess. Same as the October incident. We take some action they don’t like and they hit back somewhere else, but all covered up so the public doesn’t see the connection. Only we know what they’re up to. A little slap on the wrist to make us stop. They’re goddam training us. We could eat them alive if they ever stood up to us directly, but who the hell was even thinking about Texaco? And our beautiful surgical strike simply ruined by…”


  “That’s all water over the dam, Rupert. The President has just got to look at the future now, not the past.”


  “That’s easy to say, Nolan. But it really shook him up. He’s going to go down in the history books as ‘the man who lost Texaco.’ That’s what he’s thinking.”


  “He’s going to go down in history as the man who stood up to Evil. If, that is, if he does what is required of him now. It’s up to us to make sure he does what is required of him.”


  He pause to scan the faces around the table. “We find ourselves at a rare moment in history, gentlemen, with our enemies in disarray. Of course they’re not helpless. But they’re weak. It is this country and this country alone that has capacity for strategic action. It is essential that we use this very temporary moment of ascendancy to cement our power. Because our enemies are not likely to be weak forever.” Gallant looked over at Colonel Gustafson, who obviously had something to say. “Ken?”


  “It hurts me to say this, Nolan: The President is the shakiest part of our Cuba plan. He’s our President and I love and respect him, but I wonder if he’s up to it. The man gets all fired up when he talks about the heroes of America’s past, particularly Lincoln. Only you get the feeling that he really doesn’t aspire to be a Lincoln, he would be content to be a Tyler or a Fillmore. We’re asking him to make some hard decisions. What he’d really like to do is muddle through without making any decisions at all and then retire to write his memoirs.”


  There were sad nods around the room. “We’d all like to avoid these decisions,” said Nolan. “They are the bitter cup that will not pass, in the words of Our Lord.”


  Gustafson once more: “We’ve just got to stiffen his resolve. I think you’ve got to go in yourself and talk to him again, Nolan. The man has got fervor that needs to be brought to the surface. You can make him see the inevitability of what he has to do. Inevitability is the key. That will be very comforting to him, to see that he is being steered by the hand of God. It won’t be his decision at all. The last time you got to him, he was a David, looking for a Goliath to slay. He had lights in his eyes.”


  “That was, unfortunately, just when he gave the go-ahead on Honduras,” said Paule sourly.


  Gallant exploded. “Don’t give me this ‘unfortunately’ shit! The whole Honduras / Texaco incident has worked out exactly right for our purposes. We couldn’t have planned it better if we’d tried. If the Cubans had just stood back and let us get away with wiping up their surrogates, we could end up pussy-footing and surgical striking for the rest of our lives. Meanwhile the bleeding hearts would be plundering the defense budget. We’d never get on with our mission.”


  Captain Courtenay had his hand up. Courtenay was part of the White House security team, and for some reason was also something of a confidant of the President. During his bouts of insomnia, the Chief Executive would wander down to the little dormitory that had been made up in the basement for security people, and wake Courtenay up and pour out his thoughts to him, sometimes for hours at a time. These conversations were dutifully reported back to Nolan Gallant and the disciples. Gallant gave him the nod.


  “Thank you, sir. The President is depressed, just like Mr. Paule said, sir. You might think that what has got him down is the carping of the press or of the left liberal Democrats. But he doesn’t really bump into very much of that. I mean, the summaries he receives in the morning have been pretty well cleaned up, and he doesn’t read them anyway. What gets him down is anything from inside the administration that contradicts what we’re telling him. If we could keep the State Department people out for instance…” There was a grumble of annoyance around the table. “Well, that would be a help. There is also this Cornell business. That’s really got him down.”


  At least half the people in the room looked blankly at Courtenay. They weren’t all in the know about the Cornell project. Gallant looked to Colonel Gustafson again to fill them in.


  “The Cornell Project,” Gustafson began. “Right. Simula, they call it, a big computer program that is supposed to guide us through disarmament negotiations. They designed it to tell us how many MXs, for example, it’s worth giving up if we can get such and such a number of SS-24s destroyed in return.” Gustafson was shaking his head. “I still can’t believe we did this to ourselves. It’s our own goddamn project, the brainchild of one of General Buxtehude’s young hotshots. The guy goes off to a seminar on the wonders of computing and comes home convinced that we have to build ourselves a computerized ‘crystal ball.’ He says it will be able to predict the relative strength of all the powers for any given level of reduction. Anyway, Gordon gets this professor at Cornell to undertake the project. The professor had submitted a funding request for a couple of million dollars for a computerized study of…oh, I don’t know what, the sex life of beetles or some such thing. But Gordon makes him accept this other project too. Because the guy is an expert on simulation. Anybody else would have taken the money and never bothered us with any results, but, just our luck, this professor actually builds the crystal ball.


  “What he comes up with is a kind of computerized war-game. We tell it what weapons are left at each stage of reduction, and then it figures out whether we come out ahead or behind if there is a conflict just then. It simulates all the possible ways the weapons might be used. We get a printout of each scenario it considers. The printouts are very detailed; they show losses of people and equipment and cost. Some of them are really grim. The purpose of the program is to evaluate the balance of power with changing force levels, but it can also be used to test out any kind of strategic hypothesis.”


  Murdoch looked perplexed. “So what? What does that have to do with anything?”


  “The trouble is that the program is a hell of a lot more inventive than any of the real players. It imagined up this whole idea of strategic arms being transferred to off-shore groups. Suppose there’s a nominally independent terrorist group, it says, and some old Red Army generals slip a few missiles to it. Suppose they let the group be controlled by the Cubans, just to obscure responsibility. Then the old generals drop a hint to the Cubans and the Cubans drop a hint to the proxies, and the proxies act. The result is that there is an effective counter to actions that we might take, just like the old days. And the generals and the Cubans retain some power.


  “Of course, there’s no proof that the groups have strategic capability,” Gustafson went on, “but it is possible. The program assumes it’s true and then simulates what kind of response there might be to any action we take. It used to be the President would ask Gordon or ask me when he wondered what kind of grief we might get from the other side for doing X, Y, or Z. And we would tell him, ‘no sweat.’ But now he looks at the scenarios that the Cornell program prints out. The result is that the President is increasingly unwilling to do X, Y, or Z. He’s unwilling to do much of anything, because of the projected responses.”


  “Can’t we get them to stop sending in the results?” This commonsensical piece of advice came from Paule’s assistant, Taylor Hodge.


  “Well, that’s the idea,” said Gustafson. “We are dropping some broad hints. But you know how these things work. The universities tend to be pretty independent. We obviously can’t assassinate the professor and his staff.” A long silence. He looked around the table uneasily, sensing that this might not be obvious to anyone in the room except himself.


  Captain Courtenay picked up again. “Anyway, the results of the Cornell simulations are really taking the stuffing out of the President. We could tell him to ignore the reports, we could say that they aren’t accurate, but unfortunately, they ran a simulation of the Honduras strike just before it happened, and the computer predicted almost exactly what happened. It said the Cubans would act immediately to discourage us from such actions. It predicted they would use an independent group, probably an extremist environmental organization, to attack some part of our private sector. The public would think it had been the radical greens. But we would know. It would be a message to us that this is the kind of thing that will happen whenever we move onto their turf. Just our luck, the State Department had a copy of the simulation scenario and was looking at it prior to the attack. The Secretary of State keeps reminding us of that, reminding the President, I mean.”


  “The Secretary is a coward,” Murdoch muttered. He seldom missed a chance to say a bad word about State.


  Gallant agreed. “He is a coward and an atheist. Maybe those two terms are synonymous.” The twelve chuckled dutifully. “I think I know what you’re going to say next, Captain Courtenay. But go ahead and say it.”


  “Yes sir. Well, there are all these scenarios that Cornell has sent in since Honduras. They project the response to our Cuba Libre plan…”


  “Of course the Cornell people don’t know anything about Cuba Libre. I am right in assuming that, aren’t I?”


  “Yes sir. They don’t. But they have some ideas of their own for what we might be considering, and one of them is nearly bang on. When the President sees what the projected response is to our plan, well he is…” Courtenay paused at the distasteful word, “frightened.”


  “Mmmm. What is the projected response, if I may ask.”


  “Uh…” Captain Courtenay hesitated. He was having a moment of doubt about the propriety of sharing the details.


  Gallant snapped at him. “What is the response, Captain? Let’s have it.”


  “Yes sir. They’re projecting that if we did proceed with Cuba Libre or its equivalent, one of the off-shore groups would react. They would, um, target a small nuclear missile on one American city. They’d tie it directly to our action and give a long enough warning to empty the city. It would be a kind of…of punishment.”


  The room had the uneasy feel that comes when people stop breathing all at once. Gallant hurried to fill in the silence. “I don’t doubt that this is what the Cornell group is predicting. It will never happen, however. The response to Cuba Libre is going to be total confusion in Havana. We all know that in this room, no matter what the little professors are saying. I wish the Cubans would try to take out one of our cities. That’s when they’d get a rude shock. They have no idea what state the Shield is in.”


  The words effected a sudden transformation of their mood. The reminder of the Shield, their secret triumph, brought on a righteous gladness to replace the tension of the last few minutes. Murdoch settled back with a contented smile and folded his hands on his ample stomach. “A rude shock indeed. One minute an attacking missile, armed and soaring, and the next minute nothing. And then…”


  “And then…” Gallant took over, “then, how the world is changed, my friends. From that moment on, it’s 1950 all over again. We can strike and nobody can strike back. That’s hegemony, gentlemen. With us in control. And the forces of Evil made impotent.” Gallant was still smiling. He was always smiling. Yet everyone in the room knew that he was angry. He spit his words and still did not stop smiling. “They will feel our wrath. In the words of the Lord to Moses, I will spend my arrows upon them; they shall be wasted with hunger and devoured with burning heat and poisonous pestilence. What a different world that will be, gentlemen. Triumph for our beloved nation, and ‘burning heat and poisonous pestilence’ for our enemies. Not just for Cuba, but for all our enemies. And we are going to make it happen.”


  “Hegemony,” Murdoch rolled the word off his tongue. It had a narcotic effect on him and on the rest of the room. “Jesus. We really are going to turn this poor old world around after all. Put it back the way it was intended to be. We really are.”


  There was a chorus of agreement, a swell of sound as they all began talking at once. Several of the disciples were on their feet. Edmund Tolliver from the National Security Council had his hand on Gallant’s arm. Gallant smiled on solidly. He hated to be touched. Tolliver was grinning like an idiot. Gallant looked him square in the face and the man blushed. He mumbled ‘Amen’ and turned around looking for his chair. Over the years, you learn the techniques of prying their hands off you with nothing more than a look.


  Gallant slapped the table for their attention. When they had quieted themselves, he went on. “The Shield, gentlemen, the Shield that we have labored so long and hard to see to its current state of efficacy, it is the Shield that will be the instrument of His hand. The Shield that you have breathed life into will be for our generation the Ark of the Covenant.” He was aware of some excess of metaphor there, but the others were caught in the enthusiasm of the moment. Courtenay repeated, “The Ark!”


  Only the day before, the Reverend Gallant had picked up a slender handbook of meeting management at the People’s Drug Store on Wisconsin Avenue. He had read it cover to cover before turning in last night. The book emphasized shaping each meeting to its objectives, and Gallant went over his objectives again now as the others waited. He lifted his hands, palms upward. “We are the Bearers of the Shield, my friends. They laughed at our ‘Star Wars’ defense, but we did not flinch. They canceled our funding, but we persevered. We did without and steered secret funds into the project. We steeled ourselves against their rebuke, against their ridicule. And now we have placed into orbit three truly Heavenly Bodies.”


  He paused for them to appreciate the nice turn of phrase that described the Hard Body laser interceptor satellites as ‘Heavenly Bodies.’ They chimed in their sounds of approval. In truth any allusion to the HBs would have gotten a warm reaction from this group. Even Congress did not know that the HBs were in orbit. But the disciples knew. The knowledge made them feel important and powerful. They purred at the very thought of the HBs.


  “Those three bodies, as you know, are the protectors of our great nation. But what does it avail us to have the Shield if we are fearful of using it? The mood in this country is one of appeasement. People are giddy at the prospect of living in peace and harmony with the other side. As though that were ever possible. The Soviet Union has collapsed, but have its weapons gone away? No. They are still there, still controlled by the same hands that controlled them a decade ago. A year from now or less, our own strategic strength will be tragically weakened. If we are to act, it must be now. That is what Cuba Libre is for. If the forces of evil submit, so be it. If they resist, we will show our hand, show them the Shield. And then, having rebuffed their piddling attack, we will strike back. In the words of Jeremiah, Her cities shall become a desolation, with no inhabitant in them. The destroyer shall come upon every city, and no city shall escape; the valley shall perish, and the plain shall be destroyed…” .


  “All that is required of us now is to keep to our resolve. To persevere, gentlemen, in the path of righteousness. To stay the course: Cursed is he who does the work of the Lord with slackness; and cursed is he who keeps back his sword from bloodshed. That is written in Jeremiah: 48, 10, and I know it to be true. It is written for us.”


  Gallant had learned on the stump over three decades ago that there is a doubting Thomas in every audience. You can always count on him to raise a timorous voice, just as the most glorious vision of a new order has been spoken. If you’re ready for him, you can use him like a shill. The doubting Thomas today was the young fellow Paule had recruited from Treasury, Gallant could never remember his name. He had a high whining voice:


  “I’m just wondering about our timing, fellows. That’s all. I mean, I don’t doubt that the HBs will work eventually when we’ve got them perfected, and when we’ve got enough of them in place. But the press was always going on about how the whole notion of the Shield was flawed and how it couldn’t work at all, or at least not with the current state of technology. And I’m just wondering if this might not be a bit early to start goading anyone. I mean, we could be wrong, couldn’t we? We’re only human, aren’t we? Maybe the Shield won’t hold…well, I’m just thinking about all those lives.”


  Gallant smiled tolerantly. “We are only human. How true. We can be wrong. How profound are those words. But the Lord is not only human and He cannot be wrong. What are we afraid of my friends? That we may act as the unwitting workers of His will? That we might be the tools of His perfection by fire of human society? Can Armageddon come without His permission? And if it comes, and behind it the second appearance of Our Savior, then which of us, looking back, will be able to regret the enabling actions we are taking here today?”


  He affected a sudden tiredness. “But who am I to give you strength if you are weak? I am just a country preacher from the hill country, a child of poor humble people. I’ve held the floor for too long, my friends. Perhaps I was wrong to speak up at all. Perhaps our senior member, Secretary Murdoch, could favor us with a short passage from the good book, and then, Mr. Secretary, you might give us your own instruction, inspired by that passage?”


  “Well, of course, Nolan. Of course.” Murdoch reached for his bible.


  “If I could just suggest, Bill, starting with the 6th verse of Exodus 15?”


  “An excellent choice, Nolan,” said the Secretary, though he had not the foggiest notion of what Exodus 15 might have to say. “I couldn’t have chosen better myself.” The Reverend Gallant closed his eyes as Secretary Murdoch began to read:


  “Thy right hand, O Lord, glorious in power, Thy right hand, O Lord, shatters the enemy. In the greatness of Thy majesty Thou overthrowest Thy adversaries; Thou sendest forth Thy fury, it consumes them like stubble.”


  The Secretary checked it again to be sure he’d got it right. “Well. Yes, ‘stubble,’ as it says. That was…Nolan, that was, I think, just the right choice. Stubble. Well. Reflecting on that passage in these Times of Trouble, might we not be led to ask aloud, How long, O Lord, how long…”


  



  Gallant had set out four objectives for the meeting. The first three had been no trouble at all. He’d given direct instructions to General Archer’s attaché and to the undersecretary for Defense. They had enough influence in the Pentagon to pull off nearly anything in the short run. The fourth objective was a rather delicate one, though. He was going to have to go himself, as Gustafson had said, to talk to the President, to put some backbone into the man. Getting in was not a problem: Rupert Paule had control of the President’s schedule. It would have to be on the QT, as the press would howl bloody murder at the President lending an ear to Nolan Gallant just before the Vienna talks. But leave it to Paule to take care of that.


  The difficult part was to figure out just what to say to the President. He was sure the man didn’t have the gumption to flirt with Armageddon. As the others were leaving, Gallant took Paule and Hodge off into the adjacent office and explained his concerns. Hodge was a born intriguer. Gallant put the question to him directly. “Taylor, tell me, what is the best way to approach the President?”


  Hodge reflected a moment. “It’s the judgment of history that is on the President’s mind now,” he said. “His nightmare is that history will view him as a blunderer who muddied the waters and let a major American corporation be blown away in the confusion of his own ill-advised adventuring. But if you could just plant the suggestion that it’s the Cubans who have muddied the waters, that history will see that an adroit President acted swiftly and courageously to profit from their ill-advised adventuring…”


  “I see. I see. It was our side that was just waiting for them to provide the opportunity. The cowardly attack on Texaco was our opening.”


  “Exactly. Operation Cuba Libre was ready for them. And he will be remembered as the man who got Cuba back for us.”


  “But it’s been weeks since the Honduras strike and the counterattack on Texaco. Our action now is hardly a lightning response.”


  “Who’s to say that? Cuba Libre could be pulled off within ten days. The plan is simple. It requires almost no people, and damn little equipment. From the perspective of next month it’s going to look like an instantaneous response. And it’s going to catch our friends in Havana flat-footed.” Hodge looked relaxed and confident. He had no doubts at all. “They’re going to…how shall I say it, to…”


  “…piss in their britches,” Gallant finished up.


  “Nicely put,” said Hodge.


  



  In the back of his black limousine, Gallant went back over the meeting. The ways of the Lord are beyond the comprehension of mere mortal men. He leadeth us to lie down with total idiots, to suffer the Murdochs and Tollivers of the world, the fawning little people placed upon earth for reasons that no man could discover. He calleth upon us to take some surprising steps. On occasion, He even leadeth us to tell a few Whoppers.


  He considered options for discrediting the Cornell simulations. Little lies, he decided, are for little men. He would look the President right in the eye and tell him that the Cornell data was fudged, that they had concocted their Honduras ‘simulation’ after the fact and postdated it. He would say that the Secretary of State was a party to the forgery. The implication would not be lost on the President: The State Department was trying to increase its power by using these counterfeit scenarios. They were trying to frighten the President, to make him incapable of acting in a time when courageous action was called for.


  It would work. The President might try to weasel out of his duty, but would be no match for Gallant. He had the man by his spiritual balls. Within two weeks Cuba Libre would be a fait accompli.


  Power politics is heady stuff. It can have a positively erotic effect. The moving of troops, the plotting of bold strokes, he knew, would give some men an erection. For Gallant, the effect was different; it only made him hungry. He tapped on the glass screen of the limo and signaled the driver to turn in at Kentucky Fried Chicken just ahead.


  3

  THE PRISONERS’ DILEMMA


  



  It wasn’t the sex life of beetles that Homer Layton wanted to study, but the movement of electrons in a water and diopside crystal medium. The crystal was his laboratory. The effect that he was trying to explain took place over a distance of a few atomic diameters, provoked by the interaction of a thin stream of electrons and a single atom of hydrogen. To observe the effect, he used a dry cell battery, a diffraction grating and a piece of high contrast black and white film. The total cost of performing the experiment was well within the budget of a high school science fair project.


  What cost real money, though, was the hard work of figuring out what the curious result of the experiment could possibly mean. The filmed pattern of electrons passing out of the aura of the atom’s nucleus, implied a kind of motion that was, well, peculiar. Homer had first run the experiment more than a decade ago at Columbia, and had been puzzling over its significance ever since.


  “The economical way to figure out the puzzle,” Homer told Loren, “is to apply the Einstein method.” This had been back in September, on Loren’s first full day in America, his first day on the project. He had flown in from Spain with Homer, arriving at Kennedy only the evening before.


  “Now what would Einstein do to unlock the secret of Peculiar Motion?” Homer gave an encouraging look to Loren for an answer.


  “Um…” Loren said.


  “Right. He would take off his shoes and put his feet on the desk and apply pure think power. It would take him, oh, a morning. Total cost of the analysis: a plate of eggs or whatever he had for breakfast to fuel the thought process. Now why couldn’t I do that?”


  “Well,…”


  “Right. Not enough think power. So I got to have assistance. And assistants. And computers. And a computer operator and offices and a payroll. Instead of the Einstein method, I use the Layton method. I throw a barrel of money at the problem. So where do I find a barrel of money?”


  “I don’t know, Homer.” Loren was trying to remember what a barrel was.


  “Sure you don’t know. That’s why I’m telling you. You get a barrel of money from the Department of Defense. You send away for it through the mail. Some days I got the magic touch. I write up my request and send it off and the next thing you know we are buried in cash.”


  “Nice.”


  “Very nice.” Homer made a face. “Only if you’re not careful, there is a price to pay. If you ask for money to study Peculiar Motion of electrons, they are liable to turn it around and fund you a project to build a Peculiar Motion bomb. The little changes they make tend to reduce the amusement value of the work.”


  “I can see that.”


  “So the trick is to write up your request in the most abstract possible way: describe it as an exercise in pure thought, something so detached from reality that no one could think of a way to make it into a weapon.”


  “Like a mathematical study,” Loren offered.


  “Or a computer simulation. At least that’s what I thought. What could be more abstract than that? Construction of a mathematical model inside the brain of a machine, a harmless excursion into inner space. I wrote it up like a piece of poetry. Sent it off to the DoD.


  “The next thing I know they are here with their money truck. How could I know that ‘simulation’ is suddenly a magic word at the Pentagon? They don’t want to fund one simulation, but two. We get to build a computer simulation of particles wending their happy way past the nucleus, but while we’re at it, we also have to build…”


  “…the ‘crystal ball’ simulator.” Loren knew part of this already from the flight with Homer.


  “Right. A crystal ball to predict the balance of power at each stage of disarmament, to make sure we don’t get blind-sided in the process.  General Buxtehude’s aide comes here with a wonderful little lecture. Tells us that all computer simulations are the same. We can probably build their Disarmament Simulator, and then just tweak it a little and ask it very nicely to simulate electron motion on Saturdays. My best offer, I tell him, is a fifty-fifty split. Half the time we get to think about particle physics on the government payroll, and the other half we think about the balance of powers.”


  Sonia and Ed were sitting in on Loren’s orientation session. “We have a very elegant term for that other half of the work,” Sonia told Loren, “a term for working on the disarmament simulator. We call it ‘turning tricks.’” She took Loren’s sudden smile for a sign that he knew what ‘turning tricks’ meant.


  Ed Barodin picked up the history: “So we built two simulators. Actually we built a whole bunch, but we ended up with two: Simula-6 to model particle movement, and Simula-7 to model the balance of powers. Homer designed them and Sonia and I wrote the programs.”


  Homer’s eyes were sparkling. “With the Simula-6 program, we can investigate any imaginable hypothesis about what is happening at the particle level. We think up speculations and Simula-6 tells us if they might explain observed reality. Beautiful speculations! Imagine, I say, that the electron is decaying into a muon, and the muon in the presence of light is transformed right back into an electron. So Edward puts that speculation into Simula-6. And Simula-6 comes back and says, if that were happening, electron motion would not just be peculiar but weird. Only we can observe that real electron behavior is peculiar, and not weird. And so we reject that hypothesis and think up another one.


  “If we ever think up the right hypothesis, then the simulator will tell us Aha. It will give us the You Folks are on the Money message. The speculation you just fed in is the very one that explains Peculiar Motion. The simulated diffraction pattern it prints out will be the same as the one we see in real life. And then we will know. The mystery of Peculiar Motion will be solved and with it, a big chunk of the mystery of quantum reality.” Homer was warming even more to his subject. “This could be big,” he said. “Even bigger than big. If we do it, if we solve the riddle of Peculiar Motion, then we are top bananas. Think of that. The top bananas of all bananas. The top! We stand the world on its ear. Princeton will be green with envy. Lincoln Labs, green too. Berkeley…But you look confused, Loren.”


  “Bananas?”


  “Sure. And prizes. And fame and fortune.”


  “Homer is very excited about Peculiar Motion,” Sonia came to Loren’s aid. “If we can substantiate that particles move not just in discrete steps but in overlapping discrete steps, sometimes interacting with their own past instances, as Homer believes…well it’s going to mean abandoning the entire middle-ground theory of particle physics. We could be looking at a whole new science.”


  Homer was nodding. “So for this, my young friends, for this we turn some tricks.” A big, sheepish grin.


  “Half our time,” Edward went on, “is ‘beautiful speculations,’ as Homer calls them, but then the other half we have to dedicate to the Simula-7 project. That’s when we consider some very un-beautiful speculations that come to us from the client, like what would happen if both Iranian oil ports were mysteriously blown up, or if the C.I.A. arranged a little accident for this or that obnoxious dictator.”


  Loren was nodding his head. “Then you use the Simula-7 simulator to analyze the action and predict what the other side would do.”


  “Right.”


  “Not so terrible, I think, as a way to pay the rent. I mean, it sounds like kind of fun.”


  Sonia grimaced. “If you don’t think too much about all the blood dripping out of the computer. While the rest of the world is contemplating a new era of peace, we are obliged here to think about war. That’s what you have to do to test out the power balance for whatever level of arms reduction is proposed: You simulate actual confrontation using those remaining arms, and see who comes out ahead. Simula-7 simulates war. It imagines the unimaginable, and prints out numbers of dead to be expected. Some of the results are measured in ‘mega-deaths,’ a term I never even heard until this project began.” She shuddered.


  “But it’s all inside a computer,” Loren countered. “It’s just a simulation, so nobody gets hurt.”


  “Mm,” she said. “That’s what you have to keep telling yourself.”


  



  Homer set an equal time rule for the two projects: mornings on Simula-7, afternoons on Peculiar Motion. That schedule lasted only a few weeks until the arrival of the Pentagon liaison officer, Oswald (“Curly”) Burlingame. He set up an office next to theirs on the third floor of Clark Hall and announced they should treat him as part of the team. Homer and his staff began coming in in the evening to avoid him and staying until breakfast. Sonia, who was trying to help Loren learn new English words, explained that Burlingame was an “asshole.”


  The study of Peculiar Motion was not the kind of a problem you could chip away at, making a little bit of progress each day. They were coming to suspect there would be no progress at all until, in a sudden breakthrough, the problem would be solved in a minute. If only that minute would arrive. During most of the autumn, they were stalled. They would sit together in silence for hours, staring at the same few equations. It wasn’t that much fun. They would often turn to the disarmament simulation exercise, just for relief.


  Simula-7 was more than a little diverting. The hardware that the Pentagon had made available seemed like an assembly of the most expensive imaginable toys. Ed and Loren spent one night installing an enormous plasma board in the computer room. It was the largest color video display they had ever seen, measuring eight by twelve feet. They set it up on a pair of ping pong tables placed side by side. After a few hours of programming, they had situation maps of the world displayed on the board in real-time. You could zoom in on any area and see troop emplacements, missile sites or population masses.


  Miss Corsayer, the computer operator, was staring at the display. “The red triangles I understand. They are the old Soviet silos and a few missile subs. And the blue are ours. But what are these black ones?”


  Edward nodded, smiling grimly. “That’s what keeps the game amusing, Kelly m’dear — six ex-Soviet missiles presently unaccounted for. Of course, they may just be lost in a warehouse somewhere, but we don’t think so. We think they may have been passed to, let’s say, ‘other parties.’”


  “Oh my.”


  “Of course, we don’t know exactly where they are. That’s where Simula-7 comes in. It thinks up awful possibilities and warns us about them. For example…” He entered a few keystrokes at the console. “…Suppose we decide to flex our muscles in the Middle East and the ‘other parties’ don’t like that…” The six black triangles took up new positions around the periphery of the U.S. Edward pointed toward one on the western coast of Mexico. “They weigh about as much as a normal agricultural harvester, so they can be trucked around pretty easily and set up in any deserted place. Or put onto a modest sized fishing vessel.” He indicated a black triangle off the coast of South Carolina. “Now just when we’re busy carrying out our little Middle East adventure…” He typed again and the Mexican triangle moved off of its launch site, leaving a fiery red tracer line behind. It moved slowly over American territory and came down on Atlanta. There was a pop from the loudspeaker and a widening gray blot covered the city.


  “Ugh,” Kelly said.


  “Ugh indeed. That’s if they’re only slightly annoyed. If they’re really annoyed, then…” He typed again and all the remaining black triangles took off and made their way toward target American cities. More pops and then ugly gray blots expanding over New York, Washington, Chicago, Los Angeles and San Francisco.


  “Jesus.” Kelly was white.


  “Not so bad though, since they’ve only got six at the most. Six nuclear explosions on one continent would still leave the possibility of some life in the rest of the world. I think. That’s unless we retaliate, of course. We don’t know exactly who these ‘other parties’ are, so we can only retaliate in a more or less general way against countries that have irritated us in the past.” He was typing again. Blue triangles began lifting off locations around the U.S. and heading in all directions.


  “Stop…”


  Ed made the display fade to a calm, undulating pattern, giving the effect of an undersea scene. A little cartoon fish swam in from one side. Kelly backed away from the display, still ashen.


  Loren looked up from his console on the far side of the board. “Ready for Caribbean Area again, whenever you are.” Homer and Sonia came over to watch the board. “Starting.”


  They looked on in silence as the simulation played out a sequence of moves and counter moves. The U.S. actions were entered from a database of hypotheses, some proposed by Washington and others worked up by the Homer and his staff. The likely responses were computed by Simula-7. Homer watched the result, shaking his head. Body counts and capital losses and gains were summed up in separate displays on the plasma board. At the end he said, “Lucky it isn’t real.” It was what he always said. The laser printers began to print off the most recent scenario and its outcome.


  The plasma display board was not the only fabulous toy supplied by the Pentagon. There was also SHIELA, an array computer with almost limitless capacity. Simulators are notoriously compute-hungry programs, and Simula was particularly so. It would have taken hours to run a single scenario on any normal computer. It took less than a minute for SHIELA. The largest computer on earth runs at a speed of approximately a few thousand teraFLOPS, or Trillions of Floating-point Operations Per Second. SHIELA’s capacity was thousands of times greater, something more than 850 petaFLOPS. It was not the largest computer on earth because it was not on earth at all, but in space. Its supercooled circuits needed to run at temperatures below 15 degrees Kelvin, temperatures that would have been hard to maintain anywhere except in space.


  The Pentagon had spent more than $5 billion on SHIELA. It was originally funded as part of the strategic missile shield project (hence the name, short for SHIELd Array), since discontinued by an act of Congress. So virtually all 850 PetaFLOPS of its capacity were available by the time the Simula projects were begun. Homer requested use of SHIELA for his staff. Simula-6 and Simula-7 were now resident and running, some 120 miles above them in geosynchronous orbit. The local computers in Clark Hall were used only to access SHIELA and for backup and printing.


  It took another two hours to run through the rest of the Caribbean Area hypothesis sets. Kelly came back in near the end, yawning, and looked at the board. “How’s our side doing?” she asked.


  Homer put his arm around her shoulder. “Lucky it’s not real.”


  “That’s nice, anyway.” She yawned again.


  “Off to sleep with you, young lady. Go home for a change. A night in your own bed.”


  Kelly shook her head. “I’ll just go in on the couch in your office, Homer. I can sleep like a log in there. In case you need me later.”


  Loren popped up from his console. “Don’t go yet, Kelly. You have to reconfigure for us. Kick out all the low priority stuff. We’re going to need a lot more memory to run the Middle East before we go.”


  “OK, Loren.” She sat down at her own position and typed for a while, sleepily. Then she waved good night on her way back to Homer’s office.


  



  When the strategic simulations were done each night, the team would turn to what they now called the “Particle Wars,” the search for a breakthrough in the Peculiar Motion synthesis. Sonia and Homer had been working separately for the last few weeks in an empty classroom down the corridor. Loren and Ed stayed in the computer room by the plasma display. They had written a program to manage the display as a huge blackboard. SHIELA was idle when the simulations weren’t running, so she had plenty of capacity to display a few equations for them. It amused them to make use of a multi-billion dollar blackboard.


  The stumbling block for most of the last month was a single field equation, now displayed on the board before them. Edward was typing at his console. With a few keystrokes, he modified the display so it showed the same equation in old English script. Then he wrote a short command set to change the color of the equation’s symbols over time so that they varied through the whole spectrum of colors. The troublesome formulation glowed at them red, orange, yellow, green, blue, indigo, violet and back to red. Then he made the little cartoon fish appear and swim back and forth under the equation. He was typing again, working on a further variation. Loren was not having much more success keeping his mind on the problem.


  “Why does Sonia keep talking about ‘tit-for-tat?’” he asked Edward. “What does that mean to Simula-7?” His thoughts had strayed back to the war game project.


  “It comes from The Prisoners’ Dilemma, a problem in logic.”


  “I know The Prisoners’ Dilemma. We had it in our first year Predicate Logic.”


  “Well, think how the problem goes and you’ll see the parallel. The two captured prisoners have got to decide what to do without communicating with each other. If one stays loyal while the other one betrays him, the betrayer goes free. If both betray, they both stay in jail forever. And if each is loyal to the other, they both get a relatively light sentence. On average, they are better off to cooperate, but in a given instance it is better to betray your partner if you think he will stay loyal.”


  “I know all that.”


  “The prisoners are like the power groups in our war game, where ‘betrayal’ is replaced with aggression, and ‘loyalty’ by non-aggression. If one party is aggressive while the other is being peaceful, advantage to the aggressor.  That was the Japanese and the Americans in 1941. Only, the game isn’t over after one play; there are many rounds of decisions, many opportunities to betray. Mutual cooperation is best on the average, but what do you do to make sure the other side doesn’t take advantage of you when you’re being the good guy?” 


  “I give up.”


  “When Axelrod at the University of Michigan simulated the multiple-round Prisoners problem back in the eighties, he found there is a simple strategy to train your adversary to cooperate.  Each time an adversary betrays you, you punish him by betraying him the next time, that’s ‘tit-for-tat.’ You establish the pattern. If there is a whole sequence of decisions, you will come out ahead in the long run by punishing each betrayal immediately and rewarding cooperation. You do on the next round whatever your adversary did on the last round.  There is no better strategy of all the ones Axelrod tried.”


  “And Sonia thinks the Cubans are training us by playing ‘tit-for-tat?’”


  “Not quite.  It’s Simula-7 that thinks that. It has observed past interactions and formed an abstraction which it entered into its patterns database, Pattern 118. Sonia has given it the name, ‘tit-for-tat.’ The Cubans can’t confront us directly because they are too weak, but they’re establishing a pattern that each time we ‘betray’ them, each time we do something they don’t like, we get punished. They get one of their proxy groups to do it for them, Gloria Verde or one of the others.”


  “But how do we know that’s what they’re doing? It seems preposterous that they would be ‘training’ us like that.”


  “Of course we don’t know it for sure. But it’s a hypothesis that explains the actions they have actually taken. Simula-7 has tuned itself by forming abstractions from observed actions. It has detected a pattern of use of proxy terrorists linked to actions by our side. That was a new abstraction for its database. Sonia just gave it a name. But it was Simula-7 that came up with it.”


  They had all observed the tuning process over the last six months as the simulation digested past patterns and formulated its own abstractions, now stored in the SHIELA memory banks. But as the simulation ‘matured,’ their own abilities to explain what was happening had fallen behind. The theory behind its abstraction-forming process was clear to them, but the specific abstractions it had formed were sometimes incomprehensible. The only proof that they were correct was that the simulation did indeed predict events and responses as they subsequently happened.


  Loren was shaking his head. “The amazing thing is that you and I and Sonia and Homer built this thing, and we didn’t know that the Cubans were acting out the Prisoners’ Dilemma. But Simula-7 did. How come it understood what the four of us, its creators, had missed?”


  “Who knows? We used to be smart enough to explain everything the simulation did. But it never stops maturing. It’s passing us by, Loren. We’ve created a Frankenstein.”


  “No way. SHIELA is too dumb. As big and powerful as she is, she still hasn’t got a thousandth the intellect of a common rabbit. She hasn’t got sufficient memory to be inexplicable to us.”


  “Rabbits use up most of their brain power trying to find food and make baby rabbits. SHIELA doesn’t ever get side-tracked like that. She may have less total brainpower, but it’s all focused on one thing. When she’s running Simula-7, it’s focused on learning what makes the strategic powers tick, how they think. And she’s fast. Her logic cycle is trillions of times faster than human brain activity. We certainly have enough intellect to understand any one of her abstractions, but not all of them. And we’re losing ground, she’s forming them so fast.”


  Sonia was just coming back in from her session with Homer. She looked at the display, at the fish moving back and forth under the equation. “I see you guys are having a productive session.”


  Edward looked up. “Thinking great philosophical thoughts, Sonia. Anyway, I guess it must be breakfast time. You can always tell it is when the B-team breaks up.”


  “Homer’s gone already. He’s fairly blue. Said we should eat without him.”


  She went over to the daybook and clipped a page of notes into it. Loren and Ed had nothing at all to insert. They got their coats on and waited for her. Their routine was to stop for breakfast at the cafeteria in Willard Straight Hall and bring each other up to date on what they had accomplished during the last few hours. Ed turned out the lights and they started down the stairs. “Oh shit,” said Loren. “I forgot to wake up Kelly. You go ahead, I’ll catch up.”


  He ran back up the stairs. Homer’s office was down the corridor past his own. There was a little anteroom to the office with a couch in it that each of them had used at one time or another to catch some sleep. Kelly was sprawled on the couch. He stopped for a moment before approaching. Her face was relaxed, smiling slightly. One hand was tucked under her cheek. Her skirt had ridden up while she slept so that her thighs were uncovered, silver colored in the filtered light from the hall. He leaned down to pull the garment back into place so she wouldn’t be embarrassed when he woke her.


  “Kelly. Come on Kelly.” Loren squeezed her hand. “Kelly.”


  “Mm.” She turned over, taking his hand in both of hers. Then she opened her eyes and sat up groggily. “Oh. I must have been deep asleep.”


  “You were.” Loren sat down on the side of the couch. She was a slow waker. If he left her now, he knew, she would drift back to sleep and still be here till noon. She had to be home to make breakfast for her little brother, Curtis. Kelly was his only family.


  “Time to go home, Kelly.”


  “I dreamed… Oh, Loren, I had the nicest dream. I dreamed that we all went away somewhere together. There was you and Homer and me and Sonia and Edward, of course. And Curtis. And instead of all these grim projects about war and everything, we were building something. Together. I don’t know what it was. Maybe a city.”


  He stayed by her side as she talked herself awake. He was listening to her, but only distractedly, wondering instead, as usual, what it was he found so disturbing about Kelly. He looked down at her lips as she spoke, passed his eyes over her long yellow hair. She was pretty, but it wasn’t prettiness alone that moved him. Perhaps it was sympathy. She was a brave little thing, struggling to be provider and parent to Curtis and keep herself afloat. Maybe it was that. He was starting to think of her as a new little sister.


  “I’d love to build something, Loren, wouldn’t you? A tangible structure, something lovely to look at. A creation that said, Kelly was here. Kelly and her friends made this castle or library or whatever…and the world is a better place because of it.”


  



  Back down the stairs and through the underpass to Baker Hall, hurrying to catch up with the others. It was raining again, it seemed always to be raining in the Ithaca springtime. Of course he had forgotten his umbrella. Loren cut through the arts quadrangle on the way to Willard Straight Hall, sticking to the north walkways because they had more tree cover. Up to the wide cafeteria on the second floor. He found Sonia and Ed at their usual table under the west windows. They had been joined there by Claymore Layton. Clay was dressed in hip boots, a camouflage vest with dozens of pockets and a cotton hat decorated with tied flies.


  “Hi, Claymore. Looks like you’ve been fishing.”


  “Nope.”


  “Going fishing?”


  “Nope.”


  “Oh.”


  Claymore had brought his own breakfast from home, a bag of dried apricots and a thermos of tea. He munched and slurped contentedly, seeming oblivious to the others. Loren put his tray down at the end of the table and seated himself next to Sonia.


  “Edward’s telling Armitage stories,” she said. Loren frowned, trying to place the name.


  “My old boss at Johns Hopkins,” Edward filled him in. “Lamar Armitage.”


  “Special Attractor Theory, that Armitage?”


  “The very one. Head of the physics department at Johns Hopkins. Part big league physicist, part politician, part rascal.”


  “Edward worked for him before he came to Cornell.”


  “I was hired on at Johns Hopkins as ‘the nucleus of a major research effort in particle physics.’ That was the spiel. I swallowed it whole. He described our research project on the day of my interview in glorious terms. Then I was there for two years and we never talked about particle physics again. Too busy ‘turning tricks’ for the DoD.”


  “So it’s not only at Cornell?” Loren had a depressing image of researchers throughout the country detouring from their normal work to earn DoD funds.


  “Oh no, not only at Cornell. But Johns Hopkins was worse. Homer has accepted part-time defense work to get the Peculiar Motion project funded. Only here, at least we get to spend half our energy doing what we’re trained to do. Under Lamar it was different. He was building an empire. He measured his success by the number of bright young physicists he could hire for his department. He wasn’t bothered by the fact that those bright young physicists were spending all their time writing Missile Defense software. He would go ferreting around the corridors of the Pentagon, looking for more work so he could hire more talented researchers. On paper, we had the most exciting physics department ever assembled. Only we were all turning out programs instead of research. Two years of my life, down the drain.”


  “Not entirely. You got to write the SHIELA operating system. And it must have been a thrill to work with Armitage. What a mind.” Loren had been following Armitage’s work ever since his first year at Salamanca. “What was he like, Edward?”


  “A fraud. A lovely man in many ways, but an total fraud.” Edward’s expression as he spoke was less than severe, as though he retained a certain affection for his old mentor. “But he was so persuasive that you would find yourself buying on to one of his crazy notions and never even realizing that it was outlandish. He was more of a salesman than a physicist. That was great when he was trying to get the Pentagon to cough up money for something we needed to do. But he wasn’t only a salesman when he was at the Pentagon, he was always a salesman. And he was so good at it that he would convince us and even convince himself sometimes. The truth was just raw material to him, something to be molded into a pleasing shape.”


  “A handy talent.”


  “His great hero was deBono…”


  Sonia looked up from her plate of fruit. “DeBono, who wrote Lateral Thinking?”


  “Right. And all those other books about mind games and creativity. Whenever we’d get stuck, Lamar would call us all together and read to us out of deBono. The thing that charmed him most was deBono’s concept of Po.”


  Sonia was nodding. “Po, the opposite of No,” she said. “I remember that.”


  Loren looked blank so Edward filled him in. “When some problem has you totally buffaloed, you just say ‘Po that.’ You wish the problem away; you sidestep it. And sometimes it helps because you pretend that it isn’t a problem or that you had some perfectly usable solution to it, and that lets you go on to explore ideas that lie beyond it, things that you would never have inquired into while you were stopped.”


  “Po the damn field equation,” Loren said, feeling again the frustration of the last few weeks.


  “Exactly.”


  Claymore was staring off into space, not obviously paying attention, but he did mutter, “Po.”


  “You Po some problem,” Edward went on, “and think all the thoughts you’d have been thinking if that problem hadn’t gotten you stalled. And sometimes one of those thoughts helps you go back and solve the problem you Po’ed.”


  “We do that,” Sonia said. “Maybe we don’t do it enough.”


  “We do it here and it can help. But we never do it the way Lamar did it to himself. We Po a problem, but we remember that we’ll have to go back and face it someday. But when Lamar Po’ed something, that was it. It was gone. He’d convince himself absolutely that whatever it was just didn’t exist. And before long, everything was Po’ed. Our whole project was floating along in a neurotic stupor, denying reality on every front. It was a blessing when they cancelled us. Otherwise we would have had a group nervous breakdown.”


  Loren winced at the thought of one of his old heroes having feet of clay. “But he does get things done, Edward, doesn’t he? His whole notion of Special Attractors is beautiful.”


  “He gets things done. Or things get done around him. He is an important part of the chemistry that creativity requires. But he himself is a fraud.”


  Beside Loren, Claymore was muttering over his tea. His face was twisted curiously. The others turned to stare at him. “Po Armitage,” he said, almost under his breath. “Po the whole sordid mess.” His eyes were unfocused, his hands shaking slightly. He made a low strangled sound in his throat.


  Loren was on his feet. “Claymore…are you OK?” He took hold of Clay’s shoulder, wondering if the man might be having some kind of a seizure. Claymore looked up at him without recognition. Then after a moment his face relaxed into its familiar, easy smile. “Well,” he said, standing and reaching for his bag. “I’m off to Teagle Hall for a swim.”


  4

  SONIA


  



  During the January before Chandler Hopkins’ April dinner party, Loren had observed his 25th birthday. The celebration was a private one, involving only himself and a very old file folder. Each year since childhood, he had written a letter to himself on his birthday. The letter was addressed to the Loren one year into the future.


  In his apartment above the Cascadilla gorge, he took out last year’s envelope and slit it open. The letter inside, he remembered, had been written during a low moment. The success of his thesis on particle decay, and a few passing references to it in the international physics journals, had come and gone. And then nothing. He was stuck, with no idea what to do next. He would become, it seemed, an obscure professor (he was only a lab assistant so far) at a remote Spanish university. The year-old letter was short and to the point:


  



  Dear Loren,


    More of the same. Hope things are better for you.


  Good Luck,


          Loren


  



  Only a few months later had come the great change in his life with Homer’s recruiting trip to Salamanca. And two days after that, Loren had found himself packing for Ithaca. Now, at last, he was on track, headed where he had always been meant to be headed. What a difference. He took out a pad of yellow paper and began to write slowly in Spanish:


  



  Dear Loren,


     I believe that I have at last found Myself, the person that was locked inside the old me, desperate to become free. I expect that I will live out all my life here at Cornell. I will construct a perfect career in science, thinking, and discovering, and figuring out the secrets of the universe. Most of all, I think I have found in Doctor Homer Layton, a man who is absolutely necessary for my own development.


     Doctor Layton says that there are two kinds of physicists—he calls them Intrinsics and Mechanics. The Intrinsics are the ones who have an innate sense of the way things are. What is for anyone else a mystery is known almost intuitively to them. Hendrik Lorenz is an example of an Intrinsic. He understood that the Euclidean concept of space was flawed, that real space was slightly different. He knew that even before he could work out what the difference was. He knew that there must be a deformation of space that came with relative motion. He could feel this because he was an Intrinsic. A Mechanic is a physicist who takes the insight of an Intrinsic and explains it in mathematical and physical terms. He makes the idea accessible to others. Einstein was the greatest Mechanic of all time. What Lorentz had intuited, Einstein expressed in his special theory of relativity so that the rest of us could understand. It takes both an Intrinsic and a Mechanic to create something new.


     Doctor Layton says that I shall one day be a famous Mechanic. And I believe that he is to be my Intrinsic.



  Good luck in the wonderful future,



       Loren


  PS: It seems that I am destined to fall in love with Sonia.


  



  He placed the letter in an envelope and sealed it for next year. It went back into the folder on top of the stack of old letters. He put last year’s letter at the back of the stack and then read through the whole set from first to last. As always, reading through the letters left him wondering about the nature of the writer. No coherent image emerged. Most of the early letters were concerned only with what had happened in the preceding days or moments. They often gushed excitedly about gifts opened on the Feast of Kings the day before, or went back over incidents and arguments with one or the other of his seven sisters. There was no clear pattern; the letters might have been written by eighteen different boys and young men with nothing more in common than the same day of birth.


  He had decided years ago never to cross out words or start over, thinking that the record he was making ought to be of his most fervent feelings, rather than considered and carefully re-worked statements. But still, ‘constructing a perfect career in science’ seemed pompous. And why ‘destined to fall in love’ rather than just ‘falling in love’? Why not say that it had already happened?


  There was a certain inevitability about his feelings for Sonia. He knew that their acquaintances had begun to think of them as a couple even before they’d come to that conclusion themselves. They looked rather alike, for one thing, both slender and very dark. Sonia’s hair was as black as his own. They were almost exactly the same height. And, of course, they were passionately involved in the same work. Sonia was a full year ahead of him in experience, so it was natural that she supplied some leadership when they worked together. But beyond that, he knew, she was his equal or better for pure intellect. When they had worked together on the tuning of Simula-7, for example, she had always seemed whole steps ahead of him. Even in the more familiar domain of particle physics, he had learned to believe that she was probably right about something long before he could grasp what it was she was saying. (Was she an intrinsic? He would have to ask Homer about that.) She was his teacher in simulation technique, in particle physics and in language, and through each of these, the bond between them was strengthened. The thought that they might not eventually fall in love was almost preposterous.


  



  Much of the time that he was not working, Loren was asleep. He would stumble back to his apartment and be in bed half an hour later. When he woke up, he would head back for Clark Hall, usually to find the others already there. He assumed that they were all leading more or less the same life: work and sleep and little else. So it was a surprise to come across the following lines midway through the Daily Sun review of the Drama Society production, A Midsummer Night’s Dream:


  ...but it is Sonia Duryea’s delicious portrayal of the fairy queen Titania that is the evening’s great triumph. She is simply magical. As she says her lines, you believe again for a moment things that you haven’t believed since childhood. And she moves with a grace that is akin to levitation. It is as if her feet came only close to the floor. When in one scene she actually does fly (with the aid of wires, one supposes), you’re not the least bit surprised, you’ve been expecting it all along.


  That night, Loren was in the audience to see her perform. The next day he bought a copy of the play from the Cornell bookstore and read it through, looking up the words that he didn’t know. And then he went to see her again. At the end of that performance, the production’s last, the players came down into the audience to say thank you for all the applause. Sonia came straight up to Loren.


  “You were here last night, too. I saw you.”


  “You were…magic,” he said, sorry not to find his own word.


  “That was the idea.” She laughed her wonderful laugh, the kind of laugh that of course a magical creature would have. Then she put her arm through his, walked him back toward the stage. “Will you come to the cast party tonight? I’m going to play hooky from work because it’s Saturday and because of the party and because I want to. We can each invite one person, and I’d like my person to be you.”


  “Yes. I will come. Thank you, Sonia.”


  “Just give me time to change and wash all this gunk off my face.”


  After the cast party, Loren walked her back to her home up behind Beebe Lake. Sonia rented a studio cottage from one of the English professors. The cottage was tucked away in back of the main house, but had its own walkway and a small garden. They paused in front of her door. There were just the first few flakes of snow in the air, sparkling in the yellow light at her doorway. The air was cold and clean. In these next few moments, he thought, something wonderful could happen—if only he knew how to make it happen. He had walked all this way and formed no plan of what to do or what to say next. His only clear thought was that he didn’t want the evening to end. There must be some way to prolong it but his mind was a blank. He stood facing her without a word to break the silence. Sonia was smiling at him.


  “Will you come in for a kiss, Loren?”


  He could only nod. Inside she closed the door and turned to him right there in the kitchen entryway. She slipped her coat off her shoulders and let it fall at her feet as she wrapped her arms around him. She pressed her lips hungrily against his, she pushed his own coat off, then put her hands inside his jacket onto his chest. She kept her eyes open as she kissed him. He knew he had never really been kissed before, that everything before had been just pretend. There was tremendous need in Sonia’s kiss, need and urgency. She let him feel her body leaning into his. His own body was responding so suddenly that it was painful. He found himself embarrassed to realize that she could feel it coming alive. It was so crude, so obvious. He felt dizzy. He was unsure what to do, what was expected of him. Worst of all was to have her understand his inexperience, but inexperience was all there was to understand. Something was grinding into his back as she pressed him into the wall. She rocked him back and forth against it, touching him with the whole length of her body. Only that one long kiss. And then she stopped.


  Sonia stepped away from him toward the center of the room. There was a lamp on the table that she turned on. She paused before her image in the dark window, adjusting her sweater and her hair. Loren turned to see what it had been on the wall behind him, a thermostat. He stumbled slightly in the mixup of their two coats at his feet. He picked them both up and folded them across the back of one of the kitchen chairs. There were two views of Sonia before him, one the real person and the other the reflection in the glass. She had both hands in the back of her hair, her elbows were thrust up into the air. It called into relief the front of her body, not once but twice, right side and it’s counterpart in reflection. Do something, he thought. He crossed behind her, wrapped his arms around her waist from behind. They had been friends for nearly five months, but now in five minutes in this room everything had changed. She placed her hand on top of his on her stomach, looked up to smile at him in the glass. It was the smile of that magic person, Titania. It was warm and affectionate. But it was also a bit distracted. She was done with kissing, intimacy was over for the present. She might have been a little surprised that he was still there. Perhaps he should be going.


  “I should be…”


  She turned inside his arms to face him and again put both hands on his chest. “Loren. I would like…” She paused.


  “Yes.” Whatever she would like.


  “Will you come and meet my parents?”


  “I’d love to. You tell me when”


  “Now. Right now. They’re just a few blocks away. We could be there in minutes.”


  “It’s almost 2 A.M., Sonia.”


  “They’ll be up. They keep funny hours.” A long pause. There was no telling what she was thinking. “They would be so pleased, Loren.” She was looking down at the front of his chest where her fingers were wrapped in his tie. “They’re worried about their daughter, their only child, you know. Worried that she works all the time and never has any fun.” She looked up at him. “They’re going to meet you and say, Now that’s what’s been missing from Sonia’s life. And it will make them very happy.”


  He held her coat for her. They bundled up and headed back down alongside the frozen lake. Sonia had his hand in hers, leading him, hurrying him along. They even ran part of the way through the chilly night.


  Both of her parents, he knew, were retired from jobs in the administrative offices of the university. They were Canadians, come to Ithaca some seven years before, when Sonia was first enrolled as a freshman at Cornell. Before that they had never settled, but had moved around through all of Canada, stopping briefly in each of the provinces. The parents had been in some sort of dance or theater troupe. He had learned all this from Kelly. Sonia never, ever, spoke of herself.


  The longest the parents had ever stayed anywhere, Kelly said, was a winter in Calgary, just long enough to comply with the requirements of the local adoption agency. Sonia was an adopted child. Then they were off again. Sonia had never even been to a school until she’d entered Cornell.


  She had taken off his left and her right glove so their bare hands could be clasped together, stuffed together into the wide pocket of her coat. He was aware of her hand in his, unaware of everything else. So when they came up to the Duryea’s small modern house, he realized that he had no idea where he was, wasn’t even sure of which way to walk when he would have to find his way home. Then he was inside meeting Matthew and Margaret.


  Loren was still out of breath from the run, from the cold, and then the sudden heat, from the kiss. He hadn’t said anything yet, through all the greetings. When Sonia’s mother offered her hand, he lifted it to his lips as he had always been taught, and they laughed. He knew that it was not an entirely appropriate gesture in this society, but laughing made it OK.


  “So this is el famoso Lorentino, fenomeno Español that Sonia has told us about,” said Matthew.


  “Si, Señor. A very minor fenomeno and not too famoso.”


  “Welcome to our home, Loren,” Margaret told him, “Esta en su casa.”


  “Gracias, Señora.”


  Loren was dimly aware that little of what was happening now or being said would stick easily in his memory for this night. He looked sharply at Sonia’s parents to be sure that he would recognize them again, to force their faces into his mind. They were a comely couple in their sixties or even older. Both looked healthy and fit. Matthew had a wiry frame, and the ruddy complexion of a man who spent much of his time in the outdoors. Margaret was fair, blue-eyed. They were both a little shorter than Sonia. Sonia was relaxed now, stretched out on the rug, smiling. She listened to her parents talk, but was mostly silent herself. Loren repeated the parents’ names silently so he would not forget: Matthew and Margaret. He was still a bit dizzy. It was warm in here. The room as he looked around at it was modest and not overlarge, but had a very high ceiling, a cathedral ceiling.


  He thought he should say something, not just listen. “You have been in the theater, I believe, Mr. Duryea. Were you actors like your very talented daughter?” He chose his words carefully, wondering if women could be actors, or if he should have said instead ‘actor and actress.’


  “No, I’m afraid Sonia is the only actor in our family, certainly the only one ever to play Shakespeare. Margaret and I are circus people.”


  “Circus?”


  “Yes. We were acrobats for most of our lives. Our parents were circus people too. We traveled together in the same circus almost since birth.”


  Margaret piped up, “When he was ten years old, Matthew could juggle flaming torches while he stood on the back of a prancing white horse. Of course, I fell in love with him. Who could resist?” Her face was all smile lines. She was on the floor near Sonia, pressed up against her daughter casually. “But we must offer our guest something, Matthew.” She stood up. Loren had never seen anyone rise from the floor in quite the way that Margaret did. She put her palms on the floor and pressed herself up so that at one point she was on her feet, legs unbent, but with her palms still on the floor. Then she straightened effortlessly. When Sonia stood up, she did it the same way.


  Loren listened in some confusion to Matthew’s tales of their life touring through the provinces. Mostly, he was having trouble fitting Sonia into the picture Matthew was forming. Loren had lived all his life in a small town near Salamanca, so he had no sense of what it must have been like to move frequently. The Duryeas hadn’t moved every year, as Kelly had suggested; they had moved every single week. And Sonia had not just gone along as part of the audience. She had actually worked with her parents, she had been an acrobat. He looked at her in wonder when she came back into the room.


  “Well of course she was an acrobat. What else could she be? An animal trainer?” Matthew said this scornfully as if animal trainers were a lower form of life. “She was, and she is still a beautiful acrobat. Here, Darling, we’ll just show this Loren a thing or two.” He reached for his daughter’s hands with both of his.


  “Daddy! I have a skirt on, for goodness sakes. I’m not going to let you turn me upside down in front of Loren.”


  “Well go change, silly. Put on some tights. Come on. Hurry up. The audience is waiting. The show must go on.”


  Sonia looked at Loren almost ruefully. “I’m afraid you’re in for it now,” she said. “The end of my carefully cultivated intellectual image.”


  “I would love to see.”


  “Come along then while I change. You can see my room too.”


  She took his hand and led him downstairs where the bedrooms were. Her room was so feminine that he felt almost wrong to be in it, as though he had walked by mistake into a Ladies’ Room. She smiled at his reaction. “When people who have traveled all their lives finally settle, they really do. I always dreamed of having a bedroom of my own. And by the time I did, I had been furnishing it in my mind for years.” She ran her hand over the lace counterpane. Then she knelt down beside the bed to open a drawer in its base.


  Sonia rose with an armful of clothes. Loren could feel his cheeks coloring. Then she took him by the shoulders and turned him toward the wall. He listened to the sound of her undressing. The sounds seemed magnified. He thought he could detect the specific sound of her sweater passing over her blouse as she lifted it off, of her fingernails against the buttons of her blouse. He was blushing still. His inexperience was total: He had never been in the presence of a woman undressing. He focused his eyes dreamily on the bookshelf in front of him on a framed black and white photo of the child Sonia in a first communion dress. Next to the photo was a handbook of integrals and a tensor calculus text. When Sonia turned him around again, she was dressed all in black, black tights and close fitting jersey top with a black warmup jacket over it.


  Back in the living room he noticed for the first time that there was a high bar between the two beams overhead. Matthew was standing under the bar; he crossed his hands at the wrist and held them out to Sonia. She crossed her own and gripped his two hands. With no sound and no apparent effort, she somersaulted forward and swung herself upside down so that her feet were pointing straight into the air, an elegantly executed handstand on the platform of his two hands. Her back was a perfect arc, her legs together, her arms straight and un-quivering. Matthew lowered her slightly and then with a quick motion tossed her into the air. Sonia came to rest in a seated position on the bar. She was smiling shyly at Loren.


  “It’s all yours, Darling,” Matthew said. “Show him.”


  “Aren’t you coming?”


  “No, just you.”


  “Daddy, Loren is quite the nicest young man I have met on this campus and you’re going to have me frighten him away.”


  “If he’s frightened away by the sight of a perfect, healthy young female body in action, well we won’t miss him.”


  Sonia took off the jacket and folded it over the end of the bar. Then she began to perform. For the minute and a half he watched her, Loren had to keep telling himself to close his mouth. After a few turns, things that Loren simply could not imagine himself doing, she vaulted off the bar in a perfect turn and came to rest in front of him.


  “Hooray,” he said, clapping his hands. “I never would have guessed. Never. More magic.”


  “No, not magic. It’s only practice, a lifetime of practice.” She was warm but not even breathing hard. Loren’s heart was pounding.


  The rest of the visit was a haze. They drank something and ate something and listened to Matthew and Margaret’s tales of days gone by. When he left, Sonia accompanied him outside onto the porch and kissed him sweetly. Then she went back in to visit some more with her parents. Loren looked around, wondering which way to go.


  



  The period from his arrival the previous spring until their first kiss had been a time of great happiness. And since then? It was something more. He thumbed through his dictionary and found the word bliss. He would have to ask Sonia how to use the word without sounding too sentimental. “I feel bliss”? It didn’t matter how it sounded because he was too sentimental, certainly blissful. There was a line from a poem by Antonio Machado that he had memorized years ago, knowing that one day it would come true for him. He recited it for her solemnly.


  “Tu eres mi sed y mi agua. You are both my thirst and my drink.”


  “And you are mine,” she said.


  Almost every night near midnight they would climb the stairs together at Clark Hall to do battle with the two projects. For the hours until breakfast, they would become immersed in their work and not think very much of being in love. Their eyes would meet from time to time and they would share a secret smile. But the work was as narcotic as ever. They would eat breakfast in the morning with Homer and Edward and sometimes Claymore. Then each would go home for a few hours of sleep. The afternoons and evenings they spent together.


  There were glorious times skating on Lake Beebe. Loren had never before skated on ice. They played pickup hockey with a group of students, both male and female. Sonia was a superb athlete, she could do anything well. So she was a wonderful skater. She could slide past a defender, making the poor fellow look like he was trying to remember where his feet were. As she cut toward the goal with her dark eyes flashing, a little voice inside Loren would be screaming, Yes Yes Yes. When they were alone on the ice, they would dance in each others arms.


  In the late afternoons they would go back to Sonia’s cottage for a bite to eat and usually a nap together on her bed. Just before their early evening nap was their most intimate time. It was in some ways the only troubling time of the day. He would not have traded those minutes for anything, but they were only minutes at a time. They would always end the same way: Sonia would simply stop. She would sit up, smiling, usually a bit distracted, and it was over. She was done. Or she would turn him over to face away from her, wrap herself around his back and go to sleep, leaving him wide awake and wondering if this was the way things were supposed to be.


  In an era of permissiveness and sexual liberation, they were both virgins. He thought they might well be the only two virgins left on the campus. She would stop herself, but not because she didn’t want to go on. He could feel that she did. Their lovemaking had just not yet come to its conclusion. He tried to persuade himself that there was no hurry. If some of the act was for the moment forbidden to them, she still managed to be the most generous lover he could imagine. She seemed always to be giving herself to him, only the giving was never quite done. She led his hands over her body, pressing up into them. She would let him unbutton her blouse, though she sometimes made him pause between the buttons, savoring the slowness of the pace she held them to. He could undo all of her buttons and untuck her blouse from her waistband all around. She would hold his head against her as he kissed the upper part of her bosom and moved his fingers over the slick fabric to feel her hardening under his caress. But then it would be over again. She would kiss him differently, fondly, but without the hunger, and that would be the signal. In a few minutes she would sit up and begin to pull herself together.


  One time he had reached for the light as she lay resting, with her blouse open. “Wait Loren,” she said, annoyed, and sat up, covering herself.


  “But it’s only your underwear I would see, Sonia, only your…” He couldn’t think of the word.


  “But I’m shy.”


  “Sonia. I know about these things. I mean, I have sisters.”


  “Liar. Your sisters sound like very sensible girls. I don’t doubt they are as modest as I am.”


  She was right about that, of course: His sisters were all terribly proper. But still, it didn’t make very much sense to him. He felt he had slipped back into a different age where chastity and modesty and decorum had renewed life, back into a Victorian time. Sonia was struggling against her own sexuality. She was losing, but it was going to take a while, perhaps a long while.


  



  It was as if she were blocked. Now, he thought, she is looking to me to help her along, it is time for me to be forceful, just a little bit. But he knew it wasn’t so. On one day he would tell himself, There is no hurry, and on the next he would be wondering again if he should press. He kept thinking back to the only advice anyone had ever offered him on the subject, the words of his oldest sister, Asunción.


  It had been on the morning of his 15th birthday. In Spain, the age of 15 marks the change from boy to man. At breakfast that morning, each of the girls had given him a hug and each one had called him a ‘young man.’ Even little Ana-Lucia said very formally, “Our brother is a young man now.” After the meal, Asunción shoo’ed the others out and sat down with Loren at the kitchen table. It was a rare day that she was there so early instead of breakfasting with her own husband and two small kids. She took his hands in hers and then blushed.


  “We have to talk, my young man. And you know what we have to talk about.”


  “Yes.” He knew because of the blush. There were embarrassing things that he needed to be told. As their parents were both gone, it would be Asunción’s task to tell him. She had raised him, almost as her own child.


  “You know all of the mechanical things from your book.”


  “Yes.”


  “What you don’t know is how to think about these things. How to be true to yourself and true to those who love you, and still not to withdraw from what is so important in life. This you need to know.”


  “You will tell me, Asunción.”


  “I am going to tell you what I feel in my heart of hearts, about young men and young women. It’s going to be hard for me to tell you this because I am a woman, not so much older than yourself, only nine years. It will be hard for you too. But hardest of all will be to follow my advice.”


  “Tell me.”


  What his sister explained through her embarrassment was that slowness was everything. No matter how urgent his needs, they counted for nothing. What he would want to do in minutes had to be stretched out over months. When he was 100 years old, she assured him, he would look back over those months and wish he had stretched them into years. Even though the one you love is ready, she said, you must go slower still, slower even than she wants to. Slow, slow, hold her back. You have to be a tease, Loren, she said. And the closer you get, the slower you go. No matter what she says. So that when you finally come to the end, you have grown up together. That is how it has to be at the beginning of a life-long love.


  But would Asunción have said the same thing had she known Sonia?


  



  One spring afternoon he found a note on Sonia’s door saying that she’d be back in a few hours, she had some errands to run. Loren found himself at loose ends. He stopped at the Duryeas’ house to lure Matthew out for a walk. They wandered back toward the campus, finally ending up on a sunny bench on Library Slope.


  “Help me understand better, Matthew, how her mind works. Do you think, for instance, that religion is important to her?”


  “Well, I really don’t know, Loren. Perhaps it is. She doesn’t talk very much about it. As a child she went through phases, I guess like all kids.”


  “But you must know. Was it important to you and Margaret? I mean, didn’t she get whatever beliefs she has from the two of you?”


  Matthew looked uncomfortable. He stared down at his hands, clasped in his lap. “I don’t know whether you know this Loren, but Sonia is adopted.”


  “Yes, I know.”


  “Oh. Well, the adoption agency insisted she have a religion. They would have let us bring her up in our own faith if we’d had one. But we were never very inclined toward such things. No religion at all was not an acceptable option to them. They made us agree, as a condition of the adoption, to provide a religious orientation.”


  “But which religion?”


  “Well, they picked one. They assigned it to her. We didn’t have anything to say about it, really. She could have been assigned to be anything.”


  “That was how it happened?”


  “Luck of the draw. From the child’s point of view, of course, it’s always luck of the draw. Anyway we had to sign papers agreeing to her religious education. Then we just did what we had agreed to. We would drop her off at church on Sunday morning and pick her up after it was over. The nuns would come to us at various times and say she had to pass through some class or rite, and we would do our best to comply. I never quite figured out what it was all about. It was just an enigma to us.”


