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600 miles above planet surface, Executive
Officer Collenz eyeballed the entire eastern seaboard through a
viewing port. A wooded mountain range ran north and south. Further
west, a high desert plain stretched to the horizon, but it was the
wooded coast that drew her attention.

Readouts indicated all systems functioned
normally. As the spacecraft floated eastward, its antennae adjusted
for optimal performance. Collenz returned to her console

Telemetry revealed vast coniferous forests,
lush green valleys, and an occasional river snaking its path to the
sea. The general impression was blue and green and red and brown,
and all the other Earth colors that made Collenz hope they'd hit a
strike, a hospitable planet. The company would pay huge bonuses for
finding a stable planet capable of being colonized.

Collenz unconsciously bit a nail as she
searched for a flash of sunlight off metal that might reveal the
shuttle's landing site. The ground team was ten minutes late for
their check-in call.

The shuttle required an area large enough to
accommodate its size, like a meadow, or maybe just a small area
between the trees. Ah yes, she drew in her breath, there it
was.

Simultaneously, she pressed a key at her
console and a preset navigational program began to cycle. As a
result, the spacecraft parked itself in stationary orbit above the
landing site.

*

Hundreds of miles below, the pined forest
spread itself over the land and up the jagged slopes of mountains.
The massive trees were similar to those on Earth: old, primitive
conifers that grew to be as thick as houses and taller than
acceleration ramps. It was the first thing Fagen noted about the
planet -- the towering trees.

Glad to be outside, Fagen took a deep breath
and surveyed his surroundings. The shuttle sat in a small meadow,
nestled between giant pines. A sunny day, hot in the open with a
light breeze blowing from the coast.

Fagen stood in the shade beneath the
airfoil, craning his neck to see the towering treetops where clouds
passed.

An electronic pop issued from his earpiece,
quickly followed by Mission Specialist Carter's voice. "Uh,
commander?"

Fagen spoke into his headset mike. "Yes,
Carter?"

"Can you see Povich?"

"Negative, Carter. She's not with you?"

"Well, she was."

"Where is she?" Fagen asked in rising
excitement.

The radio cracked with Carter's voice.
"That's what I'm trying to tell you. She walked into the forest and
I lost sight of her. Two minutes passed, I swear to God, that's
all, before I called to her again. There's no answer."

Fagen looked across the clearing. Carter
faced Fagen across the space.

"Povich! If you hear me, give us a wave!" No
answer. Fagen waved at Carter. "All right, hold it right there,
we'll look for her together."

Glancing from side to side, Fagen crossed
the sunlit field. Carter pointed in the direction of a thousand of
year old evergreen. "That's the last place I saw her." Fagen
started away, motioning for Carter to follow.

"She couldn't have gotten far," Carter
said.

Fagen didn't answer. He hated incompetence.
No matter how pleasant the planet seemed to be, it was unexplored
and light-years from Earth. They had to be careful, protocol had to
be followed.

With no warning, a sensation passed through
his core like a wave. He looked at Carter. "Did you feel
something?"

"Like what?"

"I don't know, something like..." Fagen
checked the readings on his portable console "...like an electric
charge in the air."

"Hey," a third voice said, startling the two
men.

Carter and Fagen looked up and observed
Povich sixty yards away. She waved them over.

Fagen started in. "You know the rules,
Povich. What do you think you're doing? Why didn't you answer our
calls?"

She held up her hands to stop his tirade.
"All right, all right, hold on a minute. I snagged my antenna and
it broke at the base, see?" She turned around to let Fagen inspect
her small equipment pack. "I couldn't call."

"Why didn't you just come back?"

"Look at this." She stood aside and pointed
at a circle of carefully aligned rocks on the forest floor. Ashes
were contained within the circle. The ground all around was stamped
down. "It's a campsite. Somebody, or something, built a fire here.
I'd say this is pretty strong proof of intelligent life."

Fagen looked hard at Povich. "I don't see it
proves anything."

"You must be joking."

"I don't joke, Povich. Wandering from the
specified area is a serious breach of protocol."

"What are we here for?" Povich interrupted.
"I'm doing the job I was hired to do!"

"Then conduct yourself as you were
briefed."

"Right," she replied curtly. "May I continue
to investigate the area?"

"You may."

Povich abruptly turned away and, now with
Carter's help, continued searching the surrounding ground. In
moments, Carter spotted something.

"What does that look like to you?" he asked,
pointing to the ground.

Fagen studied the spot and said nothing.

"Looks like a footprint to me," declared
Povich.

Reluctantly, Fagen replied, "Maybe."

The same sensation passed through Fagen
again, but this time accompanied by a whining sound as if air under
high pressure was being expelled through a nozzle.

"What is that?" Carter asked.

Fagen, still listening, shrugged and walked
away looking for the source of the sound. Fagen followed the arc of
the trunk and took a look. A flash of metal in the distant shadows
revealed something moving slowly and steadily toward their
position. At random intervals, the high-pitched sound came out of
it.

It moved like a machine, robotlike, but with
smooth precision. Fagen slowly stepped back until he stood against
the tree. He motioned to Povich and Carter.

Povich spread her hands. "What?"

"Something's coming," Fagen said, "Get back
to the shuttle!"

Neither moved. Instead, they exchanged
quizzed looks.

Fagen stepped and saw another flash behind
the first. Fagen flashed with the thought that the landing party
wasn't armed.

"Come on," he ordered, "Back to the shuttle!
Now!"

Povich spread her hands. "This is
ridiculous, why don't you tell us what's going on?"

"No time. Just come on."

"What about..." started Carter.

"Go now!" Fagen pushed Carter and the
mission specialist finally broke into a run toward the shuttle.

