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By the
time Man reached out to the
stars for the second time, memories of His first botched effort had
receded into the distant past. In much the same way that the first
Euros believed they had discovered the New World, when in fact it
had been found by migrating Asians thousands of years earlier, the
space explorers of the Second Wave were scarcely even aware that
there had been a First Wave. Thus, it should have come as no
surprise to them that when Man met himself out there, He did not
believe that was what He had found.

 


 




PROLOGUE

BIRD-BEAST

 


 


It is a hot summer’s day on the pampas of
central Ancòn some twenty kloms inland from the briny sea. A herd
of small, horse-like animals are grazing peacefully in the warm
sun. None of the animals are aware of the vigilant creature lurking
fifty meters away in the tall grass. This creature — the female of
the species — is an aggressive hunter. She is presently hidden from
view by the lush vegetation that blankets the lower elevations.

 


The she-hunter is a carnivore, one that
resembles a giant, oversized parrot, though much more dangerous.
She is equipped with a trim, feathered body, a pair of reptilian
eyes, and a massive beak she uses to gulp down huge swaths of
flesh. The eyes are set far apart on opposite sides of her
disproportionately large head. They remain fixed at all times on
the grazing herd.

 


The creature’s immense head sits atop a long
and powerful neck. The head swings from side to side in rapid
jerks. This is a reflex habit. It permits the predator to keep a
fix on her prey, even without benefit of stereoscopic vision.

 


Before long the head drops down to the level
of the grass. The creature edges forward. But, after several
meters, she seems to change her mind. She stops, again raises her
oversized head and renews her surveillance. With cold, reptilian
eyes the female bird-beast scans the herd for any sign that she has
been spotted. Seeing none, she puts her head back down again and
advances further. At a distance of perhaps thirty meters, the
carnivore is ready to strike.

 


The creature scratches at the ground now with
her claw. She lowers her head to a large rock close by her feet.
Then she rubs her cavernous snout against the boulder. This is
instinctual behavior. Such rubbing sharpens the beak’s bladelike
edges and completes her preparations for the impending attack. Back
and forth she goes, until the beak’s edges are razor sharp.

 


Now the terrible bird-like beast bristles her
short feathers and springs from the tall grass. She dashes forward
toward the herd at high speed propelled by a pair of long, muscular
legs. Within seconds, she is bearing down on her prey at close to
seventy kloms per hour. Her small wings, useless for flight, are
extended out to the sides for balance and maneuverability.

 


Stricken with fright, the
herd bolts in disarray as the predator bears down upon them.
Undeterred, the attacker fixes her attention on an old male. He is
lagging behind the rest of the fleeing animals. Although the old
male is running desperately fast to escape annihilation, the
she-beast quickly gains on him. Only
moments later, she is at his side.

 


Now, with a stunning sideswipe of her
powerful left foot, the attacker knocks her prey off balance. She
seizes the fallen male in her massive beak and beats the hapless
animal against the ground with repeated swinging motions of her
giant head. All too quickly the victim succumbs and the attacker
swallows the limp body whole. It is an impressive feat, even when
one considers the bird-beast’s meter-long head and nearly as wide
gape of her beak.

 


With stomach bulging, the gorged predator
lumbers slowly back to her round nest of twigs in the nearby grass,
where she resumes incubating her eggs. There are two eggs in the
nest, each roughly the size of a basketball.

 


She squats down upon the eggs and, like a
good mother, grunts with satisfaction. Something approaching a
contented smile erupts on her giant, parrotlike face.

 


 



 PART I

 


 




CHAPTER
1

MUTINY

 


 


“Mates, I say we dump the cocky bastard out
the airlock and let the crag float home!”

 


The speaker was a mammoth,
carrot-topped man known only to the others as “Red.” Red McIntire
was a big hulk of a man, with a short temper and a drinking habit
to match. His audience sat cowed before him, holding their breath.
The lot of them, the entire crew, had gathered in the mess of
the Tachyon to
see whether or not they could muster the votes to declare a mutiny.
One of Red’s more timid co-conspirators was doing his best to voice
his objections, maybe put an end to this nightmare.

 


“You actually expect us to just toss the Cap
out the airlock?” the man asked, a look of astonishment on his
face. “That’s not mutiny — that’s murder.”

 


Red McIntire looked around the galley. It was
uncomfortably small for a crew this size. Though the ship itself
was one of the newer T-Class cruisers — the T designating it as
being retrofitted with a tachyon drive — the ship’s crew was quite
ordinary: fourteen rough-hewn spacejockeys of questionable
character and uncertain pedigree. To a man, they were lonely,
bored, and volatile.

 


“Why should you care what happens to the
arrogant bastard?” another man protested. “Dead or alive — it’s all
the same to me. We haven’t been paid in weeks.”

 


“Forget the money, will you? Look where we
are. We haven’t passed anything save lifeless rocks for nearly four
moons now,” another chimed in, his closely set eyes giving him a
mean and stupid look. “I think we’re friggin’ lost!”

 


“Yeah, we oughta turn back.” the second man
urged, his greasy black hair falling across his shoulders. Though a
big man himself, alongside Red, this man appeared to be of rather
ordinary dimensions.

 


“We’re already so far off the charts, finding
our way back to civilization may be close to impossible.” This
third man clutched a bottle of Saronale he had poached from the
cooler. “If we murder the Cap, we may never get back home.”

 


“Bloody hell!” Red exploded with fury,
slamming his fist down on the tabletop. “We may never get back home
either way. Didn’t it occur to any of you dimbulbs that we might be
stuck out here forever? Like the man said. Dead or alive — makes no
blinking difference to me.”

 


“Stick a sock in it, will you?” the second
man warned. “I think he’s coming.”

 


Captain Andu Nehrengel entered the galley
from the cargo hold, where he had been hard at work inventorying
supplies. A leather satchel hung from his belt. He placed his big,
muscular hands on the table, looked around the tiny room. What he
saw in the faces of his men was frustration and anger.

 


“What is the meaning of this?” Captain
Nehrengel asked. He made no attempt to hide the fact that he was
armed.

 


Andu Nehrengel was a tall, slender fellow
with chiseled features and a powerful build. He had dark hair, dark
eyes, and a wiry build. He was the sort of big ugly handsome galoot
that women went for and men took orders from, a formidable man of
considerable strength.

 


Still, Andu Nehrengel was smart and left
little to chance. He couldn’t help but notice how restless his crew
had become these past days. It worried him enough that he no longer
dressed without a sidearm. The safety was off.

 


“We’re tired of being out here, Cap,” the
second man said. An adolescent whimper had crept into his tinny
voice.