  It was an enigma to Loren too. Wait a year, he thought, a year to make love to this almost perfect woman is not too much. It was inevitable, so why worry if it took its own sweet time? Sometimes she would moan in his arms, her hunger greater than ever. She would crawl on top of him to press her body down on his. He would think, this time she will give in to herself and begin to lead us where we both long to go. But she would find the resolve somewhere within her to sit up and begin to dress herself, her hands unsteady.


  “Wait for me Loren. Wait for me. When the time is right we can make lovely love together.”


  “I will wait, Sonia. I will wait until you are ready.”


  



  Sonia in the afternoons and evenings. Then work through the nights. Sleep when it fit. Homer applied no pressure at all to the team, but there was pressure still. They knew that other groups were working on Peculiar Motion, as a result of Homer’s paper, published a year ago in Science. It would have been better, Homer sometimes ventured, to have kept his silence until it was all clear. But he had been in a hurry to publish the first speculations. He had wanted the other universities to look into the idea because it was too important to hush up. But now they all felt the pressure of the competition. Princeton or Berkeley or M.I.T. or even Johns Hopkins could beat them to the final result.


  The Simula-7 study was causing pressure too. Homer was reluctant to stop work on the project in spite of the implicit urging of the client. The Honduras incident had persuaded him that there were factions in the administration that saw the present US power advantage as a rare opportunity to act decisively. The Simula-7 scenarios might be the only thing that kept the adventurists from blundering into trouble: “We have to keep sending in the scenarios, so that none of them happen,” he told them.


  With the pressure and the strange hours, they were all falling behind on sleep. Loren would sometimes lose an entire day at a time when his body claimed priority and caught up. He would wake up on Sonia’s bed as she was coming in in the morning, or he would sleep through the day in his own bed and then through most of the night and miss his time with Sonia as well as much of a night’s work. The little tasks of a normal life, shopping and haircuts and laundry were neglected.


  On one rare weekend, there was a night, a whole night, slated for sleep alone in his own bed. What a luxury: To turn in in the evening after a normal meal, fresh linen and fresh pajamas, darkness outside the window. Just to sleep and then to wake up in the morning like anyone else. He pulled the covers up to his chin, listened to the outside sounds: steps on the pavement, murmurs of passers-by. There was the humming of a breeze in the power lines overhead. All the sounds were of the night. His own sleeping sounds would be part of the harmony. He would sleep the whole night through.


  Immersed in empty darkness, floating on the edge of sleep. Wordless thoughts, sentences terminated in dots…. Sonia was beside him now in the night. How was it that she was here? She almost never came to his apartment, but she was here now. She was speaking. He listened to her voice but not to the words, he was so sleepy. She chattered on gaily. Only the tone came through the fog. The whole world was asleep and Sonia was being silly and girlish, giggling over something, but what? He sat up in his bed. She was seated at the foot, gesturing in animation. Her lips were moving, but no meaning came to him. He could see her clearly, she was bubbling with enthusiasm. She had on a cream-colored satin dress that shone in the half light. He was naked under the sheet, and erect. He had had pajamas on but they were gone now. The form of his body was clearly visible under the sheet. He lifted one knee to conceal himself from her, tried to hide his nakedness.


  They were interacting, he in the bed and Sonia seated across from him. Through a subterfuge, he had made her believe that he was someone else, a woman. It was a trick to learn what she would say, only to another woman. He had to smile at his own cleverness. She was utterly fooled. She spoke as women speak to women, the tone gave her away. Then suddenly, she was on her feet undressing. She lifted her dress over her head in a smooth motion and stood proudly in her slip. It had a laced bodice like a nightgown which she was now undoing. “I must show you my bra,” she said. “It is my prettiest one.” She opened the front of her bodice to show him the lacy white garment with pink ribbon around the edges. She had no idea who he really was. The trick was working, he thought, almost giggling. She advanced toward him into the light, twirling for him to see. “And there are these to match,” she said and cast the slip aside. She began to turn in front of him, to show him everything, twirling, twirling, white lace and pink ribbon edges. Then she was standing by his side in her underpants, smiling, Sonia, who was so modest. He began to feel guilty for his trick. He should tell her that it was he, but she would be hurt and angry. “I’m going to take them all off,” she said.


  She looked directly at him, suddenly seeing through his disguise. Her mouth formed an O of surprise. But she was indulgent, not angry. And then smiling, she said, “Now, Loren, now. This is what we have been waiting for, this moment when all is allowed.” She was unfastening her bra at a bow in front, pulling back its separated parts to the two sides for him to see. The outline of the fabric was still visible although she had taken it off. Inside the outline were not her breasts, but simply nothing, he could see directly through her body in that uncovered part. He could see the pattern of the drapes behind her. She stepped out of her underpants and there too the outline remained, the line across her waist and across each thigh, and behind the uncovered area, nothing. She opened the bed and lowered herself slowly onto him. Her whole body was on him now, warm and wet and shaking. “Now Loren! Nothing more is forbidden. Nothing.” She closed her lips over his. He could not speak and she could not speak.


  But someone was speaking.


  At first it was just the drone of a familiar voice. It was a discourse that was more than half over: “…not what you would expect. But instead an alternate kind of place. Just imagine,” the voice said, “just imagine a universe like our own in every way except one.” A low chuckle.


  It was Homer. He was seated in the chair at the end of the bed. “A familiar universe, but different in one way, because in this universe the quantum constant is changed. There is a different value for Planck’s Constant. Wouldn’t Max Planck be a surprised old boy,” he laughed again. “Because in this universe, the value of Planck’s Constant is increased to one-point-zero-zero.”


  There was a light on the dresser. Loren remembered now that he had neglected the light as he’d put himself into bed. The light picked up the familiar yellow glint of Homer’s eyes. “What a place, that universe. What a place! Do you know what it would be like, my young friend?”


  Loren sat up, trying to clear his head. Sonia was gone or had never been there.


  “What would it be like if the quantum constant were set to one?” Homer prodded.


  Loren tried to recall. He remembered that the Colorado physicist George Gamow had written a book in the forties for young science students, to help them understand some of the concepts of modern physics. He even remembered the title, Mr. Tompkins Goes to Wonderland. In the book, Mr. Tompkins would go to one alternate universe after another, and in each of these universes one of the physical constants would be different. In one universe, the speed of light was 15 miles per hour so that Mr. Tompkins could experience relativistic effects on his bicycle: As he pedaled faster, he got heavier and thinner. And in another of the universes, the quantum constant had been one. What had that been like?


  “If the constant were one, quantum effects would be noticeable to the naked eye,” Loren answered finally. His own voice sounded remote and tinny in his ear, as though it were someone else’s. His mind was still in fog, but he went on, describing Mr. Tompkins’ universe. “A billiard ball would take up discreet positions as it moved, it would not roll continuously. Its positions would be indeterminate, so the image would be fuzzy.”


  “A fabulous place, that universe! If only we could go there. Our problems would be over. We would not have to guess about Peculiar Motion of electrons, we could simply observe Peculiar Motion of billiard balls. We could measure whether their positions were erratic or orderly, we could see if they ever existed simultaneously with their own past instances.”


  “Yes.” Loren looked over at the bedside clock. It was 3 A.M. Or perhaps it was 3 P.M. The shade was closed and he couldn’t see if it was light out. He had no idea.


  Homer caught the look. “You’re wondering why I’m here.”


  “Yes, a bit.”


  “Not to talk about physics. I have come for some advice. I have given you much advice, I think, I never stinted on advice.” Another laugh.


  “I owe you, Homer.”


  “Well, I ask for some advice, as a friend. I need advice on a subject that you know everything and I know nothing about.”


  “What could that be?”


  “Women.”


  “Ah. I am an expert on that Homer.”


  “I thought so. Because you are young. Young people know it all and we old goats don’t know anything. Just not anything! It’s all upside down because we were brought up with our eyes closed to women.”


  “So ask.”


  “Yes. It’s an embarrassment, though. To be such a novice.” Homer paused to frame his question. “What does it mean when a perfectly rational woman acts irrational and silly?”


  “Sonia?”


  “No, not Sonia. I am talking about someone else. Maria if you want to know. Dean Sawyer. She gets mad at me sometimes when I am acting just like other times. I don’t know what to think.”


  “Maybe she is in love with you, Homer. I have always thought so.”


  “Ah, love. So that is what it’s like.”


  “Yes, love.”


  Homer thought it over. “Not so great as it’s cracked up to be.”


  “Not always.”


  Loren was suddenly very tired. He lay back down and when he woke again Homer was gone.


  5

  HARD BODIES


  



  “Now Miss Corsayer, you needn’t be frightened of me. I am really a very decent fellow.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “I am.” Burlingame looked at her with what he suspected was a professional, but not unkind expression. Kelly was squirming in her seat, conscious that she, as well as the rest of the staff, was being called on the carpet this afternoon. He didn’t mind watching her squirm. It was even something of a turn-on. She was all right to look at, in fact (now that he thought of it) rather his type. He allowed himself to glance at her breasts. Kelly reddened. It was fine with Burlingame if she noticed where his eyes had been. Women wore their sexuality for all to see, and they could hardly complain if you took a good direct look every now and then.


  “As you may have noticed, Miss Corsayer, the entire group is here this afternoon, because I have called this meeting. Of course, I did hate to have them miss their beauty sleep, but…” He paused to let her draw the obvious conclusion about which was more important, their sleep or his own official needs. Burlingame looked down at his watch. Quarter past one. Let them wait a bit longer, stewing outside his door. It would do them good. “I wanted to ask you some questions, my dear, before going ahead with the meeting.”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, it’s a bit of a delicate matter, actually. I wanted you to tell me, in the strictest confidence, of course, whether you thought that Doctor Layton and his staff ever altered the simulation in order to get it to predict something that was…how shall I put this? to get it to predict something more congenial to their own way of thinking?”


  “They’re altering it all the time to make it more accurate.”


  “Yes, I’m sure they are. But what I’m asking is a little different though. Do you think they ever put in specific changes to make it perform in a way that gives credence to their own political agenda?”


  “That is outrageous. Of course not.”


  “No offense, no offense. I was just wondering.”


  “These people are scientists. They don’t have an ‘agenda,’ as you call it.”


  “No, I suppose not. There was just this one thing I came across that made me think there might be a bit of tampering.” He took a printout from one of his desk drawers and began spreading it out. “I can’t reveal to you where I got this, so please don’t ask for my source.”


  Kelly saw the stain of coffee grounds across the top of the listing. “You haven’t been going through the trash again, have you, Mr. Burlingame?”


  “The important thing is what is printed here. Now please don’t ask me how I know what it means…”


  “It’s printed in plain English so that anyone could understand it.”


  “…or how I know that there is something about this one that makes it very different from the others.”


  She reached for the sheet and looked at the final summary. “Very perceptive of you sir, to see that this was an unusual scenario. The clue, I guess, is the fact that the Spanish Air Force blows up most of the U.S., while Spanish infantry is conquering Europe and part of Asia.”


  “Spain doesn’t even have a goddamned strategic air arm.”


  “It was a surprise. Perhaps it was all those Spanish school children pasting defense bond stamps in their little books to raise funds.”


  “Miss Corsayer, how do you explain this extraordinary scenario? How do you explain that the Simula-7 program, a piece of government owned software produced this ridiculous result?”


  “It was a joke. Couldn’t you have guessed? It was a joke on Loren. The others just let it run and kept looking over at him as if he was suddenly a security risk because his native country was becoming an enemy. It was very funny, actually. Loren was completely taken in. Doctor Layton and Edward and Sonia had come in early and cooked up the input data set…”


  Burlingame pounced on the words. “Ah! They cooked it up, did they?”


  “For a joke.”


  “Most amusing. Most amusing. Well, this little chat has cleared things up considerably. I think, my dear, you might send the others in now. And...” he looked down at his coffee cup, “perhaps you’d run and fetch me some fresh coffee before they come in. It may be a long afternoon.”


  As she lifted the saucer in annoyance, the cup upset and a thin stream of creamy liquid tricked down over the blotter toward the edge of the desk. Burlingame stood up with a yelp, leaping back to protect his trousers. “Stupid twat,” he said.


  There was a long silence. Kelly steadied her hands by pressing them down onto the desk top. She was uncomfortably aware that her color had risen. Above all, be calm. “Mr. Burlingame,” she said, evenly. “I have two things to say to you, two important things. One: There is never any excuse for abusive language. Never. Not under any circumstances. That is the first thing.” She paused for a moment to let her words sink in. “And the second thing is go fuck yourself.”


  



  The famous Doctor Homer Layton sat through the whole meeting with his eyes closed. It was damned disconcerting. Even when he spoke he kept his eyes shut. It wasn’t at all obvious who Burlingame was supposed to address his remarks to. He finally settled on Dr. Barodin, as the senior person among those with their eyes open, but it put him off his stride a bit.


  Burlingame was unconsciously raising his voice, in the hopes that Layton would hear: “…when a scenario gets back to the Pentagon and it seems to imply that there is no action whatsoever that our side can take. Well, you can see that that is going to dampen our people’s enthusiasm more than a little. This winter’s whole European series is a perfect example. In each scenario where we use battlefield nuclear weapons, the M88s for instance with small nuclear shells, your scenario showed the other side escalating. As far as I can see, if we believe these simulations, we can never use the M88s at all.”


  “Good thinking,” said Barodin.


  “Do you know what we paid for those things?” Burlingame screeched. “They are a major component of the American defense effort. And you’re making them useless. It’s the equivalent of sabotage. It’s just as though you snuck into the armory and blew them up. We can’t use them. They might as well have been destroyed by an enemy force. What’s the difference?”


  “The difference,” Barodin suggested, “is that now that you’ve seen the scenarios, you’re less likely to blow away the whole rest of the world.”


  “There’s no difference at all. Our weapons might as well have been destroyed by a foreign power. We can’t use them for shit. Nine hundred million goddamn dollars. And you’re sitting there smirking. You people aren’t even taking this seriously. You think it’s some big joke. Everything’s a joke. What the hell is this that you’ve written in the daybook for April 7?” He shoved the book indignantly at Barodin.


  Ed looked at the page, “It’s a joke, Curly.”


  “Hah hah. How am I supposed to know that? I mean, what do I think when I come in in the morning and see April 7: coitus interruptus?”


  “You’re supposed to think that we had a lousy, frustrating night, and that was just a light way of putting it.”


  “What do I know? There you are holed up here all night, two males and two females and Doctor Layton…”


  “Doctor Layton is also male,” said Homer. His eyes were still shut.


  “But you see what I mean, don’t you?”


  All five solemnly shook their heads side to side. “Nope.” “Uh uh.” “I certainly don’t.” “Me neither.” “Nor me.”


  Burlingame was starting to get red in the face. “This is not a joke, gentlemen…um, people. Not a joke at all. This is the most serious possible matter. It is the nation’s security that is at risk here. Your scenarios are stripping away our capacity to defend the nation. And I for one just don’t know whether or not to believe them. I don’t know if they are the result of honest simulation or if they are…” he looked down at the text of the note from General Buxtehude to get the phrase right, “or if they are what we think of as ‘pernicious politicking.’”


  “What the hell is pernicious politicking?” said Barodin, starting to heat up a bit as well.


  “That’s politicking that is, well…”


  “Pernicious?”


  “Exactly.” Fucking physicists. You had to spell everything out for them.


  “Oswald. We don’t have any politics at all. We are researchers. We are trying to build you a simulation that lets you look into the future to see the likely outcome of any possible action. It lets you try things out before taking the actual steps. You can test run a number of alternative plans and then use the one that works best for you. How can that be a bad thing? It’s a tool that let’s you know what’s going to happen. Like a crystal ball. It can help you keep your ass out of a sling.”


  “It can help to keep us from ever doing anything! The stupid simulation seems to think that the very things we want to do are going to blow up the world.”


  “It’s better to find out through the simulation than by letting it happen.”


  “If we can believe the damn thing.”


  “How can you not believe it? You were here for the Honduras simulation. You saw it with your own eyes. You told us to hypothecize an American surgical strike on the Gloria Verde rebels and find out what the response would be. And Simula-7 came right back and said the Cubans would use a proxy, probably green activists somewhere to damage an American company. It specifically suggested an oil company. And they would do it within hours. Could it have been any more on the money?”


  Burlingame sat back in his chair, looking smug. “Besides, that is all irrelevant now. Some things have happened that I know about that change everything. The simulation doesn’t know about these very recent and very important happenings. I know about them. And they invalidate all its present findings. Even the Congress doesn’t know.”


  “Well tell us.”


  “What?! I can’t tell you. This is classified, even beyond my own rating.”


  “What’s the use of us running a simulation without all the facts. Tell us and we’ll put it in.”


  “Impossible.”


  “Of course, if we don’t have the new facts, we are just wasting the government’s money. And, it goes without saying, we’ll have to continue to provide inaccurate simulations that can only be a hindrance to you.”


  The others hadn’t said a word. Homer appeared to be asleep. Burlingame turned his face away from Barodin to think what he ought to do. It was tempting to let them in on the secret, just to wipe away some of their smug superiority. And, it might get them to generate some scenarios that held out the promise of successful action, for a change. A handful of those could make him a very popular man in Washington. “Well…”


  A long pause. Barodin encouraged him, “You have to tell us, Curly. It’s the only way we’re going to be able to help. And we want to help.”


  “Well.” Burlingame was weakening. What the hell, it hardly mattered now anyway. He glanced to each side and then, lowering his voice said, “What the simulator doesn’t know, and this changes everything, what the simulator doesn’t know is that…” He was too great a ham not to pause for effect.


  “Yes?”


  “The Shield is up!”


  Homer opened his eyes.


  “The Star Wars laser missile defense shield is in place.” Burlingame could barely suppress his grin. “It’s operational!”


  The others stared at him silently.


  The Pentagon liaison officer gushed on enthusiastically. “Don’t you see, this is the ultimate trump card. With the missile shield in place, nobody can escalate on us. We can take them right to nuclear exchange and then knock their best shot right out of the sky. It’s all very hush hush. As I say, even the House and Senate don’t know about it. They can’t really, because they would have conniptions over the funding. Can you imagine the pissing and moaning? We held back some funds from the domestic space program budget, and then last month, NASA launched the Hard Bodies.” He said it with a flourish, and waited to take in their astonishment.


  “Right.” said Sonia without expression. “Three of them.”


  Burlingame stared at her. “Well, how the f…? How could you possibly know that there were three?”


  “It’s on the configuration map that SHIELA maintains,” she said. “They couldn’t have been launched without SHIELA, that’s what she was originally intended for. And she keeps track of where they are. We noticed last week that the total available memory was slightly less than it had been. So Kelly displayed the map and there they were. Three Hard Body satellites.”


  “This is extraordinary. The lapse of security in letting you people use SHIELA at all…well, I argued against it. To think that Miss Corsayer, an untrained woman with the lowest listed security rating, should be able to display the configuration maps and see information that our own legislators can’t have! I don’t know what people were thinking when they accepted this stupid Simula project. I mean, with no disrespect to you people, you just aren’t secure enough to be allowed to see such things.”


  Edward looked pained. “We seem to be secure enough for you to have told us not two minutes ago that NASA had launched the Hard Bodies.”


  “That was in the strictest confidence. That information cannot ever leave this room. Never. Oh, what does it matter? The important thing is that this changes everything.”


  “It doesn’t change anything,” said Homer. “The HBs are in orbit, but they can’t do anything.”


  “Of course they can do things. They can shoot laser beams. They can knock down anything that our enemies try to throw at us.”


  “There’s no control program. There is no way to guide them. The control program is supposed to be resident in SHIELA. It isn’t there. We would have seen it.”


  “Of course it’s there! You just missed it.”


  “No need to argue over a question of fact, let’s go look.” Homer stood up. The others followed him into the computer room, with Burlingame still muttering. They found Kelly loading fresh paper into one of the laser printers. Homer asked her to display the memory map.


  She sat down at her place and typed in the request. SHIELA cleared the plasma board to an even dark blue field and then displayed in yellow letters a table showing all the resident programs and databases and how much memory each one used.


  “That’s the entire set,” Homer said, “everything that’s loaded into SHIELA right now. Kelly, if you would just remove all of our own items from the display so we can see what’s left.”


  Kelly went through and de-selected all the simulation datasets and Loren’s programs and the two simulators. What was left was a table of five lines:


  



  
    
      
        	SHIELA OPSYS V 7.1

        	9.2 GB

        	EJB
      


      
        	CONFIG.MAP

        	15 MB

        	

      


      
        	I/O BUFFERS

        	38 MB

        	

      


      
        	SATCOM EXEC V 6.0

        	12 MB

        	EJB
      


      
        	REVELATION-13 V 1.0

        	125 KB

        	LMA
      

    
  


  



  “That’s it!” Burlingame was triumphant. He was pointing shakily at the last item on the screen. “Revelation Thirteen. I know the control program name. That’s it. I told you it was there.”


  “It’s there,” said Homer, “but not very.”


  “It couldn’t be more there, for Chrissakes.”


  “What Homer means,” said Loren, “is that it’s very small. It’s not big enough to be the ShieldCom control software. The ShieldCom software is huge, and this Revelation program only takes up 125,000 characters.”


  Burlingame looked dubious. “Well, 125,000 characters, that sounds like a lot to me. I think you can fit a really tremendous amount into 125K with modern techniques and all that.”


  “The ShieldCom software was projected to be about 150 million lines of code. So it would take up at least 500 million characters of memory, I’d guess. It would have to be about four thousand times bigger than this little program, maybe more.”


  “Well, they’re probably storing it on the ground, just like you people do with your data sets. I wouldn’t doubt they do that to keep the software secure, to keep it away from prying eyes of unauthorized people like yourselves. And then they’ll zap it up to SHIELA the minute things start to get ticklish.” He looked pretty pleased with himself for that thought.


  Kelly spoke up. “It’s not instantaneous to transmit data up to SHIELA, even over her fastest link. To send up 150 million lines of code would take about…a day.” The others nodded.


  “Oh that’s wonderful.” Barodin couldn’t resist, “Those terrorists get uppity with us so we provoke them into launching all their strategic weapons. And then a day later we’re all set to defend ourselves. It will work fine if they only launch via hot air balloon.”


  Burlingame’s color was rising, through pink and headed toward red. “Why am I even listening to this? I know that Revelation-13 is the control program, I know it. They have found some way to shrink it down, that’s all. I know it’s Revelation because that is the name that was decided upon at the highest levels. Revelation-13, it comes from the Bible, Revelation, Chapter 13: ‘I saw a beast rising out of the sea, with ten horns and seven heads with ten diadems upon its horns and a blasphemous name upon its heads.’ That’s the attacking missiles, don’t you see?”


  “Oswald,” said Homer gently, “Revelation-13 is just a little demo. That’s why it’s so small. It doesn’t even connect to the sensor satellites. You can see that from the link map, it can’t receive a signal that a missile is coming or where it is. All it can do is send a command to one of the HB satellites to aim a one second laser beam down onto a selected coordinate on the earth. That’s all it can do. They use the Revelation program to test the HBs.”


  “How do you know so much about Revelation?”


  “We tried it out.”


  A pause while the color drained from Burlingame’s face. He made an effort to control himself. “I am simply not hearing this. It is not even conceivable. You actually ran Revelation-13?”


  “Sure. It had a protection mechanism to keep people from using it without a password. But Loren and Ed figured out a way around it.”


  Loren was grinning. “We hacked our way in. It was a very primitive protection, I mean, any freshman CompSci student could have gotten past it. We gained access and ran the demo. We specified the exact GPS coordinates of the middle of Lake Cayuga, and sure enough, it shot down a short burst. We saw it from the roof.”


  Burlingame looked ill. “There must be some other explanation,” he said. “There must be another way to control the HBs. I couldn’t be wrong on this.”


  



  Burlingame was closeted in his office with the door shut. Homer nodded toward the exit door. The five got their coats on and headed down the stairs. Outside there was a cold, blowing rain. They kept their heads down all the way to Statler Hall where there was a small cafeteria, now almost deserted. Homer sat down heavily at an empty table. The others were lined up at the service area.


  Loren and Kelly and Sonia came back with a tray of steaming cups. Nobody said anything while they waited for Edward. When he arrived it was with five plates of pastry. “End of World approaching,” he said, “All diets cancelled.” Nobody laughed They took the plates mechanically and began to eat.


  Loren broke the silence. “Burlingame is an idiot. He’d heard a rumor, that’s all. So he thought there was an effective shield. But nobody else believes that. The Pentagon knows better.”


  “Maybe,” said Homer.


  “This might not be so bad. Let’s consider the worst case,” said Sonia. “The worst case is that they all believe what Curly believed, that Revelation 13 is the ShieldCom and that it’s up and ready to go, armed with three Hard Bodies. They take some action based on that belief and then Revelation turns out to be nothing more than a demo, as we know…”


  “Kaboom,” said Edward.


  “OK, the worst case is awful,” Sonia allowed. “But it’s also impossible. Armitage knows what Revelation is, he wrote it. Those were his initials next to the program in the memory listing. And he’s not going to tell anyone that it’s the full ShieldCom. Edward says that the man forgets inconvenient facts sometimes, but he’s not going to invent a fantasy like this. I mean, it would be a total fantasy to say that nearly 150 million lines of missing code didn’t matter.”


  “Po 150 million lines.”


  “Be serious, Ed. Armitage is not crazy. He’s got to live on this earth too.”


  “I don’t know, Sonia. He’s in his own world, sometimes, that’s the problem. But I hope you’re right.”


  “And who would believe him if he did say it? Everybody knows that the software project was cancelled when it was at least a billion dollars from done. Who’s going to believe that Lamar and his tiny staff and a few graduate students finished up a billion dollars worth of programming in their spare time? They know it’s just a demo. These people aren’t jerks. You don’t get on the White House staff or get to work with the Joint Chiefs of Staff by being a jerk.” She looked at Homer for confirmation.


  “Maybe not jerks. Maybe zealots,” said Homer.


  Kelly shivered. She was thinking of the briefing they had received from members of the project oversight group during the summer. “The ones that we met, General Simpson and Mr. Paule from the White House, seemed to be so sure of themselves. It was frightening. You want your nation’s leaders to be confident, but not the way they were. They were, I don’t know, disconnected. Their certainty seemed to be an isolated thing, independent of any facts. I can believe they are zealots.”


  Sonia gestured with her fork. “But Kelly, even if there are a few zealots in the Pentagon and in the White House, the facts have got to get through. Armitage can’t be telling the President an outright lie. Even if he shades the truth a bit, the President ends up knowing pretty much what’s in SHIELA and what’s not.”


  “Only maybe Doctor Armitage doesn’t get to the President at all,” Kelly said. “Homer almost never gets in. Sometimes he does, but never when it matters. Or he wouldn’t be sitting with us now eating Boston creme pie. He would be sitting down with the President to make sure he understood. Most of what we say goes through Mr. Burlingame who tells General Simpson or General Buxtehude and one of them tells Mr. Paule and he’s the one who talks to the President.” She looked around the table in distress. “I have this awful image of a giant game of Gossip. Doctor Armitage says that his demo can shoot a hole in some location, given its coordinates. And his contact passes on the information that the Hard Bodies can shoot at will. And the next guy says the software is up and running. And by the time it gets to the President, the message is that the Shield is in place and impermeable.”


  “It seems frightening from our perspective,” Sonia pressed on. “But we don’t know everything. I’m sure the President knows more than we do. If we knew what he knows we might understand.”


  They paused for a moment, trying to take some comfort from the idea. Homer broke the silence at last, speaking very softly, “I remember that idea from the 1960s. A familiar idea, an old friend. We were all saying that about President Johnson in 1967 and 68. ‘He probably knows something that we don’t know,’ we would say. ‘If we knew everything that he knows then we would understand why it’s all OK what’s happening in Cambodia and Viet Nam.’ Only it wasn’t OK. And when the truth came out, it was that the President didn’t know things that every other American knew. The Executive Branch was going crazy in those days over information leaks. Plugging leaks was a key element of our national security program. There were articles about it in the press. We all thought it was so the secret information couldn’t leak out of the White House. Only it wasn’t that at all. They were plugging leaks to make sure that information didn’t leak in.”


  



  



  6

  VARIOUS TANGOS


  Senator Hopkins stood in his yellow pajamas just inside the wide glass doors of Fiske House. As usual, the newspaper deliverer had left the paper a good two hundred feet away from the porch. He could see it nestled under the rhododendrons along the drive. Newspapers were now delivered by adults from distribution company trucks, rather than by boys on bicycles, but the quality of delivery had not improved a whit. Sometimes the plastic-enclosed paper made it as far as the turnaround circle, but more often not. It never made it to the porch. None of this mattered in theory, of course, since Williams would trot out there at 7:30 and fetch the thing to be placed on the Senator’s breakfast tray. At 7:45, he would tap on the bedroom door, and a few minutes later, the highest ranking official of this major university would be opening up his paper while enjoying breakfast in bed. That was the way things were supposed to work, and that was the way things were going to work as long as Chandler Hopkins was in charge.


  The weak link in this carefully designed scheme was the fact that the Senator often woke up at 5:30 or 6:00 A.M. On this particular morning, he was positively itching for a look at the news. Damn, damn, damn. Go back upstairs and dress, or take a chance in his PJs and robe? He opened the door and peered cautiously around the pillar toward the back of the sorority house that was his nearest neighbor. The trees had begun to fill in with new leaves, but there was still a fair view of the front of Fiske House and its driveway from the upper floors of the sorority. Certainly the young ladies of that residence would have better things to do at this early hour than wait by the windows with binoculars. He studied the windows for a moment nonetheless, looking for signs of life. Nothing. Go for it. He was down the stairs in a flash, hopped a mud puddle and skirted another, picked up the paper on the fly and dashed back to the door.


  Still huffing, he headed into the library with the paper. No one in the house would be up for an hour at least, so he would have all the privacy he could ask for. He wrapped himself in an afghan, then settled into the red chesterfield chair by the window. He found what he was looking for on the next to last page, among the letters from readers. The editors had placed it under the blurb, “FBI Kept Dossier on 13-Year Old Girl.” The letter was signed by Stacey Hopkins, his daughter. He read it through quickly.


  She had been writing to public figures, the letter said said, since the age of 10, giving them her own considered advice on how to run the world. She’d written to agency heads, committee chairs and the like, often critically. After this long career of public advocacy, it occurred to her that one of our nation’s security agencies might have noticed. On a lark, she had filed under the Freedom of Information Act for access to her files. To her surprise, she received a large envelope full of information collected on her by the FBI. It included copies of all of her letters as well as an on-site investigation report, naming her school, her teachers and several of her classmates. She concluded her letter to the editor saying that she’d just turned 13 and didn’t expect to be much real danger to the nation for another few years, so perhaps the FBI would do better to free up her surveillance team for other work.


  The Senator read the letter through a second time. Not a bad letter, really. There was a dangling participle in the first paragraph, and a few too many adverbs, but not bad. Most of all, the letter had not revealed a certain guilty secret of his own. He folded the paper on his lap and stared up at the ceiling.


  It was a source of continuing enchantment to Chandler that he and Candace had produced a child. He would have had some difficulty explaining this to anyone, but the most astonishing aspect of having Stacey was the fact that she had been the result of lovemaking. Other people’s children — he understood this in a purely intellectual sense — were produced in much the same way. However, Stacey’s conception was so clear in his mind and had been so startlingly enjoyable, that he felt that complete strangers must be aware of those origins just from being in her presence. It was more than a little unsettling.


  During the time leading up to their wedding, he had never anticipated a strong sensual component to their union. If Candace had explained to him at any point along the way that theirs was to be a sexless marriage, he would have accepted the fact as normal. He had been, after all, fifteen years her senior, nearly fifty at the time. Candace would have been a catch, even without the physical relationship. She was socially well connected, and so pretty as to take his breath away. When she spoke her words came through a little smile, as though the smile just couldn’t wait for its chance to come out. She had almost lavender eyes and regal posture. He couldn’t believe his luck when she’d said she would marry him. He was fond of Candace, and hoped to spare her the distress that he assumed a woman would feel about sex. He had even meant to mention it to her that she needn’t be concerned about “any of that stuff.” But it had been an uncomfortable topic, so he’d never brought it up. Nor had she. Instead, she’d led him back to the guest cottage on her father’s estate on the day before their marriage and made love to him, the first of many glorious couplings. Who would have thought?


  Since he hadn’t anticipated sex, he hadn’t thought about pregnancy either. And then, after one dizzying afternoon during the first summer of their marriage, Candace announced shyly that she thought she could feel conception taking place within her. Nine months later, Stacey was born.


  The idea that Chandler loved his wife would have struck most of their acquaintances as absurd. Chandler? They would have thought that his capacity for love was limited to the love of limousines, of pomp and circumstance, and power. But he did love her. The unlikeliness of the sentiment was as clear to him as to anyone else. It didn’t fit, it didn’t belong, but when he looked inside himself, there it was.


  The child Stacey was the living symbol of the surprising union of Chandler and Candace. He would creep into his daughter’s room in the evenings to look at her sleeping face. There in one person were his own and his wife’s features combined. He could see Candace in the lips and in the corners of the eyes. And there were ringlets of his own reddish hair around her face and perhaps a little of that same upturned nose that he had been shaving under all these years. How he loved her as she slept.


  He loved her fiercely when she was asleep, but when she was awake was another matter. Stacey was the most maddening child. Or rather, she didn’t seem to be a child at all. She seemed more like a very short adult. Almost from the time she could talk, she would engage him on subjects that ought to have been out of bounds for children. Nothing ever seemed to be out of bounds to Stacey. So, during their stay in Washington, he could spend an entire day on the Hill without facing a single hard question (people begin to accept that you are the expert when you’re a senator) and then go home to hear from his own ten year old daughter, “Senator Hopkins, why do we use up all our conservation money killing wolves and coyotes and wild horses? Is that conservation?” She was old enough to ask the questions but not really old enough to understand the very complex answers, even if he could figure out what those very complex answers were. She challenged him on foreign policy, on armaments, on civil rights, on just about anything. Ten years old! Of course he was proud of her precocious grasp. There were just days when a little less precociousness would have been welcome.


  He rearranged himself now in the red easy chair in order to examine his left foot for signs of fungus between the toes. As the letter admitted, Stacey had a long history of writing advice to anyone in charge of anything. Chandler cringed when he thought of some of her efforts. Her Letter of Ten Non-negotiable Demands to President Kibaki of Kenya had been particularly worrisome. If the press had ever gotten hold of that one and linked it to her father there would have been hell to pay. And the letter telling Netanyahu to be nicer to the Palestinians…he shuddered. Fortunately, most of her letters went off into the void without anyone ever learning about them.


  There was a streak of liberalism in Stacey that quite baffled her father. Where other parents of 13-year olds worried incessantly about drugs or teen age pregnancy, Chandler was concerned about a much more imminent threat: His daughter showed every sign of becoming a Democrat.


  He might have told her to keep a low profile, to leave the letter-writing to adults. But of course you couldn’t tell Stacey anything. He had strictly forbidden her to file for her dossier and she’d done it anyway. Then he’d forbidden her to write to the Daily Sun and she’d done that too. She wasn’t a disobedient child; she simply didn’t hear instructions that made no sense to her. When she had shown him the draft of her letter to the Sun, he had really put his foot down. That sentence about her father’s voting record had to be removed. He stood over her while she crossed it out. Really, nothing was safe from her inquiry. It was terrifying to think of her poring over the Congressional Record looking for embarrassing facts. And that one of those facts might be published for all to see—the Senator groaned inwardly.


  The present administration was in tizzy over the Freedom of Information Act filings. Rupert Paule turned purple whenever the subject of the Act came up. The last thing Chandler needed was a published letter from his own daughter recalling that he had voted for the damn bill. Why had he voted for the stupid thing anyway? Had he been horse-trading with Massachusetts he wondered, or had he just pushed the wrong button? Who could remember after all these years?


  Oops, sounds of life upstairs. The Senator hopped up, stuffing the paper back into its wrapper. What to do now with the paper? Best to throw it back out onto the drive so Williams wouldn’t know he gone out to get it himself. He stepped out the door, glanced up at the sorority, and headed out into the circle. He’d have to go out a little way into the drive to be able to throw it as far as its usual position. Just as he was about to give it a heave, a runner in sweat togs turned in from University Avenue and started down the drive. Oh shit, caught in his deshabille. He turned to run back into the house, but was frozen in his tracks by a cheerful “Yoo Hoo!” from the runner. She trotted up to him, all out breath.


  “Are you Chandler Hopkins?”


  The Senator turned around to see a slightly pudgy coed with a damp sweat band across her forehead. 


  “Um, yes. I am.”


  “Swell, I’ve got a message here for you.” She set to work on the Velcro of one pocket to get the message out. “It comes from Mr. Layton. You know, the wacky one.” She smiled up at Chandler. He would have been considerably relieved to know that without her glasses she couldn’t tell that he was in his pajamas. Even though she couldn’t see very well, this was a big moment for the coed. She offered Chandler her hand. “I’m Marcie Phillips, by the way.”


  “Charmed.”


  “Mr. Layton, you know the one I mean, not the physicist…the brother.”


  “Yes.”


  “He seems to think that all the runners around campus are, well, you know, runners, like at the stock exchange or something. He thinks its a service provided by the town. So nearly every morning he’s standing out by his mailbox on Wyckoff Avenue with an envelope in his hand. He flags you down if you run by that way and hands you the envelope for delivery. He’s kind of sweet, actually. Nobody ever wants to tell him. So we deliver his notes for him. He said I should put this into your paper.”


  Chandler held out the paper numbly. Marcie Phillips slid the note inside the plastic wrapper.


  “Well, have a nice day.” She ran back out the drive. Chandler tossed the paper in under the rhododendrons and scooted back to the house.


  



  At 7:45 on the dot, Williams arrived with his tray. The Senator sat up in his bed, producing a yawn.


  “Morning Williams.”


  “Good morning, sir. Your breakfast and paper.”


  “Oh. Thank you.”


  As soon as Williams was gone, he found Claymore’s light blue envelope tucked into the paper and slit it open. Inside were two pieces of blue note paper. Each one had a message, stamped on it by an oversized rubber stamp. The first one said:


  



  



  BREAD AND BUTTER NOTE


  



  Thanks for having us over to your place for dinner on April 4.


   


  Sincerely,


  
    
      C. and H. Layton.

    

  


   


  



  The hand-written date referred to the Senator’s dinner party the previous Sunday. The second sheet had a dinner invitation stamped onto it with time and date filled in for this very evening. Claymore had written “Senator and Mrs. Chandler Hopkins and Miss Stacey Hopkins” across the top. Chandler sighed. He hated to be invited on such short notice, hated the thought that anyone would think they would not be booked months in advance. But their calendar for this evening was empty, he knew. And it would be a useful opportunity to get Dr. Layton off for the brief chat that he had been planning. He scratched a note to Williams to call and accept.


  



  That morning, on his walk back from Clark Hall, Homer had made two firm resolutions: One was to get more sleep and the other, to lie low and avoid interaction with anyone from the university administration or from the government contracting agencies. It was no secret that some of the results of the war game simulations were unpopular in Washington. He had the feeling that they were just lining up to put pressure on him. He was only now coming to understand what the Pentagon had really expected of Simula7: It wasn’t intended to predict what would happen, but rather what the establishment would like to think would happen. So they would soon be after him to doctor it up, to make it simulate unreality instead of reality, an altogether unsatisfying bit of work. Time to hunker down, and while he was at it, to make up for all the lost shut-eye. So, when he was aroused from a sound sleep by his brother in the late afternoon, it was to doubly unwelcome news: The Hopkins were expected for dinner. They would be arriving in just an hour. Homer shuffled sleepily into the bathroom. Letting Claymore manage his social life led to a lot of surprises, but it was fruitless to resist.


  By half past six, he was dressed and had the table set. When the bell sounded, he went to the door to admit their three guests. Stacey, who was all dressed up and prepared to be on her very best behavior, stepped forward with her hand extended.


  “Doctor Layton. So good of you to have us.”


  “Ah. Miss Hopkins.” Homer bent low over her hand. “The pleasure is all ours.”


  This provoked a sputter of giggles from Stacey. The idea of being formal with Homer was too funny. She was in the sailing class that he conducted summers on Lake Cayuga, and like all the other kids, was used to calling him Homer. Homer, for his part, thought of Stacey as a sensible young person, the sort you could depend on to herd the little girls off to the ladies room and be sure they all went before getting into the boats.


  “And you’ve brought along your esteemed parents. Mrs. Hopkins. Senator Hopkins.” He took their hands, drawing them into the entry.


  “So good of you to have us, Doctor Layton.”


  “The pleasure is ours.”


  Claymore ambled in from the kitchen to say hello. Homer could never guess whether his brother was going to play the part of perfect host or of hired help — sometimes he wouldn’t even sit down to eat with the guests. Tonight, though, it was to be perfect host. He greeted the Hopkins warmly.


  Mrs. Hopkins handed Claymore a small potted plant. “It’s tarragon, Mr. Layton. You put it out in the garden after the last frost and then you have fresh tarragon all summer.”


  Claymore looked perplexed. “But we’re packing up.”


  “Hmmm?”


  “I mean we’re leaving. For Florida.”


  “Yes, for the awards ceremony. We’re all going. But you can plant it when you come back.”


  Claymore shrugged and accepted the plant.


  Inside, Stacey sat stiffly on the front of the couch, adjusting her skirt down over her knees as Homer poured sherry for the adults. The room was jammed with things to look at, but she was determined not to appear the child by gaping at anything. She steadfastly ignored her surroundings while deciding what to say next; no use letting the conversation get started on a subject she knew nothing about.


  “It is an extraordinary honor, Doctor Layton, that you have been honored with. To receive the honor of receiving an award from the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. An investiture.”


  “I am further honored that you have noticed, Miss Hopkins.”


  “And I read your book, A Life in Science.”


  “You read A Life in Science? You really did? No kidding?”


  “Yes. I’ve written you a letter with my impressions. You’ll be receiving it shortly in the mail. Charles de Gaulle, you know, read a book every single evening and dictated a letter to its author before going off to bed.”


  “I didn’t know that.”


  Stacey flushed. “I didn’t read your book in an evening, though. Because I have to go to bed so early. It took me a whole week.”


  “That’s OK. I understand that you will be coming to Fort Lauderdale for the awards dinner, Miss Hopkins. I was wondering if it would be possible for you to join me at the speakers’ table. You could bring your parents too.” He winked at the senior Hopkins.


  “Well, thank you, Doctor Layton. We would be pleased to accept.”


  “It will be a great comfort to me to have someone there who has actually read the book, a rarity.”


  Stacey had a suspicion that neither of her parents had read Homer’s book and so decided it would be best to change the subject quickly. But keep it lofty and very adult. “Well, Doctor Layton, what do you think of these tempestuous times we live in?”


  “Very tempestuous. Very.”


  “Yes. I understand from my reading that you are a special advisor to the President.”


  Chandler glared at her.


  “I am. That means I give advice to a man who gives advice to a man who gives advice to the President. Anything I should pass along?”


  “Well, actually…”


  “Stacey!” Chandler growled. “I’m afraid my daughter has not yet mastered the art of small talk, Doctor Layton.” He turned to his daughter. “You must try to think of something that doesn’t matter at all, darling, and say that. Something that nobody can disagree with. Instead of whatever you were about to say.”


  “Oh, Father.”


  “Well, darling, that’s the adult way. And you’ll just have to learn it. Now what could you say that no one could disagree with?”


  “Weapons of mass destruction are deplorable.”


  “Yes. Well, perhaps something more upbeat.”


  Stacey ignored him. “Is it true, Doctor Layton, that there is a special clock published by scientists that shows how far they think we are from nuclear confrontation?” She hadn’t meant to ask this, but it was on her mind.


  “Such a grown up question from such a young lady. But yes, they do have a clock like that on the front page of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists. It only shows their opinion, though, the opinion of the editorial board. They call it the ’Doomsday Clock’ because…” He glanced uneasily at Senator Hopkins, who was staring at his shoes.


  “And the number of minutes away from 12 shows how close we are?”


  “Uh huh.” Homer turned to the sideboard to get a glass for Stacey.


  “And is it also true that the minute hand is dangerously close to 12? Even though we would seem to be at peace, there is serious danger of a nuclear incident?”


  Homer flinched. As his back was turned, it was possible that no one else had noticed. He hoped not. Where did Stacey learn these things? It was true that the Doomsday Clock was moving toward 12, now only three minutes away. The editors judged the world to be increasingly unstable as the weapons once controlled centrally by Great Powers were being distributed among so many new players. But what to say to the child to reassure her?


  Homer sighed. “Yes, it’s true,” he said.


  He poured some juice from a jar of maraschino cherries into a glass of tonic water over ice and handed it to Stacey. He took her pony tail in one hand, pulled it gently. Stacey looked up into his eyes. Her own eyes were light blue and unafraid. Not clear whether he had reassured her, but he felt a bit reassured himself.


  “Ladies and Gentlemen.” It was Claymore, in from the kitchen. He had never quite caught on to the custom of relaxing over a drink before the meal. “Dinner is served.”


  



  After dinner, Stacey and Mrs. Hopkins stood up with Claymore to help with the clearing. Chandler put his arm through Homer’s as they went out toward the living room.


  “Perhaps, Doctor Layton, that is, Homer, perhaps we could step into your study for just the briefest chat.”


  “Study. Oh, yes. I guess this way then.”


  Homer led him into a wide sun-room where Claymore kept his exercise equipment. He sat down on the seat of a rowing machine, and gestured Chandler toward a padded bench backed up to a rack of bar bells. The Senator sat down there.


  “Um, I wonder what your brother meant when he said ‘We’re packing up.’” Chandler had a dread of losing his prize physicist to Princeton or Harvard.


  “I don’t know. That’s Claymore. He gets some odd ideas.”


  “But you wouldn’t be thinking…?”


  “Oh no. It’s just Claymore. Funny ideas.”


  “He’s a damn fine cook, though. I mean, that chocolate soufflé….”


  “Yes.”


  “A work of art, really.”


  “My brother is very pleased with his chocolate soufflé. He likes it so much that he sometimes serves it as a first course. It took a bit of intervention this evening to have it served as dessert.”


  “I’m glad we’re having this little chat, Homer. Glad for the opportunity.”


  “Oh, me too. Very glad.”


  “Well, the fact is that I’ve been wanting to chat with you for some time.”


  “Uh huh.”


  “To pass along some things that General Buxtehude shared with me over the past weekend. Perhaps you noticed that we got off by ourselves for a bit with Mr. Tomkis of State.”


  “Yes.”


  Chandler paused to think out his phrasing. There was a sudden sound of loud Latin music from the living room. “The Pentagon, of course, is just very pleased to be able to work with Cornell on this project, on these projects. In fact they have even bumped up the funding. Oh, I didn’t tell you that, did I? Well, they did. The check arrived this A.M. and has been deposited. Quite a generous increase.”


  “Nice.”


  “Very nice. Well, the General wanted me to impress upon you that there is no hurry for any results at all. He was very adamant about not putting the simulation staff under even the least bit of pressure. People really aren’t at their best under pressure. I mean, you could take even a few years before sending in any more scenarios, not that they aren’t interested.”


  “I see.”


  “Myself, I would take advantage of the situation to shift more of the resources out of the war-game simulations and into the Peculiar Motion study. Now that is what is really essential. The most important thing is Peculiar Motion. I mean, Peculiar Motion is extremely…” The Senator racked his brain for an adjective, any adjective that could be applied to Peculiar Motion. “It is extremely important, I guess one could say.”


  “Oh extremely”


  “Well, now, hasn’t this been a productive chat?”


  “Oh yes.”


  “And I’d been hoping to have it. And we did.”


  “Yes.”


  “Yes.” What the hell was all that racket from the living room? Castanets and trumpets and drums. Sounded like a bull fight. “Well, perhaps we should be joining the wives, I mean, the others.”


  “Oh sure.”


  They arrived near the end of the tango, sultry and sexy and loud. Stacey was by the record player cranking up the volume. Claymore and Mrs. Hopkins were dancing. They had their cheeks together, absolute deadpan expressions, their hips undulating with the music, their bodies moving in synch. Turn, step, step, step, step, turn. At the final bar, Claymore whirled his partner around and she flung one arm into the air with abandon.


  “My word,” said Chandler.


  “Wow!” said Stacey.


  “Olé,” said Claymore.


  7

  THE RUBY MASER


  As usual, Homer was late. Loren wandered through the empty offices, looking for signs of life. Finally he settled down with the daybook in the big easy chair opposite Homer’s desk. A good guess was that Homer was catnapping somewhere, maybe at Dean Sawyer’s. He was running behind on sleep as much as Loren and Sonia were, and for exactly the same reasons.


  Homer’s office was, depending on your point of view, an interesting and thought-provocative turmoil or just an awful mess. Loren looked around at the clutter. To be entirely truthful, it wasn’t just clutter; there was a lot of dirt too. Homer’s eyes had failed when it came to noticing dirt, and the cleaning staff had declared that they wouldn’t touch the place until a few tons of junk were removed. The two crooked pathways through the mess were almost the only places where the floor was visible. Everywhere else was a jumble of cartons of papers or electronics or demonstration gear from the physics laboratory courses that Homer used to teach. Homer and Claymore campaigned an old Star boat during the racing season on the lake, and most of the boat’s paraphernalia wintered over in Homer’s office, including jibs and coils of line and kapok lifesavers and a dismantled winch. The desk was piled up with papers. If you came into the room with a cup of coffee in your hand, there was simply no place to set it down.


  Of all the treasures in the room, Loren’s favorite was a huge device, nearly eight feet long, mounted on top of the bookshelf behind the desk. It was a piece of experimental equipment used in the late 1950s to generate coherent light streams. The device was an ancestor of the modern laser. But it worked on a slightly different principle from the laser. It was called a maser. Masers had been in vogue for only a few years before the more efficient laser generators made them obsolete. This particular device was a ruby maser, so called because its light stream was focused through a tiny ruby crystal. It was functional, all connected and ready to go.


  Loren dropped the daybook on a stack of listings by the desk and went over to the maser. He ran his hand along the channel and its support, made of polished hardwood. He turned the wide round knob to the On position. The device hummed for a moment. Then, with a soft pop it suddenly projected a sharply defined, clear red beam of light all the way from the emitter at one end to the receiver six feet away. The sides of the beam were perfectly parallel, to within a few angstroms, he knew. The thin beam of colored light never failed to captivate Loren.


  “Aha!” It was Homer.


  “Aha yourself.”


  “I don’t mean Aha in general, but Aha in particular. Aha about coherent light. About coherence. Today, my young friend, today we shall sit down here and be very coherent. Are you ready for coherent?”


  “Ready for coherent.”


  Homer dumped an armful of books on top of his desk. He motioned to Loren to sit in the easy chair. Then he sat down himself in his chair behind the desk. Being a fairly short man, he disappeared entirely behind the mound of materials on the desk.”


  “Oops.” He popped up again. “Well, let’s see here. In the interests of coherence, we will have to make up for the deplorable design deficiency of this chair. What were they thinking to make it so low?” He took the books from the desk and some others from the floor and piled them up on the chair. Then he sat down again on top of the books. “Excellent, excellent, better than excellent. Now, where were we?”


  “No place yet.”


  “Right. No place. Now imagine we are someplace. Imagine we are in a place where Planck’s constant is One.”


  Loren looked closely at Homer’s face in the reddish light.


  Homer’s expression gave nothing away. “Planck’s constant is one. One point zero zero. What kind of a place is that?”


  “A place where quantum effects are visible to the naked eye,” Loren said, or re-said, he wasn’t sure which.


  “Right.”


  “Billiard balls don’t roll smoothly, but move from one discreet position to the next. And they’re blurry, their positions are vague.”


  “Right. Now tell me, Loren, how did we come to be in this place?”


  “That’s a dumb question, Homer. We came to be there because you imagined it up, it was part of your hypothesis.”


  “Right. We have to ask the dumb questions, Loren. If we only ask intelligent questions, and if we only supply intelligent answers, then we will just go over all the same intelligent ground that all the other intelligent people have been over before. The dumb question is How do you come to be in a place where Planck’s constant is one?”


  “I guess it’s an alternate universe, like Mr. Tompkins went to.”


  “Suppose it’s not. Suppose it’s just the regular old universe. This universe. Suppose you’re right here in Ithaca. And billiard balls, all of a sudden, don’t roll around smoothly like they used to, but they hop from one position to another without ever passing in between. Poof, the ball disappears, and poof, it reappears half an inch to the right, only fuzzy so you’re not sure exactly where it is. Now, who should be playing billiards in Ithaca at this moment but Dr. Loren Martine of Salamanca, noted physicist and puzzler over the puzzles of the world. He taps the ball and it goes poof, poof, poof. And he thinks Aha! But Aha, what?”


  “Aha, Planck’s constant has changed.”


  “Aha, right. But what does it mean that it changed? Isn’t it a constant?”


  “Homer! What are you getting at? Of course it’s a constant.”


  “If it’s so constant, how come the billiard balls are suddenly going poof? How come the value of the constant is all of a sudden set to one point zero. Unless I remember wrong, it used to be six point six two four times ten to the minus thirty-fourth. Some constant.”


  “I don’t know, Homer. Stop asking dumb questions. Ask some intelligent questions.”


  Homer looked disappointed. But he came up as always with the lopsided smile and tried again: “Okay okay. Two minutes for intelligent stuff, a two minute timeout. Then we go back to the Modified Ithaca with the poofing billiard balls and you will tell me why the constant wasn’t constant. For this two minutes, I will entertain you with a enigma. The enigma is this: There isn’t room to turn around in this office, so why do you suppose I keep this eight foot long monstrosity?” He gestured back over his shoulder toward the maser. “I give you a hint, it’s not for the pretty colored light.”


  “Why do you keep it? Because it reminds you of something, I guess. Or of someone.” Loren knew that Homer had worked during one of his sabbaticals with the man who built the machine.


  “Sentimental value, he suggests. Oh yes it has some sentimental value. Lots of fond memories. From 1968. Who could not be sentimental about 1968? In 1968, for example, I was younger. This point is often lost on people your age, but before you are older, you are younger. It was in Zurich at the E.T.H., the Eidgenoesishhe Technishe Hochschule, Einstein’s old school. Oh yes, very sentimental. Right? Wrong. That’s not why it’s here. I would keep it around for sentimental reasons if it were eight inches long, but not eight feet. Some other reason.”


  “Um, because it illustrates something, something interesting.”


  “Right. What?”


  Loren had a faint memory of something strange about the maser, an odd property that had been noted at the time and never adequately explained. “There’s something that happens inside the beam. Something that’s not quite what you would expect.”


  “Aha!”


  “Jesus, Homer, I haven’t thought about this in years. There was a paper.”


  “Yes. By Andronescu of the ETH, my old friend, Andronescu.”


  “Something about heat transfer inside the beam. Things don’t heat up as quickly as they should. Was that it?”


  “Close enough. Boyle’s Law of expansion of gas under increasing temperature didn’t seem to apply exactly inside the beam. The gas expanded less than it should have. But only a very tiny bit less, by a few parts in a thousand. Anyone else would have thought it was a measurement error, but not Andronescu. Andronescu was a marvel in the laboratory. A man of extraordinary precision. A big Romanian with a mop of black hair and enormous hands, but so delicate. He measured a perturbation of a twentieth of a percent in the volume of the gas, but it was always there. Outside the beam a certain volume, then inside the beam a twentieth of a percent less at the same pressure and temperature.”


  “Andronescu’s Paradox.”


  “A wonderful piece of work, that. A paradox in the very fabric of the universe. A delicious paper. Published in German in the ETH physics series for 1971. And for this delicious piece of work, the reward was…?”


  “I don’t know. He died. Nobody thinks about it anymore.”


  “Right. The regular reward for great work.”


  “I remember, some researchers at CERN in Geneva tried to duplicate the experiment using laser beams and they couldn’t make it happen.”


  “Right, it doesn’t happen in a laser.”


  “Maybe it doesn’t happen in a maser either.”


  “Oh, it does. I can show you. I will in a moment. But believe me for the time being, Loren. Boyle’s Law which is a constant is inconstant inside the beam.”


  “Oh. I see.”


  “Boyle’s constant, Planck’s constant. What does it mean when a constant becomes unconstant?”


  Loren stared into the red beam. The history of science was full of seeming constants that had finally been found to be variable. Until the time of Kepler, for example, it was thought that the gravitational force was a constant. Wherever or whenever you checked, objects tended to fall to the earth with the same acceleration. In fact, the force of gravity is not a constant but a variable that depends on the mass of the planet and the distance from its center. But the earth’s mass never changed and man could only change his distance from the earth’s center by inconsequential amounts. So the gravitational attraction had always been considered a constant of the universe. Kepler proved otherwise.


  Loren chose his words carefully. “When a constant appears to have changed…I suppose it has to mean that there was some variable hiding inside the constant.”


  “Good boy.”


  “There is a variable, a quantity that can vary, but that almost never has.”


  “Good.”


  “If it never varied through all of history, for example, we would never identify it as a parameter at all. Only when it did change for the first time would we see that what had seemed like one of the laws of physics was suddenly not true any more. Or not entirely true.”


  “Good.”


  What could be going on inside the beam? Loren unfocused his eyes and imagined himself inside the red light. He was in a closed container, actually part of a thin simple gas. There were atoms all around him floating in suspension, excited by a heat source. He was one of the atoms. As he warmed up, he darted around bumping against the others, creating pressure and expansion. But not quite as much as usual. The effect of the beam was making him sluggish, by just a tiny bit. Why was that? What was going on? Damned if he knew. He looked up at the old man seated across from him. Homer was sound asleep.


  



  There were two copies of the Andronescu paper in the bookshelves outside the computer room. Loren took one and a German-English dictionary back into his own office. By the end of an hour he had struggled all the way through the paper with at least some understanding. At least he had answered the main question of whether the pressure chamber that Andronescu used was opaque or transparent. It was opaque. He had used a closed aluminum capsule of fixed volume with a pressure sensing device inside it, virtually identical to the capsules used in the freshman physics lab to demonstrate Boyle’s Law. So how did the atoms of gas know they were in the presence of a light beam if the light couldn’t get into the chamber? Maybe there was something else happening along with the light beam, some other effect set up by the beam. Loren thumbed back to a passage that was underlined and had a marginal note beside it in a fine, stylish hand. The note was in German and initialed with a single letter, C. The C, he thought, probably stood for Constantin, Andronescu’s first name. He looked up in a German dictionary the one word he didn’t know, Streichholz. It meant ‘match.’ The note said that a match burned more slowly inside the beam, that it heated up more slowly and that it cooled down more slowly.


  Loren went back into Homer’s office. He found a box of wooden matches left alongside of the maser. There were, now that he looked, dozens of burned matches under the track. Loren struck a match on the side of the box and let it flare up and settle down into a steady flame. Then he introduced the flame into the beam. The height of the flame was indeed reduced. He held it for another moment inside the beam to see if it would smolder out, but it showed no inclination to do so. It just burned with a lower flame. With his second match, he noticed that the same effect could be produced by holding the flame near, but not actually in the beam. The whole region over the track appeared to induce slowed burning.


  “This love business. What a complication to a nice orderly life!” Homer was awake again.


  “Hmmm?”


  “The female of the species, or maybe I should say the female species, you know about that?”


  “Sure, Homer, everybody knows about that. Um, question: Why do you think the match burns funny just outside the beam?”


  “Answer: Andronescu’s Paradox. Question: Why are women the way they are? I mean, how do they get that way?”


  Loren shook out the match and turned around to Homer. “Something’s on your mind.”


  “Always something there, I hope.” Homer looked down at his hands folded in his lap. “Do you think that a woman sixty seven years old could be interested in…” He looked up at Loren, “sex?”


  “Sure.”


  “Ah. Well maybe that’s it then. Who would have thought? I mean Maria, who would have thought that after living her whole life without…” Homer stopped, colored a bit under his white hair. “What a big mouth, Homer. A big mouth. Better to give secrets away with.”


  “She hasn’t ever…?”


  Homer looked pained at his own indiscretion. “No. Never. I’m sure of it. You mustn’t say anything. I talk too much.”


  “I’ll keep her secret.”


  “And I, of course, the same.”


  “You?”


  “My lifetime experience to date: Nothing. Zero.”


  So there weren’t just two adult virgins left in the twenty-first century, there were at least four. Loren sat back down in the easy chair. “It’s not too late, Homer. You can learn. You can get a book.”


  “I have a book! Of course I have a book. That part is easy. But how do you go about these things? How do you know if that’s what she wants? She sends me signals, but I don’t think even she knows what they mean. And I don’t know. I am just guessing. Suppose I am wrong?”


  Loren could feel the emotion welling up inside of him. He wasn’t quite sure his voice would be steady. He reached out across the corner of the desk to put his hand on Homer’s arm. “Go for it, Homer. Don’t wait. Don’t analyze it to death. Trust your hunch.”


  “Yes, trust my hunch. That must be the answer.”


  “It is. If you’re wrong, so what? But if you’re right, and if she’s right, it could be…”


  “Yes. It could be new life for two old goats. And so what if I’m wrong? Like you say, just a little embarrassment. She will say, ‘Certainly you didn’t think that I meant…’ And I will say, ‘Ooops, sorry.’”


  “It wouldn’t be so terrible.”


  “Not so terrible. It’s just that I’m still a little, well, scared. Here I am almost seventy years old and never in my whole life have I put myself in a position where I could be rejected by a woman. And now I am going to.”


  “Bravo.”


  



  Kelly and Edward and Sonia had arrived and begun work. Loren and Homer stayed shut up in Homer’s office, struggling over the puzzle of the beam. It wasn’t just a puzzle, Loren felt sure, it was a clue to something they had been missing all along. There was no obvious link between the anomaly inside the beam and the frustration of their Peculiar Motion research, but Loren was beginning to believe that solving one would unlock the secret of the other. It was only a hunch, but he was trusting his hunch.


  Homer had already been down the paths they were exploring now. It was possible he had been all the way to the end and made the discovery that Loren had still to make. But in his intrinsic way, Homer might have come to an understanding of what caused the paradox, and still not been able to write down or express the answer. It was likely that he needed the assistance of a mechanic. Or maybe Homer didn’t need him at all; he certainly seemed sure of where he was heading. Perhaps he had worked it all out himself. And all he was trying to do now was take Loren through the same steps in order to check himself.


  Having Homer as guide brought its own brand of frustrations. The man could fall asleep in the middle of any sentence. Their discussion was punctuated by a number of naps. After each one of these, Homer would start off in a different direction. He could wake up thinking of almost anything:


  “Inside, the human mind is a kind of computer,” he told Loren upon waking one time. “Oh yes. Very comforting that idea, because computers we understand. To the extent the mind is like a computer, we can figure it out. Years ago it was different. People didn’t understand computers for squat. They had to explain computers in terms of the brain, because the brain seemed more familiar to them. So they named the parts of the computer after parts of the brain: logic centers, memory, inferencers. They called computers “mechanical brains.” The brain is like a computer or like an array of them. My brain is. What I don’t know about is Claymore’s brain.”


  Loren looked up from the maser. “Claymore’s brain is not like a computer?”


  “Different. For instance he has funny memory. For some things he is a whiz. He remembers virtually everything he reads, never has to look back to check a detail. But he can’t remember our parents. Doesn’t know where we lived as kids. I sometimes think he has no memory that goes back beyond a few months.” Homer looked right through Loren for a moment. “Not much memory of the past, but it’s possible that he has memory of the future. I say that it’s possible, but is that possible? I don’t know. A man with no memory of the past, is it possible that he is using all his memory circuits to ‘remember’ things about the future?”


  “Beats me.”


  “He has often seemed so sure of what was going to happen. And sometimes, he is extraordinarily right. When we first came to Ithaca eleven years ago, Claymore got out of the car where I parked it and walked directly up to the house I had rented. But I hadn’t parked in front of the house, because there were some other cars there, and I had never described the house to him. It was down the street and on the other side, but he went right to it. It was as if he were going home. And there have been other things. So many. I always think he knows what’s going to happen, only he doesn’t talk about it.”


  “The man who remembers the future.”


  “Yes. And now he seems to ‘remember’ that we are going away. News to me, but for some reason he thinks so. Soon we are going someplace, and we’re not coming back. He won’t buy groceries, nothing that won’t be eaten in the next few days, because we won’t be here. I ask him about it, but I can’t get him interested. Only there are all these clues in the way he acts.”


  “We’re going to Florida, maybe that’s it.” Homer was planning to bring Claymore and all the project members along to Fort Lauderdale for the Academy of Arts and Sciences Awards dinner. It was to be a grand lark, a bit of well earned vacation. “We’re going to Florida, but aren’t we coming back? It’s only a few days. Or maybe I should bring more stuff, I mean if it’s forever.”


  “I’ll consider that when I pack.”


  “And he says, this is the hardest of all to follow, he says that it’s going to be a different color.”


  “It? What it?”


  “Everything, I think. That the future is colored more pink, a little more pink.”


  “Nice. A rosy view of things to come.”


  “Yes. But what does it mean? The future hasn’t happened yet. How could he have seen anything from it? Time progresses in one direction only. It makes no sense.” Then he went silent, lost in thought. For a moment, Loren thought he had gone back to sleep again. But he hadn’t. After a long pause, Homer said, “What is time?”


  He didn’t seem to expect an answer. Loren waited for him to go on. After a pause of more than a minute, he did:


  “I have always felt uncomfortable about the concept of time. It never seemed quite right to me. Other things I can feel. Students have trouble understanding how light can be both a particle and a wave, but I never had a problem with that. I could feel it. I would sit outside in the sunlight, and I could feel the little particles falling down onto me, the photons. I could almost hear them pattering on the leaves like a fine rain. And I could sense the waves too, the feeling that they could make the hair on my arms stand up a bit as it would in the presence of static electric charge. Only it wasn’t a charge, it was light.


  “I can feel quantum movement of electrons, I can feel that the speed of light has to be a limit of all speed. I can feel each of the effects of Relativity. Just like Mr. Tompkins on his bicycle, I can feel the very small change in mass that comes from pedaling faster. I don’t need to go to another universe where the speed of light is slower. I can feel it in this universe.


  “But time I can’t feel. Or what I feel is just not what it’s supposed to be like. I never understood it. The little t that I write to represent time in an equation, for me it is nothing but a fudge-factor that I put in to make the equation come out right. I always think of myself as a big fraud when I write down that t because I can’t feel what it is. What is time? Tell me Loren, what is it?”


  “Time is like…a river,” Loren offered. He knew it was a weak answer.


  “Ah, a river. That’s a big help. Time is like a river. The River t.” Homer looked tired. “We need to think about that river, Loren, to think about it and learn to feel what it’s like.”


  



  Realization dawns without volition, without control; it simply comes. Loren could not have stopped it or retarded it or even turned away. His role was only to absorb. The absorbing proceeded at its own pace, over the course of nearly an hour. In that time he did not move, nor did Homer. The hour unfolded, realization dawned and nothing else happened at all. At the end he knew what he had not even considered before: The false constant was hiding inside our notion of time. It was masquerading as part of the little t. A part of the t could vary separately from time as we have understood it. It could vary, but it never had. Until the beam. Inside the beam, perhaps for the first time in history, time was slowed down almost infinitesimally. The fine red shaft of light created a local disturbance in the meaning of time.


  “Time is different inside the beam, isn’t it, Homer?”


  “Yes.”


  “It’s slower.”


  “Yes.”