Povich grabbed Fagen by the arm. "What did
you see? What is it?"

"I don't know, aliens."

"And you’re running away? I'm going to take
some pictures."

"Come on! Back to the shuttle! Now!"

"You can't tell me what to do -- my father
has more invested in this trip than any other shareholder,
including you. So, I'll do what I want." The whining of pressured
air came again, much closer.

"Don't be a fool." Fagen was backing
away.

"Me? You're pretty foolish yourself, running
away from opportunity like this." The young woman wedged herself
between two over-sized, exposed roots and checked her video
camera.

"Go on," she waved Fagen away. "I'll lay the
groundwork."

"Don't be stupid," said Fagen as he looked
in the direction of the growing noise. "I don't have time for
this."

Povich hunkered down in her little
niche.

"Stubborn," murmured Fagen as he turned
away.

*

Fagen disappeared from view. Povich settled
into her hiding spot and listened. The high-pitched sound stopped.
In the confines of the forest she heard Fagen's footsteps fade just
as she heard Carter's insistent voice, although she couldn't make
out what he said.

Minutes passed. The forest was quiet. A
chill passed as she finally considered the possibility that
something might harm her. She was alone. She shifted her feet and
looked around. Nothing but enormous trees.

A shadow passed. Povich looked up but saw
nothing except a solid ceiling of branches and pine needles.
Something glided through the air overhead, a small creature,
birdlike in its grace.

In relief, Povich smiled. Fagen had been
frightened by a bird. She switched on her video recorder and
sighted at the creature as it skitted between the branches. It
wasn't a bird, but something rather like a flying rat.

She followed it with her camera, recording
its movements and automatically relaying the data back to the
shuttle recorders. The rat flew from right to left, perched
momentarily on a branch, then jumped off and flew directly over
Povich's head, stopping on the tree trunk behind Povich and
gripping the bark with marvelously delicate little fingers.

The animal wasn't afraid and peered back. It
was only two feet away, but it showed no hostility, appearing to be
as curious as Povich. Its wings were long, loose folds of skin
attached to short lower legs and long upper arms. Povich got a good
picture just before the thing jumped onto her shoulder.

It surprised her but she maintained her
composure as the animal clung to the heavy fabric. It sniffed her
neck and tickled her with its nuzzling nose. She allowed it to
climb down to a large, unzipped pocket. It crawled inside, poked
its head back out, and looked directly at the amazed woman. Then it
looked past her, over her shoulder.

Povich felt a presence behind, then a soft
whoosh. The air moved and Povich turned her head to see what was
behind her. The ratlike creature jumped from her pocket to the
ground and squatted some feet away, watching.

Povich's fleeting impression was of
something large, something metallic, floating. Before she could
assimilate the image, the air hissed and from the corner of her
vision, Povich caught sight of something coming at her from the
side. An unearthly, triumphant scream issued forth, reverberating
through the forest.

The blow hit the side of the neck, slicing
through skin, muscles and tendons, as well as the cervical column
just above the third vertebrae. Her severed head dropped to the
cushioned floor of pine needles.

*

Carter was waiting outside the shuttle when
Fagen trotted up.

"Come on," urged Fagen as he gripped a rung
on the ladder leading to the open hatch.

"Wait a minute. What are we running
from?"

Fagen shook his head. "I wish I knew. It was
metallic, maybe robotic, big, and it moved... fast. There were
appendages and things, tools, or weapons, hanging from it. There
were two, moving pretty far apart."

"Why didn't we make contact?"

"You didn't see them, I did. Believe me,
these things looked like a hunting party."

Carter looked toward the trees. "What about
Povich? What are we going to do?"

"Stay here and watch. I'm going to the
weapons locker."

Without another word, Fagen climbed through
the hatch into the shuttle. Once inside, he made his way to the
weapons locker and opened it up. To his disbelief, it was
empty.

The commander glanced out the nearest port
and something slid out of his field of vision. He stepped across
the width of the shuttle and peered through the opposite port.
Below, Carter watched the forest for Povich. Fagen crossed back to
the first port and looked to the trees. The thing, whatever it was,
stood motionless on spindly legs at the edge of the meadow. It had
circled the meadow and was unexpectedly coming from the opposite
direction. Fagen had his first, good look.

It was tall, seven feet or so. Its smooth,
semi-circular, metallic torso was held aloft by a trio of knuckled
legs, one fore and two aft, like a thumb opposed by two fingers.
When it moved, it stepped gingerly, but quickly, as a spider might.
A silvery hump sat atop the body looking like a head with a
darkened plate in front where eyes should have been. Two metallic
arms hung from either shoulder and ended in a three-fingered hand.
Accoutrements hung from an apparatus of straps slung around its
body.

As Fagen watched, it began to walk toward
the shuttle. Moving deceptively fast, it was across the meadow
before Fagen reacted.

"Carter? Get up here right now!" Fagen once
again crossed to the opposite port. Carter still watched the
forest, unaware of what was creeping up from behind. Fagen pounded
against the hull and shouted a warning, "Get out of there!" but
Carter didn't hear.

Fagen rifled through the other lockers, but
someone had removed the weapons. He shot a glance out the window
again. The creature was less than three meters behind Carter. It
removed an item from its harness and loaded it into what appeared
to be a hollow tube. Fagen started back to the open hatch.

There was a pop! followed by the sickening
sound of pierced flesh. A thin, silver wire stretched taut as the
creature began to reel in its length. When the end came into sight,
Fagen saw that the projectile had first passed through, and then
somehow wrapped itself around Carter's limp and broken neck. With a
sudden, cold aloofness, Fagen hit the Access Closed switch and the
hatch swung shut.