 


“You volunteered, didn’t you?” Captain
Nehrengel barked, forming his fingers into a fist. “I’m paying you,
aren’t I?”

 


“Are you? Last time I checked my onboard
account, it didn’t reflect any recent deposits.”

 


“Me neither,” lamented another man.

 


“We was told it would only take two weeks to
track down this damn signal we been following,” Red said as he
straightened himself up to his full height. As he spoke, he took
one hand in the other and began to crack his knuckles. He seemed to
be deliberating over a big decision. “It’s been nearly two months,
Cap.”

 


“Yeah. Red’s right. There’s no one out here,”
the second man exclaimed, gesturing towards the viewport. The thick
glass was filled with pinpoints of light, some blurred, as they
raced through the ether of space at unimaginable speed. “Who the
hell knows what’s out here? We oughta turn back!”

 


“And so we shall,” Captain Nehrengel said in
a soothing tone. “But not before we locate the system they sent us
out here to investigate. We must be awfully close to it by
now.”

 


“Sorry, Cap, but that won’t wash,” Red
declared, taking half a step backwards. In the next instant he
brought his weapon to bear on Nehrengel’s midsection. It was a
standard force gun powered by a tiny Fornax Battery. The safety was
still on, though that was of little consolation. At this range the
Captain would have been melted to vapor long before he could reach
for his own blaster.

 


“We’re not going any
further,” the big man said, keeping the blaster centered. “Either
you turn the Tachyon around this very minute or . . . ”

 


“Or what?” Nehrengel said, bravely standing
his ground. “If you discharge that weapon in here, you’ll likely
blow a blinking hole in the side of the ship. We will all die. How
do you like them apples?” His dark eyes narrowed with derision.

 


“I’m not afraid to die. How ‘bout you? We
either turn around with you. Or we turn around without you. What’ll
it be, Captain?”

 


Red McIntire’s reply was delivered with
perfect calm. Behind him, in the shadows, several crewmen nodded
their heads in agreement, though not all.

 


“I see,” Andu observed, accepting the
futility of further argument. “Return home without me, if you must.
But duty requires I complete the mission per plan. We have yet to
discover the source of those mysterious transmissions the SETI
people sent us out here to find and identify.”

 


“Don’t be a fool, Cap!” the third man
objected. “Just surrender yourself peaceably and return with us to
Base, as our prisoner.”

 


“As your prisoner?” Andu said, warily eyeing
Red’s blaster. “Now doesn’t that just beat all? Sorry, but I cannot
do that. I swore an oath, remember?”

 


Even as Andu spoke, there was the
unmistakable click of metal against metal as Red switched off the
safety on his blaster.

 


But, at the sound, a look of horror spread
across the third man’s face. He thought the big Irishman was about
to pull the trigger, perhaps killing them all. The thought of death
galvanized him to words:

 


“You don’t have to kill him, Red. Just give
the man one of the runabouts. Let him be on his way. — Then we can
be on ours.”

 


“He’s right,” the second man echoed. “Let the
Cap’n go. The man deserves a fighting chance. At least give him
that much.”

 


Red growled his disapproval.

 


Oh, how he wanted to use
his disintegrator on this Captain Andu Nehrengel! Oh, how he wanted
to watch this man’s torso be shredded into a thousand pieces of
lifeless flesh.

 


Only, Red wasn’t going to get the chance. Too
many of the crew liked the Captain, too many wanted to see him
live. If Red didn’t go along with the rabble, he might have a
mutiny of his own on his hands. That was a risk he wasn’t willing
to take.

 


Now, with the rest of the crew following
closely along behind, Red escorted Andu at gunpoint down the metal
steps to the cargo hold. That was where the runabouts were stored,
two of them.

 


The Drift On wasn’t much to look at —
only twelve meters long and eight wide. Not very comfortable to
spend much time in. But, like her sister ship, the
Sail On — she was
stocked with enough provisions to sustain a crew of four for about
one week. Fully charged, either runabout could maintain a top speed
in open space of about 100,000 kloms per hour for five full days,
not nearly enough for Captain Nehrengel to get home alive. Red
found some consolation in that thought.

 


“Okay, Nehrengel. In you go.”

 


Red grabbed Andu by the
collar and shoved him roughly through the open hatch of the
Drift On. The leather
satchel still hung from a notch in Nehrengel’s belt. “Oh, and do
mind your head. I wouldn’t want that pretty little face of yours
getting all banged up. — And just before your long trip,
too!”

 


Red laughed cruelly and
slammed the hatchway shut. On the wall of the cargo hold was a
control panel. Red flipped a switch, engaged the launch sequence.
There was a high-pitched whine from an electric motor as the
mechanical arm extended and took the Drift
On along with it.

 


Inside the tiny ship, the castaway swallowed
hard. He stared back at his tormentor through the viewport. Red
stared back. Then the railgun was initiated and the runabout was
thrust into space at the cost of multiple g’s.

 


For the first time in all his many travels
across the galaxy, Andu Nehrengel found himself absolutely
alone!

 


 




CHAPTER
2

SPACE

 


 


Captain Andu Nehrengel sat
in the cramped cockpit of the Drift
On, legs folded up beneath him, leather
satchel beside him on the bulkhead floor.

 


For six hours already, he had been sitting,
sometimes cross-legged, sometimes with knees folded under him,
staring out through the forward viewport, trying to keep his eyes
focused on the console monitor. Hour by hour, klom by klom, the
vastness of space unreeled before him.

 


But how to judge the dimensions of the
cosmos?

 


Andu wondered. Is it even possible? Can
anyone really picture in his mind a hundred million kloms? A
hundred billion? A hundred million billion?

 


No, it cannot be done, not by men, at least
not the sort of men who walked a mere five kloms an hour, men
accustomed to a horizon a mere twenty kloms away.

 


No, the cosmos is too vast.
Even the word itself — space — is too short a word to convey much
meaning. It lacks dimension. The word should be something big like
“gigahectare,” or “zillionparsec,” or “billionlightyear” —
something that sounds big anyway.

 


But even supposing the
vastness of space, just how far out was he? Ah, another
imponderable! Maybe the question ought to be different. How far out
was he from what?

 


Not to put too fine a point on it, but he
wasn’t far from whatever lay just ahead, though he was rather
farther from what lay just behind. The Milky Way was not even a
particularly large galaxy. Yet, over the course of Andu’s entire
career, he had barely crossed one ten-thousandth the width of just
one of its spiral arms.

 


So. Just how far out
was he? Perhaps two
dozen light years from the solar system, perhaps a little more.
Andu did not know for certain — he was off the map, as they
say.