  “The flame is burning at the same rate inside as out, only it’s time itself that is not the same.”


  “Yes.”


  “You knew this already.”


  “Yes.”


  With a breakthrough is supposed to come a sense of elation. But Loren felt nothing. He supposed it would come later. For the present, there was only confusion. He felt like an archaeologist who has just found proof that the culture he was studying had been created in a stroke of the wand by a wizard. What had seemed sensible and bounded before now seemed crazy. It was a card game with all cards wild.


  Homer pointed a long finger at him. “Now I have an assignment for you, my young friend. I want you to work it through all the way and write down for me what is happening inside the beam.”


  “But you have already done this, I think.”


  “Yes.” Homer looked positively smug. “But I want you to do it again. Work it all out and put it in a form that you can present to me and to the others. It’s a little homework assignment.”


  Loren had never accepted an assignment from Homer with anything but enthusiasm. But there was something galling in this one. Why couldn’t Homer simply show him what he had discovered? Why put him through the exercise of working it out for himself? He wasn’t a first year student who needed to learn from guided discovery. He was supposed to be an esteemed co-worker. He tried to keep his annoyance from showing. But Homer had seen it already. He was grinning. Damn him.


  Loren slammed the door behind him on the way out.


  8

  T-PRIME


  



  It was a child’s exercise. Homer’s challenge to work out the relationships in one day had been given at 8 P.M. on Sunday. By 10 A.M. on Monday the work was done. If Homer had challenged him to do the work in four hours instead of a day, the result would not have been so very different. In four hours, he could have written the equations and sketched out a series of empirical tests to confirm their validity. Four hours would have been plenty.


  It had been a matter of honor not to start working on his assignment right away. In fact, he hadn’t even begun to think about it until morning. The remaining hours of Sunday were devoted to indulging his irritation at the way Homer had treated him. When his snit died away, Loren carried a huge bundle of dirty clothes up to the all-night Laundromat on College Avenue. While his six machines went through their cycle, he browsed through the racks of the adjacent all-night book store. During the dry cycle, he shopped for groceries at the all-night market on the other side of the laundry. And then, back in his own kitchen, he washed all the dishes accumulated in the sink and set out two frying pans, a mixing bowl, a cutting board and large knife.


  The body awake, the mind in repose. Nothing more to do than watch idly the spectacle of his own hands cutting potatoes and onions into nearly perfect three millimeter slices. He stopped twice to sharpen the French knife against a rod. The vegetables went together with some olive oil into a heavy skillet over a low flame. While they cooked he washed the kitchen floor. Next he beat five eggs in a mixing bowl. He put them into some sizzling butter in the other skillet and quickly mixed in the onions and potatoes. He washed the first skillet, stopping occasionally to shake the one on the stove. When the tortilla de patata was finished on one side, he shook it a final time, then flipped it over in the air, just the way Asunción did, to cook the other side. He set the table for one. Then he sat down and ate most of the tortilla with half a loaf of French bread and a glass of wine. After that, he put the kitchen back in order, ran himself a bath and soaked in it. He cut and filed his nails. Stupid Homer. He dressed slowly in front of the mirror. The young man who stared morosely back at him was about to be part of an important happening in the world of physics, there was no doubt of that. What Homer had discovered was fundamental. It would alter the science forever after. And Loren was part of the team. He would get some of the credit for what he was about to commit to paper in the hours just ahead. He wondered idly how deBroglie had felt at such a moment, or Thomson. What was Newton’s mood just before sitting down to write the Principia? Surely they must have felt something. Loren felt nothing at all.


  Back into the kitchen with a sigh. Again he seemed like a spectator, watching his hands at work. The hands cut open one of the brown grocery bags and smoothed it out on the table. The right hand began to write equations with a black pen. His intellect might not have been involved at all, or not very. The process was mechanical, just like slicing potatoes.


  By mid-morning, six equations were staring up at him, the six equations that would redefine the science of quantum physics.


  



  Homer, Sonia and Edward would be in by 6:30 or 7 that night. What would be expected of Loren then was a presentation. It would convey no new information at all to Homer, but Loren suspected that the effect on Sonia and Ed would be staggering. So it might as well be done competently. He went back to Clark Hall to work up some visuals to be projected on the plasma board during the presentation. As he arrived, Curly Burlingame was just on his way out to lunch.


  “Oh, Loren. You’re here. Well, I’ve got a question.”


  “Sure.”


  “You think I’m just an administrator. But I’ve got some knowledge of physics too, you know. I mean, I can read. I read this, for example.” He thrust a newspaper clipping at Loren. It was from the Syracuse Herald American of the day before. Circled twice and underlined was the following item:


  “Scientists can now measure very precisely that 99.97 percent of the mass of an atom is in its nucleus. They can also observe that 99.87 percent of the mass of the solar system lies in the sun.”


  “What do you think of that?” Burlingame seemed excited.


  “Interesting.”


  “Oh very interesting. But do you think it’s just a coincidence?”


  “Um. I do, sort of. I mean, what else would it be?”


  “Order. There is phenomenal order in the universe.”


  “There is. That’s true.”


  “But not just order like you and I might be able to arrange on our desks, for example. I mean a really otherworldly order.”


  “Uh huh. Why do you suppose there is a tenth of a percent difference?”


  “I don’t know. That’s what I wanted to ask you.”


  “Oh.” Loren stared back at him, unsure of what to say next.


  “There is a significance to that difference,” Burlingame went on. “I just know there is. There is a significance to a lot of things if you can only dope it out. It’s so close to perfect, but not quite. There is a message in that fact. It’s like skywriting from the Creator.” He held up his hand as though pointing to writing in the sky. “Skywriting that says, THIS IS THE TRUTH… OR MAYBE NOT. See, it’s a puzzle, kind of a challenge. I don’t know. I was hoping you would have an explanation.” He looked hopefully at Loren.


  There must be some best response, something to make the man happy. Keeping Burlingame happy was important to the project. Loren tried to think of how Senator Hopkins would handle the question, how he would like Loren to handle it. He drew a blank.


  “My explanation would be coincidence, I guess. Or in this case, near coincidence.”


  It wasn’t the answer Burlingame had been looking for. He looked irked. “Coincidence. Tell me, Doctor Martine, how many degrees are there between freezing and boiling?”


  “One hundred.”


  “I mean in America, damn it.”


  “In Fahrenheit, one hundred and eighty degrees: two hundred twelve minus thirty two.”


  “Right. And how many degrees are there between North and South?”


  “One hundred and eighty degrees.”


  “And I suppose you think that is coincidence too.” He turned on his heel and stormed out the door.


  



  It took longer to work up the presentation than it had taken to discover the nature of the false constant lurking inside time. Loren keyed in a dozen visuals. After a little thought, he constructed a simple diagram to illustrate the concept. Finally he ran the easiest of the confirming experiments he had devised. It was measurement of the phase shift of a beam of white light as it approached the maser beam. He used the office digital camera to take pictures of the test apparatus and of the recorded results, and passed the digital images through for display on the plasma board by SHIELA during the presentation. When the others arrived, he was ready. Twenty minutes later they all knew as much as he did.


  There was a long silence when he stopped talking. They were all reacting, but the words took a while to come.


  Sonia’s reaction was almost purely emotional. “It’s beautiful, Loren. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.” She jumped up and hugged him. Then, very solemnly, she kissed him in front of the others. It was the first time she had ever kissed him with anyone else present.


  He also got a kiss from Kelly. It seemed unlikely that she had really understood what he’d said, but she knew it was important. And she was as excited as any of them. “Loren,” she said. “We’re very proud of you.”


  “It was brilliant,” said Sonia. “You are brilliant.”


  “It was all Homer.” Loren wasn’t feeling bitter any more, only a little sad not to have had more to do with it.


  “Homer had the hunch,” Sonia countered. “We all knew he was on to something about the nature of time. But you were the one who figured out what it meant.”


  “No. Homer had done that too. He just gave it to me as an exercise to duplicate his answer.”


  They all looked at Homer, who was grinning. He looked like a kid who has just invented a whole new kind of mischief. “Nope. I never did. I tried to, but I couldn’t.”


  “But you said you did. On Sunday.”


  “This was a very small white lie. We have this special kind of lie in America, Loren, the white lie.”


  “You lied!”


  Homer didn’t look repentant at all. “Only a white lie. I had a hunch, like Sonia said. I thought that there might be something in the idea. But when it came time to work out what it was, I couldn’t get to first base…I mean, I couldn’t get anywhere. I could never have written down your first equation. That required a leap of understanding. The rest I could have done if I could ever have gotten the first one, but I couldn’t. What a dummy I was! Now that you showed me, I feel dumb. But I was smart in one way. I figured out that if I told you I had already been through to the end, then you might be able to make the leap. I couldn’t make it because I just didn’t believe. But you believed. Because you were hoodwinked.”


  “What the hell is hoodwinked?”


  “Bamboozled, flummoxed, faked out. I’m using the technical terms.”


  “You old phoney.”


  “An old phoney. Very old and very phoney. But not dead yet. Still kicking! Too old for heavy thinking, but not too old for hoodwinkery. And look at the nice result! Nice like Relativity was nice, like Quantum Mechanics was nice. This is…” he reached out to the board toward the first of the six equations. “This is terribly, terribly…nice.”


  Edward still hadn’t said a word. He looked shaken. “Jesus, Loren, it’s scary. I feel like I’m at the edge of an abyss, looking over. I feel undressed. If I knew a thousand truths half an hour ago, I’m not sure of any of them now. Time was a known quantity. It was something you used to construct an understanding of everything else. When I was seven years old I learned that Rate times Time equals Distance. And now I’m thirty-one and all of a sudden, even that might not be so. What the hell does it mean that there are two variables, not just one? What does it mean that what we have referred to as time is really the cross product of t and what you call t-prime?”


  “Well it doesn’t mean anything for the most part, as long as t-prime never changes. And it almost never does. Rate multiplied by Time is still equal to Distance. It almost always is.”


  “‘Almost always,’” Ed repeated. “The difference between ‘always’ and ‘almost always’ is an abyss.”


  Then he was on his feet, shaking Loren’s hand. “But it is beautiful, Loren, just as Sonia said. I never expected to be present at such a moment.” He threw an arm over Loren’s shoulder.


  For a moment the excitement seemed to be dying down. It looked like they might even be about to get back to work, to examine some of the consequences of what they had just seen. Then it hit Homer all over again. He leaned way back in his chair and let out a loud “Hoooooo heeeee!” The chair went right over backward. Homer hopped up and began dancing like an Apache. It was hard not to join in. They were all dancing and pounding each other on the back. Homer stopped it as suddenly as he had begun it.


  “Hey you people! What is this? Is this party time on the government payroll? The government is paying you all big bucks to do work and you are dancing around like crazy people. Really! Hugging and kissing on government time! I need to Curly Burlingame this project. Set you back on the straight and narrow. Now, no more of that!” He pointed an accusing finger at Sonia and Loren. “No more of that stuff. Everybody sit down. Down.”


  They sat down grinning. Homer made himself be serious. There was a lot of work to do. They might be busy celebrating while Berkeley or Princeton was taking the next step. Who knows how far they had come. They might be ahead. They might be the first to publish. Future physics students might refer to t-prime as the Princeton factor or even the Armitage number. It was too awful to contemplate. Get these people back to work before their great discovery was stolen from them by the competition.


  “T-prime. What the hell is it? We know something. But it’s what we don’t know that I want to know. Why does t-prime change inside the beam? Why inside the maser beam, but not inside a laser beam? How can time be distorted in one place and flowing along perfectly happy two inches away? Why is the change in t-prime abrupt not gradual as you move outside the beam? Why does it change an inch outside the beam and not on its edge? Why does the flame burn a lot lower inside the beam when Andronescu pointed out that there was only a 0.04 percent difference in gas volume? The effect on the flame is much greater than that, enough to be visible. What can we do with the effect? What use is it? What would happen if you put a person in there? Could he live? How would it be different? That’s maybe eleven questions. I expect two and three quarters answers from each of you pronto. Who wants what?


  Edward held his hand up. “I think I know why the flame burns the way it does. Let me work on that. I’ll have something to show you in an hour, if I’m right.”


  “Ed’s got the flame. Sonia?”


  “I want to think about what it means, Homer. We know there are two possible values for t-prime, the one that has always obtained and the one inside the beam. But there are three solutions to the last equation, not just two. So there is an additional stable state for t-prime above the norm. I want to think about what that second one might mean.”


  “Dr. Duryea assigned to the second stable state. Loren?”


  “I want to work on what induces the change.”


  “Loren on inducement. Kelly, you and I are going to set up the other five confirmation experiments that Loren suggested and record the results. Everybody writes something in the daybook today. No coitus interruptus. Off you go.”


  



  Kelly came up to Loren in the kitchen, where he was making coffee. It was about 2 A.M.


  “I printed out all the visuals you used in the presentation, Loren, and bound them into the daybook. And I’ve been typing up the transcript from Homer’s dictated notes. I didn’t bind that in because you might want to correct some of what I typed. Maybe I got some of the words wrong.”


  “How come you’ve been typing instead of working with Homer?”


  “He’s been on the phone for the last hour with Albert.”


  “Tomkis?”


  “Yes. Who would think the old dear would even be awake at this hour.”


  “Something going on at State, I guess.” Loren shrugged.


  “He sounded worried. But then he always does. I think he is a professional worrier. He’s such a nice man, Loren. He’s the only one of the project overseers that seems like he ever had a mother or wrote a love letter or tickled a baby.”


  “So that’s what makes him different. We need to have a compulsory course in baby tickling for Curly and Rupert Paule. Maybe that would make things more sane around here.”


  Kelly smiled, but her mind was elsewhere. She was thinking about time, as they all were. “What does it mean, Loren, that there is this t-prime kind of time? Could it make it possible to build a time machine, for instance? Or could we make ourselves get younger?”


  “No and no. Nothing at all practical, I’m afraid. It’s like the discovery of fractals or the Goldbach Conjecture about prime numbers. It’s only of interest to people like us who are totally disconnected from the real world.”


  “I don’t think so. The notion is too fundamental to have no effect. It’s like the discovery of fire. It’s going to change the world, I can feel it.”


  “It’s going to change the world of physics, that’s for sure,” he agreed.


  “The world of people, too. Suppose you could separate the effect from the beam. Suppose you could make a t-prime flashlight and anywhere you shone it, the value of time would be reduced because of the different t-prime. If you shone it on an angry man, would he be less quick to do some dumb thing?”


  “He might be 0.04 percent less quick. Nothing that would help.”


  “Suppose we shone it on the whole world. Would it change anything?”


  “I don’t know, Kelly.”


  Homer’s door was open again. Loren could see him sitting in the easy chair in front of the desk, staring vaguely off into space.


  



  “Hullo, everybody. Time for show and tell.” It was Ed. He gestured toward the computer room. He went to fetch Homer and Sonia while the other two took their places. There was a small dancing flame displayed in color on the plasma board. When they were all assembled, Edward began:


  “The effect of t-prime taking on its second stable value instead of the normal first value is very slight. Time runs 0.04 percent slower inside the beam. So if you put a flame in the beam you would expect it to give off heat 0.04 percent slower. You’d hardly notice. But when you try the experiment the flame burns at about half the height inside that it burns outside.” The others all nodded.


  “There are two things going on in the flame that are a little different from what you might first think. The first thing is that the potential energy in the match is less. The match was formed with a different t-prime. That value is etched into its structure. It gives off less energy in t-prime-two because it is a t-prime-one match.”


  “So big deal,” said Homer. “So it burns 0.08 percent slower instead of 0.04 percent slower. You still wouldn’t notice.”


  “No,” Edward agreed. “You wouldn’t. It’s the other effect that really matters.” He typed in a command at his console to display a simple differential equation on the plasma board. “The second effect is that the whole nature of differential calculus is changed. Whenever you take a derivative with respect to time, you now have to work with both t and t-prime.” He stopped to let the thought sink in. Homer and Sonia and Loren stared at the equation with their mouths open.”


  “Edward! Have a heart.” It was Kelly. “What on earth is a derivative? I never got to calculus.”


  “Oh. It has to do with the way things change, Kelly. Something might move 0.04 percent slower inside the beam, but when it tried to accelerate its motion, the effect would be much greater than 0.04 percent. You see there is a change going on in the burning match. The temperature of the gas has to shoot up suddenly.”


  “So if I were driving around in there in a little car, then the car would go 0.04 percent slower and I’d never notice. But if I put down the accelerator to speed up, it would seem a lot more sluggish?”


  “Well almost. First of all, you wouldn’t notice the difference in speed even if you had enough sensitivity to detect 0.04 percent differences, because your body clock would be slowed down by exactly that same 0.04 percent. Even if you had precise instruments to measure speed, those instruments would be slowed down by 0.04 percent, and so the speed they measured would be the same as always.”


  “OK. And the acceleration?”


  “Even the acceleration wouldn’t be noticeable to you, it’s only noticeable to an observer with a different t-prime. When your t-prime is slower, things accelerate more slowly, but your expectation for how they ought to accelerate is slowed down too.”


  “But couldn’t I notice that the flame was burning lower?”


  “Yes, you could. But that’s because of the combination of the two effects. The match is made of normal t-prime wood. If you were in the beam and the tree that the match was made of had grown inside the beam, then the result would look normal to you. It would look very slightly different to us on the outside. But combine the lowered energy of the wood with the increased resistance to change, and the difference is magnified so much that it’s visible no matter where you observe it from.


  Kelly unfocused her eyes. “Since all present wood and other combustible materials are formed with normal t-prime, then the beam works like a kind of electronic fire extinguisher?”


  “Yes. Only it’s not strong enough to extinguish. Only to reduce.”


  Sonia put her hand up. “It might be an explosion extinguisher, though.”


  They were all silent for a moment.


  Sonia picked up again. “An explosion might not be able to happen inside the beam because there just wouldn’t be enough energy in a t-prime-one explosive to explode at t-prime-two. Did anyone try to strike the match inside the beam.”


  “Isn’t that what we did on Sunday, Homer?”


  “No. At least I never have. I always struck the match outside the beam and then moved it in.”


  All five were up and headed toward Homer’s office. Loren turned on the beam and took up the matches. He held his hands inside the light beam and tried to strike the match against its box. There was no spark, no flame.


  “Oh, oh, oh, oh,” said Homer. He climbed up on top of a chest of instruments and began to search for something behind it. All that was visible for the moment was his backside. The rest of his body was bent down behind the chest. When he came up he had a Very Pistol in his hands. It was the one he used as a starter’s gun when he ran the sailboat races for the town’s pre-teens.


  Loren could feel his pulse picking up as Homer approached the beam. Homer put the pistol directly into the beam and clicked the trigger three times. Nothing happened. Then he held the pistol in the air and squeezed again. There was a sharp bang and a bright yellow light.


  It took a moment for their ears to clear. Kelly was smiling. “There’s a use for our t-prime flashlight, Loren. When we shine it on the angry man, he can’t shoot us.”


  9

  THE MASTER OF PO


  



  For Marine Captain Willard Courtenay of the White House security staff, this week marked a new beginning. He had decided to take on destiny, mano a mano, as he thought of it, and make some things happen in his career. To certain outward appearances, he was already an important man: Neighbors in his Alexandria apartment house, for example, would whisper excitedly each time he passed: “(whisper), works in the White House, (whisper, whisper), knows all the important people (whisper), top echelon.” He knew that when people were whispering like that about you, it meant you were getting right up there toward being a honcho. He was becoming a honcho in his neighborhood, but not at work. In the White House, he was treated like furniture. The more expertly he did his job, the less anyone noticed him. His job was to be invisible, the invisibler the better.


  The perks were nice of course: the marine color guard that snapped to attention whenever he arrived, the extra allowance for freshly ironed uniforms each day. His desk at White House Reception had actually belonged to President James Buchanan at one time, as had the chair. Willard Courtenay sat in a chair that had once served the President of the whole U.S. of A! He ran his hand over the leather top of Buchanan’s desk and over its gold engraved edges. The White House protocol officer had told Courtenay that this was fine piece of Louie Kanze workmanship. Louie Kanze!


  The job was OK, only, it ought to be a stepping stone to something, rather than an end in itself. But a stepping stone to what? In a building where you could smell the naked ambition oozing out under nearly every office door, he himself had almost none. He didn’t hanker after the positions of any of the people who walked past his desk each day. The nearest he had ever come to political ambition was the idle thought that it might be nice to be a boxing commissioner. Maybe Federal Boxing Commissioner. He would have to look up in the FedRex and see if there was such a position.


  He needed to develop some ambition, and he needed to do it quickly. Wherever it was that he was headed, it was time now to start getting there. He wasn’t growing any younger. That meant he had to stop being just furniture. Getting noticed was the ticket to, well, to whatever.


  Captain Courtenay had been reading the George Stephanopoulos memoir of happenings in the Clinton White House. The amazing thing to Courtenay was how much Stephanopoulos remembered. Did the man have a photographic memory? Or was he writing stuff down all the time? It must have been the latter. Courtenay wasn’t reading Stephanopoulos for the pure joy of reading. The truth was that he had aspirations of one day writing a memoir himself. What was the use of being here in the very center of world-shaking events and not profiting from it?


  He even had a title, or part of one, for his memoir. It would be called I Was There When _________. (He wasn’t sure yet what would go in the blank.) But important things were going to happen during his own tour of duty in the White House, of that he was sure. And his book would cover them in detail. It would be timely, informative and perceptive. There would be the picture of himself and the President on the cover along with the completed title. On the back would be blurbs from enthusiastic reviews, including the words ‘timely,’ ‘informative,’ and ‘perceptive.’ That part of the book was pretty much done. It was the part in the middle that still needed some work.


  The sad thing was that Courtenay did not have a great memory. And he hadn’t written anything down. He had been in the White House for the last three years, but aside from a general sense of being in the middle of fascinating machinations, he couldn’t remember much. So when he sat down to dash off a chapter or two of memoir, all he got on the page before him were sentences like, “On many occasions the President and I would discuss various topics,” or “The President would often share with me his innermost thoughts about what he was thinking about.”


  There was nothing for it but to buy a diary and write into the goddam thing all the details that George Stephanopoulos would have put there. The diary he got had a pale blue padded cover and a blue ribbon to mark the place. It was dumb and he felt dumb writing in it. But what the hell. Each day he made an entry of what had happened and who had come by his desk at White House Reception. Sometimes he would forget until that evening and have to be content with an entry like the one for yesterday: April 19: Tall Arab in headgear. Several ambassadors with flunkies. Many others (incl. delegation of black congressmen all pissed off about something). Another busy day.


  Not the stuff that great books are made of. This morning he had made a slight change in procedure. From now on he would write the entry directly into his blue book as each person signed in. He would give the blue book priority over the official log. He could always go back later and fill in the names next to the signatures in the log. At least his own record would be complete. For today had already had quite a respectable entry:


  
    
      
        	09:00

        	Gen. U.S. Simpson (JCS) and aide
      


      
        	09:25

        	Gen. Gordon Buxtehude (JCS)
      


      
        	10:17

        	Senator Portentious Collier (Va.)
      


      
        	10:26

        	Ms. C. Roberts, (PBS) TURNED AWAY
      


      
        	11:16

        	Gen. Simpson again
      


      
        	12:02

        	Pizza Hut delivery
      


      
        	13:22

        	Rev. Nolan Gallant
      

    
  


  The possibilities here were obvious. From such a record you could produce timely and perceptive commentary. He took out a lined pad and tried his hand by writing, “When Senator Collier arrived at my desk at 10:17 on that fateful morning, he smiled and said, ‘_________________’. I thought there might have been just a hint of ________ in his careworn features.” What was it that Collier had said?


  “Ahem.”


  “Mmm?” The clunk of a briefcase being set down on the Buchanan desk.


  “Dr. Lamar Macmillan Armitage to see the President.”


  “Oh. Yes sir.” Courtenay shoved the log toward the tall, nattily dressed man. He noted the man’s appearance for his memoir: pink scalp visible through pure white hair, sunburned skin on the tops of the ears. Courtenay really only got to look searchingly at the visitors when they were bent over signing the log, so many of his best impressions were of the tops of famous people’s heads. He checked the display on his computer terminal and saw that Armitage was expected. There was a picture of the man on his screen and his affiliation at Johns Hopkins in Baltimore. Courtenay touched the name on the touch-sensitive screen so that Paule would know Armitage was on the way. Then he copied the name Lamar Macmillan Armitage into his blue book. He tried to dredge up what he’d heard about Armitage. Wasn’t he head of a DoD development project involved with missile defense or some such thing? He vaguely remembered that the funding had been cancelled by Congress. Courtenay turned back to the visitor.


  “Yes sir. Mr. Paule’s secretary will come down to escort you.”


  Armitage suppressed an urge to wrinkle his nose at the mention of Paule, not one of his favorite human beings. Rupert Paule was one of the many disagreeable aspects of grubbing for government money. He tried to think for a moment of pleasanter things.


  



  “Professor Armitage?” A skinny intern in a brown suit.


  “What? Oh, yes.”


  “Come with me, please.”


  Armitage followed the young man up one flight of carpeted stairs and back into the executive office wing. A moment later he was ushered into Rupert Paule’s office. Paule came around his desk to greet him.


  “Lamar. Always a pleasure.”


  “Rupert.”


  They shook hands. Paule motioned his guest to the easy chair in front of his desk and sat down himself in his own place. Armitage sank into the chair with some surprise, as it was a full eight inches lower than he would have expected. In spite of his height, he now found himself looking up at the shorter Paule.


  “Always a pleasure, Lamar. As I say.”


  “Yes.”


  “I’ll get right to the point. The President specifically wanted to see you this afternoon.”


  “So I understand.”


  “Usually when he wants to see you, it’s sufficient that I see you instead and ask about or tell you whatever it is that’s on his mind. But today, for some reason, he wants to see you himself.”


  “Uh huh.”


  “I thought it might be good to have this short briefing session before you went in.”


  “I see.”


  “I, of course, have no desire to tell you what to say to the President.”


  “No.”


  “Still, there are things that you might say which could only be misinterpreted. You do see what I’m saying, don’t you, Lamar?”


  “No, not exactly.”


  “The President, as you know, will be in office for another two years. So, it goes without saying that I shall be here in my position for those two years. And then, failing an act of utter lunacy by the American people, the Vice President will have his eight years. The Vice President and I, you know, are very, very close. In fact he has already suggested that I might like to fill the same role in his presidency that I am filling now. So you see, I am almost certain to be here for another ten years.” He smiled grimly at Armitage.


  The professor repressed a sigh.


  “I think I should say something about the President’s present frame of mind,” Paule continued. “He is feeling just a trifle low at the moment. The pressures of his position, of course, are awesome. Just imagine the weight of the world that is on his shoulders, having to spend his days face to face with the fact that history will be a severe judge of his every action. Well, a lesser man would crack.” He looked significantly across the desk.


  “I see.”


  “It would be an act of real patriotism to buoy up his spirits in any possible way, Lamar. At such a moment. And I think, conversely, it would not be a service to the country to depress him further. We need to put the best possible face on things to help the man along. We need to instill in ourselves less of a New York Times attitude and more of a U.S.A. Today attitude. Positive. You see what I mean? Instead of whining about every fucking thing that’s not perfect.”


  “Mh.”


  “I think the President is likely to ask you something about the Shield. He may want to know about the status of the control program, Revelation13. Tell me, what is the status of Revelation13, Lamar.”


  “Well, as I explained to you on the phone, it’s as good as could be expected, given that the software staff has been reduced from 120 professionals to six, plus a few grad students working part time.”


  “You see, that’s the kind of answer that could only depress the President.”


  “It’s quite depressing, I agree.”


  “But to put the best light on it, you could say, couldn’t you, that the effort had been perking along on a reduced cost basis to protect American interests in spite of Congress’s ill-considered decision.”


  “Yes, that’s true. We’ve done our part to reduce costs,.”


  “That’s the spirit. Now, there may be some question about whether the present Revelation13 is really the program that we had planned for it to be.”


  “It’s not. Of course it’s not. It’s not the ShieldCom, for godsakes.”


  “We know that. And the President knows that, I can assure you. There is no need to rub his nose in it, Lamar. The man suffered a setback in the funding effort, and no one is more aware of the consequences than he is. We have asked you to maintain the name Revelation13, of course, just as a reminder of what it will be when we finally do complete it. It’s rather a quibble as to whether we ought to refer to it as the ShieldCom or not. Perhaps we should not. Perhaps ‘reduced ShieldCom’ or words to that effect.”


  “It’s a dinky little demo program!”


  “Yes. That, of course, is just the kind of talk that the President doesn’t need to hear. I point out to you that the Shield, even with a dinky little demo program to control it, is one of the most lethal weapons ever devised by man. It can burn the living shit out of anything, anywhere, striking without warning, with devastating force and extraordinary precision.”


  “That is true. That is true because the Laser Hard Bodies themselves are phenomenal weapons. But the control program just isn’t done. As a defensive weapon, it’s not ready yet because it’s blind. It can’t detect incoming hardware. It can’t calculate trajectories. It can’t hit moving targets.”


  “Of course it can’t. Yet. But it will be able to do those things, Lamar. I assure you. The funds that have not been forthcoming through normal channels are going to find their way to you through abnormal channels. I don’t have to be explicit about the mechanism. But I can be very specific about the extent of funding. I am going to make a commitment on Monday of next week to release enough funds into your account to take on at least the nucleus of the ShieldCom staff that we had planned for. On Monday, I will make that decision. With the President’s concurrence, of course. You can see why it’s important to keep his spirits up.”


  “Rupert, I can’t tell him the Shield is up there. I couldn’t live with myself. My god, what would it mean to let the man believe he could defend his cities with such a weapon when it just wasn’t ready. He might count on it and not negotiate his way out of a situation, secure in the belief that Armitage would bail him out. And Armitage can’t do that.”


  “Of course not. And, I assure you, Armitage won’t need to. The role of the Shield is not to shoot at things, no more than the role of nuclear weapons was to blow things up. Their role is to make war unthinkable. The Shield is going to protect us whether it works or not. Because a gentle little leak will make it clear that no preemptive strike can ever succeed. The existence of the Shield is just a guard against preemptive strike. Our adversaries suspect that it’s there and so they know they can’t try anything dumb. The Shield doesn’t have to work because it will never be needed. And meanwhile, you will be putting your people to work to make it fully functional in the future.”


  “I can’t lie to him.”


  “Of course not. And you won’t have to. Just answer his questions, Lamar, thoughtfully but positively. Don’t feel you have to tell him things he doesn’t ask about. And if he does end up believing what is not yet completely true, well then, next Monday morning, you will start making it come true, A.S.A.P.” A look of utter sincerity on Paule’s pale, hawk-featured face. “Believe me, Lamar, this is the way these things work.”


  



  An attractive middle-aged woman came to escort Armitage into the Oval Office. The area just outside the office was brightly lit, full of the bustle of work, pleasantly cool, nearly electric with excitement and efficiency. The contrast to the inside of the President’s office could not have been more pronounced. The Oval Office was fully 15 degrees warmer. There was no light on anywhere and the shades had been drawn. The woman announced his name and then left, closing the door behind her. Armitage had to pause to figure out where the President was. At last he made him out, seated in a corner on a narrow couch. He was hunched over in his seat. The President glanced up. “Oh, Doctor Armitage. Awfully nice to see you again.”


  “Mr. President.” They shook hands.


  “It is ‘again,’ isn’t it? I mean, we have met before, haven’t we?


  “Oh yes.”


  “Otherwise it would have to be ‘nice to meet you.’ But as it is, it’s nice to see you again.”


  “Nice to see you too, sir. Again.”


  “Yes.”


  Armitage took the proffered seat across from the couch. The President seemed small, almost lost in the space around him. It was hard to see in the very dim light, but he looked as though he’d put on a suit that was too big for him, someone else’s suit, or as if he had shrunken since he’d put it on. The well known lines of his face were barely visible in the shadow. He looked a trifle sad. He looked up after a moment. “I wonder, Doctor Armitage, if you have ever had any regrets about the directions you’ve chosen in life.”


  “Um…I have regrets about the things I’ve had to neglect, I guess.”


  The President seized upon this. “Oh yes. There is a price to be paid for accomplishment, the ‘opportunity cost,’ they call it. The things you never get to. What would those things be, in your case, Doctor Armitage?


  “Well, family, for one thing. I never married, you know. It might have been nice to have a wife and children.”


  “Children. A wife and children.” He smiled for the first time, the smile familiar to every television viewer. “The family is, well, just the very cornerstone of our nation. There couldn’t be anything more totally American than the family. I don’t think our country could exist at all without families. Don’t you agree?”


  “Well, yes. Seems safe to say.”


  “Couldn’t exist at all. And if other nations could only learn from us and have families the way we do, the kind of American families that we have, then they would all become, well, more American, if you see what I mean.”


  “I…”


  “They would. The family is so important to us, so important to me. Well, it’s the cornerstone. That’s how I feel. Where would we be without our cornerstones? That’s why it matters so much. If you had any particular thought of what I might be doing to help along the prosperity of the American family, I would be just so grateful for your suggestion.” He looked hopefully toward his guest.


  “Uh, I’ll have to give that some thought.”


  “I’d be so grateful if you would. I need all the help I can get. In providing for the prosperity of the family, that is. But I don’t have to tell you how important that is. You already know it. That’s what we’ve been saying. I’m sure that your own feelings are the same as mine on this subject and on other subjects too. But particularly about the family.” He looked a trifle vague. “What with your own family, your lovely wife.”


  “Mr. President, was there some particular reason that you wanted to see me today?”


  “Oh, particular reason, yes.” He reached forward to the low cocktail table between them to tear off a short strip of transparent tape from a mahogany dispenser. He held this in his left hand and began to rub his thumb energetically over the sticky surface of the tape. “I did have a reason.” A long pause. The President looked over to the space in front of his desk where only half an hour earlier he had been kneeling beside the Reverend Nolan Gallant in prayer. He was feeling less peaceful than he usually did after praying, unhappily aware of the very different direction that his own prayers tended to take compared to the those guided by Gallant. And yet they were both praying to the same god, praying for the same end, guided by the same faith.


  The President had succeeded in rubbing all the sticky material off the face of the short piece of tape. He discarded the bit of transparent film and drew a fresh piece of tape from the dispenser.


  “Sir? You were saying?”


  “Yes. I have no regrets of my own, really.” He smiled again. “Well, that isn’t entirely true. I’ve always thought that I would have made a good painter, if I’d had the time. Churchill was a painter, you know.”


  “Yes. I did know that.”


  “He painted landscapes. I’ve always admired Churchill. I’ve thought of him as someone who exemplified the true leader. I’ve told my people again and again during the campaigns of my admiration of Churchill and how they might very well approach the whole business of getting me elected by just calling attention to the ways in which my own record paralleled that of Winston Churchill. My record and my plans for the nation.”


  “And your plans now, are they Churchillian?”


  “Well they probably will be. For instance, I’m giving some thought to doing a bit of painting, you see.”


  “And your plans for the nation’s future, perhaps that was what you wanted to see me about.”


  “Perhaps it was. But this business of Churchill that you mention, and in particular his painting…”


  “I didn’t mention Churchill.”


  “You didn’t?”


  “No.”


  “Well, no matter. Somehow I thought you did. Because that did seem to be the topic we were discussing. I have these landscapes in my mind that are simply crying out to be painted.” He reached for another piece of tape. “Canvases of the most peaceful fields, stretching out away from us with the glint of water beside an old mill. Like Constable. You do know the work of Constable, don’t you?”


  “Of course. Mr. President.”


  “Well, landscapes like that. Not exactly like the ones Churchill painted. Though I wouldn’t want to be thought very different from Churchill, it’s just that I have some notions of my own…”


  “Sir, the matter of Churchill is on your mind right now because, like Churchill, you are concerned with…”


  “The American family?”


  “Well, no. I was thinking of the defense of the nation.”


  “And well you might. There can be no compromise where the defense of the nation is concerned. I’ve often said that. I go on and on about defense being simply sacrosanct, and so on and so forth. Because how can we defend the American family without defending the nation? The family cannot exist without the…well, without the landscape underneath it. Maybe that was why the subject of landscapes came up. The landscape—and here I am talking about a good American landscape—is all important. And defending that landscape is important, or even sacrosanct. Keeping it peaceful. Peace is on my mind just all the time, because without peace, the landscapes, you admire most for their peacefulness would be…”


  “At war?”


  “Well, I wouldn’t want to say that. But they wouldn’t be the landscapes that I see in my inner eye. They would be different. I don’t want to paint different landscapes. I want to paint landscapes like John Constable did. The same kind of landscapes. And done just as well.”


  The President had succeeded in rubbing the stickum off yet another piece of tape. He had now accumulated quite a lump of the stuff that he was rolling between the thumb and forefinger of one hand as he reached for another piece of tape with the other. The material had taken on a blackish color. Armitage watched in fascination as the President manipulated the growing booger of elastic gum.


  “We all have some expression inside us of the world as it really ought to be. And there can be no more sacred calling than to express that expression in the form of a painting, for example. Can you imagine the effect on the nation if its President produced paintings like those to convey his notion of peacefulness? I think that it would be very much in the interest of peace. We would approach world peace through peacefulness. And we wouldn’t have any need for armies and missiles and…”


  “Missiles! Did you want to say something about missiles?”


  “No, not really. I wanted to say something about painting.”


  “But, sir, wasn’t the reason for our meeting to be a discussion of…”


  “Basic American values.”


  “The defense of American values when they are threatened.”


  “As they are today. Oh they are. Make no mistake about that, Doctor Armitage. Our sacred values are under assault. And I don’t use that term lightly. Or any of the other words we’ve been using. The threat to fundamental values has never been more threatening. And what is that threat?”


  “Attack by terrorist proxy groups armed with strategic weapons?”


  “Well, I was thinking more of the problem of drugs.”


  “Drugs?!”


  “Yes. The drug lords, these vicious pushers that haunt our nations schools, are conducting a veritable assault on the American family.”


  “But Mr. President. You didn’t ask me here to talk about drugs.”


  “I didn’t?”


  “No, sir. I think you wanted to talk about the Shield, about the laser Shield. Didn’t you? Didn’t you want to ask me about those things? Didn’t you want to ask about Revelation13?”


  The President was still twirling the black booger. He looked down now at the thing in his fingers. “It’s strange you should mention Revelation. Doctor Armitage, may I ask you a question?”


  “Of course! That’s what I’m here for.”


  “The description of the events leading up to the Apocalypse, as described in the book of Revelation, well, did you ever read that?”


  “No, I never did.”


  “It’s just amazing to me, how like our own times that description is. I mean, it’s eerie. And it’s not just the Book of Revelation, it’s also in the Second letter of Peter, and in other books as well. Books other than the Bible, too. There are confirmations from other sources. This vision of the different world that’s coming, you can find it in the works of Nostradamus and of Jeanne Dixon and all of those visionary writers. They have got this idea of change that is coming. They have these pictures inside their heads, like my pictures, for that matter. Only their pictures are often horrible, while mine are pleasant. That’s why I keep coming back to my pictures.” He looked up smiling. “Whenever I think of my pictures, I feel better. I think that if only I could bring those pictures out of my head and make them into real pictures, then everyone would feel better. And isn’t that what the job of President is really all about? To take his vision of peace and make it accessible to people all over the world. That’s what the Nobel Peace Prize is for, though it’s too soon, of course, to talk about such rewards. I am, after all, only a beginning painter. I haven’t really even done my first canvas, only thought about it. But that will come. I have so much to do. A lot to do, and of course, never enough time.” He checked his watch. “Oh, my. Well, Doctor Armitage, I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your visit.” The President rose to his feet.


  “I…”


  “This kind of frank discussion is enormously helpful. The Chief Executive is only as good as the advisers he puts his trust in. And I do put my trust in you, Dr. Armitage.” He put one arm on Armitage’s back and guided him toward the door. “Now you won’t forget to get back with me with your advice on that little matter you agreed to think about.”


  “What little matter?”


  “Whatever it was. Thank you again for coming, Doctor Armitage.”


  Armitage blinked at the sudden light. He was back outside in the brightly illuminated anteroom. He heard the door click softly behind him.
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  A PERSISTENT EFFECTOR


  



  The puzzle of Peculiar Motion was a puzzle no longer. In the light of Loren’s breakthrough about the nature of time and his six revolutionary equations, the pattern of electron motion that had baffled them for so long no longer seemed even peculiar. Given that time had a fixed and a variable component, the once inexplicable behavior of electrons was now mundane. The “Layton Effect,” as Loren dubbed the local slowing of t-prime time, explained it all. Homer and his team turned their attention to the task of investigating the many other effects of altering t-prime. What they were formulating in this work was a whole new natural science. The existing body of science described physical phenomena with fixed value of t-prime; their new science was to describe the changes that result when t-prime varies.


  They uncrated all the laboratory equipment in Homer’s office and tried out each one of the classroom demonstrations first outside and then inside the beam, carefully noting the results in the daybook. They raided the chemistry lab in Baker Hall for further demonstrations and tested those as well. For all their understanding of the laws of physics, Homer, Sonia, Loren and Edward showed little aptitude in chemistry. They took turns poring over Sonia’s battered copy of Sienko and Plane to refresh their memories on Gram-equivalents and Avogadro’s Number. Kelly had taken a course in genetics that involved breeding generations of fruit flies to observe mutation. She allocated herself a section of the beam for a small drosophilia colony to determine how living things would prosper at a lower t-prime.


  The Layton Effect induced by the maser beam was the almost imperceptible local slowing of time. Any experiment conducted inside the beam proceeded slightly more slowly. When the experiment included swift change of state or velocity or temperature (change of anything, in fact), the change was noticeably more sluggish than it would have been outside the beam. The Layton Effect produced an increased resistance to change. Nothing would explode inside the beam. Internal combustion engines wouldn’t run, but electric motors would. Most combustibles would burn, though more slowly.


  The fruit flies lived lives that were on the average 0.04 percent longer. Their internal clocks ran 0.04 percent slower, so the increased lifespan was of no value to them. They reproduced successfully. Subsequent generations seemed normal, at least to Kelly. Their sex drive as indicated by couplings per week was essentially the same inside the beam as outside. Kelly entered the observation in the daybook.


  Edward was reading over the day’s record. “Kelly, is this average couplings per week for the whole colony?”


  “Nope. It’s couplings per week for each individual.”


  “Jesus.”


  



  Sonia and Kelly were working experiments inside the beam when Loren opened the back panel and began to tinker with the maser generator’s wiring. “Don’t worry, this won’t affect anything, at least I don’t think it will.” He disconnected one wire, causing the red shaft of light to pop off.


  Kelly snapped at him. “Dummy! Now I’ve got to start over.”


  “No you don’t. The light is off, but the effect is still on.” He pointed to the little differential clock they had rigged, a device that measured the variation of t-prime from the middle of the beam’s track to a location a few inches away. It still showed a variation of 0.04 percent.


  Kelly returned to her experiment without worrying of how the effect could exist in the absence of the light. But Sonia was stunned. “How did you do that?” she asked. “What maintains the Layton Effect if not the beam?”


  “It’s the magnet. There’s a high frequency magnetic variation that is used to initiate the beam. When they built the maser, they didn’t bother to turn off the magnet after the beam was on. It’s the rapidly varying magnetic field that supports the effect. That and the ruby chip.” He looked away uncomfortably. “The ruby chip is important too, but I’m not sure why.”


  Kelly and Sonia went back to their own experiments, but Loren kept thinking about the chip. Was it possible that the small piece of ruby acted to focus the magnetic field in the same way that it focused the beam of light? If so, what would that imply? What is a ruby, anyway? He looked it up in a materials handbook to find that ruby is a hard, colored, corundum or aluminum oxide. The color came from trace impurities in the crystal. It didn’t mention what the impurities were, but iron was the logical candidate because of the red color. Assuming there were ferro-magnetic materials suspended in the matrix of aluminum oxide, what effect would that have on an incident magnetic field? The field equations were too hairy to work out himself, but he could use SHIELA to set up a simulation of the field as it passed through the ruby.


  He had just turned on his SHIELA workstation when Kelly interrupted him: “You have a disgruntled team-mate, Loren Martine. You turned off our nice red beam and the work has suffered.”


  “It has? Maybe the light is important after all.”


  “The magnet may be sufficient to maintain the Layton Effect, but the beam helps keep people’s spirits up. It’s a symbol of, I don’t know, a symbol of discovery and innovation. Turn it back on, please, pronto.”


  “Okay, Kelly.”


  Loren went back into Homer’s office and reconnected the lead. The beam popped back on. It was true, it was nice to have it on again.


  Instead of accessing SHIELA from his normal station, Loren set up the Macbook Air laptop with its wireless connection to the main Clark Hall computer. This was the laptop he intended to take along to Florida so he could continue working from there. It could communicate via the Internet to the Clark Hall computers and from there to SHIELA over the microwave link through the dish on the roof. When he connected to SHIELA from Ft. Lauderdale, his communication would involve a 2,000 mile detour in each direction, up to Ithaca by Internet and back, but it would still work properly and with an almost unnoticeable delay. The advantage of the battery powered laptop now was that he could bring the work into Homer’s office where the experiments were going on and not miss out on any of the fun.


  It took the better part of an hour to key in the simulation, and then less than a minute for SHIELA to run it through and get the results back him. Loren began to digest the answer. He considered the problem distractedly, half listening in on the banter of the two young women as they worked. Sonia and Kelly were preparing to rotate the base of the maser generator so they could pass the beam through an unwieldy piece of measurement gear. It was going to be easier to move the beam than to move the device into the beam. But not a lot easier, the maser weighed a “ton.” They were laughing together as they lifted the unit, beam still glowing, and began to swing it around.


  Loren stared again at the simulation result on the screen and then leaned back in his seat to ponder. The Layton Effect was propagated along a magnetic field. The propagating field of this particular beam, he thought, the one in front of him, was now being turned as Kelly and Sonia labored it into position. And as it turned it might happen to line itself up with…. With a choked cry, Loren lunged toward them. He grasped the top of the emitter and ripped it forcibly out of its housing. The beam went out. There was a blue spark as one of the torn leads grounded against the base. Sonia and Kelly stared at him, open-mouthed. They were still supporting the weight of beam generator. The circuit breaker in the hall had clicked off. The only light left in the room was from the dismal gray sunlight filtering in through one dirty window. Homer came running in, followed by Edward.


  “What happened?” Homer looked at each of them for signs of injury, the concerned mother hen.


  “Loren tore out the emitter with his bare hand,” said Kelly, still astonished. She set down her end of the maser.


  Sonia came over to him to put her hand on his arm. “Are you OK, Loren?”


  “I cut my finger on the lip of the housing. That’s all. It isn’t anything.” He held out his finger for the others to see, then absently licked away a small drop of blood with his tongue. He sat down on Homer’s easy chair, the tension draining out of his body. And then he jumped up again, a startled fear visible in his features. “Jesus, is the other magnet still on?” They had jury-rigged a second Layton Effect device in Edward’s office to provide a second station to conduct experiments.


  “It went off when the circuit breaker cut out,” said Edward. “I know, I was working with it at the time.”


  Loren looked relieved. He sat down on top of one of the wooden crates, trying to relax himself. “Good,” he said. “They’ve both got to stay off for the moment. This is important. We don’t dare turn on either beam again until we’ve thought out the way the beam propagates itself along magnetic fields.” He gestured toward the laptop computer, where the results of the simulation were glowing at them from its battery-powered display. His Spanish accent, which had faded over the past year, seemed in this last sentence as thick as it ever had been. It fairly dripped from his words. They knew the accent tended to return when he was tired or stressed. Now he was both. “We’ve been playing with fire,” he said.


  



  The first attempt to explain was a botch. The thoughts were still a jumble in Loren’s own mind. He spoke as he sorted them out, but the net effect was no communication yet, or very little. All that was clear to the others was that something important was coming. They waited patiently. Homer sat down on the arm of the overstuffed chair, and the others looked for places to settle.


  Sonia stared gravely at Loren as he struggled to express himself. She sensed he wouldn’t be ready for a few moments more, and then it would all become clear. Waiting, she was struck again by how wonderfully pretty he was: the prominent high cheekbones, the fine lines of his face, his dark, kind eyes. His present moment of confusion gave an intimation of the young boy he had been, a lovely child. She smiled slightly, allowing herself this undisciplined thought. In a moment, she knew, she would be called upon to apply her intellect again to their newly developing science. But for just these few seconds, she was conscious only of desire. Then his eyes were focused directly into hers and a new torrent of words began, these all too comprehensible.


  The color drained out of Homer’s face as he listened. Sonia stared down at the desk. Edward shut his eyes. Loren turned to Kelly, aware that she might still not have understood. In the very dim light of the room, he could barely see her expression.


  “It’s the earth’s magnetic field you have to think about, Kelly.”


  “Yes. I think I followed. If the beam ever lined up exactly with the earth’s field, the effect would go outside the beam. Is that it?”


  “Yes. The effect would be ‘catching.’ It would propagate itself onto the earth’s magnetic field.”


  “And everyplace where there is a field — that’s the whole world, I guess — everyplace would have its own Layton Effect.” She stopped to think what that would mean.


  “All the cars would stall,” said Edward. “No more automobiles. That would be kind of an improvement.”


  “Airplanes would fall out of the sky,” said Kelly. She winced. “When we rotated the beam…”


  “You didn’t know, of course. But yes, when you rotated the beam, you might have lined it up. You might have stalled the whole world.”


  Sonia glanced out the window. “The lights are on everywhere else,” she said. “It’s just this floor.”


  “No harm done,” said Loren.


  Kelly was still shaken. “But we could have done a lot of harm. All those people in airplanes, suddenly falling to the earth.”


  “Patients in respirators,” Homer picked up. “Power failure everywhere. Hospitals would try to cut in their backup generators, but they wouldn’t start. Diesel generators would be useless.”


  “No trucks to bring in food,” Kelly continued. “People would starve. There would be riots.”


  Edward was going back over Loren’s explanation of how the Effect would come to extend outside the generator. “But what would maintain the Effect, Loren, once the maser’s power was turned off?”


  “The power doesn’t matter. As long as the ruby chip stayed lined up with the earth’s field, it would continue to re-inject the disturbance onto the field, and t-prime would be slowed. The local magnet is only necessary to get the Effect started.”


  “So un-aligning the chip would stop the Effect.”


  “I think so. We’d have to try it to be sure. And of course, we’re not going to do that.”


  Kelly spoke up again: “There’s something wrong here, Loren. There have been masers for decades. How is it possible that no one ever happened to line one up with the field? You would think we would have had a Layton Effect world starting years ago.”


  “There have been masers for decades,” said Homer, “but not very many of them. They were never very popular.”


  “Also, Kelly, think how heavy the damn things are,” said Sonia. “You and I may have been the only silly people ever to move one while it was running.”


  Loren nodded. “There is something else, too. The earth’s magnetic field is not exactly level in most places. In Ithaca, for example, it has a slight downward angle. It would offend the esthetics to set up the instrument with its beam on an angle, so probably nobody ever did. The result is that anyone who worked with a maser was running a risk of propagating the Effect, but never actually did. The mix of factors was too unlikely. But when you two lifted it up and started to rotate it, then you were taking a chance.”


  “Sonia and I might have propagated the effect temporarily, but then as we continued to rotate it past North…which way is North, anyway?”


  Edward pointed away from the window. They all looked at the maser which was lined up fairly close to the direction he was pointing.


  “Ugh. But anyway, when we set it down, it would have been level again, and so, as Loren says, not lined up. The result would have been a short period in which the Layton Effect was propagated. So things would have hiccuped a bit, and then restarted. Can a jet engine restart in flight? Does anybody know?”


  “I think so,” said Loren. “But this is all speculation. Let’s say we had a device to set up the Layton Effect, an ‘Effector,’ if I can use that term. It would be a high frequency magnet with its field focused through a ruby chip. And now we rotate the effector around until it lines up with the earth’s magnetic field in such a way as to infect the field. The result would be a Layton Effect world…”


  “Essentially repeal of the modern era,” Edward interjected.


  “Yes, temporarily. But now we rotate the Effector a little bit further so that it no longer lines up. I think the propagated Effect would cease. But there is still the question of how much deviation from the direction of the field is required. Once the Effect had begun to propagate, it might be able to maintain itself even if the Effector were a few degrees out of line. Who knows?”


  Homer had a faraway look. “Who knows? But one thing we do know is that if the Effector had some way to maintain itself in alignment, the result would be persistent. We would have a ‘Persistent Effector.’ How would you make a Persistent Effector if you wanted to, Loren?”


  Loren thought for a moment, feeling himself responding to the challenge. “Well, I can think of one easy way. We could mount the whole thing on a kind of compass arm, so that it would automatically seek out the earth’s magnetic field.”


  There was a ship’s binnacle off in one corner of the office, part of the star boat’s gear. Homer went over to it and dragged the thing back into the center of the room. Loren looked at the compass-like device and continued his train of thought, “Sure, we could use the floating housing. Make a miniature Effector, powered with a tiny battery like the ones they use in quartz watches. We could mount it here where the compass card is…” He put his hand onto the round globe of the binnacle.


  “Stop! What are you talking about?” Kelly’s face was flushed. “This is crazy. Why are we even thinking of making a Persistent Effector? That’s just what we want never to do. That would be a disaster.”


  There was a long silence. She looked at each of them dumbly. Finally Sonia said, very softly, “Think of the Doomsday Clock, Kelly. Think of what it means when the hand is approaching twelve. Think of what it would mean if ever it did arrive: the world about to explode and nobody could do anything about it…except us.”
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  DO NO HARM


  



  “My young friends…” Homer said. Then he trailed off into silence.


  They had not moved from their positions in his office. No one had yet reset the circuit breaker, so the room was dark and getting darker. The drizzly afternoon had turned into a drizzly dusk; they could hear the sounds of cars hissing over the wet pavement of East Avenue in front of the building. Homer was slumped in the chair as he had been for the past half hour.


  He began again, “My young friends. We have been making some discoveries these days. Oh yes. This is what we had hoped for, a time of immense and important discoveries. This is the happy reward we sought.” Only, he didn’t seem very happy.


  “You could think now about what it means to be a scientist, the combined roles of discovery and social conscience. How does the scientist decide whether or not to reveal his discovery to the world? You could think about this in abstract terms. You could. But instead, I want you to think very specifically. I want you to remember that not so long ago, you were only part-time physicists. The rest of the time you were programmers and contract experts on the simulation of strategic warfare. You remember that? The Simula-7 project. Oh, the government lost interest in that work. You can keep the money, they said, but don’t send in any more scenarios. The scenarios were just upsetting them. So we did exactly what they wanted us to do. We freed ourselves to work full time on physics and zero time on Simula-7. It was a big relief for each of you, because that’s what you wanted to do anyway. And you did it.” He looked around at them. “But I didn’t.”


  Homer ran a thumbnail absently through one unruly white brow. “While you were having all the fun, playing with Effectors and inventing a brand-new science, I was still at work on Simula-7. Now, why do you suppose I was doing that instead of joining in your exciting work? Well, because of all those phone calls that you’ve noticed have been coming in. The last few days I go into Loren’s office for the calls because I couldn’t get into my own, you were so busy in here. Phone calls at almost any time of the day or night from Albert Tomkis.” A very tiny lopsided smile. “Poor Albert, a professional worrier even when there is nothing to worry about, but when there is something to worry about, well, then a very worried man indeed. What he had to be worried about was a new idea the Pentagon was considering. It was a new idea to them, but a very old idea for anyone who has ever read a history book. A pre-emptive strike.”


  Homer shifted in his seat, and stared morosely out the window. He appeared to have lost the train of his thought.


  Kelly prodded him at last, “Homer?”


  “A very old idea…” he repeated. Another pause, and then he looked up, seeming surprised to see they were still there. He shook his head and went on: “Albert, of course, doesn’t work for the Pentagon, but for the State Department. He is almost an enemy as far as the Pentagon is concerned. So he had to learn about this plan they are planning through informants within the DoD. Whenever he would learn something more, he would call me up and tell me. He would ask me to run it past Simula-7 to find out what would happen if they actually did what they were thinking of doing. So I keyed in the actions they were considering and let SHIELA have a look.” Homer stood up. “Come with me. I have something to show you.”


  They trouped into the computer room behind Homer. The lights were still on in there, a different circuit. Homer sat down at Kelly’s workstation to key in a few commands. The giant screen blinked, then displayed what they recognized as a Simula-7 input scenario. Homer had entered it as Tomkis described the secret plan. In its present form, it would have been incomprehensible to anyone but the five persons now present. Inputs were presented to Simula-7 by setting selected groups of its more than 10,000 parameters. Each parameter had a name, sometimes suggestive of its meaning, sometimes abstract. The values were codes. The members of Homer’s team had learned most of the commonly used parameter names and codes. There was a dictionary to look up any that they didn’t recognize, but no one moved toward it now. The first statement of the set read: THEATER.OPS = KB. KB stood for Cuba. Subsequent statements told the rest of the story. They read them over in silence. A minute to digest their meaning. Sonia was the first one to speak. “Jesus, Homer, what kind of idiot dreamed this one up?”


  Homer looked pained. “I hate to tell you. The cream of the crop, the best and the brightest. There is a special task force on this, people from the White House and from NSA working with the Pentagon.”


  “But it’s too stupid,” said Loren. “It’s suicide. You don’t need a multi-billion dollar computer to tell you how the Cubans are going to respond to this. The administration knows there’s at least one Cuban-controlled group with strategic weapons, the Gloria Verde. They’ll use them.”


  “Yes. I think so too.”


  “I can’t believe we’d ever go through with this.”


  “Of course, that’s what we’re all busy trying not to believe,” Homer agreed. “We’re working on not believing that. This is hard work. But we’re trying. Only, I for one am not succeeding too well.”


  Edward thought for a long moment and then offered a plausible explanation: “They think the Shield is functional, Homer. That’s the only way this could make sense. They have bought the pig in the poke. They’ve convinced themselves that the Shield is up there, ready to use. And now they’re willing to provoke the Gloria Verde in order to try it out.”


  “That’s one of Albert’s theories.” Homer was still staring dully at the display. “He’s got three theories. The second is that even if they know the Shield isn’t functional, they don’t care. There are people in the Pentagon who believe that this is a desirable moment to flex muscles, even nuclear muscles. Because a few years from now we are likely to be disarmed and such action will be impossible. So this is the time to settle old scores. Albert thinks they may ‘discover’ a plot in the making: a secret attack on us being planned by all our old adversaries. They round up all the usual suspects: Iran, North Korea, maybe Russia and China. They go public with the news just before launching the Cuban initiative. Then when the Gloria Verde missile comes, they have the excuse they need to erase some major trouble spots from the map.”


  “I hate the first two theories,” Edward said. “Tell us the third.”


  “The third theory is that there is a small group of religious fanatics that is more or less in control of the plan. They believe they are acting as the hand of God. They are helping the Millennium to come about, the Rapture.”


  Edward rolled his eyes.


  Kelly sat down at the keyboard that Homer had vacated. “I’m going to run this to see what response Simula-7 projects. If I may, Homer?”


  “Oh, sure.” Homer shrugged. “I already saw it.”


  Kelly started the simulator and directed it to accept Homer’s input. There were a few seconds of hesitation. Then the screen cleared to project a map of Cuba. A small marker, twenty miles or so to the east of Guantanamo, was blinking on and off.


  “That’s the factory,” Homer commented. “It’s been there for years. It was a kind of symbolic threat by the Cubans, to make nerve gas just up-wind from our base. Symbolic, but…”


  The display zoomed in slowly on the blinking site, until it showed no more than an area a hundred miles on either side. Just off the coast to the south of the factory, there suddenly appeared the symbol of a submarine with an American flag. Moving dotted lines originating from the sub portrayed two small landing forces, going ashore and making their way toward the factory. There was a delay of a few seconds, representing hours in simulated time. Then the factory blew up.


  A brown cloud lifted from the factory site and began to spread and drift toward the west. “Gas,” Homer said, though they all had known exactly what it was. The display zoomed out to follow the action. The cloud was expanding and moving left along the southern coast of the island, swirling inland. “If they choose the right weather conditions, they get onshore breezes to draw the gas into the interior and then back down the opposite coast.” Already the eastern third of the island was covered.


  As the brown cloud moved along, the color of the land mass faded from green to gray under its passage. By the time it passed out to sea, nearly half the island had turned gray. There was a fatality counter rolling in a separate display. When it finally stopped incrementing, the count of deaths was something over four million. The whole thing had taken less than a minute to display. The simulation clock indicated that it had portrayed the events of a thirteen hour period.


  There was a pause and then a new map flashed onto the screen, this one showing the United States. It zoomed in slowly on the city of St. Louis. The simulation clock in the corner of the screen accelerated to cover 36 hours. The display showed the population of the city flowing out, slowly at first and then in a rush. At hour 36, a single black marker appeared on the left side of the screen and moved rapidly toward the city. When the missile reached its target, the city flashed in a yellow burst. The damages were displayed in dollar values. The number of additional dead was a few hundred thousand. There was the sound of the laser printers coming on to print out a record of the run.


  “Lucky it’s not real,” said Homer.


  Ed was staring at the totals, still displayed on the board. “In a way, the response is remarkably moderate,” he said. “Just one target and few enough fatalities because the Gloria Verde gives notice. It has a contained effect, just in the center of this one city. I wonder what they’ve got against St. Louis.”


  “Middle of the country,” said Homer. “If they’d picked on L.A. or Atlanta, it might imply that their reach was limited to the coasts. This proves they can hit anywhere.”


  “I guess so. I’m still struck by how subdued the retaliation is. It’s barely a slap on the wrist compared to what we’ve just done to them. As if they were trying to clear the score in some sense without enormous escalation.”


  “So big deal.” Loren said. “They haven’t pulled out all the stops. So we do it. Our response to having St. Louis nuked is not going to be moderate. We launch on Havana, and, as Homer says, probably on several other old antagonists. And then Gloria Verde launches the other five that they’ve got and then we…” He tried to imagine what fury the administration would unleash with six American cities in ruin.


  They turned back as a group to stare at the screen. At last Sonia said softly, “Please make it go away, Kelly.” She gestured toward the map and the tables of dead and damages. Kelly typed a command to clear the display. Sonia looked up again at the now empty screen. Its emptiness was somehow not very comforting. She closed her eyes.


  



  Edward was tapping sharply on the edge of the console with a pencil. “Brains back to the ON position, people. This is not the time to go limp. We’ve got a lot of hard thinking to do.”


  He looked around at them one by one. Loren could sense what was coming next. He felt a moment of panic. But Edward forged on, “We know now why Homer brought us in here to look at the Cuban scenario at just this moment. And now we’re all in it together.” He gestured toward the display. “If the blunderings of these idiots lead us to the brink of war…then what do we do? We have an option that never existed before: We can intervene. We have to decide under what circumstances we would. We’re going to have to talk about the option of turning on the Persistent Effector.” A collective intaking of breath.


  All eyes slowly turned to Homer. They had looked up to him for so long as their leader, their chief. When he gave direction, they followed. He could end this dreadful matter here and now with a simple statement that it would never come to that, that turning on the Effector was unthinkable, now and forever, no matter what. Each hoped that he would now say just that. But he didn’t. What he said instead was, “If we once turn it on, we can never turn it off again, you know. Never. Because the weapons would still be there…would still be ready to go the instant we turned it off.”


  Kelly made a soft moaning sound.


  Edward took charge again: “Before we even think about making our decision, there are some details to clear up. The U.S. Guantanamo base, Homer; the cloud passed right over it. Do they really mean to sacrifice the base and all its personnel?”


  “That’s what Albert says. The base is our sacrificial pawn. That’s what gives the cover story its only credibility. We can say it was an accident at the Cuban’s own nerve gas facility. And we are the victims as much as Cuba herself. The Cubans will see right through that, of course, as Loren says. The timing, the perfect timing to catch the winds, and the devastating effect on the island…it would be too much to hope they would swallow that was coincidence. But the cover story might be of some use at home.”


  “Not so fast, Homer. Packaging could be everything here. Maybe the story could be presented so cleverly that they can accept it without losing face. All it would have to do is introduce real doubt that the explosion might have been an accident, might have been the Cuban’s own fault. Then the Gloria Verde couldn’t react, or at least they could refrain from reacting. They might. We have to assume that Washington has thought up some way to present the story to preserve doubt. Then their plan might not be so awful.”


  “But four million people dead, Edward! What could be more awful than that?”


  “I don’t mean it’s not awful ethics, Kelly, only that it might not be awful strategy. It might not lead irrevocably to retaliation. That’s important for us to understand, because our own alternative isn’t very pretty either.”


  She nodded unhappily. They turned their attention back to Edward, who seemed to be taking charge.


  “The Cuban proxy action against St. Louis seems familiar. Didn’t we run something like this earlier? In the winter?”


  “Right,” said Loren. “In February. I was thinking that too, that the result was nearly the same. Simula-7 wasn’t so precise then about which city, it just specified some Midwestern city.”


  “But what was our input to produce that result? I can’t believe we even speculated on anything as dumb as this.”


  “Our hypothesis was that a Cuban exile group might stage an attack on the island to make it look like US action. They would hope to force a Cuban response that the US couldn’t ignore.”


  “We’ve got to go back and look at that entire series. Some of them ended up as standoffs, as I remember. They might suggest what kind of context this plan could be wrapped up in to prevent escalation. Didn’t the Pentagon receive copies of the February series, by the way?”


  Homer confirmed, “They did. Probably fed them directly into the shredder with the rest.”


  “Even so, we’ve got to put out a quiet inquiry through Tomkis’s contacts in the Pentagon to find out who saw the February results and what effect they had. That might help us to better understand their thinking…if ‘thinking’ is not too optimistic a word for it.


  “Homer, you’re going to have to get in to the President as soon as he gets back from Vienna. If you can get in, you can tell him flatly that there is no Shield, and what’s going to happen if he goes ahead with this Cuban initiative. That means you’ll need to stop in Washington on the return from Ft. Lauderdale. Tomkis is going to have to pull whatever strings he can to force the meeting for you. That gives us only tonight to generate the material Homer’s going to need. We’ve got to think up the best possible ways they might package the story, and then run simulations showing how well or how badly such packaging will work. We’ve got our work cut out for us.”


  Homer looked up at Edward again. “Tell us what to do, Edward. Make the assignments.”


  



  By 3 AM they had run a dozen variations of the plan, all producing the same result. They racked their brains for ways the administration might present the attack to the international community, anything that would have a chance of passing muster. But Simula-7 wasn’t buying any of them; Simula-7 wasn’t projecting that the Cubans would buy any of them. The underlying facts were too drastic to be explained away. With four million deaths, no amount of public relations could avert response.


  Over their midnight meal, Edward started the discussion again: “I’m going to propose a change of gears for the rest of the night. Let’s break up into two teams, one to continue with variations of the scenario. Homer, I think that you and Loren might work on that together with Albert.” Tomkis was awake in his Georgetown home and had been participating by phone in their strategy sessions.


  “OK, boss,” said Homer.


  “The rest of us,” Edward looked at Sonia and Kelly, “are going to open Pandora’s box, or at least think about opening it.”


  The two young women were staring down at their plates.