*

After lift-off, the shuttle made the transit
quickly. Collenz waited for him at the top of the passageway that
led to the bridge. "What kind of trouble?" she asked.

"What?"

"You didn't specify what kind of trouble you
were having." She looked past him. "Where are the others?"

"They didn't make it." He stepped past her
and guided himself to the navigator's position.

"What do you mean they didn't make it?"

"Just that. We ran into something we
couldn't handle. Povich and Carter made some poor choices and died
for it."

"Povich and Carter? Dead? What
happened?"

"There was some kind of alien machine. I've
never seen anything like it. We landed okay and set up the
equipment -- I've got plenty of data to download -- then Povich
wandered off. We found her, but we also found these other things.
Povich wouldn't follow orders. I don't know what happened to her.
But one of those things got Carter. There was nothing I could
do."

Fagen lapsed into silence. He began to punch
navigational coordinates into the computer.

Collenz stared at the commander and shook
her head. "That won't wash with the people at corporate. We have a
directive that explicitly states no crew member, dead or alive, is
to be left behind on an exploratory mission. Why didn't you consult
me?"

Fagen pounded the console with his fist.
"There wasn't time!"

"So, because you felt you couldn't help
them, you decided to save your skin instead. Have I got this right
so far?"

Fagen was silent.

"You realize, of course, that your actions
have forfeited our bonuses. You sure took a lot on yourself."

"What do you mean?"

"Well, I'll have to make a detailed report.
Corporate is not going to be happy with how you handled
things."

Fagen twisted in his chair and faced
Collenz, "You think I'm glad those two are lost? What happened to
the guns I stashed in the shuttle?"

"There's no need to raise your voice. You
know as well as I that we aren't cleared to carry firearms on a
landing party. I moved the rifles. Don't bother looking for them. I
jettisoned them while you were gone. No, I don't think you're happy
about Carter and Povich, but the fact remains you went outside the
operational parameters by stranding two members of this expedition.
It's my duty to make a full report..."

"Exonerating yourself and placing the blame
on me? You weren't even there."

"It's not necessary that I was there. We've
got the data from the recorders, I'm sure it'll speak for itself.
I'm going to the shuttle bay and pull the disks. We'll talk more
later."

Collenz paused at the hatch. "Pull yourself
together, Fagen. You're a mess." She turned away and pulled
herself, hand over hand, down the passage.

He ran a hand over his scalp and stared at
the readouts on the navigational panel. Collenz was right about one
thing: he would receive the blame. The corporation was quite
specific about its mission guidelines. There were ways to get
around the rules, but this time his XO was aligned against him.
They'd never gotten along and now she saw her chance to get him out
of the way. Corporate-climbing, back-stabbing bitch. She'd have his
shares and his ship if he let her.

He punched a button and one of the monitors
revealed a real-time view of the shuttle bay. Collenz kneeled at an
open access cover on the shuttle. As Fagen watched, she pulled
three memory disks from the shuttle recording system and
re-attached the cover.

On the console to Fagen's right were the
shuttle bay controls. Indicators glowed green showing adequate air
pressure, sealed doors, and safe access. Almost of its own accord,
Fagen's right hand crept to the airlock controls. With his
forefinger he absently tapped the access switch.

*

Completing her task, Collenz stood and
stashed the disks in her coverall pocket. She pushed against the
shuttle's hull to launch herself toward the hatch. Ten meters away,
she heard the heavy click of durasteel bars sliding from the facing
into the door, locking the hatch in place.

Collenz floated in front of the door and
stared at the tiny camera set above the hatch. She crossed her
arms.

"Open the hatch, Fagen. This isn't going to
get either of us anywhere."

She paused, waiting. The commander made no
reply.

"Fagen," she said sternly, "did you hear me?
Open the damn door!"

There was no reply. Collenz looked back at
the access doors. More to herself than him, she muttered, "Fagen,
you bastard!"

She set her feet on the hatch and pushed
herself through the weightless air to one of the lockers that lined
the bulkheads. Inside was a suit, if she hurried, she might just
make it before Fagen...

There was the sudden sound of a hatch
opening. Collenz drew in a breath and glanced at the hanger bay
doors. They remained closed. Slowly, she turned her head until she
looked at the locked access hatch. It was open and Fagen stood in
the passage.

"We had a power glitch; hatches locked all
over the place. I came straight here."

Collenz put the suit back into the
locker.

"Why're you dragging that out?"

Collenz shrugged. "I didn't know what was
going on." She pushed off and floated to the hatchway. Fagen moved
aside and let her pass. She saw where he'd opened the hatch access
panel and pulled out wires to bypass the circuitry. Pausing, she
looked at the wiring. Inspecting the wires, she leaned closer and
reached inside.

"Don't," Fagen cautioned, "there's s hot
circuit in there."

"I know what I'm doing; besides, I'm better
at this than you."

In the next instant, she jerked upright and
gritted her teeth. Her eyes opened wide as the voltage flowed
through her. She saw Fagen and tried to speak, but her tongue would
not obey. Her contracted lungs squeezed out the last bit of air and
then refused to draw another.

Her last memory was of Fagen taking a step
backward just as her hair caught on fire.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


Rain tapped against the window pane much as
it had all night. It roused Harry and he opened his eyes. "Il
pleut," he said. "Das ist schade."

From the stairs, his mother's voice floated
down to him, "Harrison? Time to get up. Breakfast's almost
ready."

Harry swung his feet to the basement floor,
stretched his twenty-five year-old frame, and pulled on his
clothes. Tripping over a stack of text books, he stumbled into the
bathroom, washed his face, and shaved. It was going to be a long
day, a day he'd looked forward to for a long time. It was test day
for all qualified applicants in the Corporation space exploration
programs.