 


Back home on Earth, when the day ended, the
blazing sun surrendered the daytime sky to a virtual canopy of
glittering stars. But the truth was different. Earth’s nighttime
sky was like that proverbial bowl of porridge in that nursery
rhyme, not too hot, nor too cold.

 


Andu had never ventured near the center of
the galaxy. But he could imagine how the nighttime sky must look to
the dwellers of the central star systems. By comparison to his own,
it would be simply glorious! There, near the galactic center, star
swam beside star in a glimmering sea of light. Together, the ocean
of stars must nearly blot out the black of night.

 


But those central worlds lacked something
more distant worlds possessed. Those central worlds lacked the
lonely splendor of night skies on the periphery. Out there, on the
edge of the galaxy, the blackness of the night sky was unrelenting,
broken only here or there by the dim light of a distant, solar
flame. Out there on the edge, so far from the center, individual
stars were so far away, they could barely be brought into focus by
the finest telescopes of the time.

 


Man had been a star-gazer almost from the
beginning, making up stories, keeping track of celestial events,
assigning names to star groupings. With the naked eye, early Man
could glimpse barely six thousand of these sparkling dots of
light.

 


But it wasn’t long before
He came to realize that the number of stars was beyond
comprehension. The Milky Way Galaxy alone probably contained 200
billion of these glowing nuclear furnaces — and it was only one
galaxy among perhaps 100 billion. This, in a universe so vast that
light — even at its great speed — took some thirty billion years to
cross from one side to the other, if indeed it could travel that
far. How does a mere mortal comprehend
such numbers? Andu wondered.

 


To the casual observer, a star looked
deceptively serene, even peaceful. Yet, each was a creature of
unspeakable violence.

 


Inside a star, stellar fires raged at several
million degrees. That is hot enough to tear atomic nuclei apart,
then fuse them back together again in new and unusual ways. Solar
furnaces were the ovens that heated and baked new types of matter.
Outside a star, solar flares extended as much as several million
kloms from the surface.

 


And then there was the enormous variety of
stars. They defied simple classification. As they migrated through
the galaxy in orderly fashion, they observed the most arcane of
physical laws, tracing out complex routes, dancing the tango of
gravity and physics, traveling in binary pairs, sometimes triplets,
occasionally quartets. Some were as small as the Earth, others
nearly the size of our entire solar system. Some expanded and
contracted with frightening regularity, growing brighter and dimmer
with each oscillation. Others remained virtually unchanged for
eons.

 


Most stars lived for billions of years,
though one class of gas giants died appreciably quicker. Some went
quietly, cooling into dark remnants of their former selves. Others
collapsed and exploded in a shattering cataclysm that could be seen
millions of kloms away.

 


And yet, even as old stars vanished, new ones
were constantly being born. There were places — vast gaseous
stellar nurseries — where gods of one stripe or another worked
their black magic on the elementary particles of the universe and
created new stars. Not even Man, with all his learning, could
duplicate such a feat.

 


But, for Captain Andu Nehrengel, rocketing
through space in his tiny ship, destination unknown, it was all he
could think about, the only way to fill the untold hours that still
lay ahead of him in that cramped, little ship.

 


 


Meanwhile, Half A Million Kloms Behind Him .
. .

 


 


Even when routed through the nearest
hyperlink, a distressing amount of white noise separated a caller’s
voice from that of the person he was calling.

 


At these distances it was
impossible to have a conversation in the ordinary sense of the
word. There was no room for niceties. An exchange like: —
How’s it going? Oh, just
fine. How are the kids?
Oh, you know how difficult teenagers can
be. And the wife? — might take two-and-a-half days or more. Thus, this sort of
banal back and forth was absent from space “talk.” Questions were
short and to the point; answers, staccato and bereft of detail.
Most times, voice communications were out of the question and all
talk-talk was text.

 


The message was waiting there for Red even
before the grisly work was completed. He had wrested control of the
T-Class cruiser from Captain Nehrengel just as Chief Apostle
Brigham Smith asked him to.

 


But then came the hard part — killing the
rest of the crew.

 


It wasn’t so much that Red McIntire didn’t
enjoy killing — for he surely did — it was just that a dozen or
more rough-hewn guys didn’t exactly stand still while being
slaughtered. He had to pick them off one at a time, shooting
several, bludgeoning three, stabbing two others. Messy work.

 


Everything floats in
microgravity. Spit, pus, urine, semen, blood. Everything. Then it
sticks to whatever surface it comes in contact with. Walls, floors,
ceilings, countertops. Red tried to clean up the blood best he
could. But it was futile. Scrubbing only made matters worse, only
made the slippery goop spread further. Who
cared anyway? This wasn’t even his
ship.

 


Still, how was he supposed to answer Chief
Apostle Smith’s message? It wasn’t voice, it was text. And it had a
terse edge to it, an urgency that demanded a reply.

 


Red considered his
options. Should he answer the man right
away? Or should he let the pompous ass stew a while?

 


There would be a certain
rough justice in doing that. In fact, it just might serve the dirty
bastard right. Especially after all the trouble Apostle Smith had
put him through. Come to think of it, this might be the perfect
time to ask the son of a bitch for more money. What could be the harm in that? The arrogant bastard couldn’t
lay a finger on him way the hell out here.

 


The message didn’t begin with Red’s name. But
it was clearly intended for him. Red had learned early on in their
association that Chief Apostle Brigham Smith could be surreptitious
if not downright paranoid. Take this message, for instance. It had
no indication whatsoever from whom it came, nor for whom it was
intended. — But Red knew.

 


POWER STRUGGLE CONTINUES AT HOME.

MUST HAVE CONFIRMATION OF SUCCESS OF YOUR
MISSION TO HOLD LOCALS IN LINE.

IMMEDIATE REPLY REQUESTED.

 


Red McIntire smiled.
Could the timing be any more perfect?
He had Chief Apostle Smith right where he wanted
him.

 


Power struggle continues at
home. That could mean only one thing: the
Chief Apostle’s second-rate, petty little fiefdom was in
jeopardy.

 


Perhaps it was the Amerinds in the north. Or
the Mexicans to the south. Who knew? Who cared? It didn’t matter.
Someone somewhere was tightening the screws to try and bring Smith
down. To survive the upheaval, Smith needed a win in his column. He
needed this mission to end in success. — And in that need, Red
smelled opportunity.

 


Everything was in place.
The crew was dead, the ship was his, Smith was at his mercy.
Did it get any better? Not unless he considered that — at tachyon speeds — Nehrengel
was only a blink ahead of him. It was time for Red to play his
trump card.

 


Red slid the keyboard out from its alcove and
began to type. Like its precursor, Red’s reply was terse and to the
point:

 


A.N. ON HIS WAY. CREW SILENCED.