  “Sonia…” He waited for her to look up. “I want you to work up a simulation to project the consequences of a world-wide Layton Effect. Transportation and industry will grind to a stop, a permanent stop, but can people still survive? How many? What will the initial fatality count be? What population can be maintained? Kelly can help by hunting down the information you’re going to need about population densities, food consumption, grains in storage, etc. Most of it will be available on the Net, Kelly, or in the reference books we’ve got right here. It doesn’t have to be perfectly accurate. Meanwhile I’ll be calculating the likely die-back from ten nuclear detonations. If this ever gets started, there are unlikely to be fewer than that, and if there are many more it’s hardly worth doing the math. That will give us a basis to answer the question, if and when we have to: Do more people survive on an earth that has just absorbed ten major nuclear detonations or on one where the Layton Effect has inhibited the explosions but turned off most of the technology of the industrial age?


  The little kitchen around them was so normal, so full of normal objects and sounds, it seemed to give the lie to the terrible logic of the last few hours. This was reality, and the rest no more than morbid speculation. The open jar of mayonnaise on the table was real, the dishes in the sink were real. The other, the morbid speculation, perhaps was not. It was a comfort to be here, among the reminders of their usual, unchangeable world. Then the refrigerator at the far end of the room suddenly turned off its compressor, leaving a surprising quiet. Loren suppressed a shudder.


  Homer cleared his throat at last to break the silence. He spoke slowly, looking at each of them in turn: “Up until this time,” he said. “we have applied ourselves together to the solving of puzzles and riddles. That was our work. We would stare off at the ceiling and wonder what was happening to electrons or why a computer program seemed not to be running properly. There was never a human problem except sometimes just a question of why we were getting along well or not so well. But never a problem of ethics or morality. And now there is. I feel like what has gone before was easy, and what is to come is hard. Because physics is easy, and ethics is hard. But I also feel that the four of you, whose qualities I have come to respect so much, are just the four I would want to have with me for this hard work.” He reached for Edward’s hand on one side and for Kelly’s on the other. Sonia and Loren solemnly completed the ring. Homer went on, “It is possible that we may have to make some decisions today, or some other day, about the Effector. If that happens, we will decide together. There will be five votes. Please accept this, the votes will have to be unanimous for any action. We will act together, or not at all.”


  No one had anything to add. They finished their sandwiches, cleaned up, and headed back to their assigned tasks.


  



  Kelly was reading numbers from her browser to Sonia, who keyed them in at her own keyboard. Kelly’s face was ashen. Sonia seemed furious as she typed. Loren went over to her.


  “I am a scientist, Loren, not a goddamned undertaker.” She kept on typing. “There is nothing I have ever done to prepare me for this. Look at this. Look at it!”


  The cumulative total of fatalities was displayed on her screen. It increased as she added each new fact. Loren looked away from the number.


  “I am up to my elbows in death. The longer we think about it, the more deaths we can foresee. People on ships, think of that…. Kelly estimates that there are nearly 50,000 people at sea at any given time and what happens to them? They drift around powerless and die of thirst. Remote communities that depend on shipments of food and water, people on kidney dialysis, diabetics who need drugs that can no longer be made or delivered, people who…”


  Edward had come up in back of Loren to listen. He stepped around to put his hands on Sonia’s shoulders from behind. “We have to be mechanical about this, Sonia,” he said. “We need to approach this as an exercise in pure mathematics. We’re not going to start the Effector on a nice normal Tuesday and mess up the whole world. We would only start it if there were already missiles in the air. The act of turning on the Effector would be to save the millions of lives, tens of millions, that had been consciously sacrificed by the dunderheads who control the missiles. Do the math, Sonia. Figure out the numbers, carefully and thoughtfully, so we know how to act to save those lives.”


  



  Homer was asleep with his head down on the console. Loren’s thoughts were drifting back to the little town of Alba de Tormes where he’d grown up near Salamanca, back to the days before his entry at the university. That had been a time when questions of life and death and the ethic governing personal action had been on his mind almost constantly. While others their age were devoting their free time to sports and play, the Martine children, as each one came of age, were conscripted by their uncle Tómas into the town’s ambulance service. The ambulance corps had been Tómas’s passion.


  By the age of 12, Loren knew how to perform CPR and to administer oxygen. There were posters in his room showing the treatment of various wounds, first aid for burns, and fitting of the traction splint. At the age of 14, he made his first run. His sister Sierpa was at the wheel (Loren was still too young to drive), shouting encouragement over her shoulder, while Loren did heart compressions and forced respirations on an elderly woman who had arrested. On the return trip they fielded a call for an auto accident with multiple victims.


  Tómas ran a full Emergency Medical Technician training sequence for the eight children of his deceased sister. Each of the lessons began the same. Tómas would say, “No matter what happens, never turn away.” No matter how gruesome the wounds, he would explain, you must never turn your eyes away, because if you do, that assures that you can’t act to help. He would describe the most grisly accident victims, faces abraded, eyes out of sockets and arteries gushing—he even had a book full of awful accident photos. Loren could remember the book being opened and placed on the floor, then being led forward by Asunción to confront god knows what horror. His older sisters and Tómas would surround him in a circle as he knelt over the book, his simulated victim. “Never turn away,” they would chant, “Never turn away. What do you do, Loren? What’s first? How are you going to help this guy? Never turn away!” Gradually he had mastered his fear. After that first accident run with Sierpa, he had returned home with his clothing covered with blood. Tómas had met him at the door with a bear hug and the others had cheered.


  Loren and his younger sister Chlotide traveled together to Burgos by bus for their Emergency Medical Technician exams. They did the written test first, then participated as a team in the practicals. A perfect score was 400. At the end of the practicals, they had not yet lost a point. Both had perfect written tests, and six perfect scores on the six practical stations. The oral at the end counted for 100 points. They answered questions peppered at them by the two judges. Finally, with 398 points, the senior judge shook his head in wonder at these two who knew it all. He smiled at them and said that he had never seen such a performance. The last question, he explained was the easiest one of all, it was there so that everyone could finish well. “Tell me please, what is the motto of the Emergency Medical Technician?”


  “Never turn away,” they replied in unison.


  “What?” He looked astounded.


  “Never turn your eyes away,” said Loren. “Or you won’t be able to help. You have to steel yourself…”


  “Yes,” said the judge, “that’s true, of course, but that’s not the motto.”


  “It’s not?” Chlotide was shaken.


  “No. I can’t believe you have missed the last question, the only easy question in the entire exam. And the answer is right in front of your noses.” He gestured up to the ornate seal displayed on the wall behind him. It showed the familiar serpent and staff, the Hippocratic symbol of medical practitioners down through the ages. The motto was written around the periphery of the seal. They both read it then for the first time. It said Do No Harm.


  “Do no harm,” the judge read out loud. “Whatever you do, you must endeavor most of all not to do harm. You must understand your own limits. When you don’t know what action to take, you must be brave enough to take no action at all. That is the motto.”


  “Oh,” they said.


  Loren went into Homer’s deserted office to sit beside the wreck of the Andronescu’s maser generator, the world’s first Effector. Do no harm, he thought. Do no harm, but never turn away from what you have to do. Where did that leave them now? Would it be an act of bravery and responsible behavior to refuse to turn on the Effector? Or would it simply be turning away?


  



  By mid-morning, Edward had combined his findings with those of Kelly and Sonia. The others assembled around the display to hear his assessment.


  “The initial consequences of a Layton Effect world are horrible to consider,” he said. “But not nearly as horrible as the alternative. We can project a very bad period during the first few months. The cities are particularly hard hit, since they depend most of all on the transportation infrastructure. Transportation is the key. The ability of a society to move its resources will determine its survivability. Now this is going to sound strange when you first hear it, but we’ve convinced ourselves that it’s true: Even without planes and trucks and cars, and with almost no horses in the developed world, there is still plenty of transportation capacity, much more than enough to support the population. The population itself supplies the capacity. Sonia computed how much total energy it takes to move a day’s worth of food from its source to its average consumer. It’s a lot, but still a tiny fraction of the energy that person can supply by working an eight hour day.”


  “You have to think of society formed into a kind of continental bucket brigade,” Sonia picked up. “If it can be made to happen, the capacity is enormous. The food and food transportation economy will require only a twelfth of that capacity. So it doesn’t have to be terribly efficient at the beginning. That’s important, because, of course, it won’t be. As long as it can work at all in its initial inefficient state, we think that people will be encouraged to take part and help it become more inefficient. Eventually, a twelfth of the working population will be sufficient to move basic necessities, even to the extremities of the U.S. That assumes a no-technology solution, people moving goods by pulling wagons with their own bodies. But there is technology that can help after the transition period, sail power and steam powered trains and hydro-electric where there is a source. The undeveloped world has a much easier time of it. Kelly has the figures for Africa, for example.”


  “Yes. Even in the transition period, Africa doesn’t look too awful. That is, it looks awful, but not much worse than standard awful for Africa. Which is awful.” Kelly shook her head. “The prospects for the average African getting through the year alive were already so grim that he or she hardly notices the additional hardship we would cause.” She flipped through some pages of notes. “We thought about some other things too: For non-human species, the Layton Effect is a boon, particularly compared to even the most limited nuclear use. The Physicians for Social Responsibility report projected a quarter of all species becoming extinct in the first year after a limited nuclear incident, while we predict no extinctions at all from the Layton Effect. Um, what else? Island economies like the Philippines: we figured that…”


  When there was nothing more to say, Homer called for a vote: “So we come to our first hard decision, my friends. The decision is shall we build a Persistent Effector and keep it in readiness?” He raised his hand. “I am going to vote Yes.”


  Loren raised his hand without delay: Never turn away. Kelly and Edward had their hands up as well. Sonia looked around at the others and then nodded. Her face was gray. Homer asked Loren and Edward to build the device in time to take it to Florida. Their flight was to leave in the afternoon. “Oh, by the way, don’t test it,” he said. Loren and Ed nodded soberly.


  Homer got to his feet. “Albert thinks that they’re going to move within a week. A week from now…maybe this is too obvious to say, but shortly after that, whether we decide to turn on the Effector or not, we could all be dead.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Thinking about dying has the effect of making you think about living. For me it does. If I am likely to be dead so soon, then I have some living to do right now. This morning. Something I have put off for too long.” He picked up his rain coat and hat and headed out.


  



  Loren and Sonia walked back across the bridge to her cottage. Sonia spoke only one sentence: she said, “I am feeling like a zombie.” He had only a vague sense of what the word meant, but her mood was clear enough. They both moved mechanically, locking the door behind them, setting the alarm, and settling down on Sonia’s bed for a few hours rest before their departure.


  Loren took her in his arms. “Did you understand what Homer meant about ‘some living to do’? Do you know about him and Dean Sawyer?”


  “Oh, please. Don’t say anything more.”


  “But Sonia, we could be dead soon too…” There was no expression on her face at all, but tears were welling up in her eyes. He put a finger onto her cheek to intercept the first tear. “You are thinking of other people’s death, Sonia, but not of your own. It is the strain of all those lives you’re feeling.”


  “No,” she said. “It’s not that. I’m just so dreadfully unhappy.”


  She put her face down into the crook of Loren’s neck. In that position she cried herself to sleep.
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  WAITING WITH THE NORTHWEST WIND


  



  A long convoy of cabs pulled up under the ornate glass and iron marquee of Fort Lauderdale’s Grand Marina Hotel. The first two cabs contained the members of Homer’s immediate party and the third its baggage, mostly Claymore’s baggage. He had brought along half a dozen suitcases, two duffel bags and a steamer trunk. It seemed excessive for a four-day stay, but then that was Claymore.


  Senator Hopkins and his family and Williams arrived directly behind, and following them were additional cabs of Cornell faculty and Day Hall brass. The whole group had come down on the same flight. The Senator had decided to make as much fuss as possible over Homer’s award to maximize the good publicity for Cornell. To this end, the press had been alerted; there would be video footage of Homer being applauded by members of the Serious Intellectual Community, many of them, Cornelians.


  Since he was footing the bill for so many senior faculty and admin personnel to be here, Senator Hopkins had decided to put them to work for one morning of their stay. They would all get together and sketch out a policy to assure Cornell’s greatness for a century to come. Historians would remember it as a milestone in far-sighted strategic planning, the Fort Lauderdale Accords, or some other glitzy name. He had no doubt of how their accounts would look back on the meeting: “If a single event can be said to have determined the course of the entire twenty-first century, it was undoubtedly Chandler Hopkins’ incisive and courageous convoking of the Serious Intellectual Community in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, leading to the historic Cornell Fort Lauderdale Accords.” Or something like that. As to what the Accords might contain, he had no idea. That would be the work of his brain trust. They would all be there by tomorrow morning: the university Chancellor, the Provost, three deans, the Proctor and four department heads. He would also press into service Homer Layton and his bright young PhDs, all of them, after all, on Cornell’s payroll. With minds like that at his disposal, he planned to make short work of the twenty-first century.


  



  Loren entered the lobby, keeping track of Kelly’s little brother, Curtis. The place was a palace. The vaulted lobby rose from his vantage point several stories to its wide glass canopy. Underneath were trees and bubbling fountains and vases of fresh flowers on simply every surface. He found himself gaping up at the interiors like a Spanish country yokel, un paleto. The carpets and walls were a pale aqua in color, accented in deep mauve. He could feel the thick luxury of the hotel beginning to work its immediate effect on him. Then he lowered his eyes. Standing in front of him was Albert Tomkis.


  Albert didn’t look just worried for a change; he looked sick. Loren had recently learned the phrase, ‘green around the gills,’ and while he was not sure what gills were, he was sure that Tomkis qualified, as he looked green everywhere.


  “Is Homer here? I need to talk to him.”


  “Sure. Right behind me.” Loren gestured back to the entryway, where Homer was being greeted by the hotel manager and members of her staff.


  “I need to talk to all of you. Jesus.”


  He had a hand on Loren’s jacket, gripping him almost in the way of a drowning man. “Jesus,” he said again.


  This is not the way it will happen, Loren thought. This is too obvious. It wouldn’t be like this. Albert was acting as if the attack on the Cuban nerve gas plant was a fait accompli. Loren turned away from Tomkis, deliberately orienting himself outward, trying to regain the sense of well-being that had begun to envelop him only a moment before. The graceful color tones of the lobby were fading slowly to gray in his eyes. He pulled Albert’s hand loose from his lapel.


  Tomkis paced while the hotel people made a ritual fuss over their guest of honor. Homer was receiving an award for his book about the years of research leading up to the discovery of Luminous and Dark Matter in the 1980s. It is doubtful that any of the hotel staff had an interest in or even the most cursory understanding of the two opposed forms of matter that make up the universe. What they did understand, though, was 150 rooms let to Academy officers and their guests. They understood 200 plus chicken dinners at $52.50, and an open bar at $1,900 per hour. Homer was, by definition, an important man. They cooed over him.


  At last, the manager led her guest and his party toward the elevators to go up to the top-floor suite that the Society had taken for Homer. Rooms for the others were all on the same floor. They had been checked in in advance. It took the better part of half an hour before they were free of the hotel people. Tomkis fumed beside Loren for the whole time. Finally, he managed to isolate Homer, Edward, Sonia, Kelly and Loren in the suite living room. Maria was unpacking in one of the connected bedrooms and Claymore was in the other. Tomkis closed each of the two connecting room doors.


  “They’ve done it,” he said. “They’ve begun. A submarine landed parties last night on the Cuban coast. They’re ready to blow up the plant. They’ve manufactured some evidence of a planned North Korean missile attack on Japan, a deliberate act of aggression. The story has already been leaked. This is it. Cuba, then Gloria Verde’s response, then our launch on Cuba and North Korea and Iran, then more, much more.”


  “The President isn’t even back yet,” said Homer.


  “His plane landed an hour ago. I got confirmation over the StratCom channel.” Tomkis had a StratCom transceiver that gave him access to the secure military satellite network. “The plan is Go.”


  “But you said they were waiting.”


  “Yes, but not for long.” Tomkis looked greener than ever.


  “But the fact they are waiting implies that they may still not have committed. Otherwise, why wait?” Homer seemed annoyed that Albert hadn’t thought of this himself.


  “This is no threat, Homer. This is attack. This is Pearl Harbor after the planes have been launched but before they’ve arrived. They’re going to provoke attack to demonstrate to the world that we have the Shield.”


  “But why are they waiting, then? The fact that they are waiting proves that it isn’t irrevocable.”


  Albert fairly wailed his answer: “They’re waiting for the wind, Homer. The wind is out of its slot. It’s blowing from the northwest, due to a weather system. As soon as the prevailing wind comes back, they hit. They don’t even have radios to receive an abort message.”


  Homer sagged visibly in the flood of words. He turned away toward the window. There was a view out over the marina with its crowd of boats and yachts, and of the ocean beyond. Loren had been staring out the same window as Tomkis spoke.


  Across the room, Edward was looking down at the ornate wooden box he had carried all the way from Ithaca. Once it had housed a simple compass, and now it was the world’s first persistent effector. The outside of the box had been inlaid beautifully by some long forgotten craftsman. And the inside… Kelly was beside him, no one had yet sat down. He put his arm around her and hugged. She leaned her head into his shoulder.


  Suddenly Homer swung around from the window, gesturing expansively. “Did you know this?” he said. “Did you know that a northwest wind always blows for three days? That’s a fact. Always. Almost always. Three days, no kidding. It’s the lore of the sea. Sailors would beat down the coast in square-rigged ships and wait above Hatteras for the first day of a northwest wind. Because when it began, it would always blow for three days, and that would be enough to get past the Cape. This is crucial, don’t you see? We have as much as three days to act, to avert this stupidity. We could undo the damage before it ever happened. In three days, submarines could go back and pick up those people and their explosives. It was ‘just practice’ we could tell them. Now everybody goes back to normal and sensible, and we don’t do anything silly. I have a feeling that we can make people see reason before the wind changes. We have to do that. We have to succeed, because our other option is too awful. We have to make them understand.


  “You and I are going to go to Washington, Albert. We’re going to see the President. You have to talk on your talkbox and get the Secretary to come with us tomorrow morning to see the President. We’ll fly back to DC tonight. Tomorrow will be the chance for reason and logic and persuasiveness and common sense. Those are powerful tools. We’ll make the President listen. And he will act. I think we will be able to convince him. And then, our little wooden box and its awful secret will come back with us to Cornell and get stored in my office under something and will never be used. I think that’s what’s going to happen.”


  “We don’t even know when the northwest wind began to blow,” said Albert. But he did look a trifle more composed.


  “Nope. We don’t. It might have been 2.9 days ago. But even then, we have options. We can tell the President about St. Louis. We can tell him that the Shield won’t work. We can convince him that the best thing is to take the body blow of St. Louis, and not respond. Cuba for St. Louis with not too many casualties. We can convince him that that is not a bad trade. We win Cuba, if you can call that winning, and they win St. Louis and Texaco. We sacrifice a pawn and a knight for a bishop and good position. All we have to do is convince him not to escalate further.”


  “There is a 9PM flight to Washington Reagan Airport,” Kelly said. She was consulting airline schedules on her smartphone. “I’ll get you two reservations.”


  Homer nodded. “Good girl. A first act to right the wrong. We’re going to be OK.”


  He turned back to Edward. “You four are going to stay here. You have to cover for my absence. Chandler is expecting us to be present for some meetings tomorrow morning. You go and say that I’m not too well. Don’t let on what’s happening, don’t tell anyone anything. Don’t give it away. Telling anyone is the same as telling everyone. Nobody could keep such a secret.” He smiled his lopsided smile. “Hoo, what a secret!”


  “We’ll cover, Homer. No one will know.”


  “I’ll try to be back in time for the awards dinner at eight. I may miss the reception. Tell Chandler I’m polishing up my speech. If we can catch a 4PM flight back, that will do it. That gives us a whole morning and part of an afternoon in Washington. How long could it take to save the world? Not so long. Remember that there are two of us, Albert and me. So the world is pretty safe. I think.”


  “Sure, Homer.”


  He paused, looking down at the desk. “Only, Edward, you take this.” Homer lifted his briefcase. “There are some things inside, instructions you may need in case we don’t succeed so good.” He handed the briefcase to Edward. “You have to keep this, and…” he nodded toward the compass box, “and the other, of course. But don’t worry.” He looked around at the others, making eye contact with each of them except for Sonia, who was turned away. “Don’t worry,” he said.


  Back in his own room a few minutes later, Edward placed the inlaid wooden box and the briefcase on top of the dresser. He went over to the window, then returned abruptly to the briefcase and opened it. There was a folder on top containing sheets of paper written in Homer’s fine script. He lifted up the folder. The rest of the case was filled with packets of twenty dollar bills.


  



  Just after 1 AM, Albert Tomkis nosed his dark blue Volvo into the curb in front of his P Street home in Georgetown. Homer got out with his shoulder bag. They climbed the steps of the narrow brick town house. There was the sound of keys ringing against each other as Albert felt for the proper one, and inserted it into the top lock. Homer waited sleepily behind him. He was looking forward to crawling into the familiar bed in the third floor guest room.


  Albert turned the key part way and then stopped, puzzled. The top lock appeared to be have been left undone. He shrugged and pushed the key into the lower lock. With a click, the door opened inward. Albert paused, listening for something. He peered in. There was a dim light in the hallway, and a flitting shadow. Homer heard him draw in his breath.


  “Shit, Homer. Run!”


  He grabbed Homer’s arm to propel him back down the stairs onto the sidewalk and then dragged him along the walk toward an alleyway. “Run.” Homer was still more than half asleep. He didn’t want to run. He had to go to the bathroom. His shoe was untied.


  “What? What’s happening? Wait.”


  “Run. Run, Homer.” Albert turned into the alley, pulling Homer. There was a sound of hurried footsteps on the walk behind them. “Run, damn you.”


  Down the alley and over the iron gate into the garden behind the house. Fortunately the gate had a cross bar where Homer put a foot to lift himself over. They stumbled down the lawn. Homer had lost his right shoe at the gate, he could feel the uneven turf through his stockinged foot. Their pursuer shouted something behind them, a sharp, incomprehensible sound. There were lights thrown on inside Albert’s house, then after a moment, a floodlight in the garden. Homer followed Albert at a run all the way to the back fence, a six-foot high wooden structure. Albert leaned over with his hands forming a stirrup for Homer to step into. “Up,” he said. “Quick.” There was a second man rushing down the back stairs from the house, hurrying toward them, shouting. Homer put his foot into Albert’s hands and felt himself catapulted up to the top of the fence and clumsily over. He picked himself up as Albert clamored over behind him. A sudden clumping sound as their first pursuer hit the fence, obviously at a full run. The shadowy figure above them on the fence, then rolling over. He tumbled in a heap at Homer’s feet.


  The man looked up at Homer. “Don’t be an idiot, Tomkis. You’ve got to come with us.”


  “I’m Layton,” said Homer. He paused for only a moment to consider, and then kicked him in the face. The man let out a startled shriek. As he put his hands over his face, Homer maneuvered around his legs and kicked him in the stomach. He had to use his left foot for kicking because the other shoe was gone. Albert was lifting himself up. He had lost his glasses and now detected them under his foot, shattered. “Damn,” he muttered. The second man was suddenly on top of the fence. A glimpse of blond hair in the dim light. He jumped down beside Tomkis, collaring him heavily with one arm. Albert looked up startled.


  The blond man pushed Tomkis back against the fence. He was leaning into him with his back to Homer. I am a man of science, Homer thought, not a cop. Not an adventurer. I am nearly eighty. I need to take a leak. Who could fault me if I just gave up? He thought this as he moved forward. Homer reached up between the blond man’s legs and grabbed his balls, squeezing hard. He lifted him up by the crotch. The man let out a strangled cry. As he crumpled over, his pale, surprised face slid down past Homer’s chest. Homer lifted his left knee into the face. There was the crunch of nose cartilage breaking against his knee cap. The man fell down writhing on top of the prone form of his companion. Homer grabbed Albert by the arm and led him through an arbor, over another low iron fence and out onto Wisconsin Avenue.


  13

  SAVING THE BACON


  



  From their room at the Four Seasons Hotel in Georgetown, Homer and Albert placed a call to the State Department. Albert’s plan was to get a message to the Secretary of State, get him to call back, and then arrange to join him at the White House. The Secretary would be their entree to the President. The way to get a quick, secure message to the Secretary, he said, was through Tracy Laxalt, the young woman who ran the Caribbean desk at State. Albert thought it best to have Homer initiate the contact, rather than risk having his own voice recognized.


  “State Department, main switchboard. Good Morning.”


  “Yes, Good Morning. Ms. Laxalt, please, the secretary to the Under Secretary for Caribbean Affairs.”


  “Yes sir.” Click. Click.


  “State Department, main switchboard. Good Morning.”


  “Um, yes. I…Good Morning. Ms. Laxalt, please.”


  “Yes sir.” Click. Click.


  “Hello?”


  “Ms. Laxalt?”


  “No, this is the main switchboard. Didn’t I just talk to you?”


  “I think so. I’m trying to reach Ms. Laxalt.”


  “Well, she’s probably terribly busy. She can hardly be expected to pick up her own phone. I’ll switch you to her secretary.”


  “Oh, thank you.”


  Click. Click.


  “Miss Laxalt’s line.”


  “Yes, I’d like to speak to Miss Laxalt, please.”


  “I am sorry, sir. Miss Laxalt is away from her desk just at the moment. This is her secretary.”


  “You’re the secretary to the secretary to the Undersecretary?”


  “Yes sir.”


  “Well, will she be back soon? It’s important that I speak to her.”


  “She’s away from her desk. That’s what we say when someone is away. So you don’t go into whether she’s in the ladies room or at a meeting, or whatever. But I think she’s at a meeting. Or whatever. I do believe, though, that she is at a meeting, however I can’t be sure of that. But it would be safe to say. There are so many meetings that she has to…”


  “Could you take a message, then? Or will she call in?”


  “…There are just so many meetings that she has to go to as part of her work. That’s just the nature of the job. But, yes, I could give you a message, I suppose. Let me see if I have one here.”


  “No I want to give you a message.”


  “And she does call in. At least she usually does. If she does call in, I could ask her then if there are any messages, I guess.”


  “I want to leave a message. If she could call me. That’s the whole message. Homer Layton at the Four Seasons Hotel. 524-6900. Layton. It’s urgent.”


  “Why don’t I just take that message and give it to her when she calls in? She’s sure to be calling in. I’m writing your name on this little pad…”


  “Layton. 524-6900, room 228.”


  “I’m writing up a pink message slip.”


  “Thank you.”


  “There now. And the message is for…?”


  “Miss Laxalt.”


  “Oh, of course. Well, I’ll just give it to her when she comes back. And if she calls for messages…”


  “Thank you.”


  “If she calls in, well I’ll read this to her.”


  “Thank you.”


  “And then she will call you right back.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Probably tomorrow. Or Friday. Have a nice day, sir.”


  



  Senator Hopkins had reserved the Flamingo Meeting Room for his policy mapping session. There were sixteen persons present, including Sonia, Edward, Maria and Loren. These four were present in body only. They had been up for most of the night, working over Homer’s lists and dividing up the tasks that he’d left to be done, if and when he gave the word. Kelly and Claymore were standing by now in the living room of the suite, in case Homer should call. Claymore had brought a box of modeling clay which he was forming into a likeness of Kelly’s head and shoulders. Absorbed in his work, he seemed the picture of perfect contentment. Kelly and her emerging clay portrait, on the other hand, both appeared a bit strained. Kelly had the morning news on. She would get word to the others immediately if anything broke.


  Loren took his place at the conference table. Their being here was part of Homer’s plan. It was essential to keep up appearances. This was as important as any other part of the plan. Senator Hopkins and the others were to be kept in the dark about what might be happening. The most likely thing, was that this scare would blow over, and then it would be a terrible embarrassment if they were found out to have let any part of it leak. Loren nodded to the Senator and to Professor Porter, the only ones of the rest of the group whom he recognized. He was trying to appear normal, trying to remember exactly what normal was. Normal, normal, normal.


  There was a neat little folder of papers in front of his place, and an identical folder in front of each of the other places. Loren opened his to see an agenda and some position papers. One of the papers was a study of university tuition and fee schedules through the year 2099. Under the folder was an empty yellow pad. He got out a pencil and jotted down three things that had occurred to him in the elevator. Homer’s contingency plan seemed to envision some sort of an expedition. It spoke of provisions for 200 people, though who those might be Loren had no idea. But if they were going off with a crowd, there were other things they’d need. He began to make a list of first aid supplies required. Or had Homer already listed first aid supplies in one of his own pages? No matter, Loren knew better what was likely to be useful.


  At the head of the table, Chandler paused for effect. A long pause. He liked to begin only when his audience was positively begging for the suspense to end. Ted Pinkham, the university Proctor, and Chancellor Lawrence Brill, he noticed, were waiting eagerly for whatever he had to say. What a pair of dedicated and loyal followers those two were. He had assembled a truly impressive team for Cornell over the past year, with just a few remaining laggards to be weeded out over time. And the little working group he’d convened here this morning would certainly be a credit to any university. He scanned the ranks of his brain trust now. Too bad Layton had bowed out. Still, it was amusing to have his three assistants at one’s disposal, ready to be put to work. Chandler suspected that they represented more than half the raw think-power in the room that morning. He glanced at Dr. Duryea, immediately to his left. She was scribbling furiously on her pad. Probably jotting down ideas prompted by the agenda points he had provided in the handouts. Barodin and Martine were also writing. Dean Sawyer was staring off into space, no, now she was writing something on her pad as well. Chandler congratulated himself. The crew was so eager that the work was already beginning. Time to weigh in and provide some clear leadership.


  “Ahem. Well, good morning ladies and gentlemen. I see that we’re all ready to begin. I’m going to start with a question. The question is, What Matters?” A well-timed moment to let that sink in. He smiled encouragingly around the table. “By that I mean, what specifically is it that propels a university, or any human endeavor for that matter, toward greatness? Doctor Barodin, perhaps we could begin with you.”


  “Huh?”


  “What matters? What are the characteristics concomitant with greatness?”


  “I haven’t the foggiest idea.”


  “Uh huh. Exactly. We don’t really know what the concomitant characteristics are, do we? And that’s why we have convened this ‘brain trust,’ as I think of it this morning, to examine that question in some detail, and to come up with radical new answers to guide us through the entire century.” He looked down again at Barodin, who was bent back to his pad, taking notes. The Senator turned to Sonia. “Doctor Duryea, what do you think the characteristics are?”


  “Characteristics?”


  “Yes. What are they?”


  She had thinking of adding a few dozen backpacks to one of Homer’s lists; he seemed to have given no thought to how any of what they were buying would be carried. Chandler was waiting for her response. Sonia made an effort to concentrate on his question. “Umm…What are the characteristics? The characteristics of, that is, the most characteristic ones.” Her mind was a blank. “Well, that is a good question.”


  “I daresay. But if you had to put your finger on just one, just to get us started, what would it be, Doctor Duryea? What is the most necessary thing for us to attain our greatness?”


  “Um, survival?”


  “Yes. That is certainly necessary. But let us be more positive for the moment, and not just think about survival. What is the very foremost of the qualities concomitant with greatness? It is…come now people, who will break the ice? The foremost quality is…? Chancellor Brill?”


  “Excellence, Mr. President.”


  “Aha. Excellence. And there we begin. Dean Sawyer, perhaps I could ask you to keep some notes. Write ‘Excellence’ down as the first item of the list of qualities. Now Chancellor Brill, take it from there. Give us your own view of steps in the achievement of true excellence.”


  Brill pushed back his seat and stood up. The others turned to look at him. The university’s second highest ranking officer was barely five feet tall. Maria Sawyer was struggling to keep a straight face. Whenever Lawrence Brill stood up, she had an almost uncontrollable urge to shout out ‘stand up, please.’ That was mean. Try to be serious, Maria. The man can’t help it that he’s short. He can’t help it that he’s greasy and a terrible sycophant. Chancellor Brill was the only one who ever called Senator Hopkins ‘Mr. President.’ She suspected that that was how he got to be Chancellor.


  Brill deepened his voice. “Excellence. Our president has begun with a question, and I shall begin with one as well. Where is it that a critical lack of excellence poses a significant threat to our fair university?”


  It was a rhetorical question. He had his own answer and was ready to present it. But Senator Hopkins answered for him: “In the faculty.”


  “Exactly. Precisely and exactly correct!” ’Brill looked delighted at the Senator’s interjection, though the answer he had been about to supply himself was a totally different one. He had wanted to suggest that the fault lay with the student body. But what the hell. He could adapt. “The faculty. That is where our attention must be directed. Thank you for that, Chandler.”


  “Quite.”


  Brill went on, making it up on the fly. “Present company excepted, of course, our faculty lacks excellence. And what is our most pressingly needed action to assure excellence in the faculty?”


  “More money,” said Professor Porter. “Much more money for salaries. Much much more.”


  “Mm. Well there is a suggestion. Not the only one, of course, but it is definitely a suggestion.” He looked crestfallen. “Uh. Mr. President?”


  Senator Hopkins took the floor again. He wore a grave expression. This was not at all what he’d had in mind for the opening discussion. He focused on Porter what he hoped might be a withering gaze, without seeming to be. “Yes. That was a suggestion, of sorts. And we’ll hear some other ones, I trust, as well.” He was trying to think of Porter’s name. In his own thoughts and notes, he referred to the various department heads by their subjects. So Porter was ‘English’ and the tall fellow beside him was ‘PolySci’ and the woman on the other side was ‘Economics.’ They all had names too, but it was a bother to remember them. Fortunately, Candace had written some notes for him that associated the names with the departments. The problem was that he hated to put his reading glasses on while he was speaking, and he couldn’t read his notes without them. In the Senate, you could just refer to the ‘honorable gentleman from Louisiana’ and never worry about names, a much better system.


  “The honorable gentleman from the English Department has suggested more money. I have no doubt, no doubt at all, that as we move along on into the future, there will indeed be more money paid to faculty members. So that point is covered, I daresay. But more germane to our needs of the moment, I think, are the steps that we might take to foster a true sense of professionalism.”


  “Professionalism is the word, Mr. President. Exactly the word,” said Chancellor Brill.


  “Yes. I think it is.”


  “We are all professionals in this room, of course,” Brill went on, “and all we really ask is that the others be professionals as well. Instead of bellyaching all the time and dicking around with protest committees and all that. That is not professionalism.”


  “So true,” agreed Proctor Pinkham, wearily. “Marching around with students and carrying pickets and chanting things is not professional. It’s not ethical, and it’s not moral, and it shouldn’t even be legal. So it certainly is not professional.”


  “Quite.” Chandler had slipped his glasses on for a quick glance at Candace’s notes. “And that ties directly in with Professor Potter’s request for more money…”


  “Porter.”


  “Yes. Just as you said earlier, um, William…”


  “Walter.”


  “Yes. With increasing professionalism will come, in the natural course of things, more money to reward that professionalism, and of course its concomitant excellence. More money, I mean to say, in the decades to come.”


  “More money for next semester, that’s what’s called for. A big hefty increase. Otherwise I’ve got two bright young associates who are going to walk. And Claudia here has a similar problem.” He gestured toward ‘Economics’ across the table. “And the same in the sciences, too.”


  Chandler pounced on that. “The sciences! Well, we have the sciences well represented at this meeting, fortunately, in the persons of Dr. Layton’s three assistants.” He turned to Loren. “We haven’t heard from you yet, Dr. Martine.”


  “Hm?”


  “Have we?”


  “Have we what?”


  “Heard from you?”


  “Heard what from me?”


  “What you’re going to say. We haven’t heard it.”


  “I wasn’t going to say anything.”


  “I would be very pleased to have your opinion on what would best serve to assure the professionalism of our science faculty as we proceed through the twenty-first century.”


  “The twenty-first century.”


  “Yes.”


  “Well. What could I say about the twenty-first century? I’m sure something.”


  “Indeed. Wouldn’t you be inclined to agree that the professionalism that Chancellor Brill has referred to is what is required to motivate and inspire our science workers? And here, I’m not thinking only of the future of a single university, but of the whole American culture. I can’t think of anything that could be more essential at this time, there is nothing more essential than building that sense, don’t you agree.”


  “Oh yes. As you say.”


  “Professionalism is the bending of the individual to the will of the institution, for the benefit of all. And that is the subject on the table, Doctor Martine. How best to instill the willingness to bend.”


  “Bend.”


  “Yes. How would you have us attract the very best young researchers and how shall we bend them to strive toward excellence? What do you think?”


  “I was thinking that this might be a good time to break for coffee.”


  Chandler looked at him uncomprehendingly. “We just began. You have a fresh cup of coffee right in front of you.”


  Loren stared stupidly at his full, steaming cup. “Oh.”


  Maria had her eyes closed, her chin down on her chest. Sonia opened her folder to the agenda handout. It listed topics to be covered from 9 AM until 12:30 PM and then a working lunch. She glanced at the clock on the wall behind Chandler. It read 9:09.


  



  In the living room of the top floor suite, Kelly jumped up from the desk where she had been copying sources of supply from the yellow pages. She approached the TV, listening worriedly to an item sandwiched in at the end of the CNN international news segment. When it was done, she jotted a note in block capitals and headed toward the door.


  “Keep an eye on Curtis, please, Claymore. I’ll be right back. Don’t let him destroy anything.”


  “OK Kelly.”


  “And keep an ear out for the phone. Oh, you know.”


  “OK Kelly.”


  Claymore was still modeling Kelly’s head and shoulders. After she was gone, he shifted his attention from her real form to an image of that form in his mind. He sat back for a moment to consider the image. Her hair seemed closer to her head today than it usually did. Maybe she hadn’t had a chance to wash it. Clay adjusted the mental image to reflect Kelly’s usually fluffy clean hair. He then replaced her tee shirt with the white cotton blouse she sometimes wore with a high collar. He removed the stress from her forehead and from the corners of her mouth. That took a bit of experimentation, because he was still learning what stress was on the human face. Next he revised her lips into a tiny smile that almost always (except for these last few days) had been Kelly’s expression. Much better. He reached forward to make the same changes to the clay figure.


  Kelly headed down the hall toward the elevators. Near the end of the corridor was a concierge lounge where tea and coffee and fruit and pastry were made available for guests of the VIP floor. As she passed, she heard the muffled sound of a printer. She went back and followed the sound into a little Guest Services office behind the lounge. There was a copier next to the printer for use of guests. Kelly made copies, then she returned to the suite and sent Curtis out to carry the copies down to the Flamingo Room for the others.


  



  Albert Tomkis flashed his pass at the gate in front of Blair House. The guard waved their taxi in. There was just a chance that the Secretary was here. Albert hoped to catch him between meetings and convince him of the need to reach the Chief Executive before any further harm was done. If he was indeed at Blair House, they could walk across Pennsylvania Avenue and arrive unannounced at the Oval Office in only a few minutes. As they approached the entrance, Albert smiled, pointing to a long gray limousine with license plate STATE-1.


  Homer stepped out the right side of the cab as Albert paid. He paused on the steps, feeling foolish about his missing right shoe. He was going to meet a cabinet officer and the President of the United States and try to convince them of a complicated and dangerous course of action, and he was going to have to do that with only one shoe.


  He stiffened at the approach of a handsome young man in a dark suit and tie. “Doctor Layton. You’re in good hands, sir. I work for Mr. Tomkis.” Homer breathed a sigh of relief at the words. “The Secretary is waiting for you inside.”


  “Oh, good. I guess Tracy Laxalt got through to him.” He let himself be ushered up the stairs by the young man. “Or what? How did the Secretary know we were coming?”


  “He got a message just as you suggested. A message from Mr. Laxalt.”


  “That’s good.” It took a moment to register. “Mister?”


  “Right this way, sir.”


  “Wait.” Homer looked back for Albert. There was no sign of him. The taxi was moving down the drive with several persons inside. The young man had an arm linked through Homer’s arm, pulling him forward. There was another man on the other side, taking his left arm. Homer looked up to see a shock of pale blond hair, sullen blue eyes and a mass of white bandages over the nose.


  “Oh oh.”


  



  Curtis opened the door of the Flamingo Meeting Room as quietly as he could, and tiptoed in, just as Kelly had instructed. He kept his head down, thinking that would make him less conspicuous. There was a plump old man with white hair and reddish eyebrows holding forth at the front of the room. Curtis made his way over to Sonia’s place to give her one of the copies of Kelly’s note. He could feel eyes on him from various parts of the room. Standing up as tall as he could, he leaned close to Sonia and cupped his hand over her ear. “Hi, Sonia,” he whispered. Sonia rumpled his hair. He passed her one copy of Kelly’s note, which she enclosed in her folder without reading it. Chandler was looking directly at her.


  “Just a note from Kelly. About…” She couldn’t think for a moment of anything that it might be about. “About arrangements. But you were saying, Senator?”


  “I was saying that the Great Books program shows every possible promise of being the single act that will turn the tide of American education in order to focus the American Mind, so to speak, on, well, on great books”


  “Uh huh.” Sonia tried her best to look convinced. She was dying for a peek at the sheet Curtis had brought, but Senator Hopkins had decided to make this part of his presentation explicitly to Sonia.


  “I’m just wondering why we haven’t hit upon it before. Can you just imagine the effect of having every single freshman reading Tristram Shandy, for example? Just think of that.”


  “Yes. I am thinking of that.” Sonia nodded grimly.


  Curtis had made his way over to Loren’s position. He whispered Hi Loren in his ear before giving him the sheet. Loren grabbed the paper. He shoved it into his lap where he could read the large print:


  PINAR DEL RIO, CUBA: 8:50AM. LOCAL RADIO SAYS CHEMICAL/GAS SPILL EAST AREA PINAR. POSSIBLE FATALITIES. NO DETAIL. RADIO HAVANA SILENT FROM 5AM. SOURCE OF SPILL UNKNOWN.


  Senator Hopkins could feel the attention of his audience faltering. Barodin and Dean Sawyer were staring wide-eyed at the little messenger boy, now making his way toward them. And young Martine was reading something in his lap. Others in the room were wondering what was going on. Chandler had not been a teacher all those years without learning how to handle such a lapse of attention. He pushed his chair back and stood, leaned forward over the table to engage each pair of eyes separately. He was thinking of Jimmy Stewart as he did this, Jimmy Stewart in Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, or maybe it was in Anatomy of a Murder, but anyway Jimmy Stewart riveting the attention of a table full of people. “Great Books!” he said, raising his voice. He rapped on the table in front of him to make the point. “That’s the ticket.” He whirled around to face Loren. “Great books starting off with Tristram Shandy. Don’t you think that will have the effect we’re hoping for, Dr. Martine?”


  Loren, his mouth hanging open, stared up at the Senator. “What was the effect we were hoping for again?”


  “Curing the national malaise, nothing less than that.” Chandler swept his hand out over the room as though it stood for the whole country. A dramatic gesture to hold them. “That is not a minor matter, I might add. It is that malaise that has subverted the youth of this great nation, deterred it from its greatness. Confronting and defeating malaise, getting America going again is of the very first import. That’s what we’re here for today. What we’re engaged in this morning is a simple matter of saving the bacon for our entire culture.” He finished up focused directly on Sonia.


  “Oh, yes, bacon,” she said. “Well, then I think that Tristram Shandy may be just the ticket, as you say.”


  She had not actually read Tristram Shandy. In fact, no one in the room had read it, not even Chandler. He had picked it as an example of the great books that no one read (though he hadn’t admitted to not reading it himself), thus contributing to the national malaise. But it was a bit inconvenient now to be talking about a book on a subject unknown, written in a forgotten century by an author whose name had slipped his mind. Chandler decided to switch gears.


  “Or we might set them to work reading Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire by Gibbons. Now there is something for the national malaise. It’s practically tailor-made for national malaise.” He had read Decline and Fall, as it had been assigned reading when he was a student at the Hill School. He remembered with some satisfaction that it had been deadly. “Which will it be, Dean Sawyer, Decline and Fall or Tristram Shandy?”


  “Paradise Lost, I think. Then Childe Harolde.” Maria told him. “And after that, The Odyssey in the original Greek. Only then Decline and Fall. Otherwise, they won’t understand a thing.”


  Chandler looked at her closely to see if he was being spoofed. But she was busy reading the sheet the little boy had handed her.


  



  There were two doors leading out of the lavishly decorated parlor of Blair House, both of them locked. Homer was locked in. He had been staring unhappily out the window for last half hour. There was a wide ledge outside, leading under the window and around the corner to god knows what. He supposed that he ought to step out onto the ledge at risk to life and limb and make good his escape. He supposed that he ought to, but he damn well wasn’t going to do any such thing. He was scared of heights. He was scared of falling into the rose bushes two stories below and being “rescued” by the guards. They would undoubtedly return him to this very room, no better off but full of thorns. There was also an armed guard on the lawn beneath him. The man had waved up to Homer when he’d first looked out the window.


  He heard steps in the hall outside. A moment later the door was opened by a young woman in a suit. She stepped aside for Rupert Paule to enter. She placed his small attaché case for him on the floor beside the chair he was settling into, then let herself out. Homer wondered idly what GS rating was given to attractive females hired to open doors and carry attaché cases for senior advisors.


  He had no illusions about the interview to come. Paule would hear him out but not let him see the President. He would send him away with the advice to let the professionals run government. The professionals were people like Rupert Paule.


  Homer suppressed a sigh. Nothing to do now but play out the hand as it was dealt. “Hi Rupe.”


  “Doctor Layton. Always an honor.”


  “Oh equally. Very equally.”


  “I hear you’ve been playing secret agent.”


  “Actually not. A business trip. Quick little trip to see the President. It’s essential that I see him, but it won’t take but a few minutes. I know he’ll want to hear what I have to say.”


  “He is hearing it. Telling something to me is like saying it right into the President’s ear.”


  “Oh, now I’m very sure that’s true. You can’t imagine how sure I am. Only this particular time, I’ve got to talk to the man himself.”


  “Unfortunately, he’s having his nap. He is suffering from jet lag from his trip back from Europe.”


  “I confess to thinking it might be OK to wake him, just this once. He might like to be involved in averting a nuclear incident.”


  Paule sat back in his chair smirking. He crossed his legs. Homer was trying to think of the character from literature that Paule suggested. Suddenly it came to him: Ichabod Crane. His long spindly wrists extended a good six inches from the sleeves of his shiny black suit jacket. And his ankles too were exposed to well above the top of his black socks. The hawk-like features and close-cropped hair with deep recessions of the hair line on each side also suggested Ichabod Crane. But Crane, of course, was supposed to have a look of fear, and Paule showed only boredom. He yawned, waiting for Homer to go on. Homer waited him out. There was some comfort to be had from the fact that the black suit looked like it had been slept in. It made Homer less self-conscious about the fact that he himself was missing a shoe.


  “Averting conflict is fine if you don’t get obsessed with it,” Paule said at last.


  “Oh, I’m obsessed with it. What do you say that you and I just run across the street to the White House, my friend, and tell the President what’s about to happen in Cuba, just as soon as the wind changes.”


  The thin gangling man smirked again. “Oh the wind already changed, Dr. Layton.” Homer flinched. “You know,” Paule went on, “our meteorological people suggested that the foul wind might hold for days. But it didn’t. It turned right around on schedule. We caught a break on that one.” He looked as if it was a break that they had been able to count on. “We have friends in high places.”


  “So it’s done.” Homer said. “The island is dead. Mostly dead.”


  “Liberated. Yes, it is. More than half of Cuba is free of communists for the first time in a quarter of a century.”


  “Free of life.”


  “Free of human life. The factory produced a very sophisticated product.” Product. He might have been talking about a toothpaste. “They got their recipe from the Russians. It did no harm to the wildlife, probably didn’t kill so much as a single cow. Very sophisticated.”


  “Nothing more sophisticated than killing people in great numbers. You’re really in the big leagues now, aren’t you?”


  “We’re playing hardball, that’s all. They had to expect something like this. They are the ones to blame. We have acted in an entirely responsible matter, simply taking back what is ours.”


  “And the Guantanamo base?”


  “A regrettable loss. We removed a few senior personnel. The rest have died heros’ deaths. It couldn’t be avoided. It would hardly have suited our purposes to give away our intentions with a mass evacuation.”


  “I don’t suppose there has been any word from certain off-shore terrorist groups?”


  “A rather petulant little communication. It came in this morning. They have declined to accept our version of what happened. They have even gone so far as to suggest reprisals may be in the offing.”


  “St. Louis.”


  Paule looked surprised. “How on earth did you know that?”


  “Just a lucky guess. They propose to use a medium sized missile to remove St. Louis. This evening or tonight, approximately. They suggest that we use the intervening time to evacuate the population.”


  “I can’t imagine how you have learned that, but yes. We, of course, are taking no action. We don’t have to.”


  “Only a few million American lives, I guess that doesn’t matter much.”


  “No lives at all, Dr. Layton. We have secret weapons.”


  “Oh yes, Revelation-13.”


  “My god, you do have your sources, don’t you? But yes, since you mention it, Revelation-13 is one of our secret weapons. It will render their puny missile impotent and useless. That’s if they dare to fire it at all. They really would be advised not to. They would be much better off simply swallowing their loss. Because if they did fire on St. Louis, the city would be saved by Revelation-13, but then we would obliged to take action of our own. Most reluctantly, of course.”


  “If the shield holds, you’re going to launch on Havana.”


  “Reluctantly. And while we’re at it…well, other targets are being discussed. Nothing undeserved, mind you.”


  “And if the shield doesn’t hold?”


  “Oh it will, Dr. Layton. I can assure you of that. We have put in a few highly productive weeks of work on Revelation-13.”


  “Weeks?! It would take years.”


  “Not with the team of software specialists we have assembled under Dr. Armitage. They are the best of the best, a dozen of the very finest. Their productivity is maybe ten times higher than that of the next best software team on earth.”


  “Oh, that’s good to know. Of course they would have to be a few thousand times more productive than that to get the work done in the time they’ve had for it.”


  Paule looked sourly back at him. “Well perhaps they are indeed thousands of times more productive, at least during the recent weeks.”


  “Excellent. Because to produce the fifty million lines of code required, that’s what they’d have to be.”


  “You can do amazing things, when you’re pressed.”


  “Sure, like typing 10,000 words a minute. That’s how fast they’d have to key in the code, to get it all in.”


  “Dr. Layton, you’re being excessively negative. We all know that only a small portion of any computer program is actually used during any given run. The rest is code to deal with situations that never crop up. Our people will be writing only the parts of the program that will actually be required.”


  “Such prescience. I admire them, I truly do.”


  “You can believe me, the shield will hold.”


  “And if it doesn’t?”


  “It will.”


  Homer had been standing the whole time. His right foot, the one without the shoe had gone to sleep. He sat down to take pressure off it. He shook his head: “Rupert, Rupert, think of all you got to lose. You are a young man. Me, I got nothing to lose. A quick death is preferable to what fate has probably got in store for me. I am 77 years old. Old guys have no illusions. A bomb might be better for me than waiting for you know what. For heart cancer, or terminal constriction of the testicles. But for you it’s different. You’ve even got kids, I think.”


  Paule nodded, thinking of the three vague little faces. He hadn’t been home in weeks. “I’m doing this for them, Homer. For American children everywhere.”


  “For American children everywhere you have to think about the possibility that the shield won’t hold.”


  Paule shrugged. “Let’s consider the worst, since you insist. The worst is that six of our cities are taken out: a terrible blow, though not mortal. Our industrial power is intact. Our agriculture is intact. But think of our enemies. In our righteous indignation, excused by the whole world because of our terrible loss, we will have simply erased every single source of annoyance around the world. And we will have demonstrated our will to use strategic weapons whenever we have to. The public stance is that we have been egregiously and outrageously damaged, but have we really?”


  “My god, man! An eighth of our population is dead.”


  “Ah, but which eighth?”


  Homer stared at him, uncomprehending. Paule waved a hand dismissively. “Six large cities: Much of our urban population gone; more than fifty percent of the black population of the country, gone, and that is a loss. It does wonders, of course, for our poverty program. In one day we remove more people from the poverty roles than all prior administrations combined.” He smirked. “Oh, I think the nation will be able to go on. Time will prove that the loss of six cities was not so much a mortal blow as a kind of…purification.”


  “Jesus. I can’t believe you’re saying this. I can’t believe that when St. Louis is lying in ashes, you’ll still be able to…”


  “If the shield doesn’t hold, we launch anyway. It’s just a little messier.”


  “Oh, well that makes it easy. You’re going to hit them either way. Whether it holds or not. You don’t even have to wait to find out the result. Why torture yourself wondering whether you really should have evacuated St. Louis? You can just launch immediately, as soon as you know one missile has been fired on us.” The logic was correct, but he wished immediately that he hadn’t said it. Paule had obviously not thought of that before.


  “Hmm. You may be right. I’ll have to talk that over with Hodge. And the President, of course. Well, Dr. Layton,” he got to his feet, “as pleasurable as this little chat has been, I’ve got to get back to minding the store, as you can imagine. Be assured that I will share all your concerns with the President, who will consider them very carefully. Very carefully. By the way, I understand that you will be addressing the Academy of Arts and Sciences in Ft. Lauderdale this evening. I too have excellent information sources.”


  Homer nodded, at a loss for words. “Well, then, I think you might be well advised to catch the Delta noon flight to Fort Lauderdale. You see, we’ll be obliged to close Reagan Airport just after that. It will be the last flight out to Florida. I’ve taken the liberty of having two seats booked for you.”


  Homer pressed on, ignoring the fact that he had been dismissed. “The President has to consider taking the hit on St. Louis. Evacuate the city and let them blow it up. Don’t retaliate. It’s not a bad trade. St. Louis for Cuba. It’s a knight for a bishop. Tell him to take the trade. He’ll be far ahead and not take so much risk. He’s got to think of that.”


  “I’ll tell him.” Paule gestured Homer toward the door. “You’d best be on your way, Dr. Layton. You don’t have a lot of time.” He moved toward the telephone on the table, as Homer rose. From the door, Homer looked back at the thin Ichabod Crane figure, now bending over the phone. Paule, he supposed, was calling the girl to come in and carry out his attaché case.
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  Albert was waiting outside on the steps of Blair House. Homer took his elbow. “Let’s go,” he said. “We’re out of here.”


  They caught a cab for Reagan Airport. Two first class seats had been booked for them on the noon flight to Ft. Lauderdale. Rupert Paule was a mad zealot, but an efficient mad zealot. Homer called Kelly from the boarding area.


  



  After hanging up, Kelly examined her reflection in the mirror behind the desk. She didn’t look like a woman who’d just received news of impending Apocalypse. She just looked normal, or fairly normal. There were some signs of the strain of the past few days, perhaps accentuated by Homer’s call, but nothing very dramatic. She seemed just a tiny bit tense. It might have been the expression brought on by mild cramps, or by disappointment at a B on a term paper. Maybe she didn’t believe that any of it was going to happen, that any of it had already happened. Only she did. She believed absolutely that this was real. The events of the near future seemed by now to be determined, like the ending of a film she had already seen. If she wasn’t reacting more, it was because of the fatalism that had taken possession of her. She ran a hand through her hair. Behind her was the sound of Claymore humming cheerfully over his sculpture. Curtis was playing cops and robbers, playing all the parts in his made up drama: Hold it right there, Buster, in one voice, and then Drop that gun in another.


  “I have to run down and pull the others out of the meeting, Curtis.”


  “You’re gonna spring them. I think they’re gonna be real happy to be sprung. They weren’t enjoying themselves all that much.”


  “And you’re going to put all the furniture back together in case we need sofas and chairs instead of a pillow fort.”


  Down on the lobby level, she paused outside the Flamingo Room door to concoct her excuse. What she came up with wasn’t perfect, but it could be made to work, she supposed, if the others rose to the occasion. It would have to be played by ear. She stepped into the room, went purposefully up to Chandler who was in the middle of his peroration on the duties and responsibilities that students must be obliged to accept in exchange for the freedom that they had been given. He stopped in mid-sentence as Kelly arrived at his side.


  “I’m so sorry to crash in like this, Senator, and to interrupt your work.” She put her hand onto his arm. “It’s just that something altogether extraordinary has just come over the news.” Kelly turned to Loren and Ed, who were seated side by side. “NASA has announced the discovery of an anti-star in the Crab Nebula.” She held her breath for someone to react.


  Edward leapt to his feet. “My God, this is momentous! An anti-star! And in the Crab Nebula. Why, this is extraordinary news.”


  Loren was standing as well. “We suspected that there was one there. We were onto it all along, only, only…”


  “Only they’re very hard to see,” Sonia picked up. “Because they only shine anti-light.”


  “Yes anti-light. It’s almost invisible, you know.” Loren began to gather his papers. “Well, if you can possibly excuse us for the moment, Senator, we’re going to have to draft a statement for the press. It’s bound to be on the evening news, and Homer will want for us to have something very cogent ready for the news.”


  “Yes, they’re downstairs already, I’m afraid, the newspeople,” said Kelly. “Wolf Blitzer. They’ve been asking for a statement.”


  “My word, Wolf Blitzer?” Chandler looked impressed.


  “Uh huh. And a team from The Washington Post.”


  “Well then, perhaps you should go. We’ll do our best to carry on without you, thinking over the matter of freedom and responsibility and so on. By all means. We don’t want to keep Wolf Blitzer waiting.”


  “And we’d be obliged if you could spare Dean Sawyer, too, Senator. She will be quite indispensable for…” Kelly stopped, at a loss for a the rest.


  “For the makeup,” Dean Sawyer finished. “Of course, my dear.”


  “Yes, of course. By all means, Maria. You go with them too.”


  Out in the corridor, Kelly had sudden giggles. Edward pulled her by the arm, away from the door and out of earshot. “Jesus, Kelly. An anti-star? What the hell is an anti-star?”


  “I don’t know. I was rushed. I figured you’d think of some way to make it sound OK.”


  “And anti-light, Sonia? I almost burst out.”


  Sonia shrugged. They were all grinning. Then the grins began to evaporate as they stopped to consider why it was that they were there. Kelly filled in the details on the way up in the elevator.


  Most of what there was to do was to buy things. Loren got on the phone to rent two trucks. Edward opened Homer’s briefcase and began to divide up the cash and pass out lists of items needed and tasks to be performed.


  



  Delta Flight 117 was delayed in Atlanta. One engine of their DC-9 had failed to restart at the gate. Albert and Homer sat, fretting, for more than an hour while mechanics tinkered. At last, the captain announced that they would have to switch aircraft. There was an Delta agent waiting for them as they stepped off the plane. She explained that there was, as yet, no alternative aircraft, that they would be informed just as soon as she herself knew what their departure time would be. It was a little past 4PM.


  Homer looked up at the arrivals board to check on incoming equipment. The 2PM from Reagan National, he saw, was marked “DELAYED.” If the airport had indeed been closed, the closing of Atlanta International might follow shortly. He noticed that there was a flight out to Tampa at 4:30. From Tampa they could rent a car and be in Ft. Lauderdale by evening. He caught Albert coming out of the men’s room and hurried him off toward the gate. As they taxied down the runway, Homer saw Air Force pilots running toward their sleek silver fighter planes, parked alongside the government hangar.


  



  Jared Williams had scratched most of the items off his reception checklist before the first guests began to arrive at the Eckerd Suite just after 6 PM. The hotel had provided a bartender and two servers for the hot canapés. Williams checked them out. They seemed competent and pleasant. He mixed one shaker of martinis for the Hopkins, and then turned the bar over to the hotel man.


  It had been the Senator’s idea to bring along a Cornell singing group, The Halls of Ivy, to entertain at the reception. One of Williams’s concerns was that the group had spent the entire day at the poolside bar and was somewhat the worse for drink. He had heard them on prior occasions when in a similar state, and knew that their selection of songs could become erratic. Pray god that they didn’t decide to sing The Young Maiden of Delhi or one of their other risqué numbers this evening. The Senator would not be amused. Ah, there was Corliss Taft, the head of the Academy of Arts and Sciences, and his wife, Dr. Melinda Taft, just arriving. Williams hurried over to steer them toward Senator and Mrs. Hopkins for a proper welcome.


  Stacey approached him a moment later. “Any sign of Homer?” she asked. There really was no need for Williams to worry at all, with a professional worrier like Stacey around; she could take care of the worrying for all of them.


  “Not yet.” He gave her a wink. “He’ll be here.”


  “Of course he will. Dr. Layton is very countable-onable,” she said. “I mean, one can always count on him. Can’t one?”


  “Of course.” None of the other members of Homer’s group had shown yet either.


  “Of course. I shall just give a ring up to their suite, though. To let them know that it’s quite OK to arrive now. Sometimes people are shy about coming too early.”


  “That might set their minds at rest.”


  “Mr. Claymore Layton will not be coming to the reception. I talked to him this afternoon. He was going for a swim in the ocean. He said that he would be at the dinner though. He was very enthusiastic about the dinner, because we’re having chocolate mousse.”


  Williams smiled. How like Claymore Layton, he thought, to cut through the crap and go right to the essential. A decent chocolate mousse was likely to be the high point of the evening. Even if the mousse were less than perfect, it would signal the end of the dinner, the end of the speeches and toasts and the other bother. Then they could all go to bed. In the morning, he had hopes of being left alone for long enough to have swim himself.


  Just after seven, Dean Sawyer arrived, and shortly behind her, the four young members of Homer Layton’s staff. Kelly took Williams aside. “There’s nothing to worry about,” she said. “Dr. Layton is a tiny bit delayed. He’s driving in from Tampa. He will be here in time for his address. We’re going to have Sonia make a presentation before Homer goes on. She’ll tell the audience something about Homer’s work over the past few years. That will give us a bit of extra time, in case there’s traffic or something. Don’t worry.”


  “Tampa?”


  “It’s a long story. But everything is all right.”


  “Is it?”


  “Maybe not perfect. But it won’t help to have people worrying. Could I count on you, Mr. Williams, to reassure the Senator? Edward will be explaining the revised schedule to Mr. Taft. Perhaps it would be better not to mention Tampa. Let them think Homer is just taking the extra time to work on his acceptance speech. No need to mention he is working on it in a car.”


  By 8PM they were taking their places at the dinner tables. Corliss Taft stepped up to the microphone. He was a fit, sixtyish man, with a thick mane of gray hair. He welcomed the group, quieted them down, and then introduced Dr. Sonia Duryea of Professor Layton’s staff. She would provide them some background material, he said, about Homer Layton and his work. He led the applause as Sonia made her way up onto the stage.


  Sonia looked down from the dais, judging her audience. There were several hundred persons present, most of them Academy of Arts and Sciences members. There was also a smattering of physicists, known to her from past meetings of the particle physics working group, whose meetings had been scheduled to coincide with Homer’s investiture. An unusual number of spouses had come along too; evidently May in Florida had had some boondoggle appeal. All the tables were full, except for the speakers’ table. There she saw the Tafts, Senator and Mrs. Hopkins, Stacey, Dean Sawyer and six empty places. Loren and Edward, she knew, were standing in the back of the room by the double doors, waiting for Homer to arrive. She turned on the little light at the podium to illuminate the page of notes she had carried up with her.


  In all the years of teaching and making presentations at conferences, she had never felt the need of written notes. Once she had established what points had to be made, they were etched into her memory. But her father had commented after watching her lecture one day that she tended to become terribly serious, even somber as she spoke. So he had told her to concentrate on smiling, no matter how serious the subject. The page of notes lit up in the podium light had only one word on it: SMILE. Next to the word she had drawn a circular face with a big grin.


  Sonia smiled at her audience and began: “The story of the discovery of Dark and Luminous Matter, the two basic building blocks of the universe, is an exciting one. Up until the early nineteen-eighties, no one was even aware of the existence of Dark Matter. The stuff that makes up our solar system, our whole galaxy, in fact, is entirely Luminous Matter. But today we know that there is also another and dramatically different kind of stuff: Dark Matter. We know that Dark Matter comprises the overwhelming majority of all matter in the universe. The relative proportion of Dark Matter to Luminous in the universe is similar to the proportion of earth to frost.” She paused to let the audience absorb that allusion. “The Luminous Matter, that is all we know, is present in only minute quantities elsewhere in the universe. Of the much more common Dark Matter, we knew nothing until recently, and only one man even suspected its existence…”


  In the back of the hall, Loren fidgeted. He knew there was something inane about this nervousness. There was a possible nuclear confrontation ahead, but he was fretting at the thought of this audience being stood up by the failure of its guest of honor to appear on time to receive his award. This audience could all be melted in an 15,000 degree fireball later this evening or tonight — what difference did it make if they were also stood up? He opened the door to look out into the entryway for signs of Homer. No one was there except for Claymore, sitting alone in an easy chair by a tub of ferns. Claymore was staring off into space. He was dressed for the occasion in a black tux. Loren closed the door and tried to concentrate on what Sonia was saying.


  As usual, she was holding the audience in the grip of her words. She could explain the most complicated physical phenomenon so that anyone could understand it. And she could make it interesting. The assembled notables were learning this evening about Dark Matter and Homer’s discovery of its existence. They would be able to explain what they were learning to their children and friends, because Sonia’s words would stick in their minds. They would wander out to look at the night sky, wonderingly, because all of what they could see was the frost of luminous matter. What lay far beyond, some 20 billion light years away was the rest. Somewhere out there was an infinitely larger amount of a totally different kind of matter. It was invisible because its light had not yet arrived at the earth, and would not for billions of years. Where the dark matter would be seen at some time in the distant future, there was tonight only a black space between stars. And they would marvel how Homer Layton had ever figured out what was there.


  By nine thirty, Sonia was clearly running out of things to say. Loren found the head waiter and suggested that they begin to serve the meal. He had a note sent up to the head table to the effect that dinner would be served before, not after Homer’s acceptance. Senator Hopkins and Mr. Taft put their heads together to confer worriedly. At last, Mr. Taft passed the note on to Sonia. She finished up her remarks and stepped down. The waiters began carrying in the hot dishes. Loren was halfway to his place before he thought of Claymore. He turned back toward the door. Just as he arrived there, Claymore and Edward entered. He turned around to make his way with them toward their assigned seats at the front table.


  What happened next was so obvious, in retrospect, that they should have expected it. The audience saw the little gray-haired man in a tuxedo being escorted toward the head table. Claymore did not look much like his brother, but the audience didn’t know either of them. The resemblance to Homer’s book jacket photo was enough. Who else would be dressed in a tux for the awards dinner anyway? The audience began to stand and applaud. Corliss Taft, who had never set eyes on Homer in his life, leapt to the stage. He was clapping noisily, more out of relief than enthusiasm. He stepped to the microphone: “Ladies and Gentlemen, a man who needs absolutely no introduction!”


  Chandler waved, trying to get Taft’s attention. He started toward him. Taft was at the edge of the stage, shaking Claymore’s hand and guiding him up the stairs. Loren reached out to restrain Taft, to tell him, but the man shrugged off his arm. The applause was deafening. Taft led Claymore up to the podium. He shoved an ornate plaque into Claymore’s hand and stood back, joining in the applause. Clay was not sure why everyone was applauding him, but seemed pleased. His face broke into a lovely, child-like smile. He stepped in front of the podium and gave a deep bow. The audience responded by applauding even more loudly.


  As the wave of sound began to subside, Chandler, red faced and trembling slightly, stepped up onto the stage to repair the damage. At just that moment, the Halls of Ivy made their appearance from the wings. At his seat at the second table, Williams crossed his fingers. Just let it not be The Young Maiden from Delhi, he thought. He need not have worried. The singers were far too blotto to have any thought of changing the program. They sang Cornell Victorious, just as he had told them, on the Senator’s instruction. If they swayed a bit during the song, it looked to the audience to be pure musical exuberance. Chandler stepped down from the stage. He seated himself beside Candace, and buried his head in his hands.