Overhead, the sound of running feet alerted
him to the fact that his younger brothers and sisters were awake.
They ran back and forth overhead as he selected his only white
shirt and put it on. Harry had two ties: a red, power tie his
mother had purchased for him, and his father's lucky tie, an Irish
plaid monstrosity. Harry selected the latter and draped it around
his neck. Harry didn't really believe in luck, but it couldn't hurt
to cover all bases. Slipping into his shoes, he took one last look
in the mirror.

He was prepared. The thousands of hours in
study, all the small sacrifices he'd made, all directed towards the
opportunity to take the Corporation tests. If he performed well
enough, he'd be chosen to be one of a select few who would travel
into deep space.

Taking a breath, he climbed the stairs to
the kitchen. Pleasant, cooking smells greeted him. As he entered,
his mother turned from her old-fashioned microstove to face him.
"You look nice today."

"Thanks."

She looked closer. "That's your father's old
tie, isn't it?"

Harry glanced down at the worn tie. "Yeah. I
thought maybe it would bring me luck."

Mrs. Irons gazed at her son for a long
moment. "Just do your best and everything else will fall into
place. In any case, I'm proud of you."

There were so many qualified applicants; he
hoped his best was good enough. Besides, he had the added burden of
not having a sponsor, somebody in one of the corporations to help
him along. He opened his mouth to tell her these things but was
interrupted by his siblings as they trooped into the kitchen.

"Breakfast, breakfast!" They chanted.

"All right, pipe down," Mrs. Irons
commanded. "Give your older brother some peace and quiet this
morning. He's got a big day ahead."

Harry's baby sister climbed into his lap.
"Is Harry-Harry goin' to live with the Injuns again?"

Harry smiled. "No, honey. I'm going to take
a test today. A very important test. If I do well enough, I'll get
to ride a spaceship."

"Yeah, Becky," fourteen-year-old brother
Jackie added, "and if he passes, we'll be rich! Right, Harry?"

"Well, maybe not rich, but we could afford a
few things."

"I told you kids to leave your brother
alone. He's got enough on his mind already."

"That's all right, Ma. I need to be going
anyway." Harry rose from the kitchen table.

"Why, you haven't had breakfast yet."

He reached for a slice of toast and took a
half moon-shaped bite. "This is all I need."

"What about lunch?"

"I'll pick up something in the
cafeteria."

"Well, all right. Harry?"

Harry stopped at the door. "Yeah, Ma?"

Mrs. Irons wiped her hands on a towel. "I
know how much this means to you, son. I just don't want you to be
disappointed if, you know, things don't turn out the way you
want."

"Don't worry. I can always get work as an
interpreter." The bad part about that was the boring, plodding
work. A twenty year ticket to mediocrity. On the other hand, if
selected for training with one of the survey teams, he would visit
other worlds and become rich in the process. They would have all
the money they'd ever dreamed of and his family could move out of
the miserable tenant housing in the heart of the crowded city.

It was still a long shot. The selection
process was strenuous; only the best were offered positions, and
there was so much competition.

He stood in the open door. "Well, I guess
this is it."

His mother took him by the hand and kissed
him on the cheek. "Good luck, son."

"Thanks, Ma."

They all wished him luck as he stepped from
the apartment onto the street. The rain still fell. Harry pulled
his slicker closer and adjusted his smog-mask as he walked to the
bus stop. Even at the early hour, the streets were alive with
people on their way to work. Since private transportation was
outlawed, public conveyances were the only way to get around other
than walking. The non-polluting electric trains rumbled on their
tracks while crowded air-buses constantly dropped down, unloaded
passengers, loaded up and took off again. It was loud, smoky, and
crowded. Harry boarded a Q-line bus and took a seat near the
back.

Through the window, he watched the crowds.
Today, he was just another poor student, but tomorrow he might be
something else. He might be one of the privileged few to actually
go to other star systems, to explore the galaxy, and to chart new
worlds. It could make him rich, maybe famous. The tests he was
about to take would determine his future. It wouldn't be the end of
the world if he wasn't selected, but it sure wouldn't be the start
of anything either.

At the next stop, Frankie and George climbed
aboard the bus and joined Harry in the back.

"Lost in thought, eh, Harry?" Frankie
flopped into the seat in front while George sat next to Harry.
"Nothing to worry about. Why, I'll bet we're all selected and then
they'll put us on the fast track to Alpha Centauri."

"Nothing's at Alpha Centauri, Frankie. We
knew that ten years ago," replied George.

"Well, some other place then where the
ladies are nice to me."

Harry flushed.

"If you were chosen, where would you like to
go?"

Harry looked out the window. "I don't know.
Maybe someplace that hasn't been discovered yet. Someplace that has
something space exploration hasn't found yet."

"Like aliens, right? Somebody to talk to so
you can use your language skills."

"Well, it is what I've trained for."

"Yeah, well never mind that in the forty
years since the discovery of the wormhole there hasn't been any
indication anything is out there besides quasars, brown dwarfs, and
millions of planets that are either too hot or too cold..."

"Or too big or too small..."

"To hold any life-form at all, much less
something that communicates."

Harry shrugged. "They keep accepting
linguistic experts."

"And they end up as computer specialists
when they can't utilize their primary skills."

"If I was picked to go, that'd be all right
by me."

The bus pulled to a stop in front of the
Corporation testing center. The three young men stepped from the
airbus onto the sidewalk.