BUT TASK MORE DIFFICULT THAN
ANTICIPATED.

WILL NOT PURSUE WITHOUT ADDITIONAL
FUNDING.

ADVISE AMOUNT SOON, WHILE A.N. STILL WITHIN
TRACKING RANGE.

CONFIRM ZION NATIONAL BANK, COLONY ONE
BRANCH.

 


He read it over once, corrected a word he
thought was misspelled, then pressed SEND. In an instant the
message was converted to binary code, then launched on its
multimillion-klom trek back towards Earth.

 


It would be a day and a half before he had
his answer.

 


 



 CHAPTER 3

TACHYS

 


 


Thirty Hours Later

 


 


Captain Andu Nehrengel woke with a start.
Like before, a lump formed in his throat as he tried to make sense
of his current situation.

 


Andu Nehrengel could
scarcely believe what had happened to him. Here he was, stranded in
the middle of nowhere, tossed like garbage from his own
ship. And by his own men, no
less.

 


To add insult to injury, he was now so far
from the nearest outpost that his options for where else to go or
what else to do were exceedingly limited.

 


The problem wasn’t food.
The Drift On was
well stocked with plenty of provisions. No, the problem was power.
Andu didn’t have nearly enough of it. He was currently a million
kloms from nowhere. With his present battery reserves, he didn’t
stand a Hindu’s chance in Mecca of making it back to Outpost Gamma
alive, much less all the way back home.

 


Thus, after several fitful
hours without sleep, Andu finally came to a decision.
If there wasn’t any way for him to get safely
home, he might as well try and complete his original
mission. The odds were long, whatever
choice he made. Yet, given the hopelessness of his present
situation, going forward seemed the only logical thing for him to
do.

 


Andu adjusted his grav-chair, sat back, tried
to gather himself. He took some readings, adjusted a few knobs, and
set the runabout on the identical heading the mother ship had been
following since he and his crew first left the solar system.

 


Andu had sufficient charge remaining in the
batteries to pursue this course for about one hundred and twenty
hours, some five days. Then, unless he could find a suitable
neutron source to refuel at somewhere along the line, he would be
flat out of luck. At the conclusion of those five days, he would be
adrift in space, a warm morsel of flotsam. And he would remain that
way until the ship grew cold or his food and water ran out. He
would likely freeze to death before he starved.

 


Actually, come to think of
it, the water would go first. He needed the onboard batteries to
run the recycling unit. Within a few days of the batteries failing,
he would die of dehydration. A lousy way to go, dehydration.
Surely, there had to be a better way to die. Maybe he would heat up
his blaster, aim the business end of the weapon at the airlock, and
— Plunk! — it
would be over in an instant.

 


Then again, maybe he was getting ahead of
himself. Everything now depended on him either reaching his goal or
else finding a way to recharge his batteries. If it was to be the
latter, it would have to be soon.

 


Durbinium was funny that
way. It absorbed energy from a nuclear source like a sponge in
water. And, just like a sponge, once it was squeezed dry it could
be used over and over again for the same purpose. But should the
durbinium ever become too
dry and be allowed to drain down to nothing, it
would, like a sponge, become stiff as a board and be forever after
useless for sopping up energy.

 


Andu knew the physics well
enough, and he knew he couldn’t chance that happening. If he
allowed the batteries to run all the way down to zero, he ran the
risk of never again being able to coax them to take up a new
charge. Then he would be dead for
sure!

 


Andu had reason to be depressed, and more so
with each passing hour. But then his luck suddenly took a turn for
the better.

 


Though he didn’t notice it at first, his
forward viewport had begun to fill with the fuzzy outlines of a
distant, spherical body. Lying directly in front of him, and on
precisely the same heading he had been following for the past day
and a half, was a planet.

 


Andu couldn’t believe his
eyes. He had perhaps stumbled upon the very thing he was looking
for. — the source of the signal he and his crew had been sent out
here in the Tachyon to investigate.

 


Andu checked his figures. The telemetry
matched perfectly. Plus, the spectral readout was encouraging.
Every indication suggested that this planetary body might be
orbiting a Class G star, the sort most hospitable to life, like our
own Sol.

 


And it was a good thing
too, for he had at most three-and-a-half day’s worth of battery
power remaining. He might just be able to
make it.

 


But then what? If he
reached the planet alive, what was he supposed to do next? Place
the Drift On in
orbit around the mammoth planet? Venture down to the
surface?

 


Andu’s chances of finding
this place had seemed so remote, it never occurred to him to settle
on a course of action should he actually make it here. Now that
he was here, what
exactly should he do?

 


Had he still been in
command of his own ship, the answer would have been simple. The
T-Class cruiser Tachyon
— the ship Andu had been captain of until the
mutiny two days ago — would have been perfectly suited to the job.
Back on Mars, where they began this quest, the Tachyon had been outfitted with
exactly the right kind of equipment needed to home in on and
accurately pinpoint the precise source of the radio signal that
beckoned them. The Drift On
had no such technology.

 


Had Andu still been in command of his own
cruiser, he would have been able to make a detailed orbital survey
of the surface, locate the city or other likely spot where the
signal originated, and land nearby, if necessary, to gather the
appropriate data. Depending on what he found, he could then have
radioed home for further instructions.

 


Instead, he had no choice now but to make a
visual inspection of the planet from ten thousand kloms above the
surface.

 


Much like Mars — Andu’s adopted home planet —
this place was a vast sea of green and brown, broken in places by
the occasional splash of blue. If the colors meant the same thing
here as they did back home, the green was vegetation, the brown —
desert, and the blue — ocean. Then too, this place had white polar
caps, their color and latitude suggesting an inhospitable stretch
of snow and ice.

 


Like Goldilocks, out for that proverbial walk
on a cool summer’s day, Andu wanted to set his ship down where the
temperature was just right — not too hot (like down along the
equator), nor too cold (like up north near the pole). What Andu
Nehrengel had in mind as a place to put down was a temperate zone
somewhere in the middle latitudes of either hemisphere. What he
wanted to avoid at all costs was a mountainous region or heavily
wooded area.

 


After an orbit or two he picked out a spot
that, from all indications, seemed about right for what he intended
to do. He had seen the spot from the air, a vast savanna boxed in
behind a mountain range, just south of a large inland sea.

 


Andu spun up the drive on the landing
computer and waited while the machine laid out a planet-wide grid
system he could use for navigation. Like any series of manmade
lines, the longitude/latitude gridline map served as a reference
point to help him find his way, maybe keep him from getting
lost.