  There was more applause at the end. The singers made their exit, leaving Claymore alone at the podium, holding the award. He was smiling still his enchanting smile. There had always been something terribly lovable about Claymore. Now it was the audience that sensed it. They poured out their respect and admiration, but also a huge wave of fondness toward the small elderly man, with his ingenuous smile. Claymore bowed deeply again.


  As the applause died down, Clay stepped up to the mike. He tapped it tentatively. Still smiling, but now somewhat perplexedly, he spoke into it.


  “Well, what shall I say?” he asked. He looked down at Loren at the head table. “What shall I say to them, Loren?”


  Loren shrugged. “Anything you like, Clay. It’s all yours.”


  “Well,” said Claymore, “I shall talk about Chocolate Mousse then.”


  The audience began to applaud again, delightedly. They had so persuaded themselves that the speaker could do no wrong, that he could in fact do no wrong.


  When they were settled, Claymore became serious. “The mousse au chocolat,” he began, “dates from the 17th century. In the year 1644, a Danish chef had arrived at the Court of Versailles and begun to cook for Louis the 14th, the Sun King. The great sensation of his cuisine was a kind of sherbet, called a granite. Louis just loved it. His favorite was the chocolate granite. But the problem was, how to make a sherbet during the summer months when there was no ice. The chef told Louis the problem, and Louis said he had better solve it or he would be spending the summer in the Bastille.” A wave of laughter rippled through the room. “So the chef began to experiment with a concoction of beaten egg whites and chocolate…”


  Loren looked around. The audience seemed engrossed in what they were hearing. They appeared to have no doubt that the speaker would end up by making it clear what chocolate mousse had to do with 21st century physics or with the Academy of Arts and Sciences or with the award or with something. Only at the head table were there signs of concern. Loren couldn’t take it. He left his seat to go back to the doorway to wait for Homer. From that position, he could see the audience, still held in rapt attention. Just in front of him, a man leaned toward his wife and said in a loud whisper, “In case you’ve missed it, egg white is Luminous Matter and chocolate is Dark Matter.” She shushed him, annoyedly. “Of course I didn’t miss it,” she whispered back. “I’m not stupid.” All around the room, people were beginning to nod in happy understanding.


  At the end, there was another thunderous round of applause. Claymore said he would take questions. A man stood near the front of the room and asked the following: “I’m a little confused by the relative proportions of chocolate to egg white. Are they the same as the proportions of earth to frost?”


  “Is that your question?”


  “Yes.”


  “No, they aren’t.”


  “I’m a little confused by that.”


  Claymore thought a moment. “Your confusion is natural,” he said. By that he meant not that the confusion was understandable; the man was just dumb.


  “Have you ever been at all confused by that?”


  “Never.”


  The audience applauded again. Lesser minds might be confused, but not their guest of honor.


  There was another questioner on his feet. “Could you make any sort of a connection between the mousse and the whole matter of peculiar motion?” he asked.


  “Motion?”


  “Yes, movement. When it’s peculiar.”


  Claymore frowned. “From binding, you mean?”


  “I guess so. What does that say about the mousse?”


  “Well, perhaps it’s too stiff. You could lighten it up. Or you could mix prunes in, I suppose. If it bothers you.”


  The questioner stared at Clay without comprehension. There was a rustle of people turning in their seats. Loren was coming down the aisle toward the front of the room with Homer and Albert just behind him. Homer went directly up to stairs and mounted the dais. The audience stared at the old man in rumpled suit, missing one shoe, as he made his way toward the podium. His left sock was in tatters, there was blood visible on the foot.


  “Hi Homer.”


  “Evening, Clay. Are you about done?”


  “Maybe I’ll finish with a summary.”


  “OK.”


  “It’s a compound one, a tri-partite summary.”


  “Fine.”


  Clay turned back to the audience. “Chocolate mousse is easy to make, but delicious, but fattening. Thank you very much.”


  He stepped down to a smattering of now rather nervous applause. Homer approached the microphone. “Ladies and Gentlemen. I am Homer Layton. Thank you for this honor. I understand there will be an open bar after this dinner. Good Evening.”


  Homer walked back to his place at the head table. He was starved. He tucked a napkin into his collar and attacked the meal. The room was silent. The waiters began clearing plates and serving the chocolate mousse.


  



  15

  THE MAN WHO INTERVENED


  



  Homer had sent them all to bed. They had been up the night before, he said, and needed to be fresh for whatever was to happen. But for Loren and Edward at least, sleep was impossible. They sat by the window of Edward’s room, looking out over the cityscape. Ed had turned the light off, then turned it back on and back off again, wondering over that simple action, repeated so many times through the years. But would it be possible tomorrow? He crossed in the darkness to the empty chair across from Loren.


  “I feel I know what’s going to happen,” he said. “Kelly said the same thing. It seems to be in the cards.”


  Loren nodded unhappily.


  “The off-shore Cubans are going to do exactly what Simula-7 has predicted. They’re totally predictable. They are going to fire on St. Louis, just as their note said they would. They won’t reconsider. They will assume that the U.S. will evacuate the city. They will also convince themselves that we won’t escalate. It would be stupid of us to do so because the destruction of an empty city by a single missile is just a slap on the wrist after what we’ve done to Cuba. Jesus. I still can’t believe that we did that.”


  Loren nodded again. “Dumb,” he said.


  “They’ll convince themselves that we won’t retaliate, but they’ll be wrong. We know better. Imagine what happens when they launch their single missile on St. Louis. Maybe the modified Revelation13 takes it out, maybe not. It might be capable of intercepting a single missile. Let’s assume it does. What do we do then?”


  Loren considered. “The logical thing would be to do nothing further. The world might be convinced that our Shield is in place and fully functional. That would be a powerful position for us.”


  “But we’re not using logic. We’re zealots.”


  “Right. So we go crazy. We’ve been attacked, challenged. We have to strike back. It’s a matter of offended male honor.”


  “So we launch. We clean up Iran and North Korea and Pakistan and whatever else. That’s what happens if the Shield holds. If it doesn’t, then we’re sitting with the smoldering ruins of St. Louis. Lots of fatalities, because we haven’t evacuated. What do we do then?”


  “We have to hit back. We pin it on somebody and launch.”


  “Either way, our side launches.”


  “Either way.”


  They stared out over the twinkling lights. After a time, Edward picked up: “In Greek tragedy, there is a moment of transition, just at or after the climax. Prior to that moment, events have been controlled by men, and after, men are controlled by events. I feel that we passed that moment this morning. The rest is all the grisly end of the Greek tragedy, playing itself out. The players are just spectators.”


  “Except us,” said Loren. “We are different. We can intervene. We have an option, to turn on the Effector.”


  “Only we really don’t have an option, do we? We have to turn on the Effector. The numbers dictate it, a lot more lives are lost by even the most limited nuclear exchange. Even if we could know there’d be no further escalation, we have to intervene. So we are controlled by events, just like everyone else. We have no options. The second part of what I feel is bound to happen tonight is that we turn on the Effector. The world grinds to a stop. People are still alive, for the moment—we’ve saved all those lives. But now nothing works. Every motor is dead, the electric power system closes down, aircraft fall out of the sky, the missiles that have been fired clatter harmlessly down to the earth and don’t explode. Now the real nightmare begins.”


  “Maybe we can turn it off afterwards. Eventually. After the crisis is past.”


  “Never. There will always be more weapons, waiting for their chance.”


  “We can turn it on and off.”


  “Loren. Think what you’re saying. If we begin playing games turning the Persistent Effector on and off, how long does it take the establishment to guess that it’s us?”


  “I don’t follow.”


  “Rupert Paule goes to his man Armitage, a world class physicist. And he says, ‘What the hell is happening? What is this strange force that keeps killing our missiles and our motors and our power generators?’ So Armitage runs a few tests while the Effect is on. What does he learn?”


  Loren thought it over. “The potential energy in any combustible substance would suddenly appear to be reduced when the Effect was on, and back to normal when the Effect was off. It would provide a clue to the whole theory of t- prime. What took us years to understand…”


  “…would take Armitage only how long? Weeks?”


  “A few days,” Loren admitted.


  “Probably. And then Paule would ask, ‘Who is doing this terrible thing to us, Dr. Armitage?’ And Lamar would have to think about that for a whole second before coming up with the answer: Homer Layton and his team. Homer’s article in Science about Peculiar Motion is a dead giveaway.”


  “So they are suddenly all over us. They take our Effector away and turn it off.”


  “They turn it off except sometimes.”


  Loren saw then what Edward was driving at. “Oh.”


  “Right. They can turn it on when they detect any strategic action aimed at them, and then turn it off when they are aiming at anyone else. It is the ultimate Shield.”


  “That might not be so bad.”


  “It would be terrible. Because they’ll realize that other countries have got physicists too. They can figure out t-prime with the hint we’ve given them. So given a few weeks they could make their own Effector. But that wouldn’t suit the zealots at all. They would realize that their advantage would be neutralized in a few weeks. So what do they do?”


  “They have to act to consolidate their advantage. Or at least they might…”


  “Exactly. They might. We have to assume they will.”


  It took a while to absorb. The decision to turn on the Effector was the decision to leave it on forever. “Maybe the Effector won’t work,” Loren said.


  “That’s our most optimistic hope.” Edward was smiling bitterly. “Then we get cooked along with half the rest of the world or poisoned from fallout or whatever. We’re dead, which we were going to be eventually anyway. But at least we’re not haunted forever after that any of it was our fault.”


  



  Oswald Burlingame was awake that night. His new assignment was technical liaison to the revived Shield project, now taking form at Johns Hopkins University. The project was located in what had been a field house for the University’s intra-mural sports program. The setting was reminiscent of the football stadium that had been home to the Manhattan Project in the 1940s. Burlingame was particularly conscious of the similarity, having recently seen a film about the Manhattan Project. He showed his pass to the armed guard and signed himself in. It was one minute before midnight.


  At twelve on the dot, he arrived for his meeting with Dr. Armitage. The professor was waiting for him. Two members of his staff were also in attendance. Burlingame smiled warmly and shook hands with each of the three. The warmth of his greeting, of his entire demeanor, in fact, was something new for Burlingame. He had given substantial thought to the unfortunate relationship that had made it so difficult for him to be a productive part of the Cornell effort. That was not going to happen again. He was going to be a booster on this project. The participants were going to know that he was on the team. And they were going to be positively eager to let him hear the good news about their progress. That eagerness had been distinctly missing at Cornell. With great humility, Burlingame was now prepared to accept the blame for that. He had been too much the adversary. No wonder none of the Cornell group had ever been willing to give him any good news. Well, that wasn’t going to happen this time around.


  Sometimes it is the way you ask a question that makes it possible for the other party to give you the best answer. Burlingame led off with “Well, I trust everything is going along well?”


  “Oh, very well. Very well.” Armitage looked glum.


  “Lots of progress?”


  “Uh huh. Oh yes.”


  “I’ll bet we’ve made some substantial steps.”


  “Sure.”


  “Well, it’s going along fine then, isn’t it?”


  “Uh huh.”


  Burlingame wrote “substantial progress” and “going along fine” in his journal. What he really wanted to ask was Is the fucking thing done yet? But that was not the kind of question that the New Burlingame would be likely to ask; that would just be begging for rejection.


  “Let me ask you this, Dr. Armitage, of the progress that you’ve been making what might you be able to show me this evening? Not to press, you understand. Only it might be nice to know what is strictly speaking working, you see.”


  “Yes. Well, we can focus a one-second beam on a location. We type in the coordinates and the software selects the closest Hard Body and aims it and gives the instruction to fire. It is precise and stable.”


  “Well. That’s excellent. Just excellent. Of course, that is not entirely what I meant by ‘progress’ since we’ve been able to do that for some time. But it really is excellent. You gentlemen are to be complimented.”


  No one looked too pleased. After a moment, Armitage said, “Stability is the progress, I guess. There were some bugs in the software that would sometimes cause it not to fire at all or to fire at some location other than what we specified. Now those bugs have been fixed.”


  Burlingame made an effort to stay pleasant. He didn’t have a great appreciation for progress that meant the removal of problems he had not ever known existed. “Well that is fine. Now, in addition to that progress, I’ll bet you’ve been making progress in other realms, or am I overly optimistic about that?” The other realms, they all knew, referred to the collection and interpretation of the sensor data, the system’s vision of incoming missiles.


  “We have been able to demonstrate some rudimentary vision. Yes.”


  “Well, that is splendid news. Just splendid. The system can spot targets.”


  “Not quite. First of all, it can only see a single object. There are a few hundred sensors deployed, but so far, we can only use them in tandem. That means when all of them are focused on the same object, we could say that SHIELA can ‘see’ that object.”


  “Uh huh. But that is real progress, isn’t it?” The tension began to subside in the back of his neck. The ability to track one object was hardly going to be enough in the long run, Burlingame knew, but for their particular needs this evening, it might just suffice.


  “Oh yes. It is something that we couldn’t do before. So it’s progress. It has taken a hell of a lot of effort to achieve it.”


  “I know. No one is more appreciative, Lamar, of the effort you and your people are putting in than myself. I say no one is more appreciative, but of course there is the President who is more appreciative. He is highly appreciative.”


  “Mm.”


  “Highly. Well. Now that we have vision, we’re practically home, aren’t we?” Oops, mistake.


  “We goddam well are not practically home!” Armitage exploded. “We are nowhere!”


  “No. That’s what I meant.” Burlingame smiled lamely. “Lots and lots more work to do. Of course.”


  “Incredibly much more work to do. This project was meant to be staffed by 600 people. So we are 580 people short. Think of that. We are breaking our asses trying to do the work of 580 missing people!”


  Burlingame did his best to look impressed. “A truly incredible effort, gentlemen. I can’t think who else on earth, I mean on the whole entire and complete earth, would be capable of it. I’m just saying that within limits there are things that we can do. Of course there are those limits. But within them we can do some things. That’s all I’m saying.”


  “Right. We can do two things. We can fire a one second beam at a preset position, and we can see one thing at a time.”


  “Well excellent. So we could see that one thing, and, I guess, then we could fire at it, couldn’t we?”


  Armitage just looked tired. “Show him the demo, Lawrence.”


  Lawrence Perkins moved over to the wide screen console and switched it on. Burlingame turned pleasantly toward him, ready to see and to be impressed by the demo. He was already starting to feel good about this. The demo he was about to see, would undoubtedly be sufficient for this evening’s needs. All it had to do was pick up one incoming target and blast the thing out of the skies. Not too much to ask for all these weeks of work.


  The screen showed a swirl of stars moving from left to right. Perkins supplied the commentary: “The sensor is turning, looking for something to latch onto. We show stars on the screen, though the sensor can’t actually see them. We’ve just dummied up the stars so you get a sense of which way the sensor is moving. You have to understand, though, that the sensor doesn’t really see the stars.”


  “And that’s all right,” said Burlingame. “That’s quite all right. You see, I’m not looking for perfection.” Who cared whether the stupid thing could see stars?


  “I just want to be sure you understand. The stars are simulated.”


  “Quite all right.”


  “Yes. Well, now, you see, the scanner has picked up an object.” There was indeed a circle with an X inside it swimming into view from the left side of the screen. “There. And, as you can see, the system has latched onto it.” Movement of the stars was slowing, evidently from the decreased rotation of the sensor. When the circle attained the center of the screen, it stopped. “OK. We’re locked on. SHIELA is tracking the object. Its coordinates are shown here in the corner, expressed in polar notation. SHIELA can ‘see’ the object, and can follow it.”


  “And it’s a moving object, isn’t it?”


  “Um, yes. I guess so.” Perkins looked surprised by the question.


  “How fast is it moving?”


  “Well, seventy meters per second.”


  “Aha. So we’ve locked onto a fast moving object.”


  “If you want to put it that way.”


  “Blast it.”


  “What?”


  “Blast the thing. Hit it with the one-second beam. I don’t care what it is. Private or military aircraft. It won’t be a commercial aircraft because there aren’t any aloft tonight, I happen to know that. So I want you to blow that object up. We are willing to take the heat on this. Because we absolutely have to know that we can spot and destroy a moving object. That is the essential. What I’m asking you to do is blow up that object that you are tracking now, to make it disappear from the screen. Those are my instructions. Those instructions come directly from the White House.”


  “Jesus.” Perkins was white in the face. “You think we’ve locked onto some poor bastard out for a spin in his Cessna, showing his girlfriend the lights over the city or something. And we’re going to blow him up to give you a little demo.”


  “That is exactly what I think, and exactly what is going to happen. No one is sorrier than I am for the unfortunate occupants of that plane. But I am going to have to insist. The stakes are huge tonight. We have to know what kind of a capability we’ve got here. And I take complete responsibility.” He turned to Armitage. “Doctor. You understand what needs to be done.”


  Armitage smiled cryptically. “Oh yes. I understand what you’re asking. It isn’t a Cessna, by the way, the object we’ve locked onto.”


  “It isn’t?”


  “Nope. Cessnas are little, much too little for us to see at the present stage. Of course, eventually, we’ll be able to pick up objects as small as a common bar room dart, but just now, our vision is limited to largeish objects.”


  Burlingame turned back to the screen, to the circled X now in its center. An ugly suspicion suddenly occurred to him. “What is that object?”


  “That object, Mr. Burlingame, is the Earth.”


  “The Earth?!”


  “Yes. Our current visual capability is limited, as I said. The limitation is that, so far, the only thing we’ve been able to see is the Earth.”


  “Jesus.”


  “There it is. That is a non-trivial accomplishment, by the way.”


  “Jesus.” Burlingame was staggered. “You can see the Earth.”


  “Right.”


  “Only the Earth.”


  “Right.”


  “Well, that’s marvelous. You can ‘see’ an object that only takes up about a quarter of the whole goddam sky.”


  “As you say.”


  “I am underwhelmed.”


  “Such is life.”


  He could feel his face getting red. “You’re going to have to do one hell of a lot better than that, Dr. Armitage. You’re going to have to be able to see a missile coming in fast, headed for an American city.”


  “Of course we understand that.”


  “Well how long before you can do that? Are we talking 1 A.M.? 2 A.M.? Or 3 A.M., for Chrissakes?”


  “How long before we can spot an incoming missile?”


  “Yes. How long?”


  “A single missile?”


  “Yes!”


  “From a land launch? Sub-based missiles come in lower and are a bit harder to see.”


  “Yes. A single land-launched missile. How long before you can track it?”


  Armitage leaned back in his chair to look up at the ceiling. “We should be able to do that by…let me see. Assuming our current staff and our current rather impressive rate of progress, by…Christmas, year after next.”


  “Jesus!”


  “Well, don’t quote me on that. I may have been too optimistic.”


  “I can’t believe you guys! You are off the wall. I mean off the wall. You think this is a fucking tea party. Jesus.”


  Burlingame was on his feet, his face purple. He stuffed his journal back into his case and walked out fuming. He slammed the door hard behind him. Didn’t even look at the guard as he passed. Jesus. The worst of it was that he had been so pleasant to those turkeys. And this was the result. He had praised them and smiled at them and tried to be accommodating. And look what it got him. Not a goddam thing. Well if he had learned one thing this evening it was that being accommodating just wasn’t worth shit. No more Mr. Nice Guy for Oswald Burlingame. He got into his car and drove off with a squeal of tires.


  



  Within twenty minutes of Burlingame’s departure from the Johns Hopkins campus, an SS-24 missile lifted off from an island off the coast of Ecuador. It was targeted on St. Louis, Missouri. Launch time had been calculated for impact at precisely 12 midnight, St. Louis time. The missile was picked up by a US Navy destroyer on station two hundred miles west of San Diego. Within a few seconds, the alert was raised. Since the station had been prepared in advance for what they were seeing, they went right to Red Status. Word came over the StratCom network immediately.


  Albert was dozing with his ear to the receiver. The announcement might have been part of his dream. He had been dreaming such things a lot lately. He sat up, stared at the device in his hand. It immediately repeated the alert. He looked over at Homer, who was awake in the chair beside him. Homer had heard. The words of the announcement didn’t have much effect on him, it was more like an alarm clock going off in the morning. It had a binary significance: time to begin. Albert put his ear back to the little device. He looked up at Homer again. “They think 19 minutes,” he said. He looked at his watch. “At 1AM our time, I guess.”


  Homer raised himself with an effort. Old people, he thought, ought not to sit down in such deep chairs. Loren, who had been sleeping on the floor beside him, was on his feet. “I’ll get the others,” he said.


  Edward had left his door ajar. Loren stuck his head inside and said, “Let’s go, Ed.” It might have been the wake-up for an early departure for a camping trip. He heard Edward’s reply from the darkened room, and then went on to Sonia’s room, just one down.


  He knocked and waited. There was movement inside, he could hear. The door opened a crack. Sonia peered at him, squinting in the light from the hall. “Sonia.” He wanted to take her in his arms, to comfort her. But she kept the door between them.


  “I’m in my pajamas,” she said.


  “Come to Homer’s room as soon as you can.”


  “Give me a few minutes to dress.”  She shut the door.


  Kelly’s room was next. Loren knocked. There was a sound from the interior, and then the door opened. Kelly was wide awake. There was a low light on behind her. She had on a white nightgown with short ruffled sleeves.


  “It’s happened,” Loren said.


  Kelly drew him into the room. “Look in on Curtis,” she said. “I’ll throw on some clothes.”


  Loren went to the adjoining room and peered into the darkness. He could hear the child’s regular breathing. The form in the bed seemed peaceful in its sleep. He turned back into Kelly’s room. She was standing at the dresser with her back toward him, pulling up a pair of jeans under her nightgown. He caught a flash of her bottom as she pulled them into place. She threw off the nightgown. Her back was long and slender. She was taller, he thought, than his sisters, a bit taller. She pulled a tee shirt over her head and turned to him. “Ready,” she said. She was in her bare feet. No shoes, no underwear. They got back to Homer’s suite even before Edward.


  Homer had waked Maria. She came in from the bedroom, tying the belt of a rose dressing gown. Claymore came in from the other side. Sonia and Edward arrived at the same time. It was eleven minutes to Impact. Homer closed and latched the door, turned to them, all business:


  “The Gloria Verde have launched on St. Louis. Albert got the alert a few minutes ago over his StratCom machine. The missile will land at 1 AM our time. We have only a few minutes for thinking. Thinking, and thinking together is what we have to do now.


  “There are some things we have to explain to Albert and to Maria and to Claymore, about our agreements for turning on the Effector, if we decide to do that. Are you listening, Clay?”


  “Oh sure.” Claymore was the only one to have sat down. He was on the couch, in his peach colored PJs. There was a glossy Guide to Ft. Lauderdale Nightlife on the cocktail table. He flipped the book open. “Sure,” he said.


  Homer turned to include Albert and Maria. “You know what the Effector is. I’ve explained it to each of you. You know what were are considering doing tonight, what we have to consider. But you have no responsibility for whatever happens here. That is important. We five bear the responsibility.” He looked around at the members of his group. “Myself, Edward, Sonia, Loren and Kelly. Just we five. We are going to vote before taking any action. We agreed before that the decision to turn on the Effector would require unanimous approval of the five. Any No vote will be a veto. It looks like we’re going to have to vote tonight. Soon.


  “There is no use voting on whether to turn it on yet. Because I would vote No. We can’t act to help St. Louis. Because there is still a chance that that will be the end of it. If Washington elects to accept the attack on St. Louis without reprisal, we don’t have to turn on the Effector at all. That will be a big relief. We have to think of it that way. We wait until after Impact. We wait and wait. If the U.S. complains but doesn’t counter-attack, then we never have to vote at all. Nobody has to say what he or she would have voted. Then we can rest comfortable for the rest of our lives, knowing that we didn’t use the power that fell into our hands, that we never acted to plunge the world into darkness. We will always wonder what would have happened if we had saved a few lives in one mid-western city, but changed the fabric of our whole world forever after. We can have that discussion over beers back at Cornell.”


  He ran out of things to say for the moment. He needn’t have said anything; they had all known. There was a long quiet moment, then the sound of Claymore turning a page.


  Homer had thought of something else. “If we do have to vote, I hope we don’t, but if we ever do, then I want to ask…”


  Albert held is hand up. His ear was glued to the receiver, his eyes faraway. “They’re launching,” he said.


  “What!?” Loren was incredulous. “Who’s launching? Us?”


  “The President has given the order. We’re launching our strike.”


  “That can’t be! They’ve got to wait for Impact. The Shield might hold. The Cubans might abort. The missile might be a dud. It might be off target. It’s too soon to react.”


  Albert shrugged.


  Homer looked at his watch. “Now we vote,” he said. There are nine minutes left. If we vote yes, we might as well act before Impact. We can save some immediate lives, and that might make it easier.”


  “They have launched,” said Albert. “StratCom has confirmation of the first missile off…and now the second, a submarine launch. That’s it. There are more…”


  “Now we vote.” Homer separated himself and the four members of his staff from Albert and Maria. “A yes vote means turn on the Effector. No means do nothing. I vote…”


  “Wait!” said Loren. He remembered the last vote. All had spoken up immediately except Sonia. So, at the end, it had been her vote alone that mattered. He didn’t want that to happen again. “Little pieces of paper, he said. We’ll write our votes. That way, no one is last. No one person gets left with all the pressure.”


  There was a pad of Post Its on the desk. He tore one off for each of them. There were pencils on the desk too, which they picked up. Sonia took a pen from her purse. Loren wrote Yes on his paper. Then he collected the others. He stuck them to his sleeve, five yellow votes, all in a row. All were Yes. Sonia’s yes was written in letters so small that he had to look closely to see them, fine inked characters barely an eighth of an inch tall.


  “All have voted Yes,” he said.


  Homer nodded. “I will turn on the Effector myself.”


  “Seven minutes,” Albert said.


  Edward had brought the ornate oak box in with him. He set it now on the desk, opened it and stepped away. A hush. Homer approached the box alone. He stared down at it.


  “There is a slide switch on the side,” said Loren.


  “I know, I know.”


  Albert’s voice came to them from faraway. “I don’t mean to press. Six minutes to first impact,” it said.


  “I know,” said Homer.


  Loren wished that Maria would stand beside Homer for this moment. He shouldn’t have to be so alone. He looked back at Maria, but she had sunk into the white chair. Her face was turned away.


  Instead, Kelly stepped forward and took Homer’s left hand in both of hers. She pressed her cheek against his. Loren thought she might have whispered something, but he couldn’t hear. Homer nodded. He reached out his other hand to the switch. Loren craned his neck to see. Had he switched it or not? Homer seemed frozen in position.


  “What is the population of St. Louis?” Edward asked. “Three million?? Homer, you save enough lives in the next few minutes to justify your decision. Within an hour, you will have saved tens of millions more, far more than will ever be lost due to the Effect.”


  “I know,” Homer said. “So I will do it.” He slid the little switch and stepped back. The others crowded forward to see. The switch applied current to the tiny maser-like generator and it also released the mechanical brake that kept the card from floating free. There was a low pink glow on the center of the device. The card began to turn, seeking out magnetic north. It turned through north and then slowed and started painfully back. Finally it settled down. Loren looked out the window. Nothing had happened.


  “Maybe the magnet…” he said.


  The lights in the room began to dim. They didn’t turn off sharply as they would at a sudden outage; it was more like a brown-out. The lights went down slowly as if controlled by a dimmer. When the room was dark, they turned to the window. The brightly lit cityscape was browning out too. After a few seconds, there was no electric light visible at all. No one had spoken. Behind them, Albert broke the silence by saying, “Three minutes to first Impact.” He was still holding the StratCom up to his ear. It ran on battery, so was unaffected by the power loss. The StratCom transmitter was in a satellite, outside the earth’s magnetic field.


  They all turned to the window. Claymore stood up and walked over to look. “See,” he said, waving to Homer to come forward. “I told you so.  It’s a different color.”


  The night sky had a faint pinkish tint. It looked like northern lights, like the aurora borealis, but it was in the south.


  “It’s a different color,” Claymore said. “Pink.”


  “Yes, it is,” Homer agreed.


  Loren was holding his breath. “I have one o’clock. Is there anything?”


  All eyes turned toward Albert. He had the receiver pushed up against his ear. He shook his head. Then his eyes were unfocused. “They’re saying…wait…they’re saying the Shield has held. The Shield has held and St. Louis is not destroyed. There is a station at the impact site, and no explosion.” He looked around at them wonderingly. “They think it’s because of the Shield.”


  “Oh,” said Homer. “They’ll soon realize what has happened.” He sat down on the arm of Maria’s chair. She was still looking away.


  “They’re announcing the names of the people responsible for saving St. Louis,” Albert said. “They’re saying it was Armitage and his staff…and Curly Burlingame. Curly Burlingame?”


  “A true American hero,” said Edward.


  “Now they’re announcing some power failures in the U.S.,” Albert continued. “A few power failures. Nothing to worry about, they say. But they suspect minor sabotage.”


  Homer smiled grimly. “Sabotage, yes, minor, no.”


  “Power failures in Europe too. They’re not quite sure what to make of it.”


  Homer waved distractedly at him. “Turn your machine off, Albert. What’s happening isn’t there. It’s right here in this room.”


  Albert put the StratCom receiver down on the cocktail table. He looked out the window again. There was no artificial light visible at all. There were only stars and the faint pink glow, like the light of an hour or so before dawn, but visible in all directions, slightly more noticeable down low near the horizon. “Wow,” he said. “What have we done?”


  Homer sat in the darkness. “What have we done? What have I done? Sentenced some eight million people to their deaths over the next few months. Eight million.” He spoke softly. He was silent for a long moment, and then said, even more softly, “Hitler was a piker.”


  Loren was holding his breath. Kelly leaned down in front of Homer. She extended both arms slowly to his sides, and then, incredibly, tickled him. Homer was horribly ticklish. He jerked up in his seat. “You silly old goat,” she said. “You have just saved St. Louis. You have saved sixty million lives throughout the world. That’s what we figured. You have saved the atmosphere from poisoning. You may have saved life on earth.”


  “Sure, Homer,” Loren chimed in. “You are the greatest hero of all time.”


  “But all the dying that’s ahead…” he said.


  “All that is somebody else’s fault.” Edward had his hand around Homer’s shoulder. “That’s all Rupert Paule’s fault. Rupert Paule and General Simpson and all of them. It’s their fault, Homer.”


  Homer shook his head yes, but he wasn’t convinced.


  Loren disconnected the battery from the Effector. As he had known it would, the tiny pinkish light remained in the center of the card, fueled now by the Earth’s magnetic field. The little device on the card was necessary to keep re-injecting the disturbance that maintained the Effect. As long as it existed and stayed aligned, the Effect would continue. He detached the braking mechanism so that it couldn’t be set by mistake. Then he closed and latched the box.


  Edward was passing out flashlights from a box of supplies they had carried up earlier. He gave each person a list as well with detailed instructions on it for what to do next.


  “Lots of work to do, folks. And only the next few hours to do it in. Let’s get going.”


  



  16

  HOMER’S PLAN REVEALED


  



  Homer’s plan was simple, which was lucky because it had to be explained over and again during the next few hours. He reasoned that the powers in Washington would need a day or two to re-establish what they could of their lines of communication. Several of the satellite based networks would still be working and useful. Albert said that there were some four thousand StratCom units like his own. Most of the armed forces and civil authorities could stay in touch via these or with similar facilities connected to the other satellites. They could communicate, though their abilities to move or take any action would be severely curtailed.


  Once the authorities got in touch with Armitage (Homer figured that might take a day) it would be just a matter of time before they understood who the real enemy was. Then the short grace period would be over. There were regular Army troops stationed not 20 miles away from the Marina hotel. A message from the White House would set them in motion. Soldiers might have to walk all the way to Ft. Lauderdale, but they would. Sitting tight on the top floor of their hotel would result in their capture within 72 hours. The Effector would be seized and smashed. So they had to move.


  They needed to play Keep Away, not just for a while, but forever. The most essential thing, Homer said, was to survive the turmoil of the next few months. Their own lives were the only guarantors that the Effector would be kept safe. Staying alive would be a matter of avoiding population centers. There were bound to be food riots and wide-spread anarchy. So their survival, he explained, required them to get away to an uninhabited place. The place he had chosen was the eastern part of Cuba.


  “By getting away to Cuba, we buy ourselves some time. And isolation. The east of Cuba is the only place on earth with short-term provisions for millions of people and almost no one to contend for them.


  “But we can’t go alone. You do see that, don’t you? We need a critical mass of people to join us, enough to form a small community. Enough to share the burden of keeping the Effector safe. So it’s not just the few of us in this room. There have to be enough of us to put up a defense, if need be, when the need arises. Because it will come. They will come after us, the forces of reaction.” His voice was steady enough, but his eyes were just dead.


  “How many do we need? I am thinking of two hundred. This is Homer Layton, designer of entire cultures speaking. Two hundred people to make an independent society. A smaller group and we can be overwhelmed. More and we risk not being able to keep them together.”


  The two hundred people Homer had selected to accompany them were participants of the two scholarly meetings taking place at the Marina Hotel. He had made up lists of those present now in the hotel. Some of them were part of the Academy of Arts and Sciences membership and its guests, and others were with the American Society of Physics working group. In each case, Homer had tried to select only those whom he knew to be unattached or present with family. They could not afford to approach anyone who had significant ties left behind. Most of the next hour was spent going through the hotel corridors to the room numbers on Homer’s list, waking up the inhabitants and explaining very briefly what had happened.


  Oddly enough, people seemed ready to accept what they were being told. There had been rumors in the evening news about something going on in Cuba, about suspicious rumblings in the Senate, and, of course, the missile plot scare. There had also been the very strange failure of the main telephone and telecommunications links to Europe. Something was up, something dangerous. People shuffled out of their rooms, many in robes and slippers, and made their way down the fire stairs to the Main Ballroom. Kelly checked them off against her master list as they arrived.


  Homer was on the stage. The others had set up battery powered lights, enough to light up the room dimly and to illuminate Homer as he spoke. He had a portable loudhailer in his hand. All the equipment in evidence, and a good deal more, was what his assistants had spent most of the day acquiring. The rest of it was in the two rented trucks, parked just outside.


  Kelly waved at Homer to begin. There were still some people missing, but the majority were in place. The others had probably gone back to sleep, thinking it was all a bad joke.


  “Hullo. Hullo. Can you hear me at all?” Homer looked small and old, alone on the stage. He still had on the same rumpled suit. His foot had been too swollen to fit into a shoe, so he now had on a pair of sheepskin slippers. His hair was mussed. “Hullo?”


  Loren shouted OK from the back.


  “Ladies and Gentlemen. Thank you for getting out of your beds and coming down here. I know it sounds crazy, what’s happening. It is crazy. And it’s going to get crazier, much crazier, before it’s done. But thank you for coming down to hear to me.”


  He peered out into the hall. Enough lights were focused on him and so few illuminating the audience that he couldn’t see a thing. The room was silent. He listened for a long moment. “Is there anyone there?” he asked. There were a few voices from the hall. “Oh, good.” He turned to the wing where Kelly was coming up the stair.


  “There are more than 190 of your list here,” she whispered. “We got the hotel manager and her family as you suggested. And some of the young people who work in the hotel. Nearly two hundred, all together.”


  “Oh. Good.” Kelly stayed beside him as he turned back to the audience. “Well. Listen, this is what’s happened. We invented something a while ago that would stop explosions. It’s too complicated to say what it is. When we invented it, we wondered if it would ever be good for anything. And the only thing we could think of was that it might be nice to turn it on if there were a war. Last night, a war began.”


  Homer put his hand his hand up to shield his eyes and peered out again toward the audience. Behind him Kelly whispered that he was doing fine. Edward and Loren and Sonia were at the stairway now, making their way toward him to lend support. They arranged themselves around him on the stage. Edward smiled encouragingly, and Homer picked up the loudhailer once more.


  “We are the ones who invented this thing, this explosion inhibitor. We five. Well, actually I invented it.” He looked sideways at Loren.


  Loren was surprised for a moment, and then he understood. Homer was taking the blame onto his own shoulders for what he anticipated might not be viewed as a great contribution to humanity. Loren shrugged.


  “I invented it. And last night, I turned it on. These people are my assistants. They have given me advice and counsel. But I am responsible for what has happened. I am Homer Layton, by the way.”


  Still a silence in the hall. Homer took a deep breath and went on. He explained about the binary nerve gas released by the attack on the Cuban factory, about the retaliation against St. Louis and about the U.S. launch just before 1 A.M. With the missiles in the air, a few dozen of them, he explained, he had turned on the Effector. The result was that the missiles had not exploded. All this to an almost total silence from the audience.


  “That is the good news,” Homer continued. “That is unfortunately the end of the good news. All the rest is bad. The bad news is that the explosion inhibitor is not at all selective. It doesn’t just inhibit missile propulsion and explosion. Maybe if we had had a few years of further development time we could have refined it. Or maybe not. But what we had when it came time to act was one device that could turn off explosions of all kinds, everywhere. So we used it. I used it. And now that it’s on, I can’t turn it off. I don’t dare. Because there are infinitely many more missiles out there on all sides. And if I turned the Effector off, they would be launched. I don’t pretend to understand why that is, but it is. So there you are. We suddenly have a world where no explosion can happen. Aside from that it’s just the regular, familiar old world. But without explosions. Without internal combustion engines, without generators, without automobiles or airplanes, a world without much electric power. And, I’m afraid, it’s got to stay that way.”


  Homer stopped. There was no use going on until people had digested what he had already said. He thought back over his own words, wondering how he himself would be reacting to such a message were it delivered to him unexpected in the middle of an interrupted night of sleep. How long had it been since he had any sleep himself? He was starting to feel a little dizzy. Now, at last, there was the beginning murmur of reaction from the audience. There was a shouted exclamation from the back part of the hall. Loren took one of the battery lights and shone it out into the mass of standing people. One man at the rear had his hand up. Homer gestured to him.


  “What is the inhibitor, the Effector, as you call it?” It was one of the physicists, Loren couldn’t remember his name.


  “Doctor Cardenas, is that you?” Homer asked. “Vincent, is that you?”


  “Yes,” the man shouted.


  “A false constant in time,” Homer shouted back. He didn’t use the loudhailer. “It’s Andronescu’s Paradox. You remember Andronescu?”


  Cardenas looked surprised, but at least he appeared to believe what he was hearing. “My god,” he said finally. “Is the effect general? Over the whole world?”


  “Yes. Wherever there is a magnetic field,” Homer shouted. “It is propagated onto the magnetic field. I think.”


  Cardenas was shaking his head. “My god,” he said again.


  There were more hands waving now. Homer picked one at random and pointed toward it. It was the Newsweek reporter who had been sent to report on the award, a young woman with her husband and small child beside her.



  “Yes?” said Homer.


  “No explosions? No motors? No trucks to carry food? No pumps to irrigate? No airplanes to carry us home? What have you done?”


  “No guns, no bombs, no nuclear warheads. In the short term I have made nuclear weapons impotent and obsolete. Very impotent and very obsolete. And in the long term, I don’t know what I have done. But I think it’s better that what we’d be looking at now if I hadn’t acted: sixty million dead and clouds of fallout settling on all the rest of us.”


  A man in the front row held up a hand and got Homer’s attention. He was feeling in his jacket pocket for something. “You can understand, Dr. Layton, if we’re made a bit tense by all this, I mean missiles actually being launched.” He looked a bit sheepish. “Would it be OK to smoke?”


  Homer shrugged. “Sure, why not?”


  The man came up with a cigarette and a lighter. He scratched the lighter several times, then looked at it in puzzlement. Homer looked around at his colleagues. They were all grinning. Kelly leaned toward him. “The man who saved St. Louis,” she whispered, “has also ended the world’s most lethal addiction. Not bad for a night’s work.”


  There were a few more questions. But mostly people were too stunned to know how to react. Homer took up the loudhailer again and began his pitch. This was the ticklish part.


  “We almost had a nuclear incident tonight. We did have a nuclear incident, even though nothing went off. That happened because there are madmen in charge. This is not exactly news to you. You have seen other signs of the madness. We did something wrong, sometime in the past. We set it up so that megalomaniacs and zealots gravitate toward power. Not just in our country, but everywhere. There wasn’t a good way to clean house. So it got worse and worse, zealots bringing in more and madder zealots. We were brought to the brink of war because of crazy people who believed they were guided by the hand of God. They believed that war was inevitable, that we had a temporary advantage, that now would be better than later. Some of them believed we could win such a war because of secret weapons they thought would save the day. And others thought they were just carrying out instructions from their God.


  “Now here’s what you have got to understand. Those madmen are tearing their hair out this very minute. They are screaming for blood. The person who frustrated their plan is the biggest villain of all history. It’s not going to take long for them to figure out that that villain is me. And when they find out, they will be here in force. They’re coming to capture me and to get the little box, the Effector, that is the only thing holding back Apocalypse. When they get their hands on that box, they will smash it. And then we will get to see the conclusion they had planned for this night.”


  This day and night were full of potential turning points, and here was another. These people could rise up and rebel; they could charge the stage to tear apart the man who had set himself in the way of what the nation’s leaders thought must happen. They could act in place of the soldiers, doing exactly what the soldiers would soon be marching this way to do. If I could impose my will on them for just a few hours, Homer thought, then they would be caught up in the momentum of the thing. And then their reason could only come to our support. But just for this one moment, all was in the balance. He looked out into the audience, half expecting them to surge forward in a snarling rage. Instead of that, they did nothing. He raised the loudhailer to his mouth and began again over the same ground. Never be shy about repetition; he had taught himself that in the classroom many years ago. People need to hear things twice or even three times.


  The rest was mechanical. People are docile when they’re stunned enough and tired enough and frightened. They listened to what Homer said. When he was done, Sonia took the loudhailer, and told them what they had to do next. They listened, and then they did it. They climbed back up the stairs to their rooms, dressed in sensible clothes and shoes, packed all that they could carry and stumbled back down the stairs to the ground floor.
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  “NOW IS THE SEASON…”


  



  The power failure was no great inconvenience for the United Services security guard on duty at the marina, a certain Dwight David (D.D.) Pease. He was used to reading during the quiet hours after 2 A.M., but for that purpose he had a battery powered book light in his bag. He usually took his bag of books and his portable light and set up a chair at the end of the pier where a warm night breeze could be expected to keep the bugs away. There he would stay undisturbed most nights. He could usually count on at least four hours. The book for tonight was a profile of some of the leaders of the French Revolution. He had picked it up in the library on his way home from work the morning before. The thick volume had promise: It focused on the characters of Louis-Antoine Saint-Just and Maximilien Robespierre, and the strange chemistry they made together. It was a matter that had always intrigued him. He expected to finish the volume by morning. He would make notes in one or more of the several notebooks he brought with him each night. The power failure wouldn’t make any difference at all.


  The touch of lumbago was a minor annoyance. But that had been with him for years. His feet were hurting too, from being on them all day in his other job. Aside from that, he had no complaint. Sometimes a noise would break his concentration. Interruption, however, was not a cause for complaint. The United Services Company paid him to be interrupted. D.D. Pease lifted his head now to listen to the whining of a car that wouldn’t start in the parking lot. The would-be driver continued to crank the engine optimistically, without pause. The pitch of its whine was winding down as the battery got weaker and weaker. Soon it would stop altogether.


  The stars were clear and lovely in the darkness that comes to the modern world only with a power failure. He turned off his little light. There was a faint pink at the horizon, reminding him of the Aurora he had know as a child in Minnesota. He leaned back in his chair. With the city power off, there was a peaceful quiet (now that the whine of the starting motor had finally quit). The roar of air conditioning units in the hotel was gone, as was the zapping noise of the bug lights. There was, for the moment at least, no traffic. He wished idly that there might be a power failure each night.


  Behind him a pair of lights was approaching. They seemed to be the lights of a car, but he could not hear the engine. There was also a slight shuffling noise of feet on the pavement. With his eyes closed, he tried to reconstruct from the pattern of sound alone what might be going on. People were pushing the car, he thought, that would explain the shuffling. If they were pushing it, then he ought to hear some grunting; people always grunt as they push heavy objects. He listened, and there it was. There were four people he thought. Now he heard some low voices, at least one female voice among them. The lights of the car were too bright for this to be the vehicle whose battery had been worn down. So this was another vehicle. Curious coincidence, that: two cars not able to start on the same night. Or maybe there was some other reason for people to be pushing this one, since he hadn’t even heard them try to start it. Why push a vehicle with a perfectly good battery? He sat up and put his books and notebooks away in the canvas bag.


  Pease had guarded this marina six nights a week for the past four years. Nothing much ever happened. There were the occasional groups of college kids during spring recess who would happen by, all tanked up, and want to get up onto the yachts. He had never had much trouble convincing them to go elsewhere. There was another marina, he would say, with no armed guard, just a half mile down the road. That was usually enough. If not, he had his night stick and even the pearl-handled gun to show them. There had only been one theft of a boat that he could recall, and that had been an owner who had stolen his own boat for the insurance.


  He approached the lights of the vehicle. It appeared to be a van, like a bread truck. The people who had been pushing it were invisible behind the glare. The van was settled in against the curb with its lights playing over the line of tied up yachts. He heard a female voice saying, “It’s the red canvas bag, like a big shopping bag.” There was a mumbled response from inside the van.


  “Evening, folks,” said Pease.


  An unintelligible exclamation from behind the van. Then there was a tall bald man in middle age approaching him from one side. He had one hand behind his back. The man looked a bit shy. He paused to push his glasses back, still keeping the left hand out of sight. Pease relaxed. From 18 years as a city cop and then an armed guard, he knew that this kind of fellow was not much of a threat. A young man, very dark in coloring, perhaps Hispanic, appeared from the other side of the truck. He seemed, if anything, even less threatening. To Pease’s elderly eyes, he was just some mother’s particularly comely child. The young man was carrying a red canvas shopping bag. He had one hand down inside the bag.


  “Evening,” said Pease again.


  “Look, this is just terribly embarrassing,” said the tall man. “But we are quite obliged to steal some of these yachts. Twenty of them, to be exact.”


  “Oh really?”


  “Really. I can only assure you that it would all make perfect sense to you if only you understood. But we have to. That is the long and the short of it.” I work for the State Department, by the way. If that would make any difference.”


  “I see. The government is requisitioning twenty yachts.”


  “Well, not exactly. What’s really happening is we’re stealing them.”


  “Oh.”


  “Yes. I hope you’re not going to make any trouble. We’re armed, you see.” He held out his left had to show the pistol he was holding. “Show him your gun, Loren.”


  The dark young man drew a black handgun, what seemed to be a semi-automatic, out of his bag. He pointed it at Pease.


  “Well. Guns and theft. That’s quite a combination. Guns and theft and maybe a bit too much to drink.”


  “We haven’t had a thing to drink.” The bald man was indignant.


  There were two young women now visible and a third man, lanky and aged about 30, with a reddish beard and long hair in a pony tail. They looked like a group of college-age kids out for a walk with one of their fathers. Pease gave them a bemused smile. “Five people to steal twenty yachts. What are you going to do with so many stolen yachts, if I could ask?”


  “Well, that doesn’t really concern you,” said the bald man. “I mean, we could explain, but it would take forever. The key thing is that we’ve got these guns. And we’ve got the drop on you, I think that is the expression.”


  “Now look,” said Pease. He held up his two hands and moved slowly toward the man.


  “Hold it right there, D.D. Pease! This is no joke.”


  Pease stopped, surprised that the man knew his name. “You have the advantage on me, sir. I don’t know your name.”


  “I’m Albert Tomkis.”


  “Well, Albert. Let’s just talk this over. A little talk and some clear thinking can’t hurt anyone. It could even be a big help in keeping you and these young folks out of trouble.”


  “Step back. Or I’ll shoot. I really will. This is a serious matter.”


  “But I’m not going to let you steal these yachts. Don’t you see that? I am a guard. Guards guard things. So I’m not going to let you get near my boats. The United Services Company has paid me all these years and I have never really done anything for the money. And this is my chance. If I don’t protect these boats now, I may not have another chance for another decade. So, you see, it will be quite impossible for you to steal any of these vessels. That’s just all there is to it.”


  “But we have guns!” Albert was obviously distressed at the thought of being resisted.


  “Now it’s funny you should talk about guns, Albert, because I have one too.” Very slowly, Pease pulled the pistol from its holster and pointed it directly at Tomkis. “You see?”


  A long moment to consider the standoff, the almost comical scene. Finally, Albert said, “This is ridiculous. Your gun is useless against us.”


  “Oh really? Well, I think exactly the opposite. I think my gun is the only one that matters, because it is in the hands of a man who knows how to use it, a professional. I am a fellow who has come to peace with himself on the subject of using a gun. I don’t think any of you could pull the trigger on a poor old man like me, but I feel quite different about it. I could shoot any one of you because you’re armed and you’re trying to steal the properties that I am charged with defending. That is the difference.”


  “You’re taking a terrible chance.” Albert gestured nervously with his gun, holding it out even further from his body and pointing it directly at Pease’s head.


  Pease faced him squarely, his own gun pointing at Albert’s midriff. “You see, Albert, you’re not going to shoot that gun. If you had any intention of doing so, you would have when I pulled out my own. So now it’s all over, this silly adventure. Because you folks just aren’t the type that shoots guns.”


  The one called Loren, put his gun back into the bag. “Well, he’s certainly got us figured right on that one, Albert.” He was ferreting around in the bottom of the bag. “We’ll have to use the cattle prods. They’re our only real weapon. He pulled out two long black sticks and passed one to the bearded young man at his side.


  So far, neither of the two women had spoken. Now one of them, the very dark haired one, stepped forward and lifted an arm to restrain the young man who was moving forward toward Pease. “Hold on, Loren. Those things really hurt. Maybe there’s a better way.”


  Pease looked at her in the reflected light. She appeared to be in her twenties, very beautiful, exotically dark with black hair and dark eyes. As he watched, she bent down to the dock where there was a long coil of line, the bite of a docking line attached to one of the smaller sailboats. She tied a small loop in one end, then a larger loop through the first on. Now she stepped toward him, beginning to twirl the loop over her head, a lasso. Pease looked up nervously at the loop. It formed a perfect circle in the horizontal plane. As he looked at it, it was rising higher and higher. He stepped backward one step. He looked down at the woman, whose eyes were locked on his. Then he looked back up at the loop. He prepared to jump to his left if it began to descend toward him. When he looked back down, the woman had moved sharply to the side. He jumped automatically as he had planned, but she was a step ahead of him. She jerked hard on the line and the noose leapt after him, settling over his shoulders. She had it tightened instantly and was on him. He went down in a heap. The woman had one knee on his chest. There were suddenly two more turns of the line around his ankles. He flailed out at her, but she was too quick. In another moment, he was hog-tied. None of the others had moved. They were staring down at him, open-mouthed. The woman was kneeling astride him, lifting her hair behind her neck and untying the scarf that was tucked into the throat of her shirt. He realized too late what was about to happen. He took a breath to shout for help, but the dark young man was suddenly on him, covering his face with both hands. He turned his head wildly, trying to get free. The woman had the ends of the scarf in her hands now. She waited for her moment and then lunged with it, pushing the young man aside. Pease had the material in his teeth. He clamped down hard to keep her from tightening any more. Now she was knotting the scarf behind his neck. She pressed against him with her upper body to restrain him. He could feel the warmth of her breast against his cheek. He stopped resisting.


  The five of them stared down from above at his helpless form. There were others arriving now, several dozens of feet and legs moving through the light. D. D. Pease moaned with frustration.


  



  



  The next two hours had the quality of a nightmare or an incomprehensible horror film for Pease. There were aliens all around him, two hundred or more of them. They looked just like ordinary people, male and female, young and old, even children, but they were all aliens, all intent upon the incomprehensibly alien goal of stealing twenty sailing yachts. How could this thing make any sense at all? How could so many normal looking people have convinced themselves that it made sense? The city cops would be by in their squad car at any moment to put an end to the fiasco. They would arrest the leaders and let the others off with a tongue-lashing, and then what would the whole comedy have accomplished? Or even if they did manage to sail the boats away, how did they hope to avoid the coast guard cruisers that would be dispatched shortly afterward to round them up? They couldn’t hope for more than an hour or two of a head start. What use was that in a sailboat?


  His back was killing him. Pease hated to be lying flat on it, even in bed he propped himself up with pillows. Now he tried to turn himself onto one shoulder to change the strain on the lower back. The tall, yellow haired girl looked down at him. He thought she might be worried about him trying to get away, though tied as he was there was no chance of that. She pondered his changed position for a moment, then put her clipboard down and stepped up into the cockpit of the Irena, the nearest of the large yachts. She took one of the dark blue cockpit cushions from behind the wheel. This she placed in front of utility box beside Pease. Then she levered him into a sitting position against the cushion. “Better?” she asked. He nodded.


  From this vantage point he watched the aliens go about their strange business. They seemed to be extraordinarily organized. The five he had first encountered were clearly in charge. They had clipboards and gave muted instructions to the others. As he watched their dynamic, Pease formed the impression that the comely young man they called Loren seemed to be their leader. The other four turned to him often for direction. He seemed the most sure of himself. Then with the arrival of two elderly men and an astonishingly pretty elderly woman, Pease changed his mind. There were signs of deference on all sides toward the older of the two men, the one dressed in a tee shirt and khakis and, for some reason, bedroom slippers. He gave no instructions, but it was obvious that he was their leader. The old man looked positively bushed. He settled wearily into Pease’s lawn chair and closed his eyes.


  The majority of the group seemed dazed as they followed orders. They had a second truck now, pushed into position along the ramp. Long lines of people moved from the trucks to the row of boats, carrying boxes of supplies. There were cases of food, lots of electrical gear, seemingly dozens of car batteries, and box after box of D-batteries and AAs, still sealed as shipped from the manufacturer. Pease noted all these things to be able to respond to the inevitable police investigation when it finally began. The twenty yachts had been picked out and marked. They were all sailing vessels, all of fifty feet or more. Supplies moved down the dock to the boats and were stowed below. The aliens had brought a pair of bolt cutters along to break into the boats. They used this too on the rack of windsurfers to cut the security cable. The windsurfers were carried onto the decks of the yachts and tied down. That was a particularly curious element of the whole curious matter to Pease. What use did aliens have for windsurfers?


  A little girl had come up to Loren as he stood not far away from Pease’s position. She had a serious air about her, a frown and furrowed brow.


  “What’s up Stacey?”


  “I imagine that you’re the one, Loren, who’s making up the crews to take charge of the various vessels.”


  “Uh huh. I’ve got you and your folks on the Kiruna. It’s the pretty red one, second in the line. I’ll be in the Irena with Kelly, bringing up the rear. And I’ve assigned Claymore to take out the lead vessel; I think he’s probably our best sailor. Does all that meet with your approval?”


  “Yes.” The little girl smiled mechanically. “Fortunately there are lots of good sailors in our group. Because we all come from such over-privileged backgrounds.”


  Loren looked down at her, repressing a grin. “I guess so.”


  “You might think that the Senator, who also comes from an over-privileged background, and who professes to be a great yachtsman, you might think that he would be a logical one to take charge of one of the vessels.”


  “Yes. I’ve got him in charge of the Kiruna, in fact.”


  “I thought so. Well, you might like to know that the Senator is subject to seasickness. I don’t like to tell stories out of school, but that is the truth of the matter. He is only good for an hour or so. After that, he is too busy spitting up to run a boat. I say this with all due respect. Because he is my father, and a very good man. I hope you don’t think I’m acting out of line.”


  “Stacey, you’re a wonder. Thank you for that information. I’ll put the Senator on Homer’s boat. That will flatter his ego and also give him a graceful excuse for not having a command of his own. He can hardly feel bad about being second to Homer.”


  “That will be excellent. It’s my mother who is the real sailor in the family, by the way, but she’ll be far too involved with the Senator to take a command on this trip. Now one person who doesn’t come from an over-privileged background is Mr. Williams. But it turns out that he is an excellent sailor. He was, in point of fact, captain of the sailing team at Ann Arbor before he had to drop out. You might not have known that.”


  “I didn’t. Thank you again, Miss Hopkins. I will put Mr. Williams in charge of the Kiruna.”


  “That will be excellent. I’m looking after Curtis, by the way. That’s the job I’ve been given by Kelly. It’s quite an exhausting job, because, boys, being boys, he is just full of devilment. I handed him over to my mother for a few minutes so that we could have this important conversation.”


  “Good move. But I’ve got a job for the two of you. We’ll keep Curtis busy under your supervision and that will keep him out of ‘devilment’ and let both of you lend a hand.”


  “That would be most appropriate.”


  “Get Sonia to give you the supply of Dramamine capsules and the package of paper cups. Then I want you to go around to everyone and make sure each person takes one tablet, half a tablet for children. Don’t let anyone tell you they don’t need it, Stacey. Everybody, everybody has to take some Dramamine. You have to be very firm. Curtis can carry the cups of water they’ll need.”


  “OK Loren.”


  She scampered off toward one of the boats where a handsome well dressed woman was entertaining a little boy. The one she had referred to as ‘the Senator’ could only be Chandler Hopkins. Pease had thought he looked familiar when he had passed earlier. And the rather striking woman he had arrived with was undoubtedly his wife Candace, the former Candace Fournier. Her photo had often been in the paper and in the feature magazines around the time of their marriage. A U.S. Senator (now president of some university, if his memory served him right) was a part of this highjacking. Curiouser and curiouser. He turned to watch Stacey, with the little boy in tow, as she approached the very dark young woman who had lassoed him. The woman opened a backpack from a pile by her side and handed Stacey a large jar and a package of paper cups. So she must be ‘Sonia.’ Pease was trying to get all of their names straight for the police.


  The bearded young man was called Edward. Pease watched as he led a group of people about the task of turning one of the yachts. They passed a line around the outside and levered the bow around, using a deck winch. Then they walked the boat to the end of the ramp and around the corner so that it was facing down the channel. The yellow haired girl (Pease hadn’t yet caught her name) was calling off names from her clipboard. As she called the names, individuals and small family groups stepped up the ramp and onto the boat. Finally she announced that someone called Claymore Layton was to be their captain. The short man with the gray crew cut stepped aboard and took his place at the helm. There were two men stationed at the main mast, ready to set sail. At the nod from their captain, they began to raise the Genoa jib. They evidently were going to sail away from the dock. Imagine that, they weren’t even going to start the engine, something they wouldn’t even have considered if it were their own property they were playing around with. He noted that the vessel was the sloop Columbia, seventy feet long and worth maybe three quarters of a million dollars. The wind was gentle and favorably slanted to sail all the way down the channel and out into the sea. Captain Claymore called for the jib sheet to be taken in. As the vessel surged forward, he nodded to the two women handling bow and stern lines. They tossed the lines aboard the boat. With jib alone, the vessel gained momentum, sailing almost parallel to the dock. It was headed directly for a piling. Claymore held his course coolly, allowing speed to build up as much as possible, then he brought the vessel’s nose up into the wind briefly to roll over the piling, then put it back on its course down the channel. Very neatly done. The two who had raised the jib headed back to the mast to put up the main. Loren walked along the pier beside the departing vessel, shouting out final instructions. Pease caught most of what he said: “Keep to zero-nine-zero for two hours and then hold up to wait for the rest of us. Anchor if you have to. You should have no more than 30 feet underneath you by that time.”


  Back on the dock, a second vessel was being walked around into the channel. The yellow-haired girl was calling off names for its crew. The second vessel was the ketch Kiruna. A black man stepped on last and took his place at the wheel. He must be the one named Williams. A few moments later, the Kiruna was away under sail, adroitly handled past the one piling, and headed down the channel.


  If it wasn’t already strange enough for there to be a senator and university president among the highjacking party, Pease now noticed the manager of the Grand Marina hotel, Gina McCree, was also taking part. She was standing beside a pile of knapsacks and duffel bags holding the hands of her two daughters. It looked like she was just waiting to be called for one of the boats. Why wasn’t she doing something to stop this nonsense? She kept peering out toward marina road, and Pease tried to convince himself that she was waiting, as he was, for the squad car to arrive and set things to rights. As he watched, she suddenly let loose the hand of one of the little girls and began to wave. Pease looked to his right toward the road. There he saw a party of perhaps fifteen bicycles, pedaled by a scruffy assortment of teenagers, most of them black and Hispanic. There was an adult on the lead bicycle, a man that Pease recognized as the manager’s husband, Ted McCree. The teenagers all seemed fairly excited, as though they were off on a great adventure.


  The yellow haired girl with clipboard came running back toward the new arrivals. McCree stepped up to her, joined by his wife and two daughters. They were close enough for Pease to overhear:


  “They’re the kids from my settlement project. I just couldn’t go without them. I think they will just be invaluable. They are full of vinegar. You need them. And they need to be needed.”


  “Of course,” said the young woman. “We’re a little short of our numbers anyway. Let me get their names.”


  “We thought we might bring the bicycles, too. They could come in handy.”


  “We decided not to bring bicycles. There will be plenty of them there. But it might be nice to have two of them, just for the initial period. Pick two nice ones and hand them up to any two of the marked boats. Tell people to tie them down on the deck.” She moved into the group, taking down names and assigning the young people among the remaining boats. Stacey and Curtis began handing out Dramamine tablets and cups of water.


  Pease was trying to memorize the vessels’ names as they departed. He thought they had walked nearly twenty of them out into the channel by now, and he went back over the names so as not to forget any of them. He looked up. The yellow haired girl was standing above him.  The one called Loren was at her side.


  “Mr. Pease,” she said. “My name is Kelly Corsayer. I would like to talk to you for a moment. I want to take off your gag. But you have to give me your word of honor not to shout. Will you do that?”


  He thought for a moment. Nothing to lose. He nodded.


  She bent down over him and unfastened the scarf. Pease worked his jaw. Kelly sat down on the dock beside him. “Mr. Pease, do you have a wife?”


  “Dead,” he spat out.


  “I’m sorry. Do you have any children?”


  “No one who would send a ransom, if that’s what you’re thinking.”


  She smiled slightly. “No, that’s not what I’m thinking. Are your children here and dependent on you?”


  “I’ve got one daughter who lives in California. She’s an out of date flower child. If you ask her for a ransom, she will send it to you in daffodils and raisins, and tomatoes from her garden. Lots of luck. She doesn’t even have a phone.”


  “So there’s no one here. You’re alone?”


  “Yes.”


  “Not even a dog or a cat?”


  Pease looked pained. “Dead,” he said. “An old cat. Died a few weeks ago.”


  She turned to the young man beside her. “Let’s take him Loren. He’s got no ties here, none at all. And he’s a nice man. I want him. Homer said we ought to have 200 and we’ve got just 199. Mr. Pease will be our 200th.”


  “What?” Pease was aghast.


  Loren nodded. “Sure, Kelly. It’s your call.”


  “You’re going off on a grand adventure, Mr. Pease. A sailing excursion and then we’re going to found a whole new society.”


  “Like hell I am…”


  The dark haired woman approached the group. “What’s up?”


  “Mr. Pease has decided to join us,” said Kelly.


  “Like hell I have!”


  “Let’s get him aboard Irena, then,” said Sonia. “The sun’s almost up.”


  “Wait!” Pease was sputtering.


  Sonia bent down and grabbed the coils of line around his chest. She lifted him effortlessly. Kelly grabbed his legs. They carried him up the ramp into the cockpit of the Irena. Kelly went back to fetch the cushion, which she now arranged behind his back.


  “I get seasick,” said Pease in a wail. The little girl was almost immediately at his side.


  “One full Dramamine tablet for Mr. Pease,” she said. She popped the tablet into his mouth. Pease went to spit out the tablet, but she put her hand over his mouth. “Now, Mr. Pease. You be good. Just swallow your medicine. If you don’t, it’s going to get all bitter in your mouth. She lifted his chin slightly, and Pease felt the tablet slide down. She took the proffered cup of water from Curtis and held it to his lips. “That wasn’t so bad now, was it?”


  The vessel ahead of Irena was now being led into the channel. Edward and Sonia hopped aboard. There was no one left on the dock except for Kelly and Loren and the old man, still asleep on Pease’s lawn chair. He had his mouth open. Kelly was waking him gently.


  Stacey and Curtis had settled down in the cockpit beside Pease. They watched the old man as he awoke, still a little foggy from his nap. “That’s Doctor Homer Layton,” said Stacey. “He’s the one that has planned this whole thing. He is our leader. He’s the smartest man in America.”


  “That’s not saying much,” said Pease.


  He watched as the old man was led to the Palomar by Kelly and helped up into its cockpit. She cast off the stern line as Palomar gathered way, with the lasso woman at the helm. At his side, Stacey was waving to her parents on the Palomar. Kelly ran back to take Irena’s bow line and begin leading the twentieth and last vessel toward the channel. He could hear the sail being raised ahead of him.


  A few moments later Irena was under way. Kelly hopped aboard at the last moment. Loren was at the helm. He turned his face into the wind as though he had been all his life at sea. Pease listened to the sound of their movement through the water, a gentle hissing gurgle. He noted it all for the record, and out of personal curiosity as well; this was his first time ever on a sailing vessel.


  Loren luffed up past the piling, barely giving it a glance. The fore and aft sails were being set simultaneously. There were half a a dozen or more people on the deck and perhaps that many more down below, some of them children. As they sailed out past the long public jetty, Pease saw a young couple waving gaily. They appeared to be lovers, out to watch the sunrise. He looked forward over the bow where the first glint of the sun’s rim was showing in the east.


  



  By the time the vessels paused to regroup, the coast of Florida was only a fine line on the horizon. The fleet was at anchor, most with their sails still set. They had stayed in line, Columbia still in the lead. Her jib and mainsail were backwinded on opposite sides, a maneuver that Pease thought he recognized from his reading as “heaving to.” In any event, she was riding peacefully at her anchor in spite of the freshening breeze. Evidently these people knew their stuff as far as sailing went.


  Loren jibed the Irena and ran back down the line of anchored yachts, calling out the new course. Pease got to hear that instruction 19 times. They were to sail from here on a course of one-eight-zero, due south. You didn’t live all these years in Florida without learning what landmass lay immediately to the south. They were headed for Cuba.


  None of the captains showed surprise at the new course. They had printed instructions, which some of them waved to acknowledge. Also, the vessels were in contact with small walkie-talkie radios. Loren took up position at the end of the line, with sails backwinded on opposite sides, to wait for the others to lift anchor and proceed. Within ten minutes they were all under way again in a long evenly spaced line to the south.


  There was the smell of bacon being fried below. There had been some difficulty getting the stove started, something that Loren and Kelly had had to communicate to the other boats. Along with most of what was happening, this made no sense to Pease. They weren’t to use matches to start the stove for some reason. They had to get a taper of newsprint smoldering by using a magnifying glass in the sun, and then blow on it gently to gradually induce it to burn, then use this to start the stove. Evidently each one of the boats had been equipped with a magnifying glass for just this purpose. Seemed silly. If they thought so far ahead, why not equip each boat with matches? He would have given up long ago trying to make sense of what was happening, but he just wasn’t that sort. For D.D. Pease, this was a more and more intriguing puzzle. Why the little ceremony with the tapers? why hadn’t they used the engines? why hadn’t they stolen fast motor yachts that would give them a better chance of getting away? why were all these seemingly respectable people highjacking fancy sailing yachts to Cuba? He was turning over in his mind the thought that this might be a bizarre religious cult, opposed to motorboats, matches and capitalism.


  Kelly came up from below and took a place to his side. “Well, we need to talk a bit, Mr. Pease. There are a lot of things you don’t know.” She had clear gray eyes, smiling eyes, even though she was being serious at the moment.


  Pease grunted.


  “Lots that you don’t know. I haven’t had a minute, or I would have explained before. After I’ve explained, and you’ve understood, we can get those awful ropes off you. Because then you’ll be with us and not against us.”