The building was new, and big, covering an
entire city block. Over the entrance, chiseled granite proclaimed
the Braithwaite name, identifying the edifice as one of the
numerous Braithwaite Foundation properties. The Foundation was a
corporate conglomeration, a mixed bag of industries that was
controlled by a board of directors and a handful of stockholders.
It was said that those who held the reins to Braithwaite also held
the world at ransom. Of course, the other corporations of the era
would argue the point in their favor, as well as several dozen
other upstarts. In any case, Braithwaite was not only the oldest,
it was also the largest and most powerful.

Harry paused on the steps leading into the
building and gazed skyward. The rain had stopped and the sun was
breaking through. That was a good sign. Frankie slapped him on the
back.

"Good luck, Harry. Mechanical tests are to
the right. Looks like you're straight ahead."

"Good luck to you too." Harry walked inside
the building. Desks, manned by representatives from the corporate
testing group, were set up in the foyer and labeled by their
separate testing areas. Linguistics and anthropology were straight
ahead. A line of applicants nervously awaited their turn to
register. George was so nervous he left without saying anything.
Harry found his section and waited. Across the foyer he saw George
fidgeting in the line for the navigations test.

When he got to the head of the queue, Harry
handed his admissions ticket to the registrar. While he waited for
her to validate his entry, he couldn't help but notice a beautiful
young woman in the line for the biology and botany tests. She was
dressed smartly, obviously from the upper crust. Odd that a person
like that would be among the candidates. She saw Harry looking at
her and boldly stared back. Harry realized he was staring and,
turned away, blushing a full red.

Thankfully, just then a corporate rep
instructed Harry and the other entrants to follow. They were led to
the testing room and instructed to take seats. Each desk held a
small computer monitor. Pencils and paper were also available. A
thick, blue test booklet was at the center of each desk. A
well-dressed, middle-aged man stepped to the dais in the front of
the room and tapped for quiet. The roomful of entrants fell
silent.

"Good morning ladies and gentlemen." He
paused and smiled for effect. "On behalf of the Braithwaite
Foundation, allow me to welcome you to the Corporation Entrance
Examinations for the Survey Group. Each of you is to be
congratulated for having made it this far. In so doing, you have
included yourselves in an elite group, something less than ten
percent of your original number."

He peered at a paper he held in his hand and
continued. "By the way, this room is for language and computer
specialists, so if anybody is here by mistake, please leave now."
He looked over the room. Nobody left.

"There are reps in the hallway outside who
will direct you to the proper room." Again he paused and scanned
the room. This time, a young man in the back stood up, excused
himself and left.

The corporate rep smiled. "There's always
one, even among the elite. There's a valuable lesson here. We at
Braithwaite believe that before a person can rely on others, that
person must first be able to rely on himself. There is no room for
error in the type of space operations for which your tender hearts
yearn. There can be no mistakes. Even though we've been using the
wormhole for forty-some-odd years, much remains unknown. It's a
dangerous enterprise, but the rewards are great, perhaps for some
of you, even awesome."

"It may interest you to know that the young
man who was confused about where he was supposed to be is now being
escorted out of the building."

Harry squirmed in his seat.

"This afternoon you will be barraged with
the psychological tests. I hope you are prepared. As I recall, they
are quite strenuous. We will begin testing in a moment and will
proceed until 11:30. There will be two ten-minute breaks. Between
sessions there is a ninety minute break for lunch. I suggest you
make use of the time and relax. There's no way to prepare for the
psych tests, just be yourselves. Now, are there any questions?"
There were none.

"Please open your test booklets."

The test commenced.

 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


As far as tests went, Harry felt he'd taken
worse. They were comprehensive, covering a wide-assortment of human
and non-human languages, although Harry figured no one really knew
what it was like to be a dolphin.

He emerged from the test room, pushing the
door quietly open so as not to disturb those who still worked.

Outside, one of the monitors looked up from
her table. She smiled at Harry and asked how he'd done.

"Okay, I think."

"That's what we like to hear." She removed a
slip of paper from a bundle and handed it to him. "Here's your
lunch chit. You have," she glanced at her watch, "two hours until
the psych tests. Please stay in the building and restrict yourself
to the specified lounges, cafeteria, and courtyard. Any
questions?"

"Can you tell me where the, uh, the..."

"Facilities are located?"

"Well, yes."

"On the way to the lounges, off to the
right. "Anything else?"

"No, I don't think so."

"Then congratulations on being the first
entrant to finish the test, and good luck to you." She went back to
whatever she'd been doing and Harry went off in search of the
john.

As she said, the restroom was located just
off the corridor. When Harry walked in, he immediately sensed
another person in the room. Sounds came from a stall at the rear.
Harry relaxed and looked in the mirror, pleased with being the
first to complete the test. Maybe it wasn't going to be so bad
after all. He brushed his hair from his face. It was going to be a
breeze.

He turned to a urinal just as the last stall
door opened and a middle-aged woman stepped out.

Ignoring Harry, she moved to the mirror and
adjusted her hair. There was nothing wrong with her presence there.
The preceding one hundred years of social innovation included the
gradual disappearance of segregated spaces for personal hygiene.
That didn't mean people were no longer modest. It was as it had
always been; some were more modest than others. For someone who'd
been raised in a large family, Harry was overly shy.

He stood transfixed and fought to follow
social convention, but all he could do was stand closer to the
urinal and stare at the scrubbed porcelain. The lady was in no
hurry. She meticulously applied lipstick to her puckered
middle-aged lips.

After an interminable length of time, the
outside door opened and a fat, disheveled, young man entered.
Ignoring both Harry and the woman, he stepped up to the vacant
urinal beside Harry and, without a problem, began to relieve
himself. The woman finished with her lips and began dabbing powder
onto her face. Still the fat young man continued to urinate. He
stood back and allowed the stream to arc into the urinal.