 


Now, by reading off the coordinates from the
planet-wide grid and entering them into the landing computer, he
was quickly able to select what looked to be a suitable landing
site and made the switch to autopilot for the de-orbit burn. Less
than thirty minutes later, Andu Nehrengel was on the ground.

 


Once the landing sensors confirmed that his
craft was on solid ground, Andu powered up the runabout’s external
array. Right away the short-range scanners told him two very
important things: the outside temperature was a muggy ninety-five
Galactic, and the concentration of oxygen was sufficiently high to
sustain a warm-blooded, air-breathing mammal like himself. If the
scanner didn’t pick up any harmful trace gases, he could hazard
venturing outside without a suit, something he very much wanted to
do.

 


Andu had been a pioneer in
the rebirth of space travel, licensing the secret of his
grandfather’s Fornax Drive and helping reopen the heavens to
exploration after centuries of neglect. But, dissatisfied with the
pedestrian speeds he had been able to muster from the Fornax
Battery, Andu had been the first to harness the tachyon, that once
hypothetical particle of undefined mass named after
tachys, a word descended
from the Greek, meaning “swift.”

 


Unlike ordinary particles,
which acquired infinite mass as they were accelerated to light
speed, these superluminal particles possessed imaginary mass — at least in the
mathematical sense of the word.

 


Therefore, in a mirrored
reflection of a “normal” particle, a tachyon could never travel at
or below light speed, but only above it — and with no upper limit
on its velocity.

 


Interestingly enough,
instead of time slowing down as it would onboard a ship cruising
just under light
speed, time onboard a tachyon ship would actually speed up. Thus,
tachyon travelers tended to age a bit faster than their subluminal
cousins back on Earth.

 


Traveling through hyperspace might be likened
to a children’s toy — the slinky. If the slinky were large enough
(say the size of an entire galaxy), a traveler moving in a straight
line along the coils of that giant slinky would probably not
realize that he was actually tracing out a curved path. This, on
account of the immense distances involved. Much the same illusion
holds true, of course, for a hiker on the sphere we call Earth —
the ground ahead of the hiker always appears flat, when in reality
it is slowing falling away.

 


Because the spiraling loops
of the giant slinky are circular and coiled, it takes the traveler
a great long time to arrive at the far end. If he could somehow
break free of the space-time fabric and get off the coils, he could travel down
the center of the slinky in a fraction of the time. This, in
effect, is what Andu Nehrengel had figured out how to
do.

 


Andu’s breakthrough made him a wealthy man at
a young age. But neither wealth nor great speed could satisfy his
craving for adventure. In Andu’s drive for a new and more
interesting challenge, he decided to join in the search for
intelligent, extraterrestrial life.

 


It was the last great hunt of modern man. All
of Earth’s mountains had been conquered, her seas explored, the
planets and moons in the solar system visited. But the search for
extraterrestrial life had come up pretty much empty-handed.

 


It wasn’t as if Earth held a monopoly on
living things. To the contrary. Other living worlds had been found.
Indeed, Andu had dropped anchor on some of these worlds in the
course of his many travels.

 


But intelligent life? That was something
else again. Thus far anyway, the search had turned up little more
than simple plants plus the occasional fishlike creature. Unlike
the gruesome stories that had been bandied about for generations,
the first aliens we met were not monsters but floating chlorophyll
factories — water plants. And while these third cousins to our own
blue-green algae were frequently quite noxious, they were hardly
the evil demons mankind had lived in fear of for nearly a thousand
years.

 


And so it had remained. — Until now.

 


The unusual radio signal that caught the
researchers’ attention back on Earth was the first indirect
evidence of intelligent life anywhere in this quadrant of the
galaxy. It was what scientists had been hoping for since the SETI
projects first began to take shape back in the twentieth century —
a nonrandom, noncyclical pattern of emissions separated at regular
intervals by a recurring pattern of emissions.

 


The recurring emissions were thought to
separate one alien word-idea from the next, much as blotches of
white space might separate one typed word from the next on a
printed page.

 


As for actually deciphering the alien
message, no translation had yet been accomplished. Everyone agreed,
though, that the signal had almost certainly not originated from
any of a long line of known radio transmitters, neither a pulsar
nor a Durbin anomaly nor even a gamma ray burster. No, somebody —
or something — had to be intentionally broadcasting. And somebody —
or something — had to go out there and investigate. Captain Andu
Nehrengel — grumpy and otherwise bored with life — had been only
too happy to oblige.

 


And so it began. Andu took one of his newer
T-Class cruisers, recruited a dozen or more “volunteers” from his
Martian tool-and-die factory and set out to track down the source
of this alien message. This was two months ago. Had he known how
long the trail would turn out to be, he might never have set out
upon it in the first place.

 


Since radio waves are capable of traveling
great distances, determining how far away he was from the radio
source when he first began was an estimation problem of the first
order. Like any trans-galaxy traveler, Andu had to resort to an
indirect method for measuring distance employing an older
technology that dated to the earliest Greeks.

 


For some reason, though, the usual techniques
would not work. To begin with, the redshift proved to be
negligible. Then too, for some inexplicable reason, his attempts at
triangulation failed. This really irritated him, for triangulation
was rudimentary mathematics.

 


Andu ran the numbers
himself, three times. But each time the answer came up the same —
inconclusive. It never occurred to him that someone might be
intentionally tampering with his equipment. And why should it occur to him? The
way Andu had it figured, any alien race smart enough to be
transmitting sophisticated messages across the galaxy might also be
smart enough to camouflage their presence. Either way, it had the makings of a great
adventure.

 


Eager to assemble a crew, Andu had lied to
the men and told them the voyage would take two weeks at the
outside. It had already been eight at the time of the mutiny.

 


As he sat now in the
cramped cockpit of the Drift On
contemplating his next move, Andu gazed out upon
the primordial savanna surrounding his ship. It was a sea of tall,
coarse grasses, scattered trees, and the occasional watering hole.
The nonwoody plants had hollow, jointed stems, which were sheathed
with narrow, bladelike leaves and petal-less, bland-colored
flowers. As near as he could tell from inside the ship, the flat,
unbounded plain boasted not a single animal of consequence nor a
single permanent structure assembled by higher intelligence. Of
course, the only way for him to know for certain would be for him
to get out there, on the ground, and investigate. That is precisely
what Andu Nehrengel figured on doing.

 


Unsure of how long he might be away from the
safety of the ship or what kinds of trouble he might face once out
there, Andu had no intention of venturing outside unprepared. He
had learned his survival skills as a boy out on the scarred
battlefields of Afghanistan — and he had learned them well.