  “I doubt that.”


  She smiled broadly. “Do you have a quarter in your pocket?” she asked.


  Pease nodded. “Probably.”


  “I’m so confident that I’m willing to bet you a quarter. This is a rare amount of confidence for me. I’m not a betting woman. By the time I’m done, you will be one of us, I will have untied these lines and you will have paid me a quarter. Is it a bet?” She pulled a quarter out of her shorts and placed it on the cushion beside him. Pease shrugged.


  “Your gun wouldn’t have fired if you had pulled the trigger, did you know that?”


  “It wasn’t loaded.”


  “Oh.”


  “I was always worried about shooting my foot or shooting some college kid. You don’t win any medals shooting college kids in Fort Lauderdale.”


  She smiled again. “Our guns weren’t loaded either. And from now on, nobody’s gun is ever going to be loaded again. I’ll tell you why that is.”


  Part way through the explanation, he stopped her. Those who knew him knew he had an exasperating habit of reciting odd bits of poetry on almost any subject. As he began to understand why they were under sail rather than motor, he quoted some lines from an old book of Greek legends:


  Now is the season of sailing…Weigh thine anchors, and unloose thy hawsers, O mariner, and sail with all thy canvas set: this I, Priapus of the harbor, bid thee, O man, that thou mayest sail forth to all thy trafficking.


  “Now is the season of sailing,” she repeated. “Now and for a long time to come.”


  At the end of an hour, Kelly let him loose and collected her quarter. Pease stared down at the array of evidence she had used to teach him about the Effect and to indicate what had happened during the night. He wondered if he was being hoodwinked, a poor old man, the victim of parlor tricks. But he thought not. He was beginning to believe in and even like the people around him on the Irena. As soon as he was free, they came by, one after the other, to shake his hand and say they were glad he was along. After that, Pease sat down again beside Kelly and stared off to the south, trying to imagine, along with everyone else, what was going to happen next.
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  For most of our nation’s history, government has been a part-time enterprise. Legislators were unwilling to stick around after the dog-days of May. Then in the early 1920s came what at first seemed to be an invention of minor import, the electrical air conditioning machine. A G.E. advertisement in the Washington Star of June 6, 1926, stressed the luxury and health-giving effects of cool dry air through the summer months, all for the reasonable price of $22. The product caught on, and not only in the private sector. By the end of Coolidge’s term, most congressional offices and the White House had been fitted with air conditioning. Government took to working a full twelve months. The volume of laws passed in 1928 exceeded the volume of laws passed in 1918 by a factor of nearly three.


  The ubiquitous air conditioners of Foggy Bottom were connected though BX and Romex cables to service boxes provided by DC Power and Light in the basements of their respective buildings. From there they were connected through transformers to the 600 volt conduits under the city streets. These conduits hooked up to the 1800 volt grid running along the far side of the Potomac River, and from there to the generating plant 11 miles away in Engleside, Virginia. The Engleside plant was a diesel fired generator, depending for its continued operation on the quick release of potential energy stored in number 6 kerosene, a refined fossil fuel formed by the breakdown of organic material under pressure. The organic material (well, this is how we learned it in public schools in the twentieth century) was made up of the decomposed bodies of dinosaurs. And the dinosaurs lived during the Mesozoic period when t-prime was firmly fixed at its base value.


  None of that had seemed to matter before the world went dark during the early morning hours of the 16th of May. Since then it mattered. With the Layton Effect injected into the earth’s magnetic field by a small device now located some 1300 miles south and east of Washington, number 6 kerosene (all fossil fuel, in fact) exhibited markedly different properties. It refused to flash. It could be made to burn by slowly raising its temperature to something over 1250 degrees Fahrenheit, but it would not explode under pressure in a generator’s combustion chamber. The generator would not turn. The 1800 volt grid had become a 0 volt grid. No power flowed from the Engleside plant north along the river; no power passed through the transformers; no power entered the service boxes of Foggy Bottom, and no power turned the motors of the air conditioning machines. So it was hot. Damned hot.


  Nolan Gallant stared despondently out the window of the Watergate Office Building cafeteria. The others were taking their seats around him at the meeting table, but he paid them no heed. What a comedown to be forced to meet like this in a room with open windows and natural light. This was a meeting that by all rights ought to take place in a basement room with no windows and a closed soundproof door with a Marine guard on watch in front of it. Of course there were guards spotted by the cafeteria entrance now to keep outsiders outside. But open windows! Who could feel secure in such a place? He wondered how government had ever functioned in the pre-modern world, how it would ever function again in the screwed up present? For screwed up it certainly was. They couldn’t even run a shredder. How could a government function without a goddam shredder?


  Whispered bits of conversation around the table had died down. They were waiting for him to begin the meeting. Let them wait. Gallant was having a moment of monumental pique. Why was he even bothering to run this candyass country, a country that had let itself be hogtied by some creaky professor and his runny nosed staff of graduate students. He couldn’t believe the state things had come to. No limousines, no command centers, no guns, no helicopters, no squadrons of jet planes to rattle the teeth of lilly-livered dissenters. It wasn’t just that nothing could function anymore. It was that the exercise of power had been deprived of its just rewards. What was the fun of being at the top of the heap? Now that he was giving the orders, most of the orders were impossible to carry out. He could send an aide scurrying out of the room to do his bidding, but the moment the man was outside, the reality of the situation would come back to him. The fellow couldn’t phone the order to a subordinate because there were no phones and no subordinates. He couldn’t use force or the threat of force to effect his goal because there was no very meaningful force left to use. As often as not, the aide would wander away and forget about the order, looking for some relief from the heat.


  The heat got more respect than the country’s leadership. During an earlier meeting, Gallant had had a contingent of marines stationed on the lawn to assure that no one took up a position under the windows to listen. And halfway through the meeting, he’d noticed that the guards were headed up over the embankment for a dip in the river. Discipline was shot.


  He turned to face the group, the ten most powerful men in America, what a joke. The idea of powerful men being bathed in sweat was too sad even to be funny. Tolliver looked like he’d just come in out of the rain. Even General Simpson was distinctly wilted in his tans. Gallant himself had on a grey silk suit, crisp white shirt and pale silver and red paisley tie. He didn’t sweat. He ignored the heat and his body took its direction from his mind. All those years of preaching in the sweltering churches of Virginia and North Carolina had given him an unalterable look of cool, no matter what the temperature. The others just looked damp and miserable.


  The long cafeteria table they had set up near the window had places for more than ten. The gaps around the table, Gallant reflected bitterly, represented the four men who were missing from the meeting, the President, Secretary Murdoch, General Buxtehude and Lamar Armitage. Each of the absences was a thorn in his side. The President, most of all, should be in attendance at every single meeting that Gallant called. All that would be required of him would be to sit quietly and nod agreement. It wasn’t as though he’d be expected to think or anything. The man was a nitwit. But the least he could do was provide a symbol of authentic authority to quiet the muttering about Gallant’s assumption of power. The President however, saw things differently. Since the perplexing events of May 16th, he had refused to set foot outside the White House or to take any part in the workings of government. He had time for nothing but his painting. At this very moment, no doubt, he was standing at his easel in the Oval Office bay window, stripped to the waist, dabbling away at some muddy vision of trees and flowers and butterflies.


  At least the President was willing to sign whatever Gallant shoved under his nose. He never even read what he was signing. And he had obediently gone on the radio, using a battery powered transmitter set up in the White house by the Signal Corps. He’d explained to the American people that the ignition problems they were experiencing were caused by an atmospheric disturbance due to sunspots. Things would be put back to rights shortly, and in the meantime, everybody should cooperate with their local authorities. The President also suggested that Americans enjoy the vacation, perhaps profiting from the unexpected leisure to read a book, or to do a little painting.


  Gallant now gave the nod to Taylor Hodge, who began to report on progress in food transport, local police effectiveness and efforts to get an ancient steam locomotive running on the C&O track. Hodge’s voice was a perfect monotone. As he droned on, Gallant’s thoughts wandered back to his woes. Bill Murdoch was dead. Hard to believe that he would be missed much, but Gallant had to admit the Secretary’s ponderous support would have helped. Murdoch had been at the Pentagon when the launch signal was issued. According to the others present, he was simply popping with excitement, almost glee. At the moment of commit, he leapt to his feet, shoving one fist skyward, like a black militant, and shouted “YaHoo!” He held the pose for a moment, then looked down surprisedly at his crotch where a widening spot of wet was suddenly evident. He looked up, bewildered. His last spoken word was “Oops.” Then he toppled over. The doctor said he was probably dead before he hit the floor.


  Gordon Buxtehude had deserted. There was no kinder way to put it. He got cold feet at the thought that they had opted for nuclear exchange and been thwarted. He had no idea what had caused the failure of their weapon systems and he didn’t care. He had told General Simpson that pushing The Button one time was enough for any man, so he was retiring. He was going off to his farm in West Virginia to spend some time with his grandchildren. That was the last they’d seen of him.


  Finally there was the matter of Professor Lamar Armitage. The telephone system had continued to function on battery backup for nearly a day after the general power failure. Rupert Paule had gotten Armitage on the phone the next morning and told him to get his ass down to Washington immediately. So the old duffer had biked down. He’d arrived in time for the meeting in Senator Collier’s office that night. Gallant had been present for that meeting. He’d asked Armitage to cut the crap about “fundamental re-examination of basic physical principles” and to tell them who it was that had fucked up their attack. Who was responsible for the world-wide blackout? Armitage had had a ready answer. There had been an article published in Science only a year before, he said, and the author of that article was clearly on to something that could explain what had happened. In his view, the author was the only person in a position to discover the ignition inhibiting effect and build a machine to implement it. The machine somehow altered the ignition characteristic of combustible materials everywhere. He’d started in to explain that it wasn’t the fuel that had been changed, but the flow of time itself. But Gallant stopped him again. “Who wrote the article?” he’d demanded. And Armitage had answered, “Homer Layton.”


  Gallant winced to think of that despised name. He had always known Layton was an enemy; now he knew him to be The Enemy. It was Layton and his infernal science that had brought civilization (and the civilized conduct of war) to its present decrepit state. And it would take science to right that wrong. Armitage was their scientist, so the burden of countering Layton’s fiendish machine fell squarely on his shoulders. Armitage should have been at work this very minute, inventing his own machine, something that would make the engines hum again, empower their weapons and let them get on with their mission. But incredibly, Armitage had flown the coop. After the meeting, he had listened vaguely to the orders that Gallant had issued. He’d shrugged and then ambled out of the building. According to the marine guard on duty, he’d last been seen wobbling off on his bicycle across the Theodore Roosevelt bridge south.


  At least the identity of the villain was known. Even now, twenty one days after the onset of the blackout, Gallant surprised himself at the ferocity of his hatred for Layton. He could feel the bile rising up in him, just to think of the man. The catalogue of his sins was virtually endless: Radicals and Communists who should be dead today were alive and well because of the intervention of Homer Layton. The Nation of Our Savior, which would have been proclaimed weeks ago, was instead reduced to the table of sweating bumblers in front of him. And their beautiful Shield, that personal triumph of diplomacy, chicanery and artful bookkeeping, had never even been used. The greatest force of arms ever assembled in history was reduced to an impotent pile of junk. And all of it, all the frustration, the thwarting of his plans, was due to one man, one ugly, greasy old man, probably not even an American (weren’t all these physicists foreigners of one sort or another?), Homer Layton. He conjured up the now familiar features of his tormentor. It made him sick. How he detested that face. A soft strangled sound escaped his lips.


  Taylor Hodge stopped in mid-sentence to stare with open mouth at Gallant. “Huh?” he said.


  Gallant slammed his fist down on the table. “What, just tell me What in blue hell are you mumbling about now? And what has it got to do with anything important?"


  “Um, I was mumbling, that is, I was telling you about the power generator. The water-powered generator that the Army Engineers are setting out now in the river.” He gestured toward the window.


  Just below them at the river’s edge, Gallant could see a sad little group of shirtless soldiers in dories, beginning to construct a log barrage across the Potomac. They appeared to be lashing the logs together with bits of line. There was a platform mounted part way out the barrage and what looked like an electric generator on top of it with lines leading back toward land.


  “And how much power is that puny generator going to supply us? If I could ask that.”


  “Uh,” Hodge looked down at his notes. “I think sixty watts.”


  “Oh, sixty watts,” Gallant spat it back at him. “That’s just wonderful! Think what we can do with sixty watts, Gentlemen. We could have a bulb. That’s it, a bulb, one. Or we could plug in our electric toothbrushes, or maybe even a phonograph. Oh, no, excuse me, not a phonograph. That would be too much. Maybe next year.” He could barely contain himself.


  “Well, sixty watts is just the first unit. They think they can string up to ten of them across the river. So we will have six hundred…”


  “Six hundred watts! We’re going to run the government on six hundred watts?! Six hundred watts is barely enough for a…for a…”


  “For an electric guitar,” Hodge suggested.


  “We are not going to have any godless electric guitar plugged into our generator!” Gallant was nearly purple.


  “No, of course not,” said Hodge.


  With an effort, Gallant regained at least part of his composure. Then he proceeded in even, though not entirely unemotional tones: “Gentlemen. I do not want to hear anything more about generators. I don’t want to hear about human brigades pushing wagons of grain along I-95. I don’t want to hear even one more word about sewage. I want all those problems to be dealt with and made to go away without ever being mentioned in this room again. Have I made myself understood?” He glared around the table, daring to be questioned. Gustafson, Tolliver, Paule, Courtenay, and the others, each one held his gaze for a moment and then broke off to stare downward. He gave each one a chance to oppose him and none did.


  “Good. And now what I do want to hear about, in fact the only subject that I will allow to be discussed is…WAR.” There was a long moment of silence.


  “I want to hear plans for the use of force, of deadly and determined force to capture this man Layton and bring him to justice. Or to kill him.” In spite of his resolve, his voice cracked slightly on the word ‘kill.’ Gallant paused for a sip of water. His eyes were burning above the cup, scanning again around the group for signs of weakness.


  By the time he put the cup down, he was in control again. The tension in his facial muscles was forcibly relaxed; the familiar smile was pasted back in its position. He lowered his voice to the level of a personal confidence. They leaned forward for his words.


  “My friends. The sabotage of our modern technological world is not just a personal setback for me. As you gentlemen know, I have had many personal setbacks and I have accepted them gladly. If the Lord sees fit to correct, to humble his servant, the servant knows enough to bow and acquiesce, and then to try again to find the true path. God knows I have done that again and again. No, what happened on the 16th of May was not a setback for Nolan Gallant. It was a personal setback for our Lord, Jesus Christ.” He paused just long enough for the frightening implication of those words to sink in. “In the past, we have comforted ourselves to think that whatever happened, it happened because that was God’s will. And that has always been true. But what happened here three weeks ago was not God’s will. It was precisely and exactly the opposite of God’s will.


  “The gift of fire has been stolen from mankind. But what is fire? You know in your heart of hearts that it is the essence of God himself, a continuing symbol of His presence on earth. The bible records no less than twenty one hundred and eleven references to fire. There are more than nine hundred references to flame. And now the fire and flame are gone. Does that leave you any doubt of the meaning of what has happened? Can even the most cynical disbeliever among you fail to understand? For the Lord thy God is a consuming fire. Deuteronomy: 4,24. And the Angel of the Lord appeared unto him as a flame of fire. Exodus: 3,2. His eyes were as a flame of fire. Book of Revelation: 1,14. Fire IS the Lord. The absence of fire is the absence of His presence. You know it is true. For those of us who live in this dismal fireless, godless world, perhaps the most terrifying message of all is to be found in the book of Ezekiel, the twenty-first chapter, verses 47 and 48: The flaming fire shall not be quenched…and all flesh shall see that I the lord have kindled it: it shall not be quenched. And now…it has been quenched.” His voice had dropped away to a whisper.


  “We cannot make fire. We can’t light a match, we can’t fire a gun. We can’t even make the spark of God’s presence ignite in the chambers of our internal combustion engines to do His good work. And that is not the way it is supposed to be!”


  Sadly, Gallant told them the awful truth, explaining as he would to witless children who had missed what should have been evident: “The one who has set himself in direct opposition to God’s plan is not just an elderly professor of science. That is only his disguise. He appears to us as an old man, a harmless shuffling scholar. But we know better. We know who he is. We have ‘reckoned the number of the Beast’ as the Bible foresaw. For it is nothing less than the Beast that confronts us, the Antichrist.” At his right side, he saw Captain Courtenay flinch at the word. “Homer Layton is the Antichrist.” Courtenay flinched again.


  “And now that you know this truth, you know what is expected of you. Gentlemen, we are at war. But is in not just a war, it is not just an encounter between legions of men. It is the Final War, as described to us in the Revelation to John. It is the war of the holy against the unholy, man against the Beast. This is our Jihad.”


  Gallant moved the focus of his dreadful gaze slowly to the right, settling finally on Rupert Paule, the man who had sat face to face with Layton only a few short weeks ago. Paule suppressed a shiver. The implication of his failure was clear to all. He had treated with the Beast, even aided it to make its escape. He had a lot to make up for.


  Gallant put the question to him, “Where is Homer Layton?”


  “Yes. Well, he’s gone from where he was.”


  “We know that.”


  “We have Burlingame in Ft. Lauderdale. As you know, he sailed down in one of the Naval Academy vessels with a crew of midshipmen. And he’s been in contact via StratCom radio. He says that Layton is gone.”


  “We know that.”


  “He says that they stole sailboats, dozens of them and sailed east. There were witnesses. They told Burlingame that Layton appeared to have mustered a considerable force, perhaps hundreds. They were…traitors.”


  “Yes. Where did they go?”


  “East.”


  “To where?”


  “Um, the Bahamas?”


  “No.”


  “Oh.”


  “That would make it too easy for us, you see. There are only a few dozen small islands in the Bahamas with water. We would be all over them like flies on shit. And they know it. They know we’re coming. So they have gone someplace bigger, someplace where they can hide. It’s a place, by the way, where there are a lot of resources, food and the like, and nobody to contest them for it. Nothing but dead people.”


  “Cuba.”


  “Yes.”


  “I thought so.”


  Gallant managed not to sneer. Fat chance that any of this lot was capable of figuring out what had happened, much less what ought to be done about it. He sighed and went on explaining, patiently:


  “The island of Cuba is more than 700 miles long. It has a land area of more than forty thousand square miles. They think they’re safe there, because it would be a gargantuan task for us to locate one small colony of people hidden in such an enormous area. And they know we are crippled by their infernal machine; we have no guns, no planes, no armored fleets of heavy weaponry. But they’re not safe, not at all.” He smiled up at them. First it was just a smile, and then positively a grin. “I have a plan,” he said.
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  PATHWAY TO HEAVEN


  



  Loren checked out the sixth of the new Persistent Effectors by applying the leads of the battery to its electromagnet. The little assembly swung around on its axis, seeking out magnetic north. Once locked in, it began to glow softly near its center, as the others had. He disconnected the leads. The glow continued without interruption. He looked up to see a dozen faces, watching intently. Mrs. Hopkins was distinctly pale.


  “It doesn’t have any additional effect,” Loren said. “They’re just for backup. If someone were to smash the first one, or even bump against it by mistake, then we need backup units to keep the field injected. Otherwise we might not even notice. But they would. So we need backups for safety. Just a safety measure—they don’t increase the Effect in any way.” He spoke directly to Mrs. Hopkins.


  “Yes,” she said. “You told us that. It’s just that the result of turning on the first one was such a surprise. You can hardly blame us for being just the littlest bit apprehensive about the others…”


  Loren put the final unit on the bench beside the others. For the moment, all their eggs were in this one basket, but that would soon be remedied. He looked down the beach to the rickety wooden pier where two of the sloops were being readied to set out. Two Effectors would be carried on each one. The third pair would be carried directly up into the hills by Jared Williams and Kelly.


  D.D. Pease began closing the boxes and placing each unit in its own padded bag. Pease had constructed the six wooden cases required to house the six new Effectors. The cases were as pretty and as lovingly made as the original. He had found a plane, a hand saw and a rotary hand drill in the village, together with such other materials as he needed. The entire task had taken him only a day, plus time for the varnish to dry. Loren picked up the first two knapsacks and handed them, one each, to Candace and Edward. There was a hush from the group.


  “You know what you have to do. Sail west along the coast for at least a day. From that point on it’s up to you. No one but you two is to know where you land. I want you to separate and proceed separately into the interior. Take a full day to walk in, hide your unit, and walk out. Don’t talk to each other about where you’ve been. And the rest of you,” he turned to address the others, “you have to forget who it was that carried the Effectors away. Forget their identities and what directions they received.” There were nods around the group.


  Candace and Edward looked at each other for a moment, then climbed aboard the Celestine. Candace took the helm and Claymore Layton cast them off. From the early slant of the sun, it looked to be about 6:30AM.


  Loren picked up the second pair of units. He gave one to Jared and the other to Kelly. They had both come dressed in hiking boots and long pants and sleeves. Each had a pack full of gear plus a bedroll. “You might as well stick together for a few days, just for the company,” Loren told them. “Then you go your separate ways. Try to be back here within a week.”


  They nodded. Kelly stepped behind Jared to open his backpack from the rear. She tucked the small parcel inside. Then she turned around so that Jared could do the same for her. They set out with the sun at their backs, heading along the dirt road that led to the center of the little village and through it into the hills. Loren handed the original Effector to Homer. It was to be placed in a hollowed out area in the floor of the hut Homer had adopted. Homer nodded, but didn’t say anything.


  Finally, Loren carried the two remaining units down to the end of the pier where Sonia was waiting on the Columbia. She had the mainsail all set, flapping in the breeze. Loren stepped aboard. When he came up from stowing the two knapsacks below, they were already under way. He went forward to set the club-footed jib. As soon as it was up, Sonia trimmed it in from the cockpit. She appeared to need no help, so he sat down on the bow to watch the coast slide by. He wasn’t in much of a mood to talk. Sonia hugged the shore to hold the land breeze, the same morning breeze that had blown the gas back over this part of the island. They had looked at the chart earlier; there were no reefs or obstacles close in to the beach, nothing to worry about more than the odd sand bar.


  Within a mile they had the town of Baracoa on the beam. 20,000 people had lived there less than a month ago. Now it had only a handful of living residents. The rest had died, mostly in their sleep, victims of binary nerve gas. As Rupert Paule had informed Homer, the gas was a wonder of lethal substance engineering. It was so specific that it had not harmed birds or livestock or plants or insects, only people. It was even more specific than Paule had realized; it had exempted some people whose bodily chemistry differed from the target group. Most of the survivors in those areas where the gas passed over were Chinese. If all the Chinese and oriental population of eastern Cuba had survived, there would be about sixty thousand people living within four hundred miles. So far they had met only a few dozen. They were mostly bewildered family groups of Chinese restaurant and laundry workers from Baracoa and some coffee planters from the interior.


  Sonia hardened sail as their course became progressively more east. Within two hours of their depart, the wind was right on the nose. They tacked and beat up into it, moving off-shore. By one in the afternoon they had pulled even with Maisi, the easternmost point of Cuba. Directly upwind they could make out the towering headlands of Haiti on the horizon under a mountain of dark cloud. The made their turn to begin the long reach south down the coast with eighteen knots of breeze lifting them along. There was a nasty chop to the water, caused by the current moving up through the Windward Passage against the wind. Soon the force of the trades would be directly behind them, with the coast running due west. Every day west with the wind would mean two days beating back against it. He had thought briefly of carrying on down the coast as far as Caimanera where they could look into the Guantanamo Base. Sooner or later, someone would have to do that. They already had a long shopping list of gear they hoped to salvage from the base, including some radar components. But he had no heart for it this trip. The round trip to Guantanamo would be eight days at least. He didn’t want to be away for that long.


  By early evening they had rounded both Punta Negra and Punta Caleta. The latter was a steep cliffed projection that afforded shelter against the trades. They slipped through a passage in the reefs behind the cliff to anchor inside a natural breakwater. There was a pleasant beach tucked into the little cove. It was bounded at the top by a line of palms. Loren and Sonia rowed in in the dinghy. Sonia made him pause momentarily over a bit of reef, glittering with fish life. She had thrown a wide mouthed net into the boat. Within a few minutes there were four handsomely colored fish flapping in the bottom of the boat. Neither of them had any idea what they might be called, other than ‘dinner.’


  After the meal, they rowed back to spend the night on board Columbia. This was the first evening they had been alone together in nearly a month. Sonia came out of the head in her pajamas. Loren was seated at the chart table as she passed. She ran her hand over his cheek, not speaking. She lifted herself up into the quarter berth where he had spread out a sheet for her bed. His was similarly set out, just opposite. She lay down with a long sigh, pulling the sheet up over her. Loren snapped off the light. He crossed to Sonia’s bunk, leaned down over her for a kiss. All day they had barely spoken. She kissed him lightly. Afterward, she pressed his cheek against her own, holding him for just a moment. Then he straightened up.


  There was something gnawing at her, a tension that had held her apart from him. It had been there all day and for a long time before. All she needed was a quiet moment now to get it out. He stood silently by the bunk, holding her hand. Don’t say anything, just wait. Wait and wait and wait. Outside, a late twilight and a moon cast their yellow and gray light through the open companionway. A man and a woman, waiting for understanding to pass between them, no hurry. Her eyes were open, looking up to him.


  “I can feel them, the two machines,” Sonia said at last. She gestured with her head toward the two Effectors, stowed on the shelf over Loren’s berth. “I think I can feel in my flesh the Effect they’re spreading over the world. I try not to think about it.”


  Loren waited for her to go on. After a while she took up the thread again. “I try not to think too much about the lives lost and the lives saved. The balance I know is positive, but it doesn’t comfort me.” He could see the beginning of a tear in the corner of one eye. “It doesn’t comfort me, because the lives saved are theory. And the lives lost are all my fault.”


  “Sonia.”


  She turned away from him slightly, facing toward the bookshelf above the berth. “But this is the end, I think, of my personal responsibility. When I have placed my little box tomorrow, somewhere up in these hills, that will be it. I can begin then to make amends. Whatever I accomplish with my life from that point on will have to make up for my part of what has happened.”


  “You don’t have anything to make up for.”


  “Oh yes.”


  “Not a thing.”


  She took her time to continue. When she spoke again, her voice was almost a whisper: “There is a very simple, very old rule,” she said. “not to kill. It has guided people for millennia. The rule says Don’t. It doesn’t say it’s OK to kill some to save others, even though you save more than you kill. It doesn’t tell you to play the numbers, to maximize benefit. It just says don’t kill. Refuse and trust. We have been breaking that rule. The decision to keep the Effect in permanence means sacrificing people to winter, to hunger.”


  “We’re saving lives! That’s what we’re doing.”


  “Yes. That and the other.”


  “Of course you’re troubled by what we have to do tomorrow, as I am, as the others were. I can feel the Effectors too. It’s a burden. A handful of men and women are taking steps that will impact the entire planet. You would be crazy not to be concerned. I know what you mean. It will be a great relief when this part is over, when each of us has done what he or she has to do. The others felt it as well, you could tell. It’s like a mission we’ve been given, like being charged to go out and find the Grail. Only the difference is that we are charged to take the Grail and lose it. Lose it so that no one can ever find it again. Lose the Effectors so they can’t be found and smashed.”


  She had nothing more to say. Her face was turned away again. Loren kissed her once more on the cheek. The night had gone quiet, even the crickets and tree frogs behind the beach were still for the moment. He crawled up into his own berth, where a few minutes later he was breathing rhythmically in sleep.


  



  By starting with the dawn they got a few hours of relative cool for the beginning of their trek. Loren headed north into the foothills. He assumed Sonia was headed down the beach to the east. Listening to his own panting as he climbed, he wished he’d opted for the easier way. Sonia was in better shape than he would ever be, and more sure-footed.


  As his way got steeper, the vista beneath him became more and more grand. He could see Haiti to the east and what was surely Mt. Denham on Jamaica to the south, nearly 100 miles away. There were rain squalls coming down along the coast with the trade winds. After a few hours, the path leveled off. He came to a cleared field with olive trees. There was a little road leading almost north through the split between two hills. He followed it for a while. At a second clearing, he saw a hut. Inside were the bodies of a man and a woman in bed, their arms around each other. The bodies were well past decomposition, now almost mummified in the heat, much like the bodies they’d found elsewhere. These two young lives were on someone else’s conscience, not his own. But guilt was contagious, perhaps that was what Sonia was finding. The victims were innocents, part of the undeveloped world. All who had taken part in that other world of science and technology had some share of the fault. He left the little hut, feeling depressed. He set off along a goat track leading up into the hills.


  By 10AM, he had been climbing for four hours, long enough. For the last hour, the terrain had been volcanic, full of fissures and lava bubbles opening up into the earth. Any of them would be an acceptable home for his parcel. He crawled up into one narrow fissure, using his flashlight to light the way. The space was dry, without evidence of past seepage. At the extremity was an old nest of brush, with no inhabitant. Loren opened the knapsack, pulled out the Effector and looked inside. There was a healthy pink glow at the center. He closed the case and placed it carefully in a natural nook near the nest. There was some rock rubble on the floor of the fissure. He picked up enough pieces to cover the little wooden box.


  Loren was the first back to the beach, a bit after three o’clock. They had agreed to meet there by four. Waiting for Sonia, he amused himself by looking along the beach for whatever might have washed ashore. There was a large tangle of nylon line attached to a derelict float. He cut some lengths of the line with his clasp knife. At the high tide line he found a quantity of wood, including some long straight poles. They were six feet long or a little more. He formed a frame arch in the sand by laying a top across two sides. The line worked fine to lash the pieces together at their ends. Then he levered the frame into an upright position, maneuvered the ends into two holes he had dug in the sand and filled in the holes to hold the frame in place. He erected a second frame behind it. Within a few minutes, he had lashed the two frames together with cross struts. There were long regular palm fronds fallen from the trees at the edge of the beach. He used these to thatch the roof of his beach cabana. By the time Sonia was in sight, hiking up the shore, he was nearly done. He was spreading out their picnic blanket in the thatched shade as she arrived.


  “Ooof,” she said,plunking herself down. “Nice.” She looked approvingly at his workmanship.


  “For Milady, to take her leisure in after a long stroll.”


  “Milady has a sunburned nose and sore feet.” She lay back on the blanket.


  “Milady seems to be in a better mood.”


  “It’s a relief, as you said it would be. That part is over. Getting rid of the box took a ton off my mind.” She smiled pleasantly up at him. It was Sonia from an earlier, less troubled time. He reached over to take the bandanna from her hair. There were flowers tucked into it, white wild flowers plus a sprig of lavender colored lace. Loren examined the lacy flower. Sonia took it from his hand to breath deeply of its fragrance. “Smell,” she said. She held it back out to him. “It’s heliotrope. Also called Maiden’s Downfall, I suppose because of the smell.”


  He held it under his nose. It had a heavy, musky fragrance. Sonia took it back from him and smelled it again. She twirled the stem in her fingers as she looked out over the lagoon. There were sparkling shallows where the white sand reflected light green through the water. She was smiling still, dreamily.


  After a while she sat up and began undoing her boots. Loren followed her down to the water’s edge where she stepped in, wiggling her toes into the sand under water. “Ooooo.” He put his bare feet in too. They sat, soaking their feet in the calm lagoon.


  “What a day for a swim,” she said.


  “We could.”


  “No suits. We’ll have to row out to get them.”


  “Well, instead of that we might…”


  “Fresh!” She didn’t seem annoyed. More amused.


  “Miss Prissy Miss.” Loren felt his heart flutter. He remembered an incident from nearly a year ago, a dinner one night at Kelly’s. Five year old Curtis had approached Sonia after the meal and asked gravely if she would help him get undressed for bed. She’d offered her hand to be led off to his bedroom, looking a trifle surprised, but mostly pleased and flattered. “Tell me what would you do, Sonia, if it were Curtis here with you, and a perfect opportunity for a swim, only he had forgotten his suit?”


  She laughed. “I’d strip off his clothes and throw him in.”


  “Uh huh.” A long pause.


  “Don’t you dare.”


  “I wouldn’t dare. Without some encouragement.”


  She looked down at the sand. “I’m shy,” she said.


  “Of course.” He ran his finger down the shoulder of her shirt, along the sleeve to her wrist, following it with his eyes. Then he looked up into her face. She looked back at him evenly, still the tiny smile in her eyes. Loren raised both hands slowly to begin unbuttoning the long row of buttons down her front. She didn’t say a word. He untucked her blue shirt, pulled it down over her arms.


  Loren stood up beside her. He held out his hand for hers to help her up. She stood obediently in front of him as he unfastened her belt and undid the front of her jeans. Then he pushed them down over her hips. She took his hand again as she stepped out of them.


  “I’m blushing. Damn,” she said.


  Loren started to take his own clothes off. He wanted to say something, something appropriately romantic, only it came out a muddle.


  “You’re blushing too,” she said.


  He reached up under her arms to unfasten the stupid thing whose name in English he still couldn’t remember. He dropped it on top of her shirt. Then he led her down into the water. He took her underpants off when she was waist deep in the water and threw them back up with the rest of her clothes.


  Sonia held his hand tightly as they swam. The water was so clear that her bare body was all his to see. She grinned to feel his eyes on her, and splashed water in his face. The feel of the cool sea on their skin was glorious. This afternoon was for lovemaking, but the sea failed to understand, thinking instead that It was the object of the exercise. Sonia turned on her back, rolled again for him onto her stomach, back onto her back, still holding onto his fingers above her head. It was the pirouette of a dance, but a nude pirouette, letting him see everything.


  “You are perfect,” he said.


  Very seriously she said, “I want to be the most perfect woman I can be.” Now she took both his hands in hers, holding them out from his body. “You are so beautiful, Loren.” She put her head under water to make a full slow turn around his waist. Loren was the observer and the object of observing at the same time; both were delicious.


  After their swim, they walked hand in hand back up to the cabana. They lay down on the blanket. He looked back over her shoulder to the elegant curve of her bare behind.


  “I am very happy,” Sonia said.


  Loren leaned in toward her face for the first kiss, an unhurried little kiss, betraying nothing of what now was to come. Then he folded her in his arms and began to kiss her in earnest. He had thought so often of what was going to happen next. He knew exactly the slow progression of steps, the completion of the dance. But midway through the progression, she stopped.


  Sonia sat up. “Not yet,” she said.


  



  The next morning they took the dinghy into the beach again to have breakfast in their shaded cabana. Sonia had spotted green coconuts, windfalls, under the palms at the top of the beach. Loren brought a machete from the boat to crack one open. After their meal, Sonia took his hand to pull him up. She said, “My turn.” Then very slowly, she undressed him. She was curious about his body; now she let herself look closely, passing behind him, drawing the smooth surface of one nail lightly over the backs of his shoulders. Loren, naked and suddenly self-conscious, Sonia still in all her clothes. He gestured shyly toward his chest and shoulders. “Too thin here,” he said.


  “But you have the prettiest bottom.”


  Finally she stepped out of her own clothes and led him down to the lagoon for another swim.


  Back on the blanket, they held hands as they dried off in the soft breeze. What hadn’t happened yesterday seemed almost certain not to happen again today. “Tell me again, Sonia, about why we’re waiting. About this virginity that afflicts us. I thought it was going to be a passing phase of my life. Now I’m beginning to think it may be a lifelong curse. Maybe fatal.”


  She smiled slightly at his turn of phrase. “Men and boys,” she responded after a moment, “seem to have very immediate needs. When I was a girl, I was given a book about boys. That’s what it said. Boys are always in a rush. Girls are much more considered. They have to learn to govern boys with their thoughtful ways. I am learning.”


  “Jesus.”


  She was on her back. She sat up onto her elbows, looking down over her body. From just below her navel, a narrow line of dark fur descended down her belly toward her pubic hair. She took his hand and ran one of his fingers along the little line. “Do you know what that dark line is called, Loren?”


  “No.”


  “My mother told me once. I was in the bath, quite a grown up little girl. And that little line of hair had just begun to be visible there. My mother was sitting on the edge of the tub. I showed her the line. I was almost in tears. It seemed ugly to me, I wanted it to go away. But she laughed her lovely laugh. She said ‘That, young lady, is the Pathway to Heaven.’”


  “The Pathway to Heaven,” he repeated.


  Sonia nodded. “One day. But not yet.”


  They lingered on the beach through the morning, swimming again and again. Half a day spent in Sonia’s lovely and nude presence. He had not seen her so cheerful or so animated before. Perhaps it was being undressed. On this almost empty island, they could spend most of their lives nude, why not? Only the final acts of lovemaking were, for the present, withheld from them, he still couldn’t say why. There were things allowed and things not allowed. Things not allowed were not even discussed. Each time he raised the subject of marriage or of lovemaking, she would smile her mysterious smile and turn the subject away. When he seemed hurt, she became perversely merry:


  “My young man is in a sulk. Because he is thinking about what he may not yet have, and forgetting about what he has just received.” She was sitting under the cabana with her legs folded under her. She raised her arms from her sides, arched her back dramatically to draw his eyes down over her body. “This is what my dear Loren has received today. The vision of moi.” At the sound of her own words, she fell back giggling on the blanket.


  



  Near mid-day it was time to set sail. Outside the shelter of Punta Caleta they could see the wind gusting along the surface of the sea. There were small whitecaps indicating a breeze of 14 knots or more. It would be against them almost all the way, a long slog home. Loren calculated they would be back at Baracoa Beach by late afternoon the following day. They would sail through the night. There was no place to anchor or put in anyway; the coast to the east was an almost unbroken cliff all the way to Point Maisi. The plan was to sail one long leg south, offshore for a distance of some forty miles, and then turn to the northeast. That should bring them through the Windward Passage by morning. Sonia sat beside him in the cockpit as he took the helm, her eyes still smiling, looking back toward their their secret lagoon.


  



  Loren was asleep below when Columbia pulled even with the town of Maisi the following morning. He woke to Sonia’s stamping on the cockpit deck just above him.


  “Loren. Come up please. Bring the binoculars.” He rolled out of his berth and up the companionway stairs in a rush, wearing only his cotton briefs. “Don’t worry, silly, it’s not a hostile navy or anything. Come back here where you can see.” She gestured for him to move around behind her at the wheel so he could look out behind the mainsail. As he went by, she snapped the elastic of his underpants. “Cute.” She took his elbow to point him off to starboard. “Look there, just below the wind. There is something that wasn’t there when we came through before.”


  Loren couldn’t see anything with the naked eye. He braced one knee on the cockpit cushion and leaned against Sonia’s back to steady the glasses. On the second sweep of the horizon, he picked up a dark spot approximately where she had indicated.


  “Looks like a rock,” he said. “A big rock.”


  “I don’t think so. There is twenty one hundred feet of water through there. And it’s a major navigational route. There couldn’t be an unmarked rock in the middle of it. Besides, I saw a glint of sunlight reflected off it a few minutes ago.”


  Loren glanced up at the sun, judging the time. At the rate they were going, they could be back at the village by three or earlier. If they detoured to investigate the spot, unfortunately almost dead upwind, they would barely be in by nightfall. There was so much to be done back at the village. He could feel the frustration in his chest not to be there now, helping to organize. Homer’s words to the assembly that last night at the Marina Hotel kept coming back to haunt him: “Those madmen in Washington are tearing their hair out this very minute. They are screaming for blood.” It was all too obvious where Homer and his followers had run.  Only a matter of time now before the attack would come.  Having lingered for a whole morning at their lagoon, thinking only of the pleasure of the moment, he was guiltily aware now of the defenses still to be mounted.


  “It’s nothing, Sonia.”


  “Oh, nothing. Well, that’s the one possibility I hadn’t suspected.” Sonia the mimic: she spoke in Homer’s voice. “Because for nothing it looks a lot like something.”


  “I mean it’s nothing important.”


  “So far all we know is that it is not a rock. I’m baffled how you deduced from that that it is nothing important.”


  “Mm. You want to go take a look, don’t you?”


  “Uh huh. If it’s a ship, it’s been adrift for twenty two days. There could be people still alive on board. They’ll be on the rocks in a few more hours. If we could save even one life, Loren…”


  “Then Sonia would no longer have the weight of a multitude of deaths on her conscience, only a multitude minus one.”


  “Something like that.”


  Loren handled the jib sheets as Sonia put Columbia about. With Baracoa almost directly behind them, they began to work up toward the spot on the horizon. Within an hour they could see it clearly, a small white cruise liner, drifting sideways down the Windward Passage toward the black cliffs of Punta Negra. Loren went below to put on some clothes.


  There were signal flags aloft over the ship. Loren fetched a codebook from the chart table The first noun flag was at the back of the book in an appendix on Ceremonial Signals. It meant “maiden voyage.” But the vessel he was looking at was no maiden. She looked like a leftover from the sixties, refitted with an outlandish pointed prow. Two long wing-like masts were slanted back toward the stern, serving no useful purpose beyond decoration. And there was a glassed-in area amidships, probably a small pool. The vessel’s name was Stella Linda. From the shape of the stack, he judged her to be a diesel motor ship. There was an American flag flying upside down at the masthead. The decks were crowded with waving figures.


  Loren had the helm for the approach. He jibed around by the bow to run down along the length of the vessel. There were white uniformed officers on the deck, hurrying along to keep pace with Columbia as she passed. Almost all the other people on the deck were a foot or more shorter than the officers. After a moment, Loren realized they were children, seemingly hundreds of them. They were all dressed in yellow life jackets.


  He turned Columbia neatly into the lee of the liner. Their remaining momentum brought them close enough for Sonia to toss a bow line up to the two sailors waiting on the afterdeck. A moment later three officers came rushing up to the promenade deck rail. One of them leaned over to shout down to Sonia.


  “My name is Van Hooten,” he said. “Captain Van Hooten.” He looked startled to see that she was a woman. Catching sight of Loren, just visible behind the sail, he shouted back to him. “My name is Van Hooten. Captain Van Hooten.”


  Sonia leaned out from the headstay to catch Loren’s eye. “Could you bear off a little, Loren? Just to put some tension on the line.”


  Loren gathered in the main sheet loosely, turning Columbia’s nose away from the ship’s stern. The bow line tightened up. Sonia lifted herself up onto the chrome bow pulpit. She gestured for him to hold position. Waiting for a moment when the prow was riding up on a swell, she launched herself into the space between the sailboat and the ship, caught the bow line and pulled herself hand over hand thirty feet up to the lower deck. There was an explosion of cheers from the promenade deck. Loren glanced up to see a mass of juvenile faces crowded around the two officers. Sonia stood on the lower deck railing. Van Hooten shouted, “Stay right there, young lady, we’ll come down to you.” Then he stared at her in astonishment as she leapt from the rail up to cable stay that braced the stern flag post. She pulled herself up onto the horizontal post where she stood without support. Then she reached up for the upper cable brace, lifted herself along it hand over hand to the point where she was just above the promenade deck rail. She dropped onto the rail and from there down onto the deck in front of the captain. The children gave another loud cheer.


  “Well,” said Van Hooten. “You are…um, welcome. Welcome to the Stella Linda, young lady. Are you OK?” He noticed that Sonia wasn’t breathing heavily, though he himself was quite out of breath from his short run along the deck.


  “Fine thanks.” Sonia looked back over her shoulder at Punta Negra, wondering how much time they had. “You’re in trouble,” she said.


  “Yes. Blasted engines, just reconditioned and won’t start up. We’ve been adrift for three weeks. No one on the islands was willing to send help. Imagine. And everything is wrong on board, nothing works, mostly the result of the refitting. A disgrace. Miss Keesha, please take these children and put them back in their places! Children, off with you.” He looked down in some embarrassment to one little girl who had managed to slip her hand into his. “Off with you too, little miss.


  “Yes, Captain Van. Aye Aye Sir,” she said. The other children called out in chorus, “Aye Aye, Captain Van.”


  He shook his head. “An old bachelor. What do I know of these things? You are Miss…?”


  “Duryea, Sonia Duryea.”


  “Thank you for coming. I don’t know what you can do to help, but we need some help.” He drew Sonia back toward the rail, out of earshot of the others.


  “It’s all my fault what has happened, you see. I took command of the vessel without checking things out enough. I have been kicking myself. All these children’s lives in my hands.”


  “Why are there so many children?”


  “It is an organization that has chartered Stella Linda, the National Council of Student Councils. The children come from all fifty states. They are prize winners of an essay contest, or some such thing. The prize was a six day cruise on the Stella Linda out of the port of Savanna. A hundred and fifty children from 10 to 16 years old. And only a handful of teachers and counselors. We’ve been adrift for three weeks.” Captain Van Hooten had a huge leonine head which he shook now sadly. Above his clear blue eyes were striking bushy white brows. He seemed to be in his late fifties.


  “Couldn’t you have lowered the boats away? You must have come within a dozen miles of Haiti.”


  “That is part of what I was telling you. It was all my fault for accepting the Stella Linda after her refitting without checking everything out thoroughly. There was so little time. The written inventory was a masterpiece of completeness, everything one could want. Only much of it never got on board. We don’t have a block and tackle or a come-along, in fact almost no tools at all. Not even a crescent wrench. The engines have both failed. There is no cordage on board at all, not a foot of spare line.”


  “But the boats?”


  “…are on motor driven davits. They depend on the electric current supplied by the main generators to lower the boats away. There is a backup system at each unit in case the main current is off, a small gasoline engine to control the davits. We couldn’t start a single one of them! And the drives themselves are welded shut so we can’t get at them to play the line out by hand. The lifeboats are frozen into position. Stupid, stupid, stupid! The only thing we could do was cut them loose from the motorized cranes and try dropping them into the water. The boats are made of the thinnest fiberglass as you can see. We put two over the side and both were damaged by the fall and sunk straightaway.” He was wringing his hands. “It all sounds so idiotic and it is. But it’s my stupidity.”


  “Sonia caught sight of a wide framework of plastic sheeting set up on an angle over the pool. “You’ve been distilling sea water in the sun?”


  “Yes. We had to. Otherwise the whole company of us would be dead by now.


  “This is clever. Was this your idea?”


  “Yes. What else could we have done for water?”


  “So a hundred and fifty children plus all the crew and the teachers are alive today, because of your ingenuity. Not bad.”


  “Alive for part of today,” he said, nodding toward the cliffs.


  “Yes. I’ve got to tell you something that isn’t going to make a lot of sense. You’re a brave man, Captain Van Hooten, you’re going to have to make a brave decision and quickly. We can only talk over the wisdom of it after the fact. We could be on the rocks in a few hours.”


  “Tell me.”


  “This ship’s engines are not going to restart. Think of it as an atmospheric disturbance that has made it impossible for them to ignite. That’s why you haven’t even been able to light a match.”


  “Yes…”


  “Continuing to work on the engines is a waste of time. I want you to scuttle the Stella Linda.”


  “What?”


  “Open the sea-cocks. Load the children in the boats and as she settles enough for the boats to float free, cut them loose.”


  The captain didn’t reply. He turned to face out over the sea.


  “It’s our only chance, Captain. Please.”


  “Yes, yes. It shall be as you say. I am thinking how to keep the ship on an even keel as she settles.”


  Sonia relaxed her grip on the rail. She could feel the tingling as the blood rushed back into her fingers.


  “My first officer, Klipstein, is a very good man for such things. I have to talk to him right away. I look to you, Miss Sonia, to explain to the others. It will take more than an hour to begin taking on water, perhaps more time to allow for rigging some way to correct for list.” He gestured to a group of teachers who were standing at a distance with the children. “Mr. Garner, Miss Blake, please come listen to this young lady. I want you to take your orders directly from her.


  Sonia explained hurriedly what had to happen next.


  The one the captain had called “Miss Blake,” a pleasant faced woman of perhaps thirty five, interrupted, “We have only three adults per boat, even counting some of the older children as adults. Most of our little folk are too small to handle the oars. We’ve been trying them out over the past few weeks of almost continual boat drill.” She was grinning as she spoke. “Boy, have we worked boat drill for all it was worth. If you could take even thirty of the smallest kids on the sailboat, we could put four adults in each of the remaining boats.”


  “Good, let’s do that first. We can shoot them down the line to Loren.” She jumped down the stairs to the lower deck to explain to Loren what would be happening. When she looked up from the rail, there was a chattering troop of kids being led down by the two teachers. A moment of doubt before beginning. Maybe time would prove that there was some better approach that might have occurred to them if only they thought longer and harder about it. Only there were the cliffs, nearer and nearer. If the sea-cocks were small enough, if the ship settled slowly enough, it might already be too late.


  “Who’s the bravest little kid on this whole ship?”


  “Me me me me me me me me me meeeeee.” They were shouting wildly. It was just a lark as far as they were concerned. Sonia picked out one little boy, the squeakiest wheel.


  “What’s your name?”


  “Tiger!”


  “Well Tiger, I don’t know if you’re the bravest or just the loudest, but you’re going to be the first one to shoot the shoot.”


  “YAY!!!” Tiger clasped his hands together over his head like a prize fighter as the others cheered him on.


  She turned to a deck hand who was beside her. “I need lots of table napkins, clean or dirty. Cloth napkins. Or small towels. Whatever you can find.” The man nodded.


  Sonia lifted the little boy up onto the rail. “Now, don’t look down.” She tickled him. “No looking down. That’s part of the fun.” The little boy looked up at the sky, laughing nervously. Sonia kept one hand under his chin. She took a white tea towel from the deckhand when he came back and twisted it into a short cloth rope. One end she ran in a loop over the child’s right hand, and the other in a loop over the left hand. The middle of the cloth rope passed over Columbia’s bow line which she had refastened to the cable support above the rail.


  “Now hold tight, no matter what you do, don’t let go. I want you to keep your eyes shut and hold on for all your worth.” The little boy nodded, wide-eyed. “And one more thing. When I push you off, I want you to shout out as loud as you can, Woooooooo, all the way down. Let me hear your Woooooo.”


  “Woooooo.”


  “Louder, much louder.”


  “WOOOOOOOOOOOOO.”


  “This kid is a terrific woo-er. OK, now hold tight, eyes closed, here you go…” She glanced down to be sure Loren was ready on the bow below. A gentle push.


  “WOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO.”


  Loren caught the little boy as he came skittering onto the bow.


  “Umph.”


  Tiger sat down in a heap, looking slightly dazed. He shook his head. “Wow,” he said, “Can I go again?”


  Loren whispered, “Stand up and let them see you weren’t frightened.”


  He hopped to feet and began shouting back up to the dozens of open faced children on the afterdeck. “It’s WUH-UNDERFUL!” he shouted. “Com’on you sissies!”


  Sonia looked around for the next. She picked a little girl with skinned knees. “Let me hear your Woooooooooo.”


  “WOOOOOOOOOOOOOO.”


  “Wow. You others are going to have to work to get a better Woooooooo than that.” She wrapped the child’s hands with a loop of cloth. “Hold tight, keep your eyes shut, let me hear you…”


  “WOOOO…OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO.”


  Loren caught her and lifted her up triumphantly. She waved and shouted.


  Before long the decks of Columbia were awash with kids. Loren kept looking back over his shoulder to see what might be destroyed. Mostly all that was being destroyed were the peanut butter and crackers. Sonia looked around for an adult to send down to assist. Mr. Garner looked a bit paunchy for shooting the shoot. “I need a disciplinarian to help Loren out.”


  “That’s me, said the woman. She stepped forward with an even bigger grin than before.


  There was a chorus of shouts from the remaining children, “Melissa’s going, Melissa’s going.”


  “I’m Melissa, in case you hadn’t guessed. Melissa Blake.” She stuck out her hand.


  “Sonia.”


  Melissa shouted down to the kids below, “You guys are in big trouble now, because look who’s coming down next to set things right.” Under her breath she said, “God, look how far it is.”


  “Don’t look down.” Sonia helped her up to a sitting position on the rail. She put her hand under Melissa’s chin to keep her looking up. “I feel we ought to send you down with a fraternity paddle or something to help you keep them all in order.”


  “Oh, listen, I eat these kids for breakfast. I can handle sixty or seventy of them with one hand.”


  There were some hoots from the remaining children.


  “By the book, now. Eyes closed, hold tight, let me hear you…”


  “WOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO.”


  Loren was still wondering how to catch her when she started down. Her skirts blew up on the way and he found himself staring at her flowered undies. Melissa wrapped one arm around the headstay to partly break her fall, but still flattened him on the deck. She landed on top of him, their faces almost together.


  “You must be Loren.”


  “Umph.”


  “Melissa.”


  They took all the ten, eleven, and twelve year olds on Columbia, nearly sixty of them. Sonia stayed to help out on one of the remaining boats. By five in the afternoon, the Stella Linda had settled quietly and levelly into the Windward Passage, allowing all the boats to cast loose and pull away safely. From there it was almost dead down wind to Baracoa. They arrived in the late twilight, the Columbia and twelve smaller boats under sail. The residents of the village were turned out by the sound of the children singing, one hundred and fifty voices. Together with the adult advisors and crew members, they almost doubled the population of the community.


  20

  THE COUNCIL OF HATUEY


  



  A small cottage room on a sweltering tropical night: A man and a woman are on the rumpled bed, she sleeping peacefully and he tossing about. The sheets are limp, sticky with sweat. This is like sleeping (or trying to sleep) in a garden hothouse, mid-summer at noon. A thick oppressive heat seeps in from without. All day long the sun has beat down on the heavy wet vegetation. It has left the clearing near the little white and green cottage simply steaming. Through the window a swirl of mist is visible. So much hot fog rolling about outside in the square, the air is dense with it. Poor Chandler; his nightshirt is soaked all the way down the back with sweat. He is thrashing fitfully in the bed, fitfully. He will not sleep until morning, and he knows it, and then for only the briefest few minutes before the wake-up of all these noisy people. From that point on it will be the usual hullabaloo. He is just too old to be living with so much activity, so many kids around, hundreds of them, how did he ever manage before? How did he ever bear up without a little peace and quiet? Not much chance of there ever being peace and quiet here, because this is just not a peaceful place. Not one of those places where “peace comes dropping slow, dropping like the veils of…” Like the veils of whatever. Where was it that peace came dropping slow? It was a line from something he had had to learn by heart back at the Hill School. Now the recollection is coming back to him. It was on an island where peace came dropping slow. It was on an island, but definitely not on this island. It was an island from a poem. Or, perhaps, a poem from an island.


  What a jumble. There is no use struggling in bed with all these stupid thoughts. Get out into the air. Let Candace at least have her rest. The subtle and altogether normal grunting of a dignified man, swinging his feet over onto the floor and pushing himself upright. The open door is just before him. With two hands to steady himself on the door frame, he breathes in the hot damp night. There is not the hint of breeze. A glance up at the moon and stars, bright enough to cast shadows. He moves out into the center of the village green. About the central square are two dozen small cottages, built of white-washed stucco with dark green shutters and trim. There are palm leaves overhead, reaching down out of the mist.


  A tiny band of droplets on his upper lip; he can feel them beginning now to evaporate and cool. Evaporation of sweat is the only cooling effect that works anymore. Why was that, again? It had all been explained over and over, why motors don’t work and all that, but it hadn’t stuck. For whatever the reason, there was no way anymore to keep things cool. You had to stay all wet to be cool. The human system is on overload trying to cool itself with sweat, his own human cooling system. There are pores over parts of his body that had not sweated for most of half a century—it’s a wonder that they still remembered how. Sweating, after all, had been effectively banished by civilization. Now it is civilization that has been banished by sweating. The hair on the back of his neck is dripping wet, dripping down his neck to between his shoulder blades.


  Moving out with a sigh into the night. It is the middle of the night, but he can see almost everything. He picks out the walkway leading away from the water. There is the sound of waves lapping on the beach at his back. On his left side is the loom of a dark green wooden building, a pump house of some sort tucked into the trees. The road under him is of soft dirt. Chandler, striding forward past the schoolrooms and athletic fields.


  Beyond the village, the path begins to narrow. There are palm trees, in thick clusters, palm trees everywhere. They have a faintly evil sense to them. Everything else is here at their forbearance, at the forbearance of the jungle. Because the jungle lets it all exist, for the moment. When it wants, it can reclaim every bit of its territory by growing up and around man’s pitiful buildings, roads, clearings. The palm trees are closing in around him now. They would like to grow right through him, but they are slow and he is fast. A slight movement among the thick palm trunks. Some of them are waving dreamily all up their lengths. A swaying undulation. Hold on here, these are not palm trees at all. They are snakes, fat vertical snakes standing up on their tails. They swing together to a rhythm. Chandler can see the snakes’ faces clearly. The faces seem more human than reptilian, soft brown eyes with eyelashes. As he watches, the snakes begin to sing in harmony. They have high female voices. Is this illusion or do they seem awfully familiar? The voices seem familiar. By god, it’s the Andrews Sisters. The faces of the snakes even look like the Andrews Sisters, however many of them there were. They are singing about the troubles of loving a fickle and inconstant man. Wow, who would have expected such a show here of all places?


  He’d like to pause a while and listen, but it just isn’t to be. There is no time now for entertainment, no matter who the snakes are. Chandler puts his head down, presses on. Behind him, the Andrews Snakes repeat the chorus, calling after him. But he has to press on because he has a Call. He has got to be where he has got to be, up ahead, because of his Call.


  The moon seems even brighter now. His path, no doubt, has taken him to the relative high land, rising up out of the ground mist. It is still thickly hot. When he shakes his head, drops of sweat fly off, glittering in the moonlight. Among the jungle sounds are the songs of tree frogs or crickets, or perhaps the songs of other gifted snakes, able to do their own impersonations. There is one sound more insistent than the rest. It’s going BEEEE-DEEEE-DEEET, BEEEE-DEEEE-DEEET. Now at last there is a clearing just ahead. The moon casts its spotlight down into the center of the clearing, picking out something there on a raised dais. As he approaches he can see it is a telephone in the circular spot, a robins-egg blue telephone. Now, immediately under his eyes, the phone goes BEEEE-DEEEE-DEEET, BEEEE-DEEEE-DEEET.


  One thing unique about this phone is its size. It is really big. Bigger than a regular phone by ten or more times. Chandler struggles to lift the handset. Why is the phone blue, anyway? If his Hot Line phone back in Fiske House was red, is this one then a Cool Line phone? That’s it, a Cool Line. He has to cover his mouth to keep in the giggles at his little joke. Finally, with a great heave, he pries the phone into position with its huge earpiece beside his head. The mouthpiece is resting on the jungle floor at his feet. He has to shout down into it to be heard.


  “Hello?”


  A heavy, deep voice, rumbling out of the phone and from the trees around the clearing: “Chandler. This is the Third Floor Prefect.”


  “Oh my.” The phone line from the base of the phone, now that he notices it, goes straight up, disappearing into the darkness above the tops of the palms. It must go directly up to the third floor. “Yes. I am here. I mean, this is Chandler Hopkins. Speaking.”


  “We have been talking about you up here on Third.”


  “Well.” This could be good or it could be terrible, being noticed up on Third. Chandler hugs the handset to his ear, hoping for the best.


  “We have been thinking that a Mission might be just the thing that you need. Something to give focus to your life.”


  “Oh.”


  “So we have assigned you a Mission. It’s your assignment. There will be a grade.”


  “Dear me, a grade.”


  “How well you do with your Mission will determine your ranking among the others. Are you getting all this?”


  “Oh, I am. Yes.”


  “The Mission is so important it cannot be discussed over the phone. So you can’t even ask a question about what it is. Not even one question. Do you have any questions?”


  “Um, no.”


  “Well that’s it then. That, as We say, is it.”


  “Yes. That much is clear. May I speak of this Call, I mean of this Calling to my fellow men?”


  “Of course. Tell them everything.”


  “Yes. What ‘everything,’ specifically shall I tell them?”


  A frightening pause. “Tell them that their worst fears are confirmed: There is no God. None at all. You can quote Me on that.”


  “I can?”


  “Yes.”


  “Is that the whole message?”


  “Yes.”


  “Oh. Well, thanks for the Call and all that.”


  “One more thing, Chandler.”


  “Yes?”


  A long, pregnant pause. And then the Voice again, deeper and more ominous than ever: “Beware the Chink.”


  “What?” Chandler waiting for something more, an explanation. Instead there is only the sound of a disconnect. This is not a simple click, but a painfully loud sound, metallic and ringing, a deafening clink. He can still hear the clink echoing in his surely damaged ear.


  Unsteady on his feet because of the shock of the noise. He is dazed. He has let the handset fall to the ground. Damn, the thing is heavy. But it can’t be left there or there could be hell to pay. A grunting heave to lift the handset back onto the cradle. And then just a moment to rest and let his head clear. He stops to wonder if he ought to be making some other call. This after all is a working telephone, perhaps the only one left on earth. Whom could he call? But wait, he shouldn’t be calling anyone, he should be thinking only of his mission. Don’t forget the mission. Oh, oh. Panic. Suppose he should forget the message that he was to pass on to Mankind? What a black eye that would be for Chandler Hopkins. It wouldn’t go down at all well on Third. The effect on the grade is only half his worry. Chandler begins looking around feverishly for a pencil. He has got to have a pencil to write the message down. There was one earlier in his nightshirt, but nothing to write on. And the point is broken. Perhaps there will be a pencil sharpener here in the drawer of the dais. Opening up the drawer. But no, there are more snakes inside, slithering. Snakes and condoms. Oh dear, the drawer is simply full of those little packaged condoms. Shut it quick before someone comes. He is obliged to sharpen the pencil with the edge of a sharp stone. He can write on the long white expanse of his shirt, which is polished from the iron, polished into a crisp white papery surface. The message is…write it quickly now before it’s forgotten entirely. The message is…What was the message? He can’t remember. It was all so clear just a moment before, it was on the tip of his tongue. Now he has only the point of the pencil on the tip of his tongue.


  Fortunately this is a dream and can be rewound and played back like a video. He has got the handset in his arms again, ready to listen, carefully this time. Humming of the rewind. There, that should be far enough. OK, Stop. Forward/Play to replay. “Could you please repeat the message, please.”


  “This is the message, Chandler. Are you ready?”


  “Yes, ready.”


  “Beware the Clink.” CLINK.


  



  Baracoa had been the original capital of Cuba. Christopher Columbus looked into the bay of Baracoa as part of the expedition of 1502, attracted by the startling profile of Yunque Mountain in the heights above. Then in 1512, one of his officers, Diego de Velazquez, returned to the bay with a force of 300 men to subjugate the Tainos Indians. The Indian leader was named Hatuey. Hatuey was disinclined to be subjugated by the Spanish or by anyone else. He held off the invaders, inflicting surprisingly many casualties in the process. The Spanish record tells of one particularly “cowardly” (i.e. successful) attack by canoe during the dark of the night. When he was finally captured by Velazquez, the Indian prince was given the usual choice of converting to Christianity or being burned at the stake. He converted but they burned him at the stake anyway, Cuba’s first revolutionary martyr.


  More than four centuries later, a government of 1950s revolutionaries erected a school on the outskirts of Baracoa and dedicated it to Hatuey. It was at this school where the Layton party finally established its base.


  In the large boys’ and girls’ dormitories, they settled their new charges, rescued from the Motor Ship Stella Linda. There was a faculty village not too far away. It consisted of twenty four pleasant little whitewashed houses, arranged around a grassy commons. The Escuela Hatuey provided lodging, school rooms, playing fields, a covered outdoor dining hall, kitchens, meeting rooms, everything they could have asked. There was a protected bay, deep enough for their vessels. The Matires de Giron hydropower station was located in mountains, some forty miles inland. It was one of only two hydro-electric facilities on the island of Cuba. Mr. Pease, who knew a little about everything and a lot about a surprising number of subjects had set out toward the station with a handful of Danny McCree’s shelter workers. With some serious tinkering on the transmission network, he believed they could have steady electric power flowing to the school in a matter of weeks.


  Virtually everything about the school was Spartan. In the administration building, however, was one rather splendid office. Senator Hopkins unhesitatingly took it over for himself. On the floor above his office there was a wide meeting room, open to the breezes on all four sides. Here he convoked his first Leadership Council.


  Chandler stood at the head of the long meeting table. About him were arrayed the twenty adults he had listed in his notebook this morning under the heading “Resources.” Together with himself, they made up what history would remember, at least what he hoped history would remember, as the Council of 21. He would have to suggest that name in his memoirs. History had need of punchy names to help make things memorable.


  “Ahem. Well, good morning, Ladies and Gentlemen. I see that we’re all ready to begin. I’m going to start us out with a question. The question is, What fundamental directions shall we select for the guidance of our new society? For that is what we are charged with today, the building of a new society. We are the guardians of the peaceful notion of civilization. Without us, that is, without the intervention of Dr. Layton…” he nodded smilingly toward Homer, “without that intervention, civilization might have ceased to exist on the planet. So we are, in a very special sense, the guardians of civilization itself. I daresay that never before in history has such a small band of men, of men and women, that is, for women too are part of the building of, or, that is, they are also charged with, and I can’t overemphasize this point because it would be quite impossible, charged with…well, let me just say charged. And I might add that in addition to being the general guardians of a whole planet, we are also the specific guardians of the host of young people that we have rescued in the last week. So you can see that my mission, that is, our mission here today is guardianship.


  “The responsibility lies heavily upon us. But I have no doubt, none whatsoever, that we are up to the task. As I look around at this group, I believe that I could not have selected myself a more appropriate array of talents to cope with what lies ahead. To deal with our leadership needs, we have virtually the entire administration of a fine major university. To deal with our technical problems, we have some of the most highly esteemed scientific minds in the world. To deal with the education of our young charges, we have scholars. We are fortunate to have the essence of three proud organizations: the American Physics Society working group; the Academy of Arts and Sciences (we have here most of its very honorable and respected selection committee), and, of course, Cornell University. Look about you now to appreciate the good fortune we have had.”


  Chandler gestured expansively, directing their attention around the room. “Doctor Layton, to my right, and his four able young assistants. Chancellor Brill, here on my left. Mr. Tomkis from the office of my good friend the Secretary of State. Dr. Corliss Taft of the National Academy, and I might mention, a director of the President’s National Task Force on Literature and Literacy. Cornell’s Proctor, Mr. Theodore Pinkham, just on Dr. Corliss’s left. Then Dean of Women, Dr. Maria Sawyer, and so on, and so on, and so on.” At the last “and so on,” he ended up gesturing toward Jared Williams, his butler from Fiske House days. The Senator looked away uncomfortably.


  “I ask you, ladies and gentlemen, what could we ask more than the talent we have assembled in this room?”


  “A dentist?” suggested Williams.


  “We could use an arrowsmith,” said Loren. “Also a naval tactician. A few hundred experienced street fighters might be nice for our defense. We could use someone who knew how to build a steam engine. We haven’t got a single farmer here. We’re a bunch of dunderheads when it comes to growing rice and beans. We’ll be OK for the short term, but in the long run we’ll have to grow our food. We don’t even have a good commercial fisherman, someone who can keep the nets from tangling. Most of all, to defend ourselves, we are going to need…”


  “Of course. Of course.” Chandler looked almost pleased at the objections. “We have a challenge before us, as you have so eloquently pointed out, Loren. And we will meet that challenge. Because, ladies and gentlemen, we are intellectuals. That is our great strength.” A significant pause. Chandler, the only one standing, radiated confidence down upon them. Give them a lesson in leadership. Impossible to miss the similarity between his own smiling acceptance of challenge with that of a Jack Kennedy, for example. The torch has been passed and Chandler has caught it. Or maybe you don’t catch a passed torch, maybe you “accept” it. He pondered that for a moment while the others waited.