Holding her purse in both hands, the woman
gave him a disapproving look and exited.

Harry glanced at the guy. From the nametag
attached to his lapel, Harry saw he was a test entrant. Unlike
Harry, the young man appeared to be unconcerned with his
appearance: worn spots shined from the knees of his pants, his hair
was dirty and uncombed, and situated at points on his forehead and
just behind both ears were the unmistakable marks of implants. The
young man was a wirehead, able to plug himself into computers, the
twenty-second century's version of a pleasure-seeking junkie.

What's he doing here, Harry wondered? How
did a guy like that ever qualify for the corporation tests?
Wireheads were undisciplined people who stayed plugged in most of
the time and addicted themselves to direct neural stimulation. The
wirehead glanced at Harry. "How're you doing?"

"What?" Harry returned, surprised.

"How are you doing? I saw you inside. You
were the first to complete the test. Either you did extremely well
or you didn't know anything and turned it in just to be finished.
Which is it?"

"Well, I did okay, I guess."

Self-assured, the wirehead replied, "Me
too," and zippered his trousers. He turned away and, without
another word, strode to the door. When he was alone again, Harry
was finally able to relieve himself.

Still thinking about the wirehead, he
strolled to the lounge and spotted his friends seated at a corner
table.

"How'd it go, hairball?" asked Frankie.

"All right. It's not over yet." Harry looked
at George. "How'd you do?"

"I don't know, it was pretty hard. I don't
think I did so hot."

"Don't worry about it, pal," Frankie said,
"I'll let you stay in my orbital condo while I'm out on survey
trips." Frankie laughed. He didn't need to tell anybody how well he
did on the test. It was obvious he was pleased with himself.

"Ready for the psych tests?" asked
Harry.

"Ready as I'll ever be. In fact..." Frankie
lowered his voice. "In fact, I've heard that the psych tests
started the minute we stepped inside the building."

"What do you mean?"

"Ah, Harry old buddy, haven't you noticed
all the cameras? They're everywhere."

Harry looked around the lounge. Frankie was
right. Scattered about, strategically placed along the walls and
ceiling, were small, mounted cameras with tell-tale red lights on
the fronts indicating monitoring activity.

"There's more; people have told me all kinds
of things about the selection process. The company wants to know
everything about you. You know, everybody that's gotten this far
has had a background check already."

"Yeah, but I thought that part was
over."

"Harry, Harry," Frankie chided, "wake up,
this is the 22nd century." Something distracted Frankie. "Look at
her, would you?" Frankie directed his attention to a young woman
who had just entered the lounge.

Harry turned to look and saw the same woman
he'd seen before the test. She carried herself with self-assurance
as she walked across the lounge and, to Harry's surprise, she
stopped and spoke with the wirehead from the restroom. They seemed
to know one another.

She was truly beautiful. A tall, busty
blonde, calm and self-assured, definitely from the upper class.
Unlike the current fashion among young women, her hair was long,
falling loosely to her shoulders. What was she doing there? And
what was she doing with a wirehead?

Harry's staring finally drew her attention.
She excused herself from her companion and crossed the lounge
toward Harry, riveting him with emerald eyes.

Frankie announced what they all could see.
"She's coming over here." George, lost in thoughts of failure,
didn't care.

Harry couldn't stop looking at her. Their
eyes remained locked as she approached.

"Didn't anyone ever tell you that staring
was rude?" Her voice was rich with the same self-assurance she
exuded, but not overly forceful. Instead, it was controlled and
even. She wasn't unfriendly, just assertive.

"Why, I uh, I'm sorry. I didn't mean
to..."

"Forget it," she said, extending her hand.
"My name is Kathleen Casey." Harry felt her firm grip as he took
her hand.

"I'm Harry Irons."

"Yes, I know."

Startled, he didn't know what to say.

"Hello," Frankie chimed in. "My name's Frank
Torelli. This is George." George nodded.

Kathleen barely gave any indication she'd
heard. Speaking to Harry, she said, "There's someone I'd like to
introduce you to, okay?" She took him by the arm and let the
question hang in the air.

Harry looked to his friends. "Sure, I guess
so." The entire group started across the wide lounge area but
Kathleen stopped. Turning to Harry she said, "Just you." To Frankie
and George she said, "I'm sure you understand." She gave the
briefest of smiles, then led Harry away.

"I'm sure I understand that I don't
understand," Frankie said to no one in particular. He faced George.
"Do you understand?"

"Yes, I do. She's interested in Harry, not
you."

"You're kidding."

Kathleen led Harry straight to the wirehead.
"This is Harry Irons."

"Oh yes," the wirehead said. "We met, sort
of, in the restroom."

"Intriguing," Kathleen murmured. "Harry,
this Dr. Bartholeme Blane, late of the MIT School of Computing.

"Bart, if you please, I'm still getting used
to the doctor part." They shook hands. As expected, the young
wirehead's hands were soft and delicate. Although his disposition
seemed pleasant enough, Harry was having a tough time getting over
Blane's outward appearance.

Blane rubbed his forehead. "What do you say
we just get down to it?"

"What do you mean?"

"Well, Harry, Kathleen and I have a sponsor.
Do you know what that means?"

Sure, Harry knew what that meant. It meant
the two young people standing before him had a ticket to the stars.
They were privileged, already chosen by the corporation. For them,
the tests were a formality. Suddenly, he didn't like them very
much. He'd worked for years to get his opportunity, theirs had been
bought.

Blane continued, "Having a sponsor does
offer certain advantages..."