 


The centuries-old war had been terrible,
leaving Andu’s homeland decimated and the hopes of his proud people
shattered. All that remained now of the once-fertile Afghan steppe
were clumps of scruffy mountain vegetation and patches of stunted
bushes, each clinging tenaciously for dear life to the fragile
topsoil. Barren outcroppings and immense boulders dotted the
devastated landscape. And, like an untended boil, one swollen butte
gave way to the next. The land was a tapestry of destruction
quilted by an evil monster.

 


From the very beginning, Andu Nehrengel had
been a reluctant warrior. But then came that magical day, years
ago, when his grandfather Fornax appeared in his entryway. He
presented Andu with a gift, a gift of a powerful, durbinium-charged
blaster that Andu still carried in a holster at his side. In the
gift of that awesome, one-of-a-kind weapon Fornax had given his
grandson the means for changing history.

 


By helping the beleaguered
Afghan army win their fight against the invading Chinese, Andu and
that blaster of his turned the tide of aggression. Later, when the
desperate struggle was at its bloody end and the Chinese had
withdrawn their soldiers from his homeland, Andu was free to set
out in search of his fame and fortune. It was that quest which led
him here today, though exactly where here was, was not yet
clear.

 


Andu worked his way down the checklist as he
gathered his gear and packed his leather satchel. Each item on the
list had its importance. He dared not leave the safety of his ship
to go explore the neighborhood outside until he had assembled
everything he needed.

 


The principles involved were simple. He had
learned them as a soldier. To survive in an unknown wilderness
required preparation and training. It began with a mnemonic. The
letters in the word SURVIVAL spelled out a rule which one must
always obey in the field.

 


Size up the situation.

Use all your senses.

Remember your training.

Vanquish all fear.

Improvise.

Value your life above all else.

Act like a native.

Live by your wits.

 


A survival kit need not be elaborate to be
effective. At a minimum, it should contain the functional items
required to meet a person’s highest priority needs. Food. Warmth.
Shelter. Plus, everything should be stored in an easy-to-carry
waterproof case. This, Andu had. When he first smelled a mutiny
onboard, he had had the foresight to pack his kit and to keep it
with him at all times.

 


Andu took a final inventory now of his
rucksack, to see if he had left anything out. There was a metal
match, a length of snare wire, a collapsible polyglass shovel, a
signaling mirror, a wax candle, a length of airline tubing, a tube
of Betadine microbicide antiseptic, a solar blanket, a box of
unlubricated condoms for water storage, a fishhook and line, a
multi-tool with sharpened blade, a bottle of water purification
tablets, a box of Acceleron caplets (to promote rapid healing), a
tube of lip balm, a supply of butterfly sutures, and a dozen or
more Vaseline-saturated cotton balls he could use as firestarters.
All that plus his blaster, chron, compass, and a canister of
megaflares. Oh, and also his grandmother’s diary, saved on his
e-pad. He never went anywhere without that.

 


Now he was ready to go.

 


 




CHAPTER
4

CHIEF APOSTLE BRIGHAM SMITH

 


 


Red-faced, Chief Apostle
Brigham Smith bolted from his chair. The man was furious. The veins
in his neck were near bursting. The Chief Apostle was an old man
and his bony hands shook spasmodically. Crumbled in his fist was
Red’s impertinent reply. He could scarcely believe what he had just
read. The lout wanted more
money!

 


Chief Apostle Brigham Smith
shook his head. Never had he heard of such insolence. Not in all
his days! Not from a commoner, anyway. The
audacity of the man!

 


Chief Apostle Brigham Smith ruled his fiefdom
like an autocratic duke straight out of the Middle Ages, complete
with castle, moat, and drawbridge. After the Great War, what
remained of the United States disintegrated into a series of
competing fiefdoms, some religion-based like Smith’s, some
militaristic like the Southwest Protectorate, others hell-bent for
money like the Westcoast Consortium.

 


But of all the districts that evolved after
the War, Brigham Smith’s was the most regimented. The Chief Apostle
ruled his district with an iron hand. He didn’t expect insolence
from one of his subjects, and certainly not from a dirty earthworm
like Red McIntire. This mission — the one Smith had sent Red on —
was vitally important, though probably not in a way Red McIntire
could fully grasp.

 


Three hundred years ago, at the dawn of the
space age, a shipload of Mormons set out from Earth intent on
establishing a colony on Mars, what they called a “stake”. The
stakeholders would develop their own science, their own brand of
governance, including a judicial system consistent with their
beliefs.

 


Tragically, their ship,
the Deseret, went
wildly off course during a slingshot maneuver around the moon. The
pioneers never made it to their destination. The passengers didn’t
die, at least not right away. Some endured for decades, as their
ship drifted further and further out of the solar
system.

 


Although the would-be settlers were powerless
to correct their drift, they made every effort to remain in regular
radio contact with Church leadership, first in the U.S., then
later, after the Great War, in SKANDIA. At no time did they give up
hope or lose sight of the importance of their journey. To the
contrary: they faithfully filed weekly reports of interesting
observations they made enroute, both scientific and
philosophic.

 


Though unintended, a long-duration
spaceflight was the perfect laboratory for conducting all manner of
fanciful experiments, from the mundane to the exquisite, in every
field of endeavor, from chemistry to physics to economics. The
experiments numbered in the hundreds and the Mormons reported on
their results right up to the bitter end.

 


Their final communiqué, circa 2285, was
dispatched by one Brigham Young XIV, the last surviving member of
the delegation. Key portions of that final transmission were later
lost, though, when the Mormon bunker in SKANDIA was struck by an
errant missile fired during a brief nuclear exchange between
SKANDIA and her chief vassal state, the Republic of Germany. The
electromagnetic pulse wiped out the electronic files. Fortunately,
there were paper backups, although these too were mostly destroyed.
Only the cover page detailing the contents of the various sub-files
survived the blast.

 


For nearly two hundred years that one page
sat in a drawer gathering dust. Not until 2460, when a junior
member of Viscount Nordman’s staff uncovered it again, did anyone
begin analyzing that single sheet of paper’s significance. If not
for that intriguing radio message received just six months ago, it
might have remained a mystery forever.

 


The tantalizing message which had so suddenly
snapped the SETI researchers to attention held several distinctive
features.

 


The baud rate, which is to say, the number of
code elements per second, was comparatively low. Then too, there
were certain similarities to the communication of 2285,
similarities which, though important, only came to light after the
fact.

 


Both messages were broadcast on precisely the
same ultra-low frequency. Both began and ended with precisely the
same coded sequence. Both contained the same unambiguous, uncoded,
single word — DESERET. That word, DESERET, suggested to the
researchers that the aliens had received at least one of the tens
of thousands of messages the SETI team itself had sent out in hopes
of being heard.