  “We have accepted the torch that has been passed. The torch of…of guardianship. Anyway, we have accepted it. And now the task that confronts us is to set the ship of civilization off on its proper course, never deviating from the direction that we will choose here today. A course, mind you, that leads forward, ever forward. And toward the horizon. It is nothing less than that which must be our goal. The horizon. I think I make myself clear.” A benevolent smile. He lifted both hands in a gesture of peace and optimism. “And now, it falls to us to determine just where exactly that horizon is.”


  Homer nodded toward the Atlantic. “Over that way, last time I looked.”


  “Yes. Dr. Layton directs us toward the sunrise. I think that is particularly appropriate, that we stride forward into the dawning of a new era.”


  “Actually, I was looking more north than east.”


  “Uh huh. There is no question that our way leads through the cold and the bitter before it can turn toward the sun. There will be adversity along the way. Who could say it won’t be true? Adversity and challenge lie ahead. But sometime within the lives of those present, we shall arrive at the horizon that we envision today. And when we arrive at the horizon, where exactly will we be?”


  “Nowhere,” said Sonia. “You can’t ever arrive at a horizon.”


  Chandler looked hurt. “At first we will be nowhere, and then finally somewhere. Do you see what I mean? This is very important. To end up somewhere, we have got to know where we’re heading. And that is why I have convoked this council meeting this morning. To give us direction. I don’t just mean to decide who has cleanup detail or who goes looking for more supply of Brillo, or even who is to teach Latin to the sixth grade. All those things are important. But the charter today is to determine the guiding rationale for our new society. We are undertaking nothing less than the redesign of an entire culture.


  “I know that is not going to be easy. We need to set aside all the little questions and go directly to major ones. We need to rethink everything. The exercise this morning is to redesign culture. Dean Sawyer, we’re going to be generating a great number of ideas this morning as part of our exercise. Could I ask you to serve as scribe, perhaps jotting things down on this blackboard for us? That will keep the important ideas from being lost. Now who will begin in the great redesign? What is the first thing that comes to mind for our new directions?”


  He looked around encouragingly. It was necessary to overlook the fact that Edward Barodin was rolling his eyes upward in dismay.


  Claymore had a hand up. Chandler frowned at him, but he spoke up anyway. “We’re redesigning everything, is that what you say?”


  “Uh, yes. That is what I said, Mr. Layton.”


  “Well then, sheets have to be redesigned.” It was so obvious as not to need further comment. Claymore sat back, waiting for someone else to make a similarly useful suggestion.


  Chandler was stunned. “Sheets?”


  “Yes. They have to be made long enough to tuck in at the ends. I mean, it’s just ridiculous the way they are today. Crazy. Way too short.”


  A thick silence. Maria Sawyer crossed to the blackboard. “There’s a beginning for us. This is going to be easy.” She wrote 1. LONGER SHEETS on the blackboard. “Now, what else?”


  Chandler was grinding his teeth.


  Loren spoke up. “I know one thing that’s on the horizon and it doesn’t bode well for us. We are going to get attacked. A navy of sailing vessels is going to come sailing down upon us, armed to the teeth with whatever weapons they can put together. They are going to be looking for blood. We have thumbed our nose at an enormous, powerful establishment, absolutely frustrated it from carrying out its will. And for the moment, we’ve gotten away with it. It’s been thirty some days since we turned the switch. So far, we haven’t seen any response at all. But that doesn’t mean it’s not coming. It is coming. They will figure out where we are and come after us. And when they come, it won’t be to discuss redesign of culture and society. This is not funny. There will be no talking with these people, only fighting. Every moment that we have free can only be dedicated to planning for our defense.


  “We’re at war. We’re outnumbered. We have almost no weapons. Homer sent us out to buy crossbows that last day in Fort Lauderdale. We went to maybe five sporting goods stores. Do you know how many crossbows we found? One. That’s our heavy artillery, one crossbow. We bought twelve archery target sets. That means we have twelve bows and thirty six arrows. Thirty six arrows! Fairly soon we are going to see a fleet of perhaps dozens of boats with hundreds of armed men on board. They’re going to sail into this very bay. When they locate us, it’s going to be all over. All over, unless we are prepared.”


  Senator Hopkins waved his hand dismissively. “These are the minor things I was talking about…”


  “Minor!?!”


  “These are the little things, a viable defense, the length of bed sheets, hundreds of such things. Of course we’ll have to consider each of them in turn, each in its time. But what I’d like you to consider now are the fundamentals of the philosophy that shall guide us. Questions like shall we construct a democracy, or a benevolent dictatorship…or perhaps even a monarchy?” He had always harbored a certain taste for royalty. Why not a royal system? Why not have dukes and knights and, who knows, perhaps one day even a king? Chandler the First, it had a certain ring to it. “These are the matters that must concern us. What form of government, what philosophical underpinnings, what principles of formation. We should perhaps think of drafting a constitution. Or at least a Declaration of Independence, something that we all sign and…”


  “Philosophical underpinnings,” said Loren, his voice strained, “let me tell you about philosophical underpinnings. My philosophical underpinnings put great store in staying alive. When the navy of killers comes sailing into the bay, my underpinnings tell me to resist. They tell me to invest all my energy in personal survival. Maybe we need to divide into two groups with you and whoever else is interested working on your Declaration while the rest of us figure out how to avoid getting butchered.”


  “And if history looks back at your little group, all caught up in minor and short term worries, how will it compare to our circle of august thinkers who put philosophy first, who chose their directions carefully to achieve all the ends in a consistent and efficient fashion.”


  “History will see us as Survivors. And your circle of august thinkers will be remembered as a…as a…”


  “A circle jerk,” Edward finished up.


  Homer looked up. “Perhaps we do need to take a little time to select our directions, as Chandler says.”


  “Jesus, Homer, time is what we haven’t got. They’re practically on us.” Loren looked around at the group. “You are all thinking that they’ll take forever to find us because Cuba is big. You think they’ll be looking for a needle in a haystack. But they don’t have to search for us. We came here for three reasons: to eastern Cuba because it was empty, and to Baracoa because of the hydropower station, and to be as far upwind as possible, to give us the advantage of the wind if there is to be a sea battle. They can reconstruct our logic, and then they’ll know precisely where we are. It’s like a game of chess. You don’t spend all your time thinking about your own strategy—you spend time thinking about what the other fellow is likely to do and why. They can figure out precisely where we’ve come, using the same thought process that guided us here in the first place.”


  Homer had a hand on Loren’s sleeve. “Yes. All that is true. We have no time. But still, even with so much to do, it makes sense for us to pause for just this hour to organize ourselves. We should have done it before. I should have thought of it. I didn’t.” He looked tired. His cheeks were hollow and his eyes without their usual luster. “Chandler has thought of it. He has proposed to organize us. So I say, let him do it.”


  “But Homer…”


  “Let him do it because I don’t know how. I don’t know how to administer. That is what he is good at. If we are to survive, it will be through the efficient use of each of us, each person doing what he or she is best at. As Chandler says, we have here the almost intact government of a university. We are a small community, so we can be run as a university, why not? Good administration will help the rest of us to get on with what we have to do.”


  He looked up at Chandler who was still standing. Homer’s expression was suddenly and uncharacteristically hard. “I give you this Chandler,” he said. “I will let you be boss. It is me who is doing this, me, Homer Layton. Because this is my show. This is not a democracy, but a tyranny. I am the tyrant. I am the only one who has authority here, the only one. I turned the switch. Everyone else is just along for the ride. I give you some of that authority. You can be our leader. I give you the position, which you seem to want, and which you can probably handle as well as anyone else. I give you the position, but I can take it back. You have to understand that. It is a temporary stewardship. When I take it back, it won’t be for myself, but for the natural leader who will emerge. That may take some time. And some trial by fire. But a leader will emerge, I am confident of that. When that leader has begun to assume authority, neither your agreement nor even mine will be required. At that time, you will step down. You understand that?”


  Chandler nodded, his face pale. Homer looked down toward his hands. He wouldn’t speak again for the rest of the meeting.


  “Well,” Chandler said. “Well. That was the sort of thing I was referring to as ‘major,’ you see.” He swallowed before going on: “I think we…needed to go through that. To decide among ourselves, well, actually only among yourself, Homer, to decide how we would govern our little community. And I do think the decision you made, which I fully concur with, is the right one. Yes. We can be organized along the lines of a small university, with president, chancellor, bursar and deans, et cetera, all carrying out their normal functions. Our two deans will serve as governors of their respective parts of the community. We have three humanities professors here who will organize the schooling of the young people. I think there are nearly forty teachers all in all, and these will report to our three professors. I will draw up a hierarchy to make it all official. The functions of food and logistics fall rather naturally to our head organization man, Chancellor Brill. Proctor Pinkham will be responsible for discipline. Since we are very much concerned with defense for the reasons set out by Dr. Martine, and since defense of the island is a kind of discipline problem, I think Proctor Pinkham should take charge of that as well. Captain Van Hooten, as our senior naval officer will report to the Proctor. Dr. Martine has shown an impressive grasp of the defense problem, so I shall ask him also to report to the Proctor. Perhaps, Homer, all of your staff could be transferred over to the Proctor to concern themselves with defense.”


  Loren gave a low groan.


  Chandler ignored him, pressing on. “And the rest of the scientists, as well. They will assist Proctor Pinkham in fashioning a truly scientific defense of our position. Now, as to the function of the bursar…yes, was there a question? Dr. Suzikaya?”


  It was Francis Suzikaya, past president of the Academy. “Yes, Chandler, thank you. You have referred to the roles of the president, chancellor, proctor and bursar. Aren’t you passing over the rather important function of the Provost?” A pause, dripping with significance. Suzikaya had been Provost of the University of California. “The Provost, as you know, is the chief academic officer of a university, or of a community. It is his function to direct the community in every truly essential sense.” A chilly smile. “I have always thought of the rest of the university hierarchy as serving mostly to carry out the direction determined by the Provost.”


  There was no mistaking this for anything but a naked power grab. Chandler poised himself for a quick counterattack. Then it hit him like a ton of bricks: Suzikaya was a chink. Suzikaya was undoubtedly the chink, the one mentioned in the dream. Well actually, he was Japanese, so he would more precisely be called a “gook.” But still. It must have been Suzikaya that the dream referred to with the awful words “Beware the Chink” Shit. A direct challenge to his authority, authority he had been handed only a few minutes ago. He turned to Homer for support, but Homer was nodding off.


  “It is the Provost,” Suzikaya was carrying on, “who sets the standards that govern the entire community. And that function, I believe is every bit as essential here as it is to any university. Modesty forbids that I mention who in this assemblage has already demonstrated a superb capability to fill the role of Provost at a major university. But suffice to say that I stand ready to serve again as Provost, should that be desired.” He looked significantly at Chandler.


  “The domain of the provost would be entirely academic, one trusts?”


  “No, of course not.”


  “No, of course not.” Clear bitterness in the Senator’s voice. His own provost at Cornell had been a royal pain in the ass, always interfering and lecturing him about “integrity,” and “the dictates of Truth.” And that dundering old idiot (Chandler had forgotten his name) had not ever figured in a dream, had never been the subject of an explicit warning from Third. Time for an exercise in damage containment. He shifted his gaze further down the table, appearing to ignore Suzikaya. Then, still not looking directly at his tormentor, and with an air of utter boredom: “Just as a matter of interest, Francis, how, in your view, should the provost, if there were to be a provost at all, how should that provost interact with his president?”


  Suzikaya bowed low from the waist. “As a trusted and loyal subordinate.”


  This fellow was dangerous and devious. It might be most prudent to keep him directly under one’s thumb rather than leave him on the outside, a loose cannon. Chandler returned the bow. “Then I think, if there be no objection from the group, I think the honorable gentleman from California, Dr. Suzikaya, might be prevailed upon to serve as our provost.”


  “With pleasure, Mr. President.” Suzikaya bowed again, the trusted and loyal subordinate to a tee.


  



  21

  A GAME OF CHESS


  



  “Loren…” It was Kelly approaching down the dock with a short, smiling Chinese man in tow. “I wonder if you’ve ever met Peter Chan.”


  Loren stood to offer his hand. There had been a Dr. Chan listed as part of the community — in the master list that Stacey was compiling — but Loren hadn’t met him yet. He hoped the man had a useful specialty like internal medicine or pediatrics. “Dr. Chan.”


  “Dr. Martine. This is an honor. I read your paper, ‘A discrete algebra of particle interaction.’”


  “You did?”


  Kelly was stepping on Loren’s foot. “It was just a piece of luck that Dr. Chan happened to be down from Princeton to attend Homer’s award dinner. It was a long way to come, all the way from Princeton.  Princeton.”  The pressure of Kelly’s foot increased.


  “Oh.  Dr. Peter Chan from Princeton. Sir, I am doubly honored to make your acquaintance. Of course I know of your work. We use your textbooks at Cornell. That is, we prevailed on the math department to use them to prepare science students in the calculus of sets and in predicate logic.”


  The little man looked very pleased. When he smiled, his eyes became almost invisible in the crinkles of his face. “Good for royalties,” he said, “if royalties ever come back again. Very good.” He shook Loren’s hand again. “We must talk one day about discrete algebras. I would look forward to that. One day. Not today. Because you are quite busy. I can see that.”


  “Yes. We’re preparing three boats to set out for Guantanamo. Now that we have some electric power, we want to set up radar in the heights to look out for an invasion. It’s going to come, you know.” Loren never missed a chance to explain the need for vigilance.


  “Oh yes. Highly probable. I have computed the odds. Highly probable.”


  “The radar we have working on Yunque mountain now is just a little shipboard unit taken from one of the yachts. It’s rather unreliable when mounted up high. So we hope to salvage some real radar from the base.”


  “Yes. Yes. I understand. You must carry on your important work. Most important. Because the consideration of lovely abstract thoughts like mathematics depends on not being skewered by bad people with knives and arrows.” He shook Loren’s hand a third time. “And now I must go back. I too am involved in the defense. I am constructing a cross bow under the guidance of Mr. D.D. Pease. We will have one for every vessel before long.”


  Kelly watched after him as he headed up the dock. “He’s a sweetheart.”


  “And a very high-powered mathematician. But it’s too bad, in a way. When I saw there was another doctor among the Academy people, I had hopes he might be a medical doctor. I’m wondering how many people on this island could remove an appendix. Imagine the famous Peter Chan stringing crossbows, though, that’s a switch.”


  “Yes. I was thinking he might become a commodore, instead.”


  “Commodore?”


  “Yes. For the expedition to Guantanamo.”


  “I don’t see why we need a commodore. Mostly what we need are strong backs to dismantle equipment and load it onto the boats.”


  “I think you need an effective and authoritative commodore, someone to appeal to the Chinese sailors that are going to be waiting when our boats sail into the base.”


  “What makes you think…?”


  “Nearly five percent of US population is Chinese. So nearly five percent of the base will have been Chinese. As you know, ethnic Chinese survived the nerve gas for some reason no one can guess. So there will be approximately thirty Chinese sailors to greet our expedition when it arrives.”


  “Thirty. My god, I never thought about it.”


  “Don’t you see, Loren, they could be an enormous asset. They’re young and healthy, and knowledgeable about all the things we know next to nothing about: combat, logistics, sailing and navigating and provisioning vessels.”


  “But they’re the enemy. They’re on the other side.”


  “Nobody can be your enemy without wanting to be. These sailors are going to be hopping mad when they understand what happened in May. Their own government made the callous decision to sacrifice them and all of their mates. They happen to be alive due to a quirk in their genes. If they can be made to understand that, then they will be on our side.”


  “We can use them. As usual, Kelly, you’re right on target. We’ll ask Dr. Chan to serve as the expedition’s commodore. Being Chinese can only give him an edge. As you say, he’s a sweetheart. He’ll charm them before the explanations have even begun. Could you talk to him, please?” Kelly nodded. “Tell him exactly what to say. I’ll square it with the rest of the group so they know Peter’s in charge. And why.”


  “Good. Now, I want you to look at this.” She pulled a folded garment from her canvas bag. It was a light blue cotton jump suit with a silver stripe of silk down each side. “We’ve found hundreds of these in the attic of the sports center. They come in all sizes. Aren’t they beautiful? I think they were intended for the Olympic teams that trained here during the summer. Feel the material.”


  Loren reached out to handle the soft cotton. “You’re thinking of uniforms.”


  “I am. A snappily dressed party will make a much better impression on the Guantanamo sailors. It’s not just of this expedition that I’m thinking. If and when we have to fight, whenever that happens, we’ll need to feel like a fighting force. And maybe uniforms will help.”


  “Sure Kelly. Good idea.” Loren looked down at his list of the crews of the three boats. “I’ll have them all stop by the sports center to be fitted.” Kelly was always right. He was beginning to feel a bit redundant.


  “I’ll be there. We’ve got the suits all laid out by size.”


  



  “Well, I don’t see why we have to use up all this effort rebuilding our radios.” Proctor Pinkham’s voice was a whine. “They work just fine for keeping the boats in touch with each other. Why can’t we just leave them alone?” The core of the defense group was seated in a circle in the grassy square of the faculty village.


  “Because,” Edward explained patiently, “when we jam their radios, we will jam our own as well.”


  “I don’t see why we need to jam their radios. Maybe the best thing would be for us to talk to them as they approach, to reason with them. And for that we need radios.”


  “If they come all this way, Ted, it won’t be to talk.”


  “If they come. If they come.”


  “They’re coming. And when they come, we have to jam them. That means we need our own radios to operate on light. We’re going to modulate a voice signal onto a light beam. There will be transceiver units on the top of each mast. That way, we can stay in touch even though the jammers are on.”


  “I don’t understand any of this. What the hell does it mean to modulize a voice onto a light beam? How can I decide if I don’t even understand?”


  “Modulate.”


  “And I don’t even want to understand it. Don’t tell me.”


  “You don’t have to understand it. You don’t have to understand how television works in order to watch one.”


  “There is no television!” It was a wail. “You can’t even watch television anymore. There were things I was following, and now we’ll never know how they turned out.”


  D.D. Pease weighed in. “The jamming is Loren’s idea, and I think it’s a good one. Jamming their radios will keep the different vessels from acting in concert. So it will give us an advantage. And it’s going to be easy, since there is a Cuban government jamming station nearby in the hills. All we’ll have to do is turn it on when the battle begins. Re-rigging our own radios is pretty trivial. Dr. Barodin has already got one pair running on light. The real problem is jamming the StratCom frequencies. Fortunately we have one transceiver to take apart. Mr. Tomkis gave us his unit. His ID has been locked out of the network, but from the circuits used to access the network, we think we can figure out a way to jam their StratCom transmission too.”


  “Why do we even care about StratCom? You say they will only have one unit with them. So it’s only good to communicate back to the States. That’s a thousand miles away. So who cares?”


  “Jamming StratCom is part of the plan,” Pease responded. “It’s because of the psychological effect. If we beat them once fair and square, and let them communicate back to their superiors exactly what happened, then they will just come back again, better prepared, and knowing exactly how we beat them before. It will go on and on. But if all they see is that their attack party has simply disappeared from the face of the earth without a word, without a trace, that’s different. That’s scary. That is what Loren’s plan is trying to effect.”


  Proctor Pinkham was exasperated. All this talk about fighting was getting on his nerves. His business was keeping college kids in line, not fighting wars. The closest thing to war in his experience was a panty raid. He had had to deal with many panty raids during his time at Cornell. Near the end, he had worked up a pretty good strategy to deal with them, always one step ahead of the students. Now, as he considered how to deal with an attacking naval force, he kept returning to his old panty raid strategy. A key element of the strategy had always been the implicit use of force, the guns carried by the campus police. “Why can’t we invent some kind of weapon to scare them away? What hell is the use of having all these scientists? If we had guns and the other side didn’t, why, that would change everything. Don’t you see? We could just wave our guns at them, and they would have to put their tails between their legs and go home.”


  “We’re trying to come up with something,” said Edward. “Maybe there will be a breakthrough and maybe not. One thing we’re thinking about is a giant reflector that would focus sunlight at a distance. It could be used to burn up the sails of the attacking vessels.”


  “Nice if the sun is shining,” said Mr. Pease. “We couldn’t mount it on a sailboat because it would be huge. But we could put one up on Little Inagua Island, since we know they’ll be coming by there.”


  “And how do we know that?” moaned the Proctor. “I don’t know that. Why does everyone assume they’ll come down from the north instead of up along the coast?” Why wouldn’t they just sail across from the keys? They might come searching up the coast. It will take them a year to get here. That’s what I think is going to happen. In a year we can invent some kind of a gun.”


  Loren shook his head. “They won’t do that just because it would take a year. And they don’t want to take a year. In a year they will have all had apoplexy. So they will follow a plan that is much, much quicker.” The others were nodding in agreement, all except the Proctor.


  “They’ll be coming down by sail, probably in Naval Academy boats,” Loren went on. “They’ll stay well off shore, down the Bahama Channel. That will take them past Little Inagua where they’ll turn south to enter the Windward Passage. Then they’ll take up positions along the south and east of the island. Because their plan is gas again; they are going to do the same thing they did in May. They are going to open up canisters of nerve gas to blanket the island. They’re not coming to find us at all. They’re coming to kill us.”


  Ted Pinkham was twisting his hands, unhappily. “I can’t believe it. They wouldn’t do that. They wouldn’t just kill people that they had never even looked in the face. It wouldn’t be fair.” He appealed to the rest of the group. “Would it?”


  “We’ve all been putting in an hour each afternoon carting bodies out of Baracoa,” said Mr. Pease after a moment. “All those bodies…nobody looked them in the face.”


  “But how do we know that’s what they’re going to do? How could we possibly know?"


  “We don’t know it absolutely,” Loren conceded. “But it’s the most likely thing. This is like a game of chess, Ted. We’re thinking about the moves our opponent can make. And this is the one that makes the most sense. It’s a good plan, from their point of view. It has already worked once. The details have all been worked out. It doesn’t take anything they haven’t got handy. Albert says that there is a stock of the nerve gas at the Aberdeen Arsenal in Maryland. They could bring it overland to Annapolis in a matter of days. From there it’s less than a week’s sail to get to the release positions.


  “But it wouldn’t even help them to kill all of us. We would be dead, but the Effectors would still be on. The Effectors are hidden.”


  “But they don’t know that, you see.”


  “So we have to tell them. We have to use the radios to tell them that the gas won’t help them at all.”


  “They would just do something else.”


  “But not that. We don’t want them to do that. Not the gas.”


  “But that’s what war is all about, Ted. The other side is trying to do the things you don’t want them to do.”


  “Still,” said Edward, “Ted has got a point. If they did get by us through the Passage, we could stop the jammers and explain their predicament to them. It might make them think twice about releasing the gas.”


  “They wouldn’t just go away, of course,” said Van Hooten.


  “No.”


  “The real problem,” Loren said, “is how to stop them. We know how to detect their positions and how to mess up their communication. We have some advantages there. And we’ll have the advantage of being upwind. But at some point we have to engage them. And if it’s just our medieval weapons against their medieval weapons, we are likely to lose. Because they will be better at fighting than any of us. With nothing but arrows and swords and such thing, the professional warrior will always win. We need some kind of advantage.”


  Around the circle of his colleagues was a wealth of high tech think power: Barodin, Cardenas and his two assistants and Loren himself. If it was going to be possible to invent a weapon for the Layton Effect world, and do it within the short time they would have, then this group might be up to it. It was a comforting thought, but not very. Two of the finest minds on the island, Homer and Sonia, had dropped out. Sonia refused to have anything to do with the defense effort; she had taken up residence as a dorm counselor and was teaching science to the older children during the days. And Homer was just too tired and too discouraged to take part. The five scientists seated here, together with the small task force Edward had working now on the problem would have to come up with some sort of weapon. It was that or fight for their lives with machetes and bows and arrows on the bloody decks of heaving boats. Loren winced at the thought.


  



  Kelly and Curtis found him just before dinner time, working in the little command center Proctor Pinkham had set up near the docks.


  “Swim time,” she said.


  “I can’t, Kelly. Too much to do.”


  “All work and no swimming makes Loren a dull boy. I stopped by your cottage and found your bathing suit.” She waved it at him. “You can change in the bushes.” Kelly took him firmly by the hand. “Come on, Loren, you can use a break.”


  Loren allowed himself to be led off toward the beach. He was thinking that he had not bathed in the sea even once since his return from Punta Caleta. It would feel good.


  After their swim, Loren and Kelly sat on the slate outcropping at the side of the beach, keeping one eye on Curtis as he played in the shallows.


  Kelly engaged him on the only subject he was likely to take an interest in: “As you describe, ‘the game of chess,’ you’re thinking about, Loren, I can’t help thinking that you’re doing a mental simulation of the other side’s logic.”


  “Yes. That’s what it is.”


  “You’re acting like Simula-7.”


  “Call me Simula-8. A little slower than the computerized version.”


  “Yes.” She was examining some tiny shells affixed to the rock. “Slower, less powerful simulation.” She scratched at one of the shells to see if it would move. “I don’t suppose more simulation power would be of use.”


  “A computerized simulation, you mean? Oh, I don’t know. Simula-7 would be overkill for this situation. And so much has changed, anyway. It would take ages to enter all the new parameters.”


  “Undoubtedly. Even if SHIELA were still working…” She trailed off, still examining the shells.


  “Probably would be, I guess. She runs on photo-voltaics, which would still function properly.” Loren’s mind was elsewhere. The Proctor’s one good contribution had been to station three sailboats with radar off to the north and east for early detection of any invading fleet. Loren needed to work out a schedule to relieve the crews. They could stay out for only a few more days before the batteries needed recharging. So the next set of relief boats would go out with enough extra batteries to last another week. But maybe a week was too long for the crews. How long could they stay vigilant?


  Kelley was chattering on: “And SHIELA’s beyond the earth’s magnetic field anyway. So outside of the Effect. Imagine her up there computing away on nothing at the rate of 850 trillion cycles a second.”


  “Mm.” His mind went back to the three radar vessels. How long could a crew stay vigilant? Nothing could be more boring than staring at a radar screen all day and all night. Maybe Pease could rig some sort of detector to ring a bell if something appeared on the screen.


  “All that compute power.”


  “Uh huh.”


  “Seems a shame to waste it.”


  “Mmm.” If it was beyond Pease, Edward could probably help. He was the electronics genius. If only he weren’t busy on so many other things.


  “I always thought before that computers were just academic. You used them to compute pi to a billion places and dumb things like that.”


  “Yes. Dumb things.”


  “But then they turn out to be able to do real things, things that matter.”


  “Uh huh.”


  “That was kind of a revelation to me.” She tossed one of the periwinkle shells out into water. “A real…revelation.”


  Loren was silent. But he wasn’t thinking about shipboard radar anymore. He was thinking about what Homer had called, only a few months ago, a “dinky little demonstration program,” Revelation-13.


  “My god, Kelly, how could I not have thought of it before? We can use Revelation. Revelation-13. We can use it to defend ourselves.”


  “We can?” Her face was a blank.


  “Of course we can.” His head was full of the details. “It controls the HB satellites. We can rig up the Mac laptop computer to communicate with SHIELA and run Revelation from on-board ship. We’ll blast them out of the water, the invading ships. We can triangulate their positions by putting observers on different boats, widely separated. Then we just figure each target’s position and have SHIELA direct a one-second laser burst down on them. It will be like lightning.” He was on his feet, nearly dancing with excitement.


  “Oh Loren. That’s wonderful. I feel better already.”


  “I must tell Edward. We’ve got tons of things to do.” He dashed off up the beach, leaving his clothes in a pile behind him. Kelly folded the clothes neatly and put them into her canvas bag to be returned later to Loren’s cottage.


  



  Loren had slept over in the Proctor’s beach command center. He was awakened by one of Dan McCree’s teen-aged followers, a young woman who was leading an electric circuit into the little hut. The whole school village and part of the town were now running on hydro-electric power. He stared at her, trying to remember her name. She had “McCree’s Volunteers” painted across the back of her blue jumpsuit. It was ‘Chiqui,’ he thought, one of the two Hispanic youngsters who had helped to translate the school’s first-aid manuals for everyone else. She nodded at him, then went back to her work. It was still very early in the morning; most people weren’t up yet.


  There was a sudden crackling from the radio speaker. “Hello beach command. This is Yunque Mountain.” Loren leapt for the microphone.


  “Yes. Loren here.”


  “Loren, we’ve got a blip on the radar. Something coming up along the coast from the west, right on the beach. We think it’s at about twenty miles. Coming pretty fast.”


  “How many vessels.”


  “How the hell do I know? All I see is a blip.”


  There was no one handy except the girl. Loren reached out for her shoulder. “Get a swim suit on, quick. I want you to take a windsurfer down the coast.”


  “Sure, Loren. I’ve got my suit on under my blues.” She began to peel off the cotton jumpsuit.


  Loren dumped out the contents of his backpack. He found a pair of binoculars and threw them in. There was a portable light-modulated radio with directional antenna on the desk which he also put into the pack. He looked in a drawer where there were two granola bars in foil packages and an apple. Those went in too.


  “Chiqui, come here and look at the chart. We’re right here. I want you to sail well off shore to pick up the breeze and then down to here.” He stabbed at the map. “There’s a little bluff over the beach, flat on top. It’s an easy climb.”


  “I been there,” she said. McCree’s kids were mad for the windsurfers, they were forever sailing up and down the coast alone and in groups.


  “Take one of the others, if you can find someone quickly. But sail as fast as you can. When you get there, hide your boats. Climb up on the bluff. Look down the coast to see what’s coming. You’ve got binoculars in the pack. When you see whatever it is coming up the coast, set up the radio. Point the antenna up toward the top of Yunque mountain.” He demonstrated. “Talk in here. Tell us what you see. Be sure to count how many boats there are and note what they look like. Don’t leave your position till I tell you. Let them sail right past you, reporting everything that you see. Don’t worry, because they won’t be able to hear your transmission. But don’t let them see you.”


  “You got it Loren. I’ll bring Kendra with me. She’s right outside.”


  “Go.” He shoved the pack into her hands, slapped her on the back as she headed off. Loren raced back for the radio. “Celestine, come in Celestine, this is Loren on the beach.”


  “Celestine, here, Loren. This is Jared.”


  “Jared, we’ve got something coming up the beach from the west.”


  “I heard.”


  “I’ve got two windsurfers on the way. They can do 14 knots or more on a reach, so they should be able to get all the way to the bluffs over Maguana before whatever it is comes into view. I want you to sail due west from where you are for an hour. When you pick up the blip, hang back. Don’t show yourselves. Stay up-wind. Keep them just out of sight, over the horizon.”


  “Done.”


  If this was the attack, he’d been wrong all the time. They were coming up the coast, not down with the wind behind them. If he had been less sure of his now possibly disproved theory, he’d have had lookouts in place above Maguana and the girls wouldn’t have to race down there now. Loren raised the other two patrol vessels to make sure they kept their stations to the north. Then he went outside to the brass bell mounted beside the shack. He grabbed its rope handle and rang it hard for a full minute. Within minutes now they would have another fourteen vessels underway.


  Let this not be it, he thought. Let this not be the real thing. Because the link to SHIELA was still not working. Because there was a pile of details still not attended to. People were starting to arrive on the run, all dressed in their blues. He watched one slender young woman hurry past him, dragging a canvas bag full of machetes toward the dock. Let it not come to that.


  Back in the shack, Loren threw off his shorts, ignoring the crowds running past the open door. He pulled on his blue jump suit. A moment later he was on the dock beside Columbia. Kelly was already there, casting off the bow line. He counted off his crew. All seventeen were on board and ready as planned. He cast off the stern cable and the spring line himself. Let this be a drill, just a drill. They sailed away neatly from the dock with Loren at the helm. Within fifteen minutes they were reaching down the coast at nearly eight knots. Loren looked at his watch. Contact in about seventy minutes at this rate. But it’s just going to be a drill. There wasn’t going to be an attacking armada, only a Chinese fisherman or floating debris.


  Behind him stretched out the fleet. It looked for all the world like the day races he had crewed in with Homer on Cayuga, yachts and yachtsmen out for a pleasant day in the sun and wind. Only the machetes around the deck and the too few mounted crossbows said differently. Some of the boats behind him had set flat reaching spinnakers. What was the hurry? Would it be better to fight further down the shore, he wondered? Or were they just in a hurry to get started. He was thinking his numbers over again: six boats deployed to the north in case this was just a feint. He still expected the invasion to come from the north, not the west. Six to the north, eight to the west plus Celestine approaching from her station twenty miles off shore, three still off on the expedition to Guantanamo. That left two in reserve to go north or west, whichever he told them. They would be holding back now just offshore from Baracoa. He tried to remember who was in charge of each one. He could see Captain Van Hooten at the helm of Irena, only twenty meters off the beam. Just behind him was Candace Hopkins in command of Kiruna. The breeze was twenty knots and freshening. On deck, his blue suited crew were rigging a spinnaker and pole. They waited for him to give the OK to raise it. He did, not wanting to arrive late to his own battle. Loren felt Columbia surge forward as the sail caught, causing the graceful cutter to slide, surfing down the front of the following sea. He had caught a glimpse of Sonia on the beach as they set out, surrounded with children. She had not waved.


  “Hello Loren. It’s Chiqui.” It was the light-wave radio receiver in the cockpit beside him. Kelly passed him the handset.


  “Go ahead Chiqui.”


  “I got him in sight. An old man on a catamaran. Just one. Coming up the coast like a bandit. He’s got white hair. Nothing behind him. Nothing. But I’m still watching.”


  “Good. Stay there, Chiqui. Hello Celestine, did you hear.”


  “Yes, Loren. We have him in our radar.”


  “Pick him up. Be careful.”


  “Done.”


  Loren began giving instructions to the fleet to haul their wind, starting with the aftermost vessel. Within minutes they were all beating back up to the east to preserve their position if, after all, there was something coming from the direction of Little Inagua Island. He checked his watch again. They would be back in position before Baracoa Bay within an hour.


  One man on a cat: It had just been a drill. He would keep the two girls in place on the bluffs for a few more hours, just in case, but it had almost certainly just been a drill. With a little luck they would soon have one more recruit, and one more precious boat.


  Proctor Pinkham came up from below, a sheaf of scribbled notes in his hand. His blue jumpsuit was stretched tight across his paunch.


  “A false alarm, Ted. Just a drill. Some old guy out for a sail. Jared is bringing him in.”


  The Proctor nodded. “I heard. We’ll want to send Palomar out on station to replace Celestine.” Kelly nodded and got on the radio to pass on the order. “I’m thinking too, Loren, of setting the patrol stations much farther out. Now that they can stay out for three days or more, they might better take up their positions in the Bahama Channel itself, say eighty miles out. That will give us a good twelve hours of warning. With that much time, we can meet well out to sea, so that any gas they tried to release during the battle would miss the island entirely. What do you think?”


  “Good idea.”


  “We got away in sixteen minutes, not so great. I’m going to keep all the boats at the dock from now on. We can run them out to anchor only when there’s a storm. And I’m going to have two people sleep on each one. When the alarm sounds, they can begin getting sails on the deck and laying out sheets. We got caught half asleep this morning. Sixteen minutes. Damn.” He turned to look back over the fleet. “Slow, but pretty smooth, all in all. Our first scramble and no mishaps. Thank you everybody. It was a good job, Loren. Sending the windsurfers was a cute trick. I wonder if I would have thought of that.” He turned and made his way back down the companionway, shaking his head. Kelly was grinning at Loren.


  



  The old man in the catamaran was Lamar Armitage. He had bicycled down from Washington to the Keys and there stolen the little boat to make the ninety mile crossing over to Cuba. From his landfall, he had traveled east along the coast for nearly six hundred miles. The whole trip had taken him thirteen days. Loren found him in the cockpit of the Celestine, back at the dock. He looked terrible, sunburned and peeling, exhausted. Edward was bending over him.


  “Jesus, Lamar, almost seven hundred miles on catamaran. Couldn’t you have picked something more comfortable.”


  “Had to be quick.” His voice was hoarse. Loren noticed that his lips were cracked and caked with salt. “Catamarans are quick. Quick but not too pleasant. I came the whole ninety miles over in one day. Up the coast, I pushed on as long as I could each day. I had to bring you something. I was in a hurry.”


  “This is Loren Martine. Lamar Armitage.” Ed made the introduction.


  Armitage smiled up weakly at Loren. “Discrete algebras to explain particle fields,” he said. “I read your piece. Nice bit of work.”


  Loren shook his hand. Proctor Pinkham was right behind him. Loren made the introduction. “Dr. Armitage, this is Proctor Pinkham, the Admiral of our little fleet. Dr. Armitage is a scientist from Johns Hopkins University. We’ve heard a lot about him from Edward, so we expect he is going to be a big help to our cause.”


  “I brought you this. Armitage held up the plastic knapsack he had been guarding. Loren found it surprisingly heavy. Inside was a black Inovo laptop computer. “You can raise SHIELA with it,” he said. “And the Revelation program. It weighs a ton. I wanted to toss it overboard every minute. But Revelation-13 could be a help.”


  “Yes, we thought of that. We’re setting up our own computer now. But this second unit will be a help.”


  “They’ll come with gas, you know. With nerve gas. It’s to be the Cuba Libre Plan, all over. Only this time they’ll be using their own gas.”


  “Yes, we know.”


  “Ah, you thought of that. I could have rested along the way. I should have guessed you would think of that. Les grands esprits se retrouvent, as the French say. Great minds are always on the same track.”


  Kelly had brought Homer down to meet the new arrival. When he stepped on board, Armitage jumped up. He and Homer had never met face to face, but they had known each other’s work for decades.


  “Doctor Layton.” He took Homer’s hand in his own. His hand was trembling. Then he did something that left them all shocked. He went down onto one knee in front of Homer.


  “Here now. What is this craziness? Doctor Armitage. My friend. Stand up here with the rest of us.”


  “Doctor Layton…” There were tears in his lashes, beginning to run down through the salty grime over his cheeks. “I think you have saved my soul, Doctor Layton. It’s not a small thing. Because, you see, I could have stopped the whole fiasco if I had spoken up at the right time. So all those deaths that you prevented were going to be on my soul.”


  “But you are down there on the deck. And we are all up here. So you have to get up. Lamar.” Homer dragged him to his feet. “There now. Now we can have a proper conversation. Only no souls please. The soul is problematic. Sometimes you got one, sometimes it leaves you flat. We got to talk physics, you and me. We got a lot of things to talk about. We could talk about a bath for you. And about food. We do food here, really well. This man could use a beer, I think. And a good sleep. There is an extra bed in my cottage, so you can bunk in with me. That way, we can talk in the night when everybody else is asleep except us old guys. Loren, did you see who we got here? Lamar Armitage. The Lamar Armitage. Special Attractors Armitage. He is the man who thought up the whole theory of Special Attractors. Beautiful stuff.”


  Armitage had one hand on Homer’s arm. “It is Andronescu’s Paradox, isn’t it? It is Andronescu’s Paradox that has stopped up the whole world, isn’t it?”


  “Oh, yes, Andronescu. Old Andronescu from the ETH. A friend of mine, you know. I knew him way back when. When he was alive. Yes, it was Andronescu’s idea that led us to the answer of Peculiar Motion. And from there, it was just a hop and a skip to turning everything off. I thought it might be best to throw the switch, seeing as how the world was about to end.”


  “And you saved my…saved me by doing that. Saved me from having all those lives on my conscience.”


  “Oh well, why not. Now I’ve got a few on mine instead.”


  Proctor Pinkham had drifted alone over to the rail, savoring the words “admiral of our small fleet.” Now he came back to address Armitage: “How did you know we would be here, sir? How did you know where to find us?”


  “A game of chess, my friend. With the board you had, where else would you go? Upwind for the advantage and to protect the Passage. That’s where they’ll come. They’ll come sailing down for the Windward Passage. So you had to be here to stop them. He nodded up toward the hills. “There’s probably some hydro-power up in those hills, too.”


  “Yes,” said the Proctor. “That’s just how we doped it out.”


  “Les grands esprits,” repeated Armitage.


  



  22

  KEESHA AND ADJOUAN


  



  The matter of Keesha and Adjouan was, in Proctor Pinkham’s view, immediately at the intersection of his two areas of commitment: campus discipline and national defense. They were a discipline problem, so he had decided to ship them off on a defense mission. But while he was at it, he would also give them a little lecture. Young people, he thought, could always use a good lecture on the linked nature of freedom and responsibility:


  “Freedom and Responsibility, you might say, are rather linked in nature.” He looked off thoughtfully through the window toward the beach beside the dock, as if choosing his words with care. His forehead was furrowed. You might think he had never given this particular lecture before, though he had in fact given it hundreds of times. “We are entrusted with a great deal of freedom, freedom to govern our own actions as adults. And with that freedom comes an associated responsibility, don’t you see? This is part of the passage from childhood to adulthood. The pleasures of adulthood come hand in hand with the obligations. We willingly embrace those pleasures, as we should. And they are substantial indeed. Consider for example, the privilege we are given to enjoy all the wonders of this university, or that is, this island. Our forefathers would have been held in awe at the magnificence of our freedoms: the freedom to come and go as we please, to travel by plane and automobile, for example, though, strictly speaking, that particular freedom is somewhat compromised at the moment. But you see my point.”


  As had invariably been the case through all his years of experience, these two malefactors were grinning at him. What is it with young people, anyway? Why is absolutely everything a joke? “Now in the case of your particular offense…” He looked down at the pad on the desk before him, where he had earlier written out the details. Everything he wrote was in his own special code, you can’t be too careful in police work. The bill of particulars on these two included “susp. of n.” And n., in the Proctor’s code, stood for illicit sexual activity, or nooky.


  “Chandler, or that is, Senator Hopkins has called to my attention the seriousness of even an appearance of impropriety. With so many young children in our community — our population is more than 40% under the age of 16, you know — well, the Senator is persuaded that we need to effect the very most decorous behavior. And particularly one in a position of teacher, Miss Keesha…”


  “Teacher’s aide, actually. I am nineteen years old.” She was every bit the model for what nineteen ought to be: bright-eyed, pretty, slender, healthy. Her long black hair was gathered behind the neck with a ribbon and spread out from there down the back of her blue jumpsuit. The accent, Proctor Pinkham suspected, was from the islands, perhaps Trinidad, judging from the rounded vowels. In spite of her heavy accent, she formed each word perfectly.


  “Yes, well. Still in all, when one is a role model for the young, Miss…, is Keesha your first name or your last?”


  “It’s just Keesha.”


  “Oh. And as for yourself, Mr. Elijah, you too are a role model for the younger members of Mr. McCree’s group. What the Senator is attempting to achieve, in the light of our responsibility to set a good example for the children, is a kind of Victorianism. This imposes on all of us the obligation to sublimate our passions, you see. All of us. Now I don’t know what it was that the Senator saw you two doing. And I don’t want to know, either. But I understand that it was not entirely decorous, not exactly Victorian.”


  Laughter was bubbling up from deep in Adjouan’s belly. “It is entirely the fault of this young lady, sir.” He voice was musical. “I am a proper boy from a good religious home. Victorianism is my very second nature.”


  “Well, I never,” said Keesha, affecting outrage. “I am more Victorian than this young delinquent could ever know. Why I am blushing hotly just to hear such talk, though it does not show because of my rich pigmentation.” As she spoke, she was leaning into Adjouan’s thigh, rubbing against him.


  Proctor Pinkham sighed. Baracoa Village could become a disaster in the next few years with such an example for the little ones. He cringed at the thought of so much new sexuality exploding as their young people came blossoming out of puberty, probably all on the same day.


  “As you can imagine, it is quite impossible for us to allow our children in their formative years, to be exposed to…”


  Keesha interrupted, “But what do you want them to learn, Mr. Pinkham? Don’t you want them to understand about love? I am a healthy young woman and Adjouan is a hunk. So of course…um, you do know what a ‘hunk’ is, don’t you?”


  “No, but I get the idea.”


  “Well, those are the facts of life, honey.”


  “Quite. The Senator has suggested that I send you off on missions somewhere to separate you from these temptations, that is, to separate you from each other. And, even more important, to put you out of sight of our young people, whom we shall succeed in impressing with the need for decorum.” The Proctor was simply in love with the term “decorum” and all its derivatives. “As it happens, we do have assignments that would achieve the desired end of taking you away from the village and from each other.”


  That wiped the grins off their silly faces. He paused, savoring the effect. It was too bad that he now had to give them an excuse to start grinning all over again. “I was quite prepared to send one of you off with the Kiruna, to serve as a lookout, while the other would be assigned to the radar and communication station on Yunque. That was, in fact, my intention.” He looked over at Loren, seated on a tall stool by the chart table. Loren was doing his best to keep a straight face, but not succeeding too well. “Yes. However, as it happens, Miss Kelly Corsayer has intervened on your behalf with a most unusual suggestion. Which suggestion, we, that is, I have decided to accept. Loren, would you like to fill them in on the details of Kelly’s idea?”


  “Thank you Mr. Proctor.” He gestured for Keesha and Adjouan to gather around the chart table. Keesha took the remaining stool, while Adjouan draped his long frame over the open window sill by Loren’s side. “You’re aware of what’s going to happen sometime in the very near future. I know the idea of an attack is no stranger to you, because I have had a chance to talk to each of you about it before.” They nodded soberly.


  He moved his hands to the chart to the area just north of the Inagua Islands. “We’re pretty confident they’ll be coming down the Bahama Channel to turn south around Little Inagua and head for the Passage. So we now have three lookout boats on station at this end of the Channel. They’re out about one hundred twenty miles from Baracoa. And their radar gives them an additional twenty-five miles of vision. So they might conceivably spot an attacking fleet far away enough to give us thirty hours of notice. It would take the enemy fleet thirty hours to reach us, but we don’t want to meet them directly off Baracoa. With the wind blowing from the east, we’d rather take them on here.” He pointed to a spot on the chart due east of Great Inagua Island. “If we can position ourselves here, just in front of the Caicos islands, we will be solidly upwind of the enemy. And there would be no risk of gas that they might release during the battle blowing over us or back over Baracoa. Well, you can see the problem. To get to this position, we have to beat upwind all this distance. That’s more than a hundred miles, probably sixteen hours of sailing with the prevailing winds.


  “So we need a lot more warning. That means we have to push our detection point much further north…to here.” His finger came down on Crooked Island, nearly half way up the channel. “We can’t keep replenishing a sea-based lookout at that distance, so we need someone on the island itself, a party of dependable lookouts. And they have to be able to keep themselves sane, alone together for perhaps weeks. Kelly suggested you two.”


  Keesha had seen it coming, but when he finally said the words, she had difficulty holding in her laughter. “This is to be our punishment for setting a naughty example? It sounds more like a honeymoon.”


  Loren ignored her. “We have a small generator that Mr. Pease has rigged with a bicycle drive. If you work at it for an hour a day, it will keep your batteries charged. And he has attached an audible alarm to the radar so you don’t have to watch it full time. You can take one of the catamarans that Dr. Chan brought back from Guantanamo. It’s small enough to hide on the beach, but large enough to transport all your gear and supplies. You should be able to make the trip to Crooked Island in less than a day. We’ll have other lookouts stationed here and here.” He indicated a site to the south of the Channel and one below the Dominican Republic. “…in case the invasion fleet should approach from the east. But yours is the prime detection point.”


  Adjouan stood up. He addressed Proctor Pinkham, rather formally. “Mr. Proctor, I am ready to do my part for the defense. And, as has been noted, I am very fond of Miss Keesha. With your permission, however, I suggest that we give her some time apart to consider if this is what she really wants to do. To go off alone, I mean, to a tropical island with such a delinquent fellow.”


  The three males present soberly agreed. Keesha only looked amused.


  



  In spite of the Proctor’s suspicions, there had been, as yet, no actual n. between Keesha and Adjouan. But there soon would be. It was going to happen on the “honeymoon” island, not too long after their arrival. They had not spoken a word about this, but both knew it was going to happen. It was a source of pleasure, of almost physical satisfaction, all the way north in their small catamaran. During that trip they talked of everything else. But they thought of only that one thing.


  They landed on the north side of Crooked Island. There was a town on the opposite coast, occupied, one supposed. They knew that from the chart. But there was no sign of habitation here. Adjouan pulled the little boat forward through the shallows. He lodged it firmly in the sand, then stepped back to help Keesha out. She was dressed in her red one-piece swim suit. Keesha was a big young woman, weighing one forty five or more without fat. She had the muscular body of an athlete. But she was light as a feather to Adjouan. He lifted her easily into the air, straightening his arms and looking up at her. Her laughter was almost as deep as his own. It was no little tee-hee kind of laugh. She threw her head back and let it out. Her throat was long, regal. He carried her to the beach.


  With one pull, he heaved the bow of the cat up onto dry land and into the bushes. He turned his attention back to Keesha. She was smiling broadly. Then he got to hear the sound of her laughter again as he edged the straps of her bathing suit down over her shoulders. He lowered the top gently, and stood back to look. She put her hands on her hips, watching him take in his first glimpse of her uncovered bosom. Adjouan took his time. She twisted her upper body for him, keeping her feet in place, to let him see the profile. Then, enjoying his pleasure, she twisted unhurriedly in the opposite sense to show him the other side. She still had her hands on her hips, still the smile. He stepped forward to stand very close to her, looking down into her eyes. She felt his hands moving down her sides, pushing the suit all the way down her body. She kicked it aside. Then she was nude but for two silver bangle earrings and a hair ribbon. He stepped back again. His gaze played over her like a stream of warm water. Then he lifted her in his arms. There was lush grass at the top of the beach, underneath the palms. He carried her toward it.


  “Do you remember birth control pills, Adjouan?” She was grinning.


  “Oh yes,” he said happily. “They are the symbol of our freedom.”


  “Well, forget it.”


  He stopped.  “Forget birth control pills?”


  “Forget them. No one has them anymore. You see, we didn’t bring enough on the trip. None of the women on the Stella Linda thought the trip was going to last so long. And so, we have no more birth control pills. None at all. And nothing else. And there are none to be found in Baracoa. We have been looking.”


  “Oh.” He had lost his grin.


  “And so, my dear Adjouan, you have to know this: The decision to make love to a young lady in this new world is the decision to make her pregnant.”


  “Oh, may I?” The grin was back.


  “May you what?”


  “May I make you pregnant? May I please?”


  “Well, I must say, no one has ever asked me that before.”


  “I am asking.”


  Her arms were around his neck. She cuddled closer in his arms. His lips brushed against her chest. He was waiting on the sand for her answer. She could see her grassy bridal bed, just ahead. “I am asking for your hand in pregnancy. First for the acceptance of your mind and then of your body. To place a baby Keesha or Adjouan inside your belly.”


  “Yes, you may.”


  “You are making me a very happy man.”


  



  In the afterglow of their lovemaking, Keesha sang to him. She was on her back at his side. Her song was wordless, very soft and high. As she finished, he reached down to lift her two legs just beneath the knees with one hand. He pulled them gently upward, bending her knees. Then he continued until he had rolled her lower body on top of her so that her knees were pressed all the way up against her shoulders.


  “What is this?”


  “To aid the little swimmers I have set free inside of you. This is the pregnancy position, I read it in a book. In this position they swim most comfortably to their destination for best conceiving a baby. Do you like it?”


  “You have pushed my bottom up into the air, my dear, so that my modesty is fiercely compromised.”


  He shifted to place his shoulder under her knees, to hold her in the position. This freed his huge right hand which he used to cover her bottom.


  “Better?”


  “Oh yes.” She wiggled her bottom into his hand. “Much better.”


  



  They set up the radar on the top of Colonel Hill. It gave them a good view to the North. The small radar dish could be dismounted quickly so that approaching vessels would see nothing of their lookout. The set up their tent and a cook fire and the bicycle generator. Edward’s contraption to sound a low buzzer when anything appeared in the scope was quickly proved to work. There were fishing boats in the channel several times in the next week. Most of the time though there was nothing.


  A boat that set off the alarm could be as much as forty miles away. That meant it would be five hours or more before it was even visible. There was no need on this relaxed schedule to stay by the scope. As long as they checked it every few hours, their vigilance was adequate. So there was time for a swim whenever they liked, or for a hike along the beach. The north and east of the island were unoccupied. So far they had not met anyone. They could catch their dinner by setting up a fish trap that Keesha had contrived from some netting found on the beach. There was a lot of time left over for lovemaking.


  “Today, young man, there is to be no sexual favor for you, none at all, until you have done my bidding perfectly for perhaps hours.”


  “Yes, Keesha. As you say.”


  “Though I shall remain dressed chastely in my blues, you must be quite totally naked.” She began to undo the belt of his shorts. She pushed them down over his hips. “Quite naked.” Adjouan submitted meekly. “You will do all the chores today, and I nothing. I will only watch your body, putting my eyes wherever I like.”


  “Yes, Keesha.”


  Keesha’s strength of will was Adjouan’s delight. He loved it when she took command; he loved to let her have her way. It made it all the more pleasurable when, on other occasions, he mastered her. Then she would submit to him as a compliant slavegirl. These were not games, they were simply roles that were amusing to them both. Adjouan was her absolute master at times, he felt it, he knew it to be true. At such a moment, there could be no thought of reversal; he was a demi-god, taking his pleasure of a lovely human woman, who could not lift a finger to resist his whim. Sometimes his whims were shocking to her. She would blush darkly. Then, when she was the willful goddess and he the helpless and unresisting human, her own whims were indulged, and it was his turn to be shocked.


  It had never occurred to him before that he wanted to submit as well as to master, nor had it occurred to her how pleasurable both of the roles would be. It barely occurred to them now. But over the time on Crooked Island, there descended on them a peacefulness that had been undreamed of before. Each had been tormented before by need for something, they knew not exactly what. And now the need was served. They felt a deep sexual satisfaction take control, not only of their bodies but of their very souls.


  The early evening, before preparing their meal, was a time for their most thoughtful lovemaking. Other encounters during the day might be casual, quick, perhaps even incomplete. But in the evening they took their time. 


  “Do you know what I am thinking now?” asked Adjouan. Their pleasure had just washed over both of them. He was still inside her, feeling the pressure of her inner grip on him.


  “No, what are you thinking?”


  “I am thinking of all that I have read and heard about being at war. War stories.”


  “Why are you thinking that?”


  “Because we are at war. That is why we are here, camped on this hill with our radar. Because of war.”


  “So this is war.”


  



  One morning, on the return from their bathe, they found the radar unit buzzer on. They would have to watch now for the next few hours to see what came. The most likely outcome, they knew, was that this would be just another fishing boat coming down the channel, another false alarm. But it wasn’t. This time it was the real thing.


  



  23

  CHEWING ON C.U.D.D.


  



  The more time that passed without sign of the enemy, the more Loren began to doubt his assessment of where the attack would come from. He had repeated with utter confidence that they would come past Little Inagua. That had become an article of faith. But now he had his doubts. So far, he had expressed them only to Kelly. She had come by the beach shack just the evening before with, of all things, ice cream. Ice cream, she said, was the symbol of re-emergent civilization. After the treat, he had unloaded on her.


  “Suppose they come from the south, Kelly?”


  “Is that a real possibility? They would have to sail all the way around the Dominican Republic.” She peered over at the chart. “That would add an extra two thousand miles to the trip.”


  “Yes. Maybe fifteen extra days of sailing.”


  “Why would they bother?”


  “I’ve been looking back at my own concern about meeting the other fleet without some sort of an advantage. Before we hit upon the idea of utilizing SHIELA, it would have been knives and arrows, toe-to-toe fighting. I felt we just had to have something to give us the edge. SHIELA is that for us. We are quite sure, now that we’ve reestablished contact with SHIELA that she is ours alone. We have effectively locked out everyone else by re-programming the interface, even if they could get a data link running again.”


  “All the better for us.”


  “Yes. But someone on the other side is looking at the same chess board. And having the same thoughts. Maybe he is as unwilling to fight without some sort of an advantage as I would be.” He used the unspecific “he,” but he knew who was plotting for the other side. It was Rupert Paule. Or perhaps Paule plus the mysterious figure Armitage had noted at the last Washington meeting, the Reverend Nolan Gallant.


  “So what option has he got?”


  “He could sail down outside the Dominican Republic and approach us from the southeast with the wind at his back.”


  “A tiny advantage compared to what we have got.”


  “It isn’t tiny. Being up-wind could make their one technological superiority work for them in the battle. They could release their gas and have it float down on our fleet.”


  “Yuk.”


  “Right, yuk.”


  “But you have a plan for that, right?” She looked at him confidently.


  “Yes. Only it’s not perfect. We have a lookout on Saona Island, right where they would have to make their turn as they pass east of Hispaniola. And we have our sloop Dejah Thoris on station to the south of Santo Domingo. Warning from either of them would give us enough time to sail up into the Gulf of Haiti. We hide there and let them sail past us to the south. Then we come out from behind them.” He moved his hands over the chart to show the positioning of the two fleets.


  “So again, we have the advantage. They are down wind, so they can’t release on our fleet. And we have SHIELA.”


  “Right. But it’s not the clean-cut advantage we would have to the north. Because we are no longer between them and their objective. If we’re a little late coming out to meet them, they might simply sail away from us to their release positions. There would be no catching them. Our use of SHIELA depends on us getting close enough to spot their positions fairly precisely. So if they sail away, we lose our advantage. And if we come out too early, some of them might conceivably get up-wind of us.”


  She seemed bored with his self-doubt. “Don’t worry so much, Loren. You’re doing fine. You’ve planned for their every possible move. And each of your plans is a good one. You’re a fine general.”


  “I am a physicist!”


  “You haven’t been a physicist for ages, dear. You’re a general, and a very good one. When this is all over, we will each one of us know that you have saved our lives. You will have saved my life. And Curtis’s life. And Sonia’s, and Edward’s, and Homer’s, and Maria’s and Claymore’s. And your own. You will have saved the life of every person I love on the face of the earth.”


  It was all very well to say that he had a counter for each of the invasion plans the other side might be considering. But the counter against invasion from the south was inferior. And invasion from the south, he now knew, was the plan that he would have selected had he been plotting strategy for the other side. The right way to counter that approach would be to move some of his force all the way to the east of Hispaniola, to catch the invaders as they came through the Mona Passage. He could split the fleet, half at Baracoa to meet the invaders in front of the Caicos, and half on station in the Mona Passage, east of Hispaniola. With the addition of Armitage’s laptop computer, they would have two SHIELA terminals working, why not send one out to guard the Mona Passage? But splitting the fleet ran against his every instinct. Who knew how many vessels Rupert Paule might be able to put together? He hated the thought of split contingents of his own pitifully little fleet facing the massed vessels of a major nation at war.


  Outside the beach shack on this perfect morning he could see children playing on the beach. He could see Sonia in her black bathing suit, surrounded, as she always was these days, by her brood of worshipful fifth and sixth graders. Danny McCree and Homer were chatting down on the dock, just a hundred feet away. Everyone else on the island, it seemed, had the good sense to be outdoors, enjoying the tropical loveliness.


  A crackle of static from the overhead speaker made him sit bolt upright. The light wave radios had no static, so it could only be communication from one of the outstations, beyond light-wave range. They were using scramblers over an AM frequency that he hoped would not be monitored by any attackers. The outstations usually checked in each night after sunset. There had never before been a communication at this hour. The static died out, leaving a long silence. Then static again along with the deliberate well rounded vowels he had come to associate with the Crooked Island outpost.


  “Hello Baracoa. This is Keesha.”


  Loren snatched up the headset with its mike. He held one of the headphones against his ear. “Go ahead, Keesha. Loren here.”


  “We have seven white sailing boats coming by now. They are armed to the teeth.”


  “Go ahead.” Loren leaned out the window as he listened. He caught Dan McCree’s eye and gestured toward the alarm bell. He made an exaggerated imitation of ringing the bell. Dan took off toward the bell at a run.


  “Loren, they are seriously armed. They have placed platforms way up the mast on each boat, just above their jibs. And on those platforms they have mounted big crossbows. There is a man up there on each platform and a quiver of many arrows.”


  “Nasty,” he said. He was so relieved they were coming down through the channel rather than from the south that he hardly cared about crossbows. He could hear the alarm bell pealing outside. “What else?”


  “Lots of men on each boat. Adjouan is trying to get a good count. They are sailing right close along the beach. He says they are looking for women out bathing. So we can see pretty well. But we are hidden.”


  “Good.”


  “The men have got sidearms. Loren, could they have guns? They have black pistols showing in their white uniform holsters.”


  “Compressed air guns, I guess. I wish we had thought of that. But they don’t have much range. What else?”


  Edward had come charging in through the door. Still listening to Keesha, Loren wrote “7 wht. bts., armed” on a pad in front of him for Edward to see.


  “Get her to describe the boats, Loren”


  Loren branched the audio over to the speakers so Ed could hear.  “Keesha, tell me what the boats look like.”


  “They are long, as long as Irena, for example. And they have two masts each, ketches or yawls, I cannot tell which. They are all seven quite identical.”


  Edward was nodding. “The McMillan yawls. Ancient match racing boats from Annapolis. Trust the Navy to send the only thing they have to make up a uniform fleet. We can certainly outsail those old tubs.”


  “OK, enough, Keesha.” He wanted her off the air before her signal could be picked up by anyone on the yawls. “You know what to do now?”


  “We wait for them to pass, and then sail north and east as fast as we can in case there is any gas released in the battle. We put up at some other honeymoon island until you tell us it’s OK to come home.”


  “Yes. Sign off now. Good Luck.”


  “Cheers.” A click and the static was gone. It wasn’t her last word that stuck in his mind, but the phrase “OK to come home.” He grabbed his pack and dashed after Edward toward the dock.


  



  Homer Layton cast Columbia off from the dock. He stood by the piling for a moment as she gathered way. Then, almost as an afterthought, he hopped on board. Loren was too busy to notice, too busy plotting his way between the other vessels, all moving away from the docks at the same time. There was a flapping of sails on all sides. The breeze was fresh from the east. Beside him, Proctor Pinkham was timing the scramble with an old-fashioned windup stop watch. He had applied, in some haste, a dab of white zinc oxide to the tip of his nose. When Kelly came up from stowing the SHIELA terminal below, she stopped to smooth the white paste more evenly for him. Proctor Pinkham barely noticed.


  “Under twelve minutes,” he announced. He sounded a little breathless. The Proctor turned around to stare forward, still holding the watch in his right hand, as though looking for something else to time. Once clear of the breakwater, Loren called for a staysail. He glanced down at the Kenyon as soon as the big extra sail was pulling. They were doing nearly nine knots. Their course was a close reach all the way to the contact point. At this rate they would be there shortly after dawn. The rest of the fleet was arrayed behind him, sixteen all together. That left three on station in the approach to Baracoa Bay, and one still looking out to the south. He looked down at Kelly, seated in the cockpit by his side. She was quietly examining her nails. His eyes were on her, but his mind elsewhere. He was thinking that there was a lot more wind than he had expected. The other fleet had the same wind as they did, so it had no particular effect on their relative positions. Only, if it held, he reminded himself, the actual clashing of the two fleets would take place over a much shorter period than he had anticipated. From first visual contact to the end of the battle might be less than an hour. Far better for them would be a gentle becalming breeze when they finally met, so they could pick off their adversaries at leisure as they luffed helplessly before them.


  What else was there to worry about? He considered again the deployment of boats he had planned for the actual moment of contact. Columbia and Palomar, with their two SHIELA stations would be on opposite sides of their line. Each would have two spotter boats at distances of two hundred meters, one to port and one to starboard. These six would constitute the front rank. The other ten vessels would hang back, ready to fill in or to fight if any of the enemy got through. He hoped that none would.


  They had been practicing for weeks, spotting and triangulating targets and ripping them apart with sizzling blue beams that seemed to come down from heaven itself. The psychological effect alone should be devastating. But they weren’t counting very much on that. Psychological effects depend on the enemy staying alive long enough to comprehend what he is up against, and that wasn’t in the plan. They intended to kill every single man of the invading fleet and to do it quickly, before most of them even knew what was happening. They dared not to take prisoners. Even a dozen prisoners would be an impossible burden for their small community. They could not ever trust them, and there was no effective means to keep them locked up.


  After their last practice battle, Kelly had taken him aside for a critique. He had listened carefully, making some notes as she went on. It still irked him sometimes that she felt competent to suggest changes to any of his own decisions, but he had learned to pay attention. Her suggestions were always worth listening to. She warned that it was a mistake to practice separately from the second SHIELA unit. The real problem would be coordinating between the two. When coordinates were called out in the heat of battle, how were they to know if they were intended for Palomar or for Columbia? When a laser burst shot down, how were they to know which of the two vessels had directed it? These were still unsolved problems. She had also suggested that he keep his own hands free. He ought not to handle a line or the helm or the SHIELA keyboard himself, it could only distract his attention from the bigger picture. He looked down guiltily now at his hands on the wheel. He gestured for Homer to come forward and take the helm.


  Homer was, in most respects, the best helmsman on board. He had a steady hand on the wheel and an innate sense of where the straight line of their course led across the featureless sea. It was true that he had to put on his reading glasses to see the binnacle compass, but with the wind so firmly in its slot from the east, that hardly mattered today. The chief disadvantage of putting Homer at the wheel was that it made him more than usually talkative. Whatever he had been pondering quietly before now came tumbling out of him in a rush as soon as he had his hands on the helm:


  “Such a cipher is the human being. I am considering this perfectly idly. But now imagine that people weren’t ciphers at all. Just imagine we put a little window on the top of everybody’s head so you can look inside and see the mental activity, like one of those ant colonies. This is perhaps a superior design for the human creature. Gentlemen and ladies always leave their hats off in public places so as not to be suspected of sneaky thoughts.” Kelly looked up for a hint in his expression as to where all this might be headed, but Homer’s face showed no expression at all. His eyes were locked on the horizon. “Now as you make your way down the corridor of the Number 4 bus downtown to Ithaca, this is just as an example, you take a peek at the top of each head. Here is a kid, a twenty year old, male or female, and what is going on inside that 20-year old brain? Seven times a minute there is a thought about sex. Seven times a minute! This is actual fact. That’s what it’s like to be twenty. Next you pass an accountant perhaps, planning for a tax audit; inside her head is a 1040 form with certain items highlighted in pink. And just beside her is a man thinking out an addition to his house, a new bathroom for his teenage daughters, so inside the window you see a blueprint. And another fellow is going off for groceries, so the window is a jumble of the stuff he needs: frankfurters, mayo, Windex, oranges, bread. Finally, there on the last seat is a physicist. You look inside his head and what do you see but an alternate universe.


  “Our own regular universe is not complicated enough for the physicist, he’s got to think up another one. Who else but a physicist would think up a universe where people have windows on the tops of their heads? or where the speed of light is 15 miles an hour? or whatever? Our old familiar universe is just not complicated enough for these physicists. And just think how complicated it is!


  “I’ll tell you how complicated it is. Through a wonderful piece of conjecture, Horstman has put a bound on the count of particles in the universe. If you could count them all up and write down the number of them, Horstman has proved that that number would fit into ten to the nineteenth digits. That’s something more than a billion trillion decimal digits, you’d have to write down just to record the simple count. So there are great many particles, you agree. And each one can take on a nearly infinite number of different states, different positions, for example. The total complexity of the universe is a function of the number of particles and the number of states that each one can take on. You could think of it as a vector in n dimensions where n is bigger than big. Talk about complex. And yet it’s not enough for the physicist. What does the fellow want?” He turned appealingly to Loren, who was busy thinking only of this universe.