Kathleen interrupted, "Such as reviewing the
lists of candidates. Your name came up as one of our choices for
linguists. We wanted to meet you. Could be we'll wind up on the
same team."

"I'm flattered."

"Don't be. The testing isn't finished yet
and just because we want you doesn't mean that the sponsor feels
the same way."

"Who's the sponsor?"

"Can't tell you that, but if you're chosen
you'll find out. How about having lunch with us and we can talk
some more?"

"Well," Harry looked to his friends standing
on the opposite side of the lounge. "My friends..."

"Of course, you want to spend some time with
them. Go on, we won't keep you. Perhaps we'll see you again." With
that, Kathleen Casey, possibly the most beautiful woman Harry had
ever seen, walked away accompanied by the wirehead. As they left,
Harry noted that the wirehead was shorter than Kathleen.

Harry returned to his friends.

"What was that all about?"

"I don't know. They said they had a
sponsor."

"Sponsor my ass, they're just trying to
psych out the competition."

"Yep," Frankie repeated, "they were trying
to psych us out. Forget it. Let's go get our free lunch. One of the
reps told me that after the day's testing is over, we can use the
zoomball facilities. I signed us up."

"No way," Harry said, unbelieving.

"For real. They've got everything you need,
saunas and showers after. George is for it. What do you think?"

Harry thought about the zoomball court; a
specially-built, padded, low gravity gymnasium. It was hard to come
by access to a good zoomball court. The city's facilities were
always booked up for weeks. Yes, it would be fun.

After a buffet style meal and a leisurely
stroll around the facilities, the three men reported back to their
separate room assignments. A soft tone floated through the
corridors and test monitors informed the waiting entrants it was
time to enter their rooms.

The door to Harry's room slid open and he
stepped inside. It was a small amphitheater with a single,
comfortable-looking, swiveled chair. The lighting was indirect and
just a shade dim. A voice from a hidden speaker asked him to please
be seated. Harry crossed to the chair and sat down, facing a blank
semicircular wall. The lights dimmed further for a moment and then,
quite suddenly, the amphitheater disappeared altogether and was
replaced by a calm outdoor scene. For all practical purposes, Harry
appeared to be sitting beneath a tree looking across a meadow. A
man, the same man who spoke before the morning's tests, stood a few
feet away.

Harry blinked his eyes. It dawned on him
that he was in a holographic simulation. It was the best he'd ever
seen. Everything appeared authentic, down to the smells of the
outdoors.

The apparition spoke. "Hello, Harrison, and
welcome to the final part of your evaluation. You did very well on
this morning's tests. I'm sure you'll do just as well here." He
smiled. There was something in the smile, a hint that something not
altogether pleasant was about to take place. "Are you ready to
begin?"

After a moment, Harry realized it wasn't a
rhetorical question. He was to converse with the hologram. "Uh,
yes. I'm ready."

The figure, so lifelike, so real that Harry
felt he could reach out and touch it, continued to smile that
enigmatic smile up until the moment it abruptly vanished. Harry sat
alone under the tree. Nothing happened. A bird flew by, a breeze
passed through, but nothing happened. Just as he began to think
maybe something had gone wrong, he heard the door open and close
behind him. In a moment, a pretty woman with a nametag
appeared.

"Excuse me," she said. "I'm really
embarrassed by this, but I can't seem to find my room assignment.
Could you help me find my room?"

Harry looked at her. She was pretty. He
looked back where the door had been; the hologram stretched out to
the rear as well.

"You're part of the hologram, aren't
you?"

She looked at him and laughed. "That wasn't
too hard to figure out, was it?"

"No, it wasn't."

"Can you figure this out?" She bent at the
waist and stuck out a finger, lightly touching Harry on the
nose.

"What a minute," he said, "you're real."

The woman stood up and struck a thoughtful
pose. "Well," she said, "why don't you think about that under a
different setting."

Immediately, both the woman and the meadow
vanished and were replaced by a scene of hellish proportions. Harry
was seated before a fiery lake; heat radiated from a nearby lava
flow and threatened to singe his hair. Directly before him, a group
of four polymorphic creatures held aloft some sort of odd
apparatus. Each alien held a tube that had straps stretched to the
other tubes. The straps appeared to be made of a type of beaten
metal, strong, yet pliable enough to sag. Caught in the middle of
the apparatus, like a fly in a web, a man was entangled. He wore
the uniform of a corporation mission specialist and hysterically
asked Harry for help.

"Harry, get me out of here. Tell them what
they want to know."

From what Harry could gather, the creatures
were about to dip the man into a pit of an unknown, super-heated
substance. The aliens made rhythmic clicking sounds punctuated by
pops and soft whistles. Harry correctly deduced that the language
was tonal based, the rise and fall of tones signifying individual
words. After another moment, Harry thought he was able to hear
entire sentences followed by responses. The rhythm of their words
combined with their body motions suggested the meanings of words.
Harry thought he recognized a negative phrasing pattern.

The aliens chanted in unison and began to
lower the man toward the mouth of the pit. "Please Harry! Tell them
what they want to know!"

"What do they want to know?"

The man opened his mouth and spoke, but the
words were drowned out by the chanting of the aliens. They said one
word over and over, a whistle followed by a quick pop. Before Harry
really had the chance to think about it, he made the negative form
of the same sounds: a whistle in the same tone, a quick pop, and a
long hiss. It worked. The aliens stopped lowering the man into the
pit and started pulling him out.

It was extremely hot, sweat stuck his shirt
to his arms and chest. As the scene began to change again, Harry
knew it was going to be a long afternoon.