 


All this they knew, and more. What they did
not know was how to decipher the thing. The message was a monster,
a thirteen-bit transmission. To decode the message required a
thirteen-level etom. The problem was that such a machine had not
been manufactured in more than a century. To even find a
thirteen-level etom in working order took an exhaustive worldwide
search. The word went out and — in what could only be termed a
quirk of technological fate, the single working model was found in
a sub-basement of the newly rebuilt Mormon bunker now being run by
the impish Viscount Nordman.

 


Nothing short of a chance
to decode what they believed to be an alien transmission could
dislodge the SETI team from their cozy mountaintop hideaway in the
Hawaii Free State. But this might be the “Big One,” the big break
they had been waiting for since late in the twentieth
century. This might be First
Contact!

 


Thus, with pencils at the ready and
expectations high, off they went into the cold reaches of northern
SKANDIA to see Viscount Nordman, that single uncoded word the only
clue they had of the message’s true meaning.

 


A code is different from a
cipher, as different as night and day. Any computerman who has
studied information theory will tell you that a cipher is a
mathematical pattern, nothing more. One letter substitutes for
another, the simplest being those where the alphabet is merely
scrambled. A cipher can be made incredibly subtle, though,
especially with the help of a computer. And yet, all ciphers suffer
from the same, undeniable weakness — they
are nothing but complex patterns. If one
computer can think them up, another can break them down.

 


But codes are quite
different. Let’s say the letter-group GLINK is in the current
codebook. Does it mean — Aunt Minnie will
be home for dinner. Or does it mean
— Take pi to the fifth power.
There is no easy way to tell. The meaning is
whatever you assign to it. No computer can decipher the meaning
simply by looking for patterns in a series of
letter-groups.

 


Nevertheless, if you hand a computer enough
groups — plus a rational theory involving meanings or subjects for
meanings — it will eventually worry out the answer. The reason is
simple. The meanings themselves will ultimately reveal a
pattern.

 


But working out this problem is a challenge
of a different sort — and of a much higher order of magnitude on
the difficulty scale. If not for Nordman’s thirteen-bit machine,
the SETI people might well have spent a decade trying to flesh out
its meaning. As it was, they started down the wrong track several
times, though through no fault of their own.

 


Viscount Nordman wouldn’t even have known
what all the fuss was about, if not for a fortuitous meeting
between himself and Chief Apostle Brigham Smith just the month
before. Pressured by inroads being made by the Amerind Nation of
North America, the Chief Apostle had been in SKANDIA soliciting
money and arms to help defend his fiefdom from invasion. Though he
knew nothing of space-faring Mormons, he did know something of
their history.

 


Since well before the collapse of the United
States of America, the quantitative study of history had been an
official project of the Mormon Church. Indeed, for the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, it had achieved the status of a
science. Like the econometrics on which it was based, the science
of histometrics had a simple premise: Take a big enough computer,
arm it with the proper equations and sufficient data, and you can
predict the outcome of a historical event, an election, a war, even
a revolution. No shrinking violets, these.

 


To the survivors of the Great War in America,
the questions histometrics could answer were important ones:

 


What was the very last moment in America’s
past when something, anything, could still have been done to halt
the decline, to slow the downward spiral, perhaps prevent the
carnage?

 


When exactly was America’s fate irrevocably
sealed?

 


What event, or series of events, was
ultimately responsible for America’s demise?

 


Who, when, where, what? Histometrics had the
answer. Chief Apostle Brigham Smith of the Genealogical Institute
outside Sane Lou was privy to that answer —

 


May 5, 2398. Lieutenant Lester Matthews
steals a top-secret codebook from the hands of his dying
grandfather, Senator Nate Matthews, Chairman of the U.S. Senate’s
powerful Military Oversight Committee. Theft of that codebook
eventually leads to the loss of the U.S. fleet in the Pacific,
irreversibly weakening America’s western defenses. Unable to
recover from the blow, the nation is subsequently bombed into
submission.

 


And the lesson from histometrics? — If
Senator Matthews hadn’t been ill, if he hadn’t been dying of
Matthews Disease, his grandson might never have managed to get his
hands on that priceless codebook. The Chinese would never have been
forewarned. America would never have been defeated. One led to the
next as surely as night follows day.

 


Chief Apostle Brigham Smith
knew it to be true. Histometrics had proved it. His people had run
the mathematical regressions. They had backfitted all the data.
They had solved all the equations. There was no doubt about it. May
5, 2398. That was the crucial date. That was the crack in time, the
one that had sealed all their fates. And Matthews Disease was the
culprit. If only time-travel were
possible, the good Senator might well have been cured ahead of time
and America saved. — If only.

 


It had been all so much science fiction,
though, until that fortuitous meeting a little over half a year ago
between Viscount Nordman and Chief Apostle Brigham Smith. That
final communication, the one sent by Brigham Young XIV back in
2285, contained a tantalizing file, a hint of a truth yet to be
known, a working theory of time-travel worked out by a shipload of
doomed Mormons.

 


Nordman’s people had found
it. But only Chief Apostle Brigham Smith had been smart enough to
put two and two together in order to arrive at four. Indeed, of all
the people in the know — himself, Viscount Nordman, the SETI team —
only Chief Apostle Brigham Smith had figured out the truth:
The message-senders were not aliens. They were
long-lost Mormons!

 


More importantly, they were Mormons who were
(hopefully) still in possession of the ship’s full complement of
files, especially Brigham Young XIV’s proof showing why time-travel
should be possible.

 


Smith knew instantly what
had to be done. The original documentation
had to be recovered at all cost. But more
than that, no one else beside himself must learn the truth. Not
Viscount Nordman, not the SETI team, not whatever dupe they dug up
to chase down these mysterious “aliens.”

 


To keep to a minimum the number of persons
who would eventually discover that these message-sending
extraterrestrials were actually humans, not aliens, Chief Apostle
Brigham Smith hatched a diabolical plan.

 


First — to sucker in Andu Nehrengel to make
the journey, along with his T-Class cruiser manned by an expendable
crew.

 


Second — to have Red McIntire orchestrate a
mutiny onboard that ship and to toss Captain Nehrengel overboard in
a runabout.

 


Finally — to have Red murder the entire crew
before following Nehrengel to his ultimate destination.

 


Meanwhile, to keep the SETI people busy long
enough for him to get the mission off the ground and on its way
before anyone recognized the subterfuge, Smith seized on the oldest
trick in the book — a digitized machine-virus.

 


This electronic sleight of hand would send
Viscount Nordman’s ancient computer off chasing its own tail and
would prevent the thirteen-level etom from ever closing on the
answer. It would take a month or more of heavy-duty decoding work —
templates and everything — before they realized that a systematic
error had been introduced into the data. The researchers wouldn’t
suspect sabotage, only the vagaries of a century-old machine.