  “But the physicist can also think of a very simple thought. I myself have thought some astoundingly simple thoughts. The simplest thought I ever thought was of an alternate universe with only one particle in it. No, wait, I have thought of an alternate universe with no particles at all. Now that is simple. But dull. Compared to that, the dullest idea on the whole rest of this planet is simply fascinating. But a universe with only one particle is simple but pretty interesting. Let’s say the lonely particle is a quark. It can take on four possible states or flavors: Up, Down, Strange and Charmed. Let’s say that it’s Up at the moment. And then through the magic of quantum physics, it chooses a random moment to change. It becomes charmed. Or it chooses to decay into muons. Who knows why it does this? But it does. And the total complexity of the universe is increased. Our friend Feynman has suggested that each time such a thing happens, the universe splits into two. Each time there is a choice, the number of universes increases: one universe where the quark changes state and another where it doesn’t.”


  “Homer, for Christ’s sake,” Loren implored. “We’re going into a battle. We’re about to fight for our lives.”


  “In this universe we are. In some other universe, we are all back at Cornell, getting together for a summer swim in Beebe Lake. Because the Cuba Plan never happened. Or we are still sunning on the Baracoa beach, because the other side couldn’t get it’s act together to attack. Or thought better of it.”


  “But this is this universe.”


  “This is, but the other ones aren’t. According to Feynman’s Sum Over the Probabilities Theory, the other universes are all there and just as important as ours. And just this moment, I am thinking about one of them, the one where I didn’t turn the switch on the effector.”


  “Oh, Homer.” Kelly rolled her eyes.


  “That’s what I’ve been thinking about. It is just the same as this universe only I didn’t intervene. I am wondering what it’s like over there at this moment. I would like to send a message over there: Hey, how are things going with you guys? And get an answer. I’m wondering if the situation didn’t work out a little better than we thought. Like maybe there was only one bomb or a limited exchange and then sensible people on all sides intervened and said, ‘now hold on here, this is plain silly.’ And so, they worked things out without killing people and without terminating the achievements of the last two centuries and without food riots and old people dying from the cold because there isn’t enough energy and transport. A physicist in that universe might look over into ours and think, what a dumb universe that one is, with so many people dead all because one old man couldn’t keep from imposing his solution on everybody else.”


  “Homer, I’m getting very cross with you,” Kelly said. “This is stupid talk. You did what you had to do. And now you are crying over spilt milk.”


  “No, not spilt milk. A salesman or a bus driver thinking these thoughts would be crying over spilt milk. But a physicist is just thinking of alternate universes.”


  “Why are you going back again over all of this? You are being terribly self-indulgent. I think you are a foolish old man.”


  “Ah. I think so too. This is true in virtually all the universes I have considered. Layton is a foolish old man. It is a given.”


  “You are feeling mortal, is that it? You’re thinking of dying. Because you are old. You are worrying about what to say when you meet your maker.”


  “Oh, no.” Homer smiled for the first time. “That is the one thing I am not worried about. I worry about tons of things, but not that one. Because, though it is a 100% certainty that I will show up for that meeting in the near future, the Maker is a very likely no-show. And even if he did show up, it wouldn’t give me much concern. He would say, Homer Layton, you caused tremendous death and suffering. And I will say, So look who’s talking.”


  “Well, let’s discuss something else, then.” She was still annoyed.


  “Or nothing,” Loren suggested.


  “It is the different amounts of death in the two universes that concerns me, the Cross Universe Death Differential, the C.U.D.D. I am chewing on my C.U.D.D. Because it accrues to me, you see. In my whole life I had never caused a death. I never even shot a bird or an animal. In my whole life I never set a mousetrap. And all of a sudden there is the Cross Universe Death Differential.”


  “Homer!” Kelly shook him by the shoulders. “You stop this immediately.”


  “Stop thinking?”


  “Stop torturing yourself.”


  “And me,” added Loren. He took off his binoculars and headed below to seek some quiet on one of the forward bunks, to think about the battle ahead.


  



  By dawn, they were in position just west of Little Inagua Island. The fleet of white yawls was not yet in sight or in radar range. Loren signaled for all vessels to anchor in the lee of the island. He rowed with Proctor Pinkham over to Palomar for a conference among the captains of the six first rank boats. The wind seemed to have abated a bit.


  Coming up over Palomar’s rail, Loren caught one foot in the safety cable and lunged forward. He came up hard against a young Chinese woman, one of the Guantanamo survivors. She lifted herself and then him up off the deck. “No harm done, Captain.” But for Loren the loss of dignity was painful. His control of the situation seemed so fragile. He was the de-facto commander of Baracoa’s fleet, but what was the source of his authority? At 28, he was the youngest of the captains, yet they all took their orders from him. In fact, it was his decision that had put each of the others in command of their boats. It was his plan that would guide them in the battle, it was his voice alone that could alter the plan. But why was that so? He wasn’t sure himself why he was in charge, so it was easy enough to imagine being deposed summarily by someone with real authority.


  He headed below, feeling foolish and weak. Of the seven who assembled in Palomar’s wide saloon, Loren seemed objectively the least likely choice to be the leader. Edward was more articulate, had just as good an analytical mind. Captain Van Hooten was more than twice Loren’s age. He had spent most of his life at sea. Klipstein, who had been first officer of the Stella Linda, was a natural manager. Candace Hopkins, captain of the sloop Rondolet, had proved herself a gifted sailor and had inspired almost fanatical devotion among her crews. And Commander Clarence Wu who had returned with Dr. Chan from the Guantanamo expedition was their only real military officer. Loren had decided that these five were to be his co-captains, yet now that he thought of it, there was not one of them he could have excluded. They were all standing as he came down the companionway. He nodded first to Candace, still pretty in her fifties, with her striking lavender eyes, willowy and tall. Very tall. She was taller than Loren in fact; he had never realized it before. As he greeted the others, he realized with dismay that he was the shortest person present.


  Loren drew in his breath. “With your permission, Mr. Proctor.” He nodded toward Proctor Pinkham and continued. “We’re not going to wait here for the yawls to come to us. We’re going to sail down to them as fast as we can. It doesn’t matter where we meet them, but I have no intention of letting our crews fret for however many hours it may take to have the enemy sail up to us. Our meeting here this morning is going to take ten minutes, no more. Twenty minutes from now we will be proceeding directly down wind to the battle. Within a few hours it will be over.”


  He had brought some markers in his pocket from Columbia’s checker set. He now arrayed six of them in a line, three to one side and three to the other with a wide space between. “This is the front rank with the wind directly behind us. We’ll center ourselves on the approaching fleet. Columbia and Palomar are here and here.” he pointed to the middle marker of the leftmost group and then to the middle of the rightmost. “I’ll have Rondolet and Kiruna spotting for me on the left. Rondolet will be outside of me, Candace, and Kiruna on the inside, Commander Wu.” He pointed to the markers representing Rondolet at the end of the line and Kiruna, opposite. “On the right, we have Edward in Palomar, and Captain Van, spotting for him on his right in Zanzibar and Elgar Klipstein on his left in the sloop Sorel, respectively, here and here. The second rank vessels are arrayed behind us at a distance of 75 meters. They understand that they are simply not part of the battle unless one or more of the enemy vessels gets through.


  Palomar will fire on the right side of the approaching fleet, by that I mean fire on the rightmost of the vessels, only the rightmost. Columbia will fire on the leftmost, only the leftmost. That way, we should be able to keep track of which Hard Body bursts are called in by which of us. Kelly has suggested that the left side spotters use female voices, and the right side use male voices, but remember that my male voice will come from the left. Candace, you and Clarence will have women only manning the voice channel, if that is the proper English way to say that.” They both nodded, unsmilingly.


  “Now here is the most critical thing of all. You’ve all heard it before. We will fight this entire battle facing away from the other fleet. I know that is going to seem crazy at the time. Your every inclination will be to turn toward the enemy, but the pacing of the battle depends on us not closing at all after they get in range. That means we have to sail away from them while we fire, to maintain separation. If they get among us, we won’t be able to use SHIELA at all, for fear of hitting our own people. The second rank captains understand this, but I will be reminding everyone as the time of battle approaches.


  “When we pick up the approaching fleet on radar, we will turn immediately and heave to while they continue toward us. We will start our jammers then to make sure they have no further communication among themselves or back to their base. I will give the signal for the jamming to commence. I’m going to wait until I have seven positive traces on the radar before I do. When the other side is in range, I will give a fleet command to begin sailing away from them. We will proceed upwind all on the same tack. If it becomes necessary for Edward to separate onto the other tack, then Zanzibar and Celestine will follow his instructions rather than mine until I give explicit instructions to the contrary. Half of the second rank vessels will cover Edward and follow his orders. We will then refer to Edward and the eight vessels under his command as the Palomar squadron. The others are the Columbia squadron. The second rank captains all understand that. What have I left out?” He looked around at the five captains and Proctor Pinkham. No one had a word to add or a question. There was no sign of disagreement. He realized they were all impatient to get started. “Let’s go,” he said.


  Loren led the way up the companionway ladder. The others were immediately behind him. He climbed over the rail, with reasonable grace this time, and took the oars while the Proctor eased himself gingerly over the side into the punt.


  As he pulled around Palomar to head back to Columbia, he could hear low musical notes. The song was one he recognized from years-ago English classes as My Darlin’ Clementine. The music came closer as he approached Columbia. It was Kelly, seated against the mast with a pocket harmonica. She took no notice as he rowed past her to the cockpit.


  Homer was seated again on the fantail, staring back east toward the sunrise. He was still muttering about the Cross Universe Death Differential: “In the worst of these other universes, there is no life on earth at all,” Loren heard him say, “People are all dead. And among them is a dead Homer Layton…dead, but blameless.”
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  PAX SHIELA


  



  The great sea battles of the twentieth century were characterized as much by their frustrations as their fighting. The battle of Jutland in May of 1916 is a classic example. More than two hundred capital ships of the German and British fleets stumbled about in the fog and darkness off the Danish coast of the North Sea, rarely even getting off a shot. By the time the Germans withdrew, few participants on either side had even caught sight of the enemy. Twenty six years later at Midway the Japanese and American fleets did engage, but significant portions of both sides failed to find the battle. Admiral Yamamoto, for example, the senior Japanese officer, saw none of the action himself. His battleship Yamato and the main force of the Japanese First Fleet might as well have stayed in port. By the end of the engagement, Yamamoto was still wondering just exactly where the fighting had taken place.


  Nineteenth century sea battles were an entirely different affair. The rival fleets would array themselves at a distance of a hundred meters or less and have at each other until one side was destroyed. What had changed by the modern era was that the range of firepower had increased dramatically, far exceeding the range of vision. So battles took place at the edge of firing range, each side sensing the other’s presence by the rumbling of its guns or the direction of approach of its planes.


  The battle of the Bahama Channel, the first naval engagement of the post-Effector age, was back to the model of the nineteenth century. The use of SHIELA gave one side technically an enormous range, far beyond its vision. But SHIELA’s laser weapons were, by design, extremely narrowly focused. A laser beam that was a few meters off its target would do no damage whatsoever. So the weapon was only of use when the target was close enough to be spotted precisely. The battle had to take place with the participants in close visual range.


  By a little after 8:30 in the morning, Loren could see displayed on Columbia’s radar scope seven distinct traces approaching from the northwest. He signaled the fleet about. They would heave to and maintain relative position. He knew that their own presence would be equally evident on the enemy radar. The jamming stations were on the second rank boats Sirrus and Celestine. They had been switched on at the moment of the fleet turn. Loren confirmed this himself by switching the AM and FM channels on briefly. He stood by the radar at the chart table now, watching the enemy approach. Kendra Browne was in her position at the radar controls. Kelly was moving about behind him in the galley. Everyone else was on deck.


  “Our only worry now is that they might separate their fleet,” he said to Kendra. “So you watch for that. Let me know immediately if they do anything other than proceed directly toward us.”


  “OK. I mean, yes sir, Loren.” She looked up to him from her seated position. She was just a teenager. He was going into war with teenage girls.


  Kelly was heating water on the stove. “This is dumb, I know,” she said. “We are about to go into a battle and I feel sleepy. I thought I’d make some coffee. My reputation will be made if I fall asleep in the middle of the action.”


  “Different people get different symptoms from nerves, I guess. You’ll be OK.” When he had set out for Palomar in the little punt with Proctor Pinkham, he’d been glad that there was no space to bring Kelly along to the meeting too. But now he had begun to regret her absence. “Kelly, I want to tell you exactly what I’m planning, and let you critique it for me. Tell me just anything you can think of that might help. The others just accepted what I said as a given. They were so much in a hurry to get on with it, that I don’t think they gave a second thought to the plan of battle. Or maybe I just presented it with so much more confidence than I felt that they had no inclination to pick it apart. I want you to pick it apart.”


  “Picky Kelly. Famous for picky. So tell me.”


  He put his markers down on the dining table and gave her the same presentation he’d given the first rank captains. She heard him through without interrupting. At the end, she continued to stare down at the markers. Finally she said, “Loren, it’s blowing harder than ever up there. Part of the reason I wanted something hot for people to drink is that the hard damp wind goes right through you. I was chilled. With so much wind, everything is going to happen a lot faster than we might want.”


  “I know. I’ve been thinking about that too. It’s blowing eighteen knots.”


  She poured hot water into a conical coffee filter over a glass pot. “Our real exposure is if we allow the other fleet to close too fast. We have to keep sailing away. Well, you know that. If even one of our fleet turns, we’re in trouble. I think you have to be ready to continue using SHIELA even if the target is among our own boats. Hitting one of our own is less of a disaster than letting one of theirs get through. Only you have to harden yourself to that before it happens. Otherwise, you won’t be able to do it at the time.”


  Loren nodded.


  Kelly’s level gaze, the little smile: “What role are you planning for yourself, if I could ask?”


  “I thought I’d handle the SHIELA terminal for the first few shots, just to get the feel of it.” It was meant half as a joke, but only half.


  “Oh that’s excellent. Give the other side a sporting chance by having our most fumbly-fingered typist on the keyboard.”


  “I can type.”


  “Right. I’ve seen you type. It’s painful. And you’ll have to stay seated to handle the keyboard, so in addition to having your hands and mind all tied up with SHIELA, you won’t be able to see. I think that idea sucks, Loren.”


  “OK, OK, you take the keyboard. Just like in practice. I won’t have anything to do with SHIELA.”


  “The best thing would be if you stayed out of spotting and calling shots too. Danny can do that, as he has in practice. You must avoid second-guessing him, Loren. Someone has to be in charge of the whole battle, and that should be you. Otherwise, it’s every captain for himself, or herself. You have to manage the fleet so that our position is always optimal. If we keep a sensible and orderly upwind position, then we can’t lose. Unless, I guess, they have got as big a surprise for us as our SHIELA surprise will be for them.”


  “Right.”


  “If you put Homer on the wheel in place of the Proctor, then we’ve got a slightly better seaman handling Columbia, and we’ve also freed up Ted to keep an eye on the big picture. I’m impressed with him. I feel pretty foolish about my original view of the man.”


  “Me too. I’ll explain the change to Homer and to Ted.”


  “And a last thing, Loren. Have you thought of what you’ll do if there is no left and right side to their line?”


  “What does that mean?”


  “Suppose they approach us in a perfect file, lined up perpendicular to our line as they are now.” She gestured with her head toward the image on the radar screen.


  “Jesus. I hadn’t thought of that, Kelly. I’ll have to tell Edward to hold off firing until we can drive them apart.”


  “That makes sense.”


  “Or we could let Palomar fire on the rear of their line.”


  “Even better.”


  “And then switch back to firing on the right side when they do break apart.” He was itchy to get in touch with Edward now, to alert him to this latest wrinkle. Loren headed up to the cockpit where the light-wave radio unit had been moved.


  Kelly reached out for his arm as he passed. “Good luck, Loren. You’re going to have a splendid victory.” She brushed her lips against his cheek.


  



  Homer sat at the helm with his back to the approaching enemy, now clearly in sight. He seemed oblivious to the presence of the other fleet. He had not even turned to look. “Now, the lower animals…” he was saying. “The lower animals must have a totally different view of what has happened. They, of course, never had great use for the internal combustion engine or any of the other luxuries that no longer exist since I went into tinkering with Effectors and such. No, for the animals, the new order of things must be hunky-dory. They prosper more or less inversely to how much the humans prosper, so a bad turn for the human race is just terrific for the animals. The name of Layton is spoken with great respect among raccoons, for example, though not among humans.”


  “Homer,” said Kelly gently, “this is quiet time, now. To let Loren think. To let everybody concentrate on what we have to do.”


  “Oh yes. Quiet time. Sorry. Time for me to think quietly while everybody else does the real work. I will contemplate in silence about the way things are viewed by raccoons.”


  “Please.”


  Loren stood on the transom with his binoculars. Danny McCree was calling out the diminishing distance to the lead yawl. As Kelly had predicted, the other fleet was approaching in a perfect line to leeward so that the six boats following the lead were barely visible behind its sails. The precision of their sailing was admirable. Loren wished he had stretched out his own fleet with more distance between the two parts of the front rank. That would have given a better firing angle on the yawls.


  “Two hundred fifty meters,” Danny said.


  When Loren put down his binoculars, he was surprised at how close the first yawl looked, and how fast it was closing. He looked back toward the wind gauge mounted under the cockpit coaming.”


  “Twenty knots of wind,” Kelly read it for him.


  “Thank you.” Loren spoke into the light-wave radio: “All vessels proceed on port tack away from the enemy. First rank boats spill some wind until they are within our optimal range.” He turned around to watch as the fleet performed the maneuver, flawlessly. As Columbia gathered way, he was surprised at the violence of the wind sounds. Even luffing her jib, Columbia was heeled well over to starboard. Somehow he had envisioned the entire battle taking place with the decks level underneath him. The sea on all sides was a mass of whitecaps.


  Danny spoke up again from the transom, “Two hundred meters, Loren.”


  “Columbia will commence firing on the front of the line. Palomar hold your fire.” He intended to let Kelly fire a few times before the added confusion of Palomar entering the fray. Over his earphone he could hear Kiruna and Rondolet calling in coordinates to Kelly. The voice speaking for Rondolet seemed to be Melissa Blake.


  The first blue bolt came down wide of the approaching yawls. Watching through his glasses, Loren didn’t even see it, though he heard its distinctive crack. There were corrections called in from the two spotters.


  “Left 90 meters,” said Melissa’s voice.


  “No it’s right,” said the other.


  “Right 90 meters,” said Danny.


  Kelly looked up in annoyance. She pulled one earphone to the side to be able to hear better what McCree was saying. “What the hell does that mean, Danny? Was I too far right by 90, or do I correct by 90 toward the right?”


  “Sorry. Correct to the right. They’re still closing, Loren. I have them at one hundred sixty meters.


  “All vessels trim for speed,” Loren said into the mike. He repeated the order for Columbia’s midships crew. They hardened up the genoa jib, causing Columbia to heel further and to gain speed slowly.


  “Firing now,” Kelly said.


  Loren watched the blue streak come down, slightly behind and still to the left. There were corrections being called in over the radio. Kelly interjected her own orders for how coordinates were to be specified. For all their practice, there was still some confusion. The third bolt was a lot closer, but still a miss.


  “Raccoons, of course, are an independent lot,” Homer said, “but there are lots of animals that have been dependent on man. They too need to be figured into the equation. They can’t be ignored, the cows and dogs and burros. There’s no ignoring them.”


  “Still closing,” said Dan. “Under one hundred meters.”


  “Palomar, commence firing on the rear of the line.”


  There were now seven voices on radio channel including Loren’s own. He tried to listen only to the female voices.


  “Columbia firing again,” said Kelly.


  Homer was leaned over to leeward, looking up under the mainsail to judge the trim of the jib. On the Kenyon, speed over the water was more than nine knots. The lee rail was under water, there was a creamy wake spilling out from Columbia’s beams. The noise of wind and churning water was deafening. Homer had to raise his voice to be heard. “For the dependent animals, of course, the Effector has brought no good news. They need to be fed or watered by man, using up scarce resources. Or they need to be milked, but the milking machines don’t run anymore. Or the animals are just getting slaughtered faster, because the meat spoils almost right away.”


  “Correct right, maybe ten meters and back by ten.”


  “Columbia firing now.”


  Loren looked back to be sure that the second rank had kept its distance. It hadn’t. “Sail for speed,” he shouted into the mike. “All foresails hardened up. Don’t drop back anymore.”


  By the time he turned back toward the yawls they had begun to turn onto the opposite tack. He’d been expecting the move, and had decided not to cover. With the other fleet sailing on starboard tack, they were arrayed as a more manageable line of targets. It suited his own purpose to carry on for a bit on his current course. “Palomar continue firing on the end of the line, now on your right side.”


  “Palomar confirms.”


  “Columbia firing now.”


  There was a ragged cheer from the watchers amidships. The second yawl had seemed to leap into the air, sliced exactly by the sizzling blue beam. A split second later there was the loud crackling sound of its impact.


  “Again, Kelly. Same again.”


  Kelly hit the repeat key twice in quick succession calling two more bolts down into the wreckage. The third white yawl hauled its wind in some confusion and was abruptly in irons. Loren could hear coordinates of this new target being called in by the cool voices of Rondolet and Kiruna.


  “Fleet maneuver, ready about. Turn now onto starboard tack.”


  He turned to watch. The second rank had lost still more ground. They were barely twenty five meters ahead. There was another cheer suddenly audible over the wind. He looked back. Palomar has scored a hit on the aftermost yawl. Its headsails were gone along with part of its bow. The boat tacked quickly and bore off for speed. Edward kept after it with three more shots, each missing. Then the next two bolts were direct hits. The yawl bucked wildly on the first and simply shattered when hit again. Loren could see wood and human bodies flung into the air.


  “Of course, the fish are just hands down better off,” Homer said. “For fish, turning on the Effector was simply splendid. I am a hero among fish. Fish and whales. Just think about the whales. I have personally saved oodles of whales. Who can harpoon a whale these days? I expect to win the GreenPeace award for service to Whaledom.”


  The fleet of white yawls was now in total disarray. There were two on starboard tack and two on port with the one remaining still stalled, possibly picking up survivors. Loren heard a slight popping sound overhead and something clattered down onto the deck, grazing his shoulder as it went. He looked down to see a short silver arrow with metal tip and colored feathers at the back of its shaft. It was an ugly looking thing. The arrow had bounced off the mainsail, so spent was its velocity by the time it arrived. Danny looked down at the arrow. Then he hurriedly took a reading on the lead yawl.


  “Sixty five meters,” he said.


  “Keep firing on the stalled one. We’re in no danger.”


  One of the middle yawls had come up into the wind. Loren focused his glasses on her. He could see young men in uniform along the rail. They seemed to be throwing a lifeboat or some such thing over. He could see sailors similarly engaged on the opposite rail.


  Homer was still in his private reverie. “But Mr. Whale Hero is a goat among the goats. Goats were tethered, just everywhere. Goats and burros. So when their humans died off, they had no water. They died of thirst, what a terrible end. I came across some of their bodies up above the village, their bellies swollen, their tongues hanging out. As they died, I think, they were full of hatred for Homer Layton.”


  “Homer,” said Kelly angrily, still typing in coordinates as they were called in over her headphones, “this is too too stupid. You’re not responsible for the damned goats. You’re not responsible for their humans. Those people died of the gas.”


  Loren screamed at her over the wind. “Kelly, for Christs sake, pay attention.”


  “I am,” she snapped back at him, hammering her hand down on the Enter key as she did. The stalled yawl was split apart by her bolt.


  “Again, Kelly, quick.”


  She fired two more times in rapid succession, hitting her target both times. “You had nothing to do with any of the deaths on Cuba. They weren’t your fault, Homer.”


  “Not my fault?”


  She was typing again. “No. They were Rupert Paule’s fault.”


  “Oh. I forget. So hard to keep track what with all the people dying off everywhere, which is who’s fault.”


  “They were Rupert Paule’s fault. They are on his conscience.”


  “Poor Rupert. He is probably feeling lousy too. Homer Layton and Rupert Paule, the two most hated names on earth. Hated among humans, that is. We are both pretty popular among raccoons.”


  “Helmsman hold your course. Midships, give an ease on the jib. We’re going to drop back a little.” Loren could now see what it was that had been launched from the yawl: a pair of small catamarans with two sailors on each. They would be considerably faster than the yawls, even upwind. “Fleet maneuver, ready about. Continue on port tack now.”


  “Loren, this is Edward. Do you see the cats?”


  “Yes. They’re your target, Edward. We’ll continue firing on the yawls.


  As Loren spoke, he saw one of the aftermost yawls split apart, raked with four successive direct hits. The wind had picked up even more. The distance to the lead yawl had closed further. She was tacking to keep after Columbia. He had to admire the cool of her crew, knowing what they were up against.


  With a soft thunk, a silver crossbow arrow buried itself in the plastic console just in front of Homer’s arm. Homer stared at the arrow, disinterestedly, barely even pausing in his dialog: “Or maybe Rupert Paule never thinks about such things. That is the wonderful part of being a true believer. Evidence is irrelevant. There can be no guilt when you’re just doing what God tells you to do. Too bad no god never had a word for me. But then I never had much to say to him either. I held his non-existence against him as a serious character flaw.”


  “Midships! Harden up that jib. Sail for speed. Columbia, commence firing on the lead yawl. He is too close for comfort.” A searing blue bolt suddenly erased one of the two catamarans. The second one tacked wildly to avoid the wreckage. Loren found himself leaning outboard to see. Something was crossing in front of his field of vision.


  “Jesus, Loren,” Danny shouted, “Antigone’s in trouble.”


  Loren put his glasses down. Antigone had passed between Columbia and the enemy fleet, her headsail in tatters.


  “Antigone, tack again. Sail away from the battle on starboard.” He watched her go about, sluggish without a headsail. The white yawl covered her move. “Keep firing, Kelly. Take that yawl out, please.”


  “No, Rupert sleeps fine at night, while I toss around wondering about the other universes. No chewing on C.U.D.D. for old Rupe’. But for Homer there is nothing but. It is the curse of the non-believer. The sure knowledge that whatever you do is your own lonely decision. And the hardest judgment you have to live with is the one handed down by your own conscience.”


  “Look alive, midships. We’re going to jibe around to pass inside of Antigone. Jibing now, Homer.”


  “Jibe ho, like he says.” Homer put the helm over hard.


  “Palomar, you’re on your own. Palomar squadron will now take its orders from Edward. Columbia squadron, ready about. Tack now. Hold your course, Homer.”


  “Oh sure. No changing direction now. Now the decision is made. In another universe, it’s different, but in this one the die is cast.”


  “Antigone, hold your course. We passing under you.” He could see Antigone’s foredeck crew passing a storm jib up through the bow hatch. As she put her bow down momentarily, he caught the glint of green water passing over the white sail and down onto the below decks crew. There were shouted orders suddenly audible from Antigone’s cockpit, then a moment later, Columbia was past, and nothing could be heard but the roar of the wind.


  “Come up Homer. Harden sail midships. Kelly keep firing. He heard Danny McCree calling directions for her. A blue bolt shot down on the far side of the yawl, impossible to say by how much.


  “Come back fifty meters, Kelly. Wait, I mean feet.”


  Another bolt came crashing down, this one not ten feet from Loren’s nose. He was blinded by its brightness. There was a cloud of spray and scalding steam washing over them. “Columbia hold firing! Jesus.” Kelly had said he should be prepared to risk hitting one of his fleet while firing, but he was not prepared to hit Columbia. Yet there was no built in defense against that. At this distance, the bolts they called down were as likely to hit themselves as the yawl. Loren pulled his binoculars off his neck and threw them into the cockpit. He caught a glimpse of the Proctor, cleaning his glasses on the fabric of his jumpsuit. The white boat was approaching on the opposite tack from Columbia, both beating as high into the wind as they could. “Pinch up, Homer. Cross in front of him. Make him tack.”


  “OK, pinching up.”


  He felt Columbia’s nose press up higher into the wind. The distance between them was some forty meters. He could see clearly the crew on the yawl now, straining over the midships winch to harden the jib even further. There was a glint of reflected sunlight on something silvery in the near side of the cockpit, a pair of bullet-like shapes reaching up from cylindrical bases. He knew that these would be the gas cylinders for the two gasses that together made up the binary. As he looked, he could see that the cockpit crew on the yawl was donning black gas masks.


  There was an urgent tug on his sleeve. “Tack away from him Loren,” Kelly shouted. “Don’t close. Tack away so we can fire again.”


  Loren looked back over the fleet. There was only one yawl left beside the one immediately on their beam. And the distant yawl was in irons. It was only a matter of time before Edward would take it out. The last catamaran seemed to have been hit too.


  “Hold your course, Homer.” Turning away now would mean abandoning Antigone to the yawl, since she lacked the speed to escape. Once it clawed its way upwind of her, she would be a victim of its gas. And with the battle nearly won, Loren was not ready to sacrifice even one vessel. He felt a ripping at his pants leg, a sudden stinging. He looked down to see some blood on his left shin. The arrow had passed through the fabric and buried itself in cushion behind, scratching him in its passage.


  “Kelly, on the crossbow.” He pushed her with both hands toward the mounted weapon. “Kendra, quick, pass up the shield.” Putting Kelly at the crossbow on the transom would keep her safe behind its clear Lucite cowling. Kendra was passing up a sheet of flat Lucite with handles screwed into it to Dan McCree. He rushed aft with it and held the shield up in front of Loren and Homer. Proctor Pinkham held up its far side. Loren turned his attention back to the other boat. The wind was still howling. The two were closing fast, impossible to say which one had the gage. He could hear shouted instructions from the yawl. Behind him, Kelly was firing on the crossbow man high up on the yawls mast pulpit.


  “Damn!” she said. The mount interfered with the weapon’s ability to point upward. Kelly wrenched the bow out of its socket and rushed forward with it to the base of the mast.


  Beside him, Danny flinched suddenly and then went down in a tumble on the cockpit floor. Loren saw the arrow angling wickedly inward from his shoulder blade toward his lungs and heart. There was blood spouting from around its base. Loren lunged for the man’s shoulder, clasped his hand around the shaft. “Kendra. First aid! Stabilize the arrow. Get your hand on it.” Her face was white. She reached out hesitantly toward the arrow.


  “I’ve got it Loren.” Proctor Pinkham’s voice was calm beside him. Loren released his hold. The Proctor placed his hand gently but firmly around the base of the arrow. Loren stood up, holding onto the shield. The Proctor bent down over Dan to cover his body. “Kendra, lots of sterile pads,” he said. “We won’t move him quite yet.”


  Kelly was firing the crossbow from her position at the mast. After her second shot, Loren heard a scream overhead and saw a body tumbling down the yawl’s mast and onto the deck. Kelly whooped. Loren lifted his voice above the sound of the wind, “Hold your course, Homer. Make him tack.”


  Suddenly a loud shout from Homer. He had cupped one hand to form a funnel, aiming his voice toward the other cockpit. “STARBOARD! We have right of way, you idiot. You’re a port tack vessel. Give way!”


  There was a flutter in the yawl’s headsail as her helmsman hesitated. Then a yell from the other cockpit. “But we’re on starboard. We have the right of way.”


  “Your barging!” Homer shouted back. “Rule 39. Give way. Columbia holds her course.”


  The yawl’s big headsail quivered again. There were curses and shouts from the cockpit, then suddenly she came up into the wind. Loren could hear her winches rattling as the sail was taken in on the far side. The yawl bore off to build speed, opening up the wide expanse of her beam in front of them.


  “There, Homer!” Loren, screamed. “Ram the fucker.”


  “Oh, yes. Ram the fucker. As you say. Aye aye sir.” Homer put the helm down calmly, as though rounding a mark for home on a pleasant afternoon sail. Columbia heeled over, her sails suddenly squared off to the wind. They were doing nearly ten knots. “Brace! Everyone brace.” Loren’s voice was nearly cracking. There were shrieks from the midships crew of the yawl. Loren looked forward for Kelly. He saw she had thrown herself down with one arm around the mast. He braced himself against the companionway hatch cover. There was an explosive crash as Columbia’s bows made contact. He could feel the lift forward from her bow section riding up over the yawl’s midships. Homer gave out a soft ooof at the moment of contact. There was a second crashing sound from above as the yawl’s wooden mainmast gave way, burying her decks in a mass of sail and cable. Kelly was on her feet. There were four machetes stowed just behind of the mast. Kelly snatched one up, and started forward.


  “No, Kelly…” Loren jumped up to hold her back. But she leapt over the rail onto the yawl. Loren ran after her, stopping to grab a machete on the way. There was a tortured scream of wood and metal as Columbia’s bows began to scrape down the side of the yawl. Loren launched himself over the rail, falling in a tumble in the confusion of fabric on the yawl’s midships deck. He could see forms moving madly under the white Dacron. Columbia was floating free, drifting rapidly down to windward. He rolled over and untangled himself from a coil of cable. Behind him, Kelly was hacking at a man by the side of the evil silver gas cylinders. One of the cylinders was open, pouring out a yellowish cloud. The man, in gas mask, was trying to get to the second cylinder. Each of the gasses, Loren knew, was relatively harmless until mixed, but when they came together, they were instant death. Kelly stood up on her toes and came down hard on the man’s back with her machete. There was blood everywhere. The wounded man lunged helplessly into her legs and she went down.


  Loren heaved himself forward over the treacherous footing to her aid. Suddenly, there was another gasmasked figure in front of him. The man had an air pistol in his hand, firing directly into Loren’s face. One of the little darts hit Loren’s cheek and passed through to crash rattling against his teeth. He spit out the dart and a mouthful of blood, still running. He knew the man was shooting for his eyes. Loren swung upward with his machete from the hip with all his might. There was a scream, muffled by the mask. The gun and the hand that had held it went clattering onto the deck. The masked face was evil, hateful. Loren wanted to kill him. He raised the machete in both hands over his shoulder and sliced it through the stomach of the toppling man, splitting it wide. He leapt back, but slipped in the sudden muck of blood and entrails spread out on the white Dacron beneath him.


  Where the hell was Kelly? He was all turned around, not even sure of which was fore and which was aft. As he rolled onto his knees, he caught a glimpse of blue, and focused on her, still on her back, kicking at the open gas cylinder. She had its base up over the rail. In elaborate slow motion, the cylinder balanced upright, then tottered over with another kick. Loren started aft to get beside her. There was another man in gas mask coming up from under the sail. Loren had lost his machete. He leapt onto the man from behind and sent him crashing onto the deck. Loren jumped to his feet. The man was lifting himself up onto his hands, his back for the moment to Loren. Loren propelled himself forward and hit the man with all his weight in the buttocks, sending him sprawling over the rail and into the sea. When he rolled over onto his back next to Kelly, there was another one approaching, again in gas mask. He had a sabre in his hand, glinting nastily in the suddenly bright sunlight.


  There was a crash from the far rail. Another boat had collided beam to beam with the yawl. There was a shout as her crew poured over onto the decks of the yawl. The man looked back, startled. But the only expression visible on the mask was evil. Kelly swung her machete across his chest, carving a red horizontal stripe. Then she lifted the black blade high over her head and brought it down squarely on the man’s clavicle. Bright red arterial blood spouted from his neck, drenching her face, hair, and the front of her jumpsuit. She stumbled backward. Jared Williams was suddenly at her side. He scooped her up with a wrench, dragged her toward the opposite rail.


  “This way, Loren!” There were four light blue jumpsuited figures hurrying to his aid, all armed with machetes. Loren pulled himself up, finally regaining his feet. He could hear the shrill scream as the two boats began to separate.


  Williams shouted over the din. “Celestine! All hands back to Celestine.” He pushed Kelly up to the rail, lifted her and simply threw her across. Then he turned back toward the others, waving wildly to urge them on. Loren scrambled after them, stepping on a struggling figure still pinned beneath the sail. The jumpsuits leapt, one after the other. Williams was still waiting.


  “Jump, Jared,” Loren screamed. He saw Williams spring across onto the deck of Celestine. Loren took two running steps and threw himself, face and arms first at Celestine’s light blue transom, now gathering speed and moving away from him. He landed with a crash on the reverse cut of the vessel’s stern. As he started to slide down into the water, he grabbed wildly at the backstay, cutting his hand. There was a splash of his own blood on the stay and dripping down onto his face. His feet were in the water. Then there was a strong hand on his arm. He looked up to see Claymore above him. Claymore lifted and Loren shot up out of the water and into the cockpit. He hit his head hard against the coaming. When he sat up there were brilliant fireflies swimming around his head.


  “Kelly…” he said.


  The helmsman filled his field of vision. Or helmswoman. He could not tell which. He could see the two hands on the spokes of Celestine’s wheel, but no body or head behind them. There was a head and body there, but he couldn’t focus on it. Only on the hands. They had prettily painted pink nails and a wedding ring. He pulled himself over to the rail and vomited.


  There was a sudden silence. The wind seemed to have abated all at once. Then the sound of a laser bolt cracking through a ship, once, twice, three times. Another long silence. This one was interrupted by a raucous cheer begun on Celestine’s foredeck, picked up now on the other vessels, louder and louder until it was a steady sound of shouts and stamping feet. Loren raised his head. There was considerable wreckage in the water, and not a single enemy vessel intact. He looked forward along the rail, and there was Kelly. She was covered with blood, and had been sick as he had over the side. She waved at him weakly, sitting up as she did. Someone was hammering a winch handle exuberantly against the spinnaker bell.


  Celestine was moving smoothly through the water. There were still cheers from all sides. Loren felt himself relaxing. There was nothing more to do; he could just sit here. But Kelly’s eyes had fastened on something just off the bow, a frightened young face, barely held above water.


  “One of ours,” she said calmly. She stood and dived neatly over the side. The helmsman must have seen. Loren could feel Celestine swing sharply up into the wind. He crawled under the steel cable rail to drop himself into the water. The green sea closed in for a moment over his head. He could see the sky above him through the tinted water. When he came up he struck out after Kelly. She had got to the man and around him to support his chin from behind. It was a young oriental man, barely more than a boy. Loren had never seen him before. He splashed up to Kelly. A line suddenly whistled over his head. Loren grabbed at it. He led part of it around behind Kelly’s shoulders, under her arms. She was holding the boy’s head up with one hand firmly under his chin, while with her other hand she was scrubbing at her face. It took him a moment to realize that she was scrubbing the blood away, barely keeping her own head above water. The sea around them was full of blood from her hair and clothing. Loren found the end of the line and made it up into a loop enclosing Kelly and the sputtering, choking boy. Williams was on the other end of the line. As he pulled Kelly and the boy in, Loren swam tiredly behind them.


  Claymore bent low to lift the boy onto the deck. The uniform as it came out of the water was white, not blue.


  “He’s not one of ours, Kelly.”


  “He was Chinese. So I thought…”


  “They have Chinese too.”


  “He’s just a boy, Loren.”


  “We said no prisoners.”


  “Well, he’s mine. You can’t throw him back. If you want to throw someone back you have to get one of your own.” She gave one hand to Claymore. He lifted her effortlessly from the water.


  When his own turn came, Loren was struck again by the strength of the little man; he fairly popped out of the water in Claymore’s grip. Loren sat up. Beside him, Kelly rolled herself protectively onto the boy in white uniform. The boy was coughing up water.


  “Keep him coughing,” Loren said mechanically. He looked up at Jared Williams. “If he starts to throw up, be sure to turn his head to the side so he doesn’t aspirate it.”


  “We’re on top of it, Loren.”


  “Get Doctor Bolen to Columbia, Jared. Danny’s been wounded.”


  “He’s over there now. Ted called for him. Danny’s OK. They’ve got him stabilized.”


  Loren turned back to Kelly. It took him a moment to realize what was happening. She was crying, sobbing, still lying partly on top of the sailor. Jared’s voice from above: “Kelly. Come on, Kelly.”


  The young boy looked up at her, uncomprehending. Her tears were dripping down onto his face. Loren lifted himself up into a kneeling position above her. He put his hand onto her neck. It was clammily cold. She was shivering. Loren lifted himself and then Kelly into a standing position. “Someone get her below. And get her wet clothes off.” He looked around at the assembled group. There was a woman on the helm, but everyone else was male. Loren put one arm around her waist and led her himself, down the companion way.


  He peeled off her jumpsuit. Kelly’s teeth were chattering. Her skin was bluish in color, and she was still shaking and sobbing. Loren lifted her onto the quarterbunk. There was a thick cotton blanket folded at its foot. He spread it over her. Kelly squirmed around under the blanket. After a moment she handed her wet underwear out to him. She said, “I’m OK,” barely comprehensible for her chattering teeth. He could hear Claymore heating water for her in the galley.


  Loren stood beside the bunk, wondering what more needed to be done. For Kelly, or for the fleet or for Baracoa or for anyone else. The thought of Baracoa spurred him to action. There was a communications console just beside the chart table. Loren picked up the microphone marked “fleet light-wave” and called for Rondolet. In a moment, Melissa Blake was on. “Let me speak to Candace, please. This is Loren.”


  A click and a pause, then: “Candace here.”


  “I’m turning off the radio jammers now. Would you raise Baracoa for me and give them the news.”


  “I will. Thank you Loren.”


  He put the microphone back on its hook. He found a switch marked “AM conventional.” Loren switched it on. He was only dimly aware of Jared dabbing at his cheek with a sterile pad. There was a cacophony of the jammer’s interference on the console speaker, then, abruptly, silence interrupted only by the faint normal static of AM transmission. After a moment, he heard Candace’s voice:


  “Celestine to Baracoa.”


  “Candy, are you all right? Are you all right?” It was Chandler.


  “We’re all OK, boss. A few minor casualties, not too bad.”


  “Oh, thank god.”


  “We’re all OK, Chandler.”


  “We are,” he said. “We’re all of us OK, thanks to you and well, thanks to all of you. A job well done. Yes. A splendid job, splendidly done. Please tell everyone.”


  “I will.”


  Loren slumped back, exhausted, on the banquette under Kelly’s bunk. There was a ragged hole in his cheek. Jared had stepped into the galley to prepare a dressing for it. A rustling sound in the blanket from above. He was aware of Kelly’s hand from behind running through his hair. It moved around to his left ear to pull gently on the lobe. He could feel that she was still shivering.
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THE ULTIMATE KEEL

The battle of the Bahama Channel was never very far from Loren’s mind. Again and again he would feel the crash of Columbia’s bows into the helpless topsides of the white yawl, hear the cracking of timbers overhead as her rigging fell. He could sense the pounding of his heart as he leapt over the deck with a machete in his hand, hear the raucous sound of his own voice. Sometimes he would wake up in the midst of a battle dream full of crackling blue beams, gas-masked villains and blood. His mouth would be dry with fear, his pulse racing. And half of him would wish it would never happen again, while the other half was hoping it would never end. He was hooked. He had fought for his life and for his land and won. And now everything else paled by comparison.

The business of the rest of his life, he now knew, would be fighting. The adventure of Fort Belvoir had confirmed that if any confirmation had been necessary. His path was set from that point on. He would defend this island and the community as long as he lived.

Back in the States, his adversaries, Rupert Paule and the shadowy Reverend Gallant, Loren suspected, were discouraged but not defeated. He thought there would be another attack sometime in the not too distant future. This time, he knew, they would come from the south. That didn’t mean he could relax his guard in the Channel and along the coast to the west, but it did mean he had to shift his emphasis. The enemy fleet would pass well offshore to the east of Puerto Rico, perhaps even carrying on all the way around outside of the Windward Islands, and then make their attack with the trades directly behind them, approaching Cuba from the south or the southwest, depending on the season. He had evaluated that plan again and again from the enemy’s point of view, testing it against the thinking of Kelly and Candace and the Proctor. None of them had been able to come up with a better card for Paule to play. So they had to assume that is just what he planned to do.

All of the defenses against approach from the south involved slipping behind the attacking fleet, and then coming down on it with the wind. But that was a maneuver that had to be carried out with great precision. And from the moment the attack was signaled, everything would depend on being able to outsail the opposition. It would be foolhardy to expect Paule to try again in tired old boats like the McMillan yawls. This time he would come in something faster and a lot more handy, probably multi-hulls. And against such boats, the Baracoa fleet would be seriously outclassed. Of course, eventually, Paule would be able to bring some steam powered ships into play. But Baracoa was working on that angle too. It would take a year or so, but they would soon have something to counter a steam threat from the north. Only in the interim did they have to worry about being outsailed. Paule had instant access to all the expensive toys that American yachtsmen had accumulated over the years, while Loren had only those vessels the group had arrived in plus a few catamarans from Guantanamo. The Revolutionary Republic of Cuba, unfortunately, had not been a great center of yachting.

What could he do to increase the advantage for the Baracoa fleet? How could he give his vessels better sailforms, lower drag, better hullspeed or a higher pointing angle? If they could sail even five degrees closer to the wind than the opposing fleet, he knew, that would be a huge advantage. A huge advantage.

From years of training as a physicist, he began to sketch a model, part physical and part mathematical, of the factors that affected a sail’s ability to pull when trimmed close to the wind. Within an hour he had reconstructed the equations from memory of the Bernouli Effect, the acceleration of the wind around the leading edge of a sail and its resultant force drawing the boat forward. He made a simple approximation of the resistance of the keel that kept the boat from sliding downwind. Each of his equations involved one use of differential calculus, a derivative with respect to time, and this caused his mind to wander back into the realm of t-prime, the elevated state of time brought on by the Layton Effect.

He divided time into its two components and re-did the equations. Since the boat and the sea it sailed through were governed by the same t-prime, the difference washed out and he was left with essentially the same results again. But suppose that weren’t true? Suppose t-prime could take on one value at the sail and another at the keel? He seemed to recall that there was something they had been grappling with during the previous spring in Ithaca that might have an application now to the problem of making their boats sail higher, even faster. Underneath his bed, he found the battered shoulder bag he had carried on the flight from Ithaca to Ft. Lauderdale. He hadn’t even thought of that bag for more than half a year. In preparation for their departure on that long-ago May evening, Homer had insisted that Loren bring along the laboratory daybook. Who knew, he had argued, that they wouldn’t find a few minutes one day by the pool to think about some aspect of the problems they were working on, and have need of the records they had been keeping in the daybook? Loren found the book now in the bottom of the shoulder bag.

Sitting on his bunk in the cottage he shared with Edward, Loren leafed through the dated entries in the book. At last he came to the Sunday afternoon of his presentation to the group about t-prime. The six now-familiar equations were laid out neatly in his handwriting. These were the equations that had enabled change to the very fabric of time in this world. He stared at them, thinking through again their significance. It was still stunning, how wrong they had been before in the way they thought about time. The old view seemed so simplistic and naive, now that they knew. Nothing was simple about time. It was baroque, convoluted, Peculiar, in the special sense that Homer had given to that word. Yet it was no more surprising than the baroqueness earlier generations of physicists had discovered in the inner workings of energy or gravity or light.

But all that had to do with Physics, the pure science. What Loren was interested in now was a gimmick to make boats sail faster, some way to turn the equations again to their advantage. He took the daybook and set out in search of Edward. He found him in the workshop.

“Look at this, Ed. Something from your past.” Loren laid the book down, open to the t-prime equations. He placed it directly on top of the telephone network diagrams that Edward had been going over with D.D. Pease. “I’m not interrupting, am I?”

“Goodness, no. Pease and I were just working on re-establishing the modern world. Nothing serious, mind you. Only that. We’re going to have phones working throughout the village within the next week.”

“Oh, good. Ed, do look at this equation for a minute and tell me if I’m off on a goose hunt…”

“A wild goose chase.”

“Uh huh. You see, there is an additional stable value of t-prime, beyond the one we have elevated ourselves to. There was the old original value, the one that I called t-prime-zero: that was the way the world was before we got involved. And then there is a t-prime-one: that is the reduced time flow that we have now, with time proceeding at something like a twentieth of a percent slower rate.”

“Yes, I remember.” Edward just looked distracted.

“But then, the equation predicts that there is a second stable state, considerably slower than the others. I’ll call that t-prime-two. It would slow time down to about one ten thousandth of what it is now.”

“Right.”

“Notice it would be too slow to propagate. I mean it would take thousands of years to inject itself onto the earth’s magnetic field. So it could only have local impact, just in the immediate surroundings of the Effector.

“Oh good. I just couldn’t bear to have the whole world slowed down by a factor of ten thousand. Think how it would set back our phone project.”

“Uh huh. But now suppose we built ourselves a t-prime-two Effector and attached it to the keel of a sailboat. When we turned it on, time would be slowed enormously in the direction of the beam. If we were to align the beam perpendicular to the keel, we would have a boat that was extremely stable in its plane. It simply could not heel over. And it couldn’t slip downwind. I mean it would be slipping, but ever so slowly, because time would be so sluggish in that direction. Don’t you see? It would be the ultimate keel. And it wouldn’t depend at all on water resistance. The boat could move directly forward or backward, but not sideways. And it couldn’t tilt. It would be locked in its plane.”

“A little inconvenient when it comes time to turn,” said Pease.

“We switch it off. And then when we’re established on the new course, we turn it on again. Think of the advantage it would give us to be able to sail without side-slip and without heeling. We could sail rings around whatever they sent down against us.”

“Cute,” said Edward.

“Cute?! This is more than cute. This is important, Ed. I think you guys ought to drop what you’re doing and work with me on this.”

Barodin shrugged, and then gave Loren an evil little grin. “Pease and I are reasonable men, Loren. We’re so impressed with the promise of your ultimate keel that we’re going to let you clear off one whole workbench, that one right over there under the window, to give yourself a place to build your invention. No, don’t thank us. The workbench is yours. Just pile all the cases on the floor and push the cat off and unload those light radios that are waiting to be tuned. And all you have to do is to keep as quiet as a little mouse as you go about your work, so as not to interrupt the Alexander Graham Bell project.”

“Edward! Aren’t you going to help me?”

“Of course we are, Loren. We’ve already put you on the list. You’ve got a number. What’s his number, D.D.?”

“One-eighty-six. He comes just after the new coil for the girls’ dorm water heater.”

“There you are. Number one-eighty-six. We’ll be all yours in just a month or two.”

Loren found an empty bench and set to work, determined to be “quiet as a mouse,” and not disturb whatever trivial project Barodin and Pease were working on. He would be the ideal tenant laborer. And if they took no note of what he was doing, they would soon have to confront what they had missed. Loren was about to make history. When Baracoa’s boats sailed solidly up to windward with his marvelous keels, he would take all the credit, every bit. So he didn’t say a word to them, just went directly to his bench and started working.

After a few minutes of trying to ignore the furious electric energy he was giving off, Edward and D.D. Pease tossed it in. Edward spoke up in a raised voice: “Well, this has been some productive afternoon, Pease. Who would think we could have finished one hundred and eighty-five projects in so little time? But there’s project number one-eighty-five done and right as rain. Pile it up with the others. What’s next?”

“Let’s see. Oh, yes. There’s project number one-eighty-six. Some sort of a keel we’re going to help Martine with.”

“Oh, I remember that one. Not just a keel, but the ultimate keel. The poor kid is probably sitting over there at his workbench, just waiting for us to pitch in and help.”

“Right,” said Loren. “Pair of dreamers. You guys will be lucky if I let you in on this at all. I’m inclined to keep it for myself.” His unsteady hands spilled hot solder down the edge of the circuit board. “Shit.”

“Let me give you a hand there, young fellow.” Edward nudged him aside and moved in. “Ah, a t-prime-two Effector, if I’m not mistaken, Pease. But with a little twist, this one. It’s got a beefed up input circuit, as though our young apprentice envisions applying a much higher voltage to drive it.”

“Exactly.” Loren let Edward clean up the spilled solder and re-solder the junction. “The second state is not where we predicted it would be. We were miles off. In the second stable state, time doesn’t flow like molasses; it almost doesn’t flow at all. It’s slowed down to less than ten to the minus tenth.”

Edward whistled.

“English only spoken here,” Pease objected. “What, pray tell, is ten to the minus tenth?”

“One ten billionth. Time is slowed to less than a ten billionth of its normal flow. That means a second as perceived inside the beam is equivalent to more than three hundred years, viewed from the outside.”

Barodin was disbelieving. “How could we have been off by so much?”

“Edward, it’s fascinating. Dr. Chan helped me to understand. There are coins of time, just like light or gravity. Think what that means!” He continued to explain as Edward completed the circuit, peppering Loren with questions along the way. In the midst of his discourse, Loren suddenly remembered that they still had no way to supply the voltage required. “We’re going to need something over nine hundred volts to drive this thing. So we can’t use any of our regular power supplies.”

“At nine hundred volts,” Pease observed, “I hope you mean for it to draw next to no current. Otherwise our ultimate keel is going to be a pig for power.”

“A few micro-amps. Maybe less.”

“In that case, we can just charge up a capacitor and let the Effector drain it off. That will give us a few shots, anyway, to test the thing out. For the final units, we can rig a battery powered source with a voltage multiplier.” Pease began laying out a capacitor source on a circuit breadboard. “How much control do you need?”

Loren directed them both as they set up their parts of the system. Pease was done first. “We are going to need a keel to attach this to. How about one of those big pieces of plyboard?”

“Good,” said Loren. “Cut a nine inch circle in the middle of it. The flange of the Effector will clamp right into that.”

“OK.” Pease went to get a drill and a sabre saw. By the time he was done cutting the hole, Loren and Ed were ready to try the beam. Pease crowded up to the workbench to observe. Loren adjusted the input voltage to the level he had calculated from the new equation. He drew a long breath and threw the switch. The beam popped on and stayed on.

“It’s stable. But is it doing anything? Is it locked in its plane?” Loren reached out and pushed tentatively against the unit. It didn’t budge. Then he pushed it perpendicular to the direction of the beam and it moved freely. He lifted the whole unit up on its breadboard. It was free to move in two dimensions, but absolutely locked in the third. “God, this is unearthly,” he said. The device felt as if it were sliding between two vertical planes of glass. He could move it up and down and sideways, but it just would not move at all forward or backward. “Unreal. Let’s attach it to the keel.”

They had to turn the unit off to move it. Or that was the wrong way to think about it, Loren decided. The force they would expect to apply to move it across the room in a few seconds was sufficient to do that. It would move it that distance in a few seconds, but seconds as observed inside the beam. That was the equivalent of several centuries from their perspective. Since they didn’t have centuries to move Effector, it was better to turn it off.

The excitement built up all over again, as they configured the Effector onto the “keel.” Now they knew what was going to happen when they turned it on, but they couldn’t wait to do it. Just as they were nearing completion, Kelly came in.

“Jesus, the adrenaline oozing out of this place is scary. What are you guys up to? Dirty movies?”

“Kelly, come see.” Loren was dancing with anticipation. “We built a keel. Not just a keel, but a one hundred percent effective keel. It’s going to make our boats sail like the wind. Rupert Paule will never know what hit him. Turn it on, Edward.”

Ed threw the switch, and Loren demonstrated. “Imagine that this piece of plywood is Columbia’s keel. See, it moves effortlessly through the water in the direction the boat is pointed. But just try to tilt it or to move it sideways. Just try!”

The plywood board was standing unsupported on its edge. Kelly tried to push it over and it didn’t move. Then she dragged it along it length. Of course it moved freely in that direction. She leaned against it with her whole weight, but couldn’t push it sideways at all. Finally she lifted the board in both hands, holding it up about a foot off the floor. It was perfectly stable in one dimension, as though adhering to an invisible wall. She could slide it up and down and along the length of that wall, but simply could not separate it from the wall. Only, there was no wall there, just air. Finally she lifted it up to the level of her face. Holding it in place, she turned her back to it, and leaned her shoulders against it. Then she held her hands out in space. She was standing only on her heels, supported, it seemed, by nothing. “Wow,” she said. “Wow. It’s magic. It’s just magic.” She inched her heels out a little further to accentuate the effect. With a crash, the board slid down its plane and deposited Kelly on her bottom on the floor. She looked up at Loren. “Loren, it’s magic.”

“Not magic at all,” He said peevishly. “It’s a perfectly simple application of physical principle.” He didn’t mention that it was a physical principle that no one had conceived of until a few hours before.

“It’s marvelous though,” Kelly said. She was still leaning against it, seated on the floor. It seemed to delight her that she was supported by a board on its edge and the board was supported by nothing. The delight was all over her face. “Would it work on its side, Loren?” She indicated with her hands an imaginary keel on its side, suspended in the air. “Would it?”

Loren was so annoyed by the stupidity of the question that he fairly snapped at her. “Of course not.” Kelly had so much innate intelligence that it was easy to forget how ignorant she was. She had never even had a course in high school physics. “That would be a skyhook. That would be magic.”

“But wait, Loren…” Edward’s eyes were unfocused, thinking too of that horizontal keel.

Loren rounded on him angrily. “Edward! Wake up. We’re not conjurors, we’re scientists. A keel suspended in the air would violate every law of physics. There would be the downward force of its weight and no force to counteract it. But it wouldn’t be falling.”

“But it would be falling, don’t you see? It would be accelerating toward the earth at 32 feet per second per second, just like any other falling object. Only they would be very sluggish seconds. It would eventually clatter to the ground, just as you would expect it to. You’d just have to wait a few centuries.”

Loren stared at him, dumfounded and still annoyed. Finally, Pease spoke up: “No need to argue about it, folks. We can just try it.” He switched the Effector off, holding on to the board as he did. Then he placed the board flat on the work bench and turned the switch on again. “Now, if it works on the horizontal, as Kelly suggests, I should be able to slide it…”

As he spoke, he slid the board along the work surface and out beyond it. His voice trailed off as soon as it became apparent what was happening. The plywood board with its attached Effector stood suspended in the air. It was drifting very slowly across the room.

In the long silence that followed, Loren approached his creation, almost reverently. He put his hand out to touch it. It moved easily along its plane, but was solid as a rock in the vertical dimension. He leaned heavily down on it, and it held his weight. He turned around to Kelly.

“Kelly , I…”

“Oh, Loren,” she said. “Look what you have invented.”




They missed supper. Eating was the furthest thing from their minds. They felt no need to be with people who had not been part of the invention. There would have been too much to explain. And the time of explaining would have taken away directly from the time for exulting over what they had done.

“It was really Kelly who invented it,” Loren said, not for the first time.

“You’re being a silly goose, as usual, Loren Martine. You invented it.”

“But I never would have thought, never in a million years, of turning the thing on its side. I was blocked. I just couldn’t think that thought.”

“It would have taken you about a minute, Loren. You would have stumbled on it. You couldn’t have missed it for long.”

“I wonder.”

“Scientists don’t just invent things and then walk away from them. They test their inventions every which way. And one of the ways you would have tested it was on its side.”

Edward weighed in, “Kelly’s right in that respect, Loren. We certainly would have stumbled on the fact that it worked in all dimensions. It wouldn’t have taken us long, certainly not an hour. So it is your invention. But it’s also Kelly’s.” He turned to her. “Kelly, you don’t know the convention for how we deal with luck in our field. There is so much luck in any kind of discovery, that scientists decided generations ago not to quibble whether it was luck or genius. They would give full credit for discovery. And if there were some who complained at the credit given to Fleming, for example, when he stumbled onto penicillin, well, they were just sore losers. People who stumble cleverly into useful discovery are no less necessary than the geniuses. When the paper is written on this, it will have both your names as principal authors. And yours will be first, Kelly; alphabetical order, you know. The paper will have a wonderfully esoteric title like ‘Quantum time and differential time inertia of skyhookus admirablis’ by K. Corsayer and L. Martine.”

“Don’t forget Peter Chan,” Loren objected. “He was integral to this invention. It would be ‘Chan, Corsayer and Martine.’” Kelly was radiant at the thought of being included between two such illustrious names. Loren placed his hands on her waist and lifted her up onto ‘skyhookus admirablis.’ “K. Corsayer, principal inventor, takes her ease, seated in mid-air. Where are the press photographers?” There was a long hole in the conversation as they stared, still unbelieving, at Kelly afloat in the air.

“And then on a second line, as junior authors,” Kelly spoke up from her perch, “come the names of our faithful assistants, E. Barodin and D.D. Pease.”

“I should hope so,” Mr. Pease said. “We ought to get some credit here. After all we gave up a whole hour of our time to building this little gimmick. That was time that could have been used for real work like stringing the phones. This thing, of course,” he gestured toward the keel under Kelly, “is only a toy. It’s not as though it would ever turn out to be useful for anything. Not useful at all. Unless you count little things like airships…”

“Airships!” Kelly repeated, wondering at the sound of the word in her own mouth. “Do you know what it does for us to have airships? It transforms us, our whole little community. We are no longer a bunch of renegades camping out on a beach. With airships and our Stella weapons, we are a nation. We are the most powerful nation on the face of the earth!”

The most powerful nation on the face of the earth. It had a lovely ring to it, that phrase. They let it ring for a moment in their ears.

“It’s true,” Loren agreed. “We won’t have to worry anymore about survival. We won’t have to wake up each morning wondering if this day will bring the long line of enemy ships, stretching all the way to the horizon, armed with gas and chemical weapons. We won’t have to worry about Rupert Paule. A thousand Rupert Paules wouldn’t be able to stand up to us.”

Kelly was floating slowly out of the conversation. Loren reached out for her hand to draw her in again.

By mid-morning of the next day, they had their first prototype flyer nearly ready to try out. It was a rectangular wooden platform with an Effector fastened underneath. They dismantled one of the village catamarans and mounted its mast and rigging on the platform. What they were building was a kind of iceboat to skim along just above the surface of the sea. But where the drag of an iceboat was substantial from action of its runners over the ice, the drag of their little flyer would be nearly zero. It would be held back by nothing more than the friction of the air itself. Edward said that iceboats could move at speeds over 100 miles per hour. They figured their flyer was good for more than that.

Loren was giving the directions: “We’ll mount the second Effector on the deck with its axis perpendicular to the direction of travel. That is our keel. So the flyer is stable in two dimensions. It can only move in a line, as though it were on an invisible track.”

There was no way to steer the current model. All they could do was sail in a straight line, stop and turn the keel Effector off, then muscle the craft around to sail back in the opposite direction.

“There is no way to stop it, either,” Kelly pointed out.

“That will come later. That’s just a nicety,” said Loren. They were too close now to being able to fly to worry about niceties. As soon as the sail was up, Loren lifted himself onto the platform. “I‘ll be the first to try…”

“Along with me, ” said Kelly. She was already climbing aboard.

“Kelly! This is likely to be dangerous.”

“Oh. Well then, perhaps I had better try the first run by myself. As a member of the inventing team with superior alphabetic standing, that is.”

While Loren was searching for a suitable response, Kelly sheeted home the main sail. “Hold on, Loren. Here we go…”

The little sailer took off as though it had been hit by a truck from behind. It skimmed out over the water, gaining speed. Kelly’s long blond hair streamed out behind her. She wrapped the sheet two times around the deck cleat, keeping the tail end in her hand. Then she pulled herself into place behind Loren and fastened her arms around his chest. They still seemed to be accelerating. Loren could barely keep his eyes open against the wind. There was no possibility for communication. Or, at least, there was no hope of speaking and being heard. What there was was Kelly’s excited “Weeeeeeee,” behind him.

When they finally eased the sail a few minutes later, Baracoa beach was a good five miles away. It seemed to take forever for the craft to slow down. Finally, Loren backwinded the sail to help reduce their velocity. While they still had a bit of forward momentum, he turned off the keel Effector. The platform spun slowly up into the wind. By holding the sail way off to leeward, they managed to rotate it all the way around to point back home.

It was eerie to look down at the water five feet below. And frightening to think of one of them falling off. Loren doubted he would be able to help Kelly back up onto the platform if she did fall in. He wished they had thought to bring life jackets. More niceties.

They took it a little easier on the way back, spilling some wind to avoid building too much speed. As they approached, they could see Edward and D.D. Pease waving on the beach. The little craft was pointed directly at them. Loren should have slowed down, but it was too much of a temptation to go whistling right over their audience. So he shot on toward them. Edward held his ground, confident they would stop in time. At the last minute, he decided to abandon his dignity and throw himself on the beach. Loren finally began backwinding much too late. The flyer went headlong into the side of the shop, spilling its two passengers off into the sand.

Kelly hopped up, lifting him to his feet and hugging him. “Wow,” she said. “More! Let’s do it again.”

The rest of the afternoon was given over to what they called “trials,” but which were really nothing more than “rides.” Loren went up to the shipyard to find Dr. Chan while Kelly took Edward out. He dragged the mathematician back to the beachfront shop, explaining as he went. Chan stared with open mouth at the flying craft as it approached the beach. Loren’s explanation suddenly made no sense at all. As Edward and Kelly jumped down, Chan was passing his arms underneath the platform, wonderingly. A few minutes later, he was in place behind Loren as the little flyer shot off on another trial. He didn’t say a single thing as they turned. Loren suspected that their co-inventor might be a trifle frightened. But when he finally hopped down onto terra firma again, Chan was grinning like a kid. “That was FUNNNNNNN!”

Finally it was D.D. Pease’s turn to go out with Kelly. He was dubious, but not inclined to pass up his chance. They helped him up onto the platform in his yellow life vest.

While they were gone, Loren broached the subject of a steering mechanism he had been considering: “Suppose we had the keel Effector mounted on a rotating disc on the deck, Edward. We’d need an indexing mechanism, connected to an interruptor in the circuit. You would rotate the disc, ever so slightly, while the Effector was briefly off. Then when it cut back in, the keel would be aligned maybe a tenth of a degree off the line of travel. There would be a little bump, as it cut in, because the whole flyer would have to turn suddenly into its new direction of travel. We steer by re-aligning in dozens of tiny increments. The size of the increment has to be smaller for high speeds and larger for slow speeds.”

Edward frowned in concentration. “Lot’s of linkages to keep track of: linkages between the platform and disc, between the steering mechanism and the disc, between the Effector and the steering mechanism…we need a speed sensor to determine how much to allow the disc to increment around. Too complicated for me. This is Pease’s territory. The man is a wonder with anything mechanical or electro-mechanical. Tell him what you want when he gets back.”

As soon as Mr. Pease returned, Loren began to explain. Kelly listened in. Pease was nodding, already sketching out the mechanism in his mind. As soon as Loren was finished, he started back toward the shop. But Kelly restrained him. “And Mr. Pease, make us another mechanism just like that to control the vertical Effector, the one that holds the platform up.”

Loren could hardly believe his ears. “Get serious, Kelly. Why would we ever want to alter the angle of the vertical Effector? That would be a disaster. If it ever got itself onto a sloping plane, the flyer would just slide down it and crash into the earth.”

“Think about it, Loren,“ she said. We have speed to burn. We must have been going a hundred miles an hour or more. Suppose when we were flying along at that speed we had some way to index very slightly onto an upward sloping plane. What would happen?”

“I see what she means,” Pease nodded. “It would be a way to gain altitude. You’d sacrifice some speed for height. Then when you attained the height you wanted, you could even the plane back to level.”

Loren thought it over. “We need some protection against misfunction, though. It’s scary to think about turning the vertical Effector off and on. Suppose it didn’t come back on?”

“That,” said Kelly, “is a ‘nicety.’ That means we let Mr. Pease work on it for a twenty minutes or so. By that time he will have figured out a solution to all our problems so the rest of us never have to think about them again. We’ll just push some control stick to the UP position and our flyer will go up. And when we push it to the DOWN position, it will go down. And, Mr. Pease, we’d like to have the horizontal plane indexer work with a steering wheel, please, so nobody has to think about indexing around with the keel Effectors going on and off. Will twenty minutes be sufficient for all that?”

“Maybe you better give me an hour,” Pease said.
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