 


Thus, it began.

 


Under the guise of mounting a SETI search
halfway across the galaxy, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints (operating through its financial arm, the Zion National Bank
of SKANDIA) came to fund the second space mission in Church
history, this one aboard a T-Class cruiser belonging to one Andu
Nehrengel.

 


Naturally, it was all an elaborate ruse. If
not for that radio message of six months ago — the one containing
that single uncoded word — then time-travel might never have
graduated beyond the status of an abstract theory.

 


None of this was known by
Red McIntire, of course, nor by Andu Nehrengel, and therein lay
Chief Apostle Brigham Smith’s central problem. How to control events half a galaxy away without revealing
the very truth he so desperately wanted to keep to himself?
It would not be easy, especially in light of his
present power struggle against the Amerind Nation back
home.

 


But the man had no
choice.

 


For Chief Apostle Brigham Smith, this scheme
of his had now taken on a life of its own. It had become for him an
obsession. If time-travel were truly possible, the Mormon people
could journey back in time and manipulate events more to their
liking.

 


Nate Matthews could be saved, and America
along with him. The ship that had gone off course could perhaps be
rescued, thus ensuring that Mars would become a Mormon homeland as
the Elders originally intended. Further back still, when Utah was
but a territory, it might have extracted a better deal from the
United States upon accepting Statehood in 1896.

 


The list was long and the stakes high. — And
everything rested entirely upon keeping Red McIntire in line and on
track.

 


But how?

 


 




CHAPTER
5

LIFE

 


 


As Andu Nehrengel stood on
the cusp of setting foot outside the Drift
On, his mind rocketed back to the events
of an earlier day, two years ago.

 


Andu had begun to take a keen interest in the
question of extraterrestrial intelligence. It all started one rainy
afternoon in November. He had nothing better to do that day than to
stay at home and screen a vid — one of those shopworn stories about
some invading alien species that was threatening humanity’s
domination of the globe.

 


Like so many of these tales, the aliens
rarely survived to see the closing credits. They either died at the
hands of the hero or through some act of God on humanity’s behalf.
Story lines varied depending upon the script and size of the
director’s budget. But serendipity always seemed to come to the
rescue of humanity at the last possible minute, be it an
earthquake, a volcano, or a tsunami.

 


But were these alien
threats real? Or were they imagined? Andu
wondered.

 


To date, nearly every stitch of alien life
that had been discovered and catalogued out there were plants.
Which is not to say that all of those plants were benign; for many
had proven to be quite nasty and aggressive. But they were hardly
capable of interstellar space travel.

 


Still, in our fascination with advanced life
as being mobile, we sometimes ignore traditional plants altogether.
It is a form of conceit, this ignorance, one engaged in by lesser
minds, as well as educated ones. People imagine life on Earth as
consisting wholly of warm cuddly animals. While some of these
animals might be interesting in an academic sort of way, they are
animals nonetheless. And they are always seen by humans as moving
against a static, mostly green background.

 


But these same people seriously misunderstand
what it is they are looking at. That static green background is
active and very much alive. Plants grow. They move. They twist.
They turn. They battle for sunlight. They fight for nutrients. They
interact with the animals around them on multiple planes. They
discourage some with their bark and their thorns and their poisons.
Others they feed to advance their own cause, to aid in reproduction
or to spread their pollen or disburse their seeds. Is not the burr
a marvel of evolution? The flower petal? The propeller-like wings
on a maple seed?

 


Evolution is a subtle process. Seemingly
random. Entirely capricious. And yet, it can produce a startling
level of complexity in the biologic entities it acts upon.

 


Plants evolved every bit as aggressively as
animals. A few developed chemical arsenals to achieve their selfish
ends. Spores laced with deadly toxins. Terpene oils to poison the
soil around them. Alkaloids to make the plant distasteful to
insects and other predators. Pheromones to communicate with similar
plants in the next valley, or the valley beyond that.

 


And yet the question
remained. Was the alien threat real? Were
humans in any real danger from alien invaders?

 


To get his answer, Andu went to see his old
friend, Dr. Fosnach Chandra, over at the university. Fosnach
Chandra was an exobiologist who had recently returned from visiting
the SETI team at the Hawaii Free State Observatory, where he had
delivered a series of lectures on alien biology.

 


“Hardly. The dangers that aliens pose to
humans is rather small.” That was the short answer. “Aliens
actually have more to fear from us than we from them.”

 


Dr. Chandra approached Andu with a slow but
fluid gait. Chandra was not a young man. He was clad in a dark,
classically tailored suit and a pair of shiny black shoes. He shook
Andu’s hand firmly, then eased his lean frame into a Comfy
Chair.

 


But Chandra did not smile. He felt no need to
ingratiate. He slouched sideways in the Comfy Chair and cocked his
head, as if he meant to listen. From this angle it seemed as though
his coal-black eyes could drill more deeply into his visitor than
if he sat up straight. It was his most polite pose.

 


“What, precisely, do you wish to talk about?”
Chandra’s voice still bore the Indiastan lilt of his youth, this
despite more than half a century’s absence from the
subcontinent.

 


“I would like to pick your brain a minute,
Doc.”

 


Chandra’s dark eyes grew
darker still. “A minute?” He fumed, jabbing one of his impossibly
long forefingers at Andu. “You think you can summarize
Durbin’s Principles of Physics
in a minute? Or the Qur’an? You think you can
describe the achievements of Michelangelo to a blind man in under
the space of a minute?”

 


Chandra’s voice seethed with irritation. “If
all you possess is but a single minute to discuss a subject as vast
and complex as alien biology, I do not think it matters one way or
the other whether you talk to me or anyone else.” He turned away
with a harrumph.

 


“Figure of speech, Doc. When I said ‘a
minute’, what I meant was . . . ”

 


Somehow the interview lurched forward despite
the rocky start. Chandra slipped into a friendlier mode. He
dispensed the occasional joke, even laughed out loud a time or
two.

 


But there was no way Andu could forget that
earlier moment of anger. In it, Chandra had revealed his
unrelenting passion for scientific truth. Even at age 90, his work
habits were legendary, as were his ambitions.

 


“So you say this all began when you screened
a vid? Some lame story about alien invasion? Why would a busy man
such as yourself waste his precious time on such foolishness?”

 


“I guess maybe because I was bored at the
time,” Andu replied. “I am intrigued by the endless possibilities
of alien life. But I am equally frustrated by the fact that we have
never found any.”

 


“Silly boy,” Chandra said. “Don’t you find it
strange that a man should have a consuming passion to do something
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