*

In a room the next corridor over, George had
had enough. It was getting too weird. They were scaring him, asking
him odd questions. Did he think he had enough dexterity to tie two
snakes together? "Sure," he'd replied. When they produced the
snakes and he actually felt them, he jumped out of his chair and
ran from the room.

With his heart beating loudly, George looked
up and down the hall. Other doors opened and other entrants stepped
from their test rooms, equally shaken. George wasn't the first. A
short distance away, Frankie sat on the floor, leaning against the
wall, tears streaming down his face.
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The psych tests continued all afternoon.
After what seemed an endless succession of scenes and situations,
Harry was taken back to where he had started. As before, he sat
with his back against a tree. He was stressed from the series of
bizarre virtual episodes, his back and neck were rigid, his jaw
muscles were sore, and his brow felt permanently furrowed.
Suspiciously, he looked about for the next onslaught, but it didn't
come, just the soft sounds of a cool, sunlit meadow. After a few
minutes, he began to relax and before he realized it, a soothing
voice that seemed to come out of the air coaxed him to go to sleep,
telling him that the test was over and that he needed to rest a
moment.

"Harrison? Time to wake up, your friends are
waiting."

Harry opened his eyes. He felt refreshed.
Hypnotized, he thought to himself. He looked at the hologram of the
company representative. "How did I do?"

"Rather well, Mr. Irons, but we are still
analyzing the results. The announcements will be made tomorrow.
Now, please join your friends and enjoy the Braithwaite
benefits."

"Sure. Hope to see you again." Harry slid
out of the chair and started toward the door. Before exiting, he
turned back to the hologram. It still stood as it had, watching
him.

"The test is over, isn't it? I mean, there's
nothing after this?"

The man smiled. "I assure you, Mr. Irons,
the test is complete. Now go and have a little fun. Eh?"

"Right." Harry nodded at the figure and left
the room.

He found Frankie and George in the lounge.
Frankie had recovered somewhat, but now George was despondent. "I
don't want to play zoomball. You two go ahead."

"What's the matter?"

"He's a little upset about the test,"
volunteered Frankie.

"Me?" You should have seen Frankie a couple
of hours ago."

"Yeah, well, I guess me and George didn't do
so hot. But you made it through, didn't you, Harry?"

"I suppose I did. It was strange, not what I
expected."

"Strange isn't the word for it."

"Come on," Harry urged, "let's play a few
games."

Frankie looked at George. "What do you say,
George? We may never get the chance to come in here again. I heard
one of the reps saying if we stuck around long enough, they'd feed
us again."

"Well, I guess so. But I want to take a
sauna afterwards."

Harry grinned and led the way to the
Braithwaite Foundation Corporate recreational facilities. He
stepped lightly and felt good about his chances with the
Foundation. Not only was he sure he did well on the tests, but he
also knew people who said they wanted him. Of course, it may have
been as Frankie said, maybe the girl and the wirehead had been
trying to psych him out. But it didn't matter, he knew he'd aced
the tests. Now he wanted to have some fun.

The recreational facilities took up three
floors in the building. In addition to the zoomball court, there
was a basketball court, an indoor track, and numerous resistance
devices, as well as aerobic machines. It was all very posh, very
state of the art. Men and women, dressed in athletic attire,
lingered in an alcove. The three young men wandered in without
really knowing where they were headed.

"Can I help you?" Asked a tall, athletic man
standing behind the reception desk.

Frankie stepped forward. "We wanted to play
zoomball."

"Oh, you must be test applicants. How'd it
go today, guys?"

George mumbled, "Not so hot."

"Yeah," Frankie agreed, "except for this
guy." He pointed at Harry.

The attendant appraised Harry. "Did okay,
huh?"

"I think so."

"If you think so, you probably did. Still,
I've been completely surprised by some of the people who've been
picked." The attendant reached under the counter and withdrew three
packages. "Here's three sets of pads, shorts, shirts, towels, and
shoes. One size fits all. Locker room to the left, zoomball court
to the right. You guys know how to operate the court?"

"Of course," Frankie said, not wanting to
seem the dilettante.

"Well then, have a good time, and good
luck."

They went to the locker room and changed
into their pads. There was a brief interruption as a group of women
came in for their showers. The three young men, all from the inner
city middle-class, weren't used to such relaxed social practices.
It was different on television. On television, everybody was from
the upper class, rich, nude and beautiful, as well as relaxed. But
this wasn't television. In reality, the truth was that although
most locker-rooms and toilets were sexually integrated,
middle-class men and women who didn't know one another still didn't
mix. There was too much of a chance of inadvertently drawing a
harassment charge. Ever since the great sexual integration in the
preceding century, fortunes had been made and lost in locker-rooms
across the county.

The three young men finished dressing but
took an inordinate amount of time tying and adjusting their padded
helmets. Afterwards, they emerged from the locker room, grinning to
one another, and walked to the zoomball court.

At the zoomball court, there was a hatch
with an accompanying control panel on the wall beside it. On the
other side of the hatch was a lounge with a thick dura-glass window
that allowed spectators to watch the game in progress. Harry looked
through the glass down the length of the court and then through the
window at the opposite end of the court. Kathleen Casey, in workout
clothes, was lounging and talking with some other similarly clad
people.

"Okay," Frankie said as he opened the hatch,
"everybody ready?"

They nodded affirmatively. As Harry stepped
onto the court and Frankie shut the hatch behind, he stole another
look at Kathleen. She talked and laughed with the three men who
surrounded her. Two of them wore zoomball pads.

The court was regulation size and, unlike
the city courts, the padded walls were not worn; it looked new and
well-kept. At designated places on the walls, ceiling, and floor
were handholds that the players could grasp as they bounded around
inside the court.

"All right," said Frankie as he stood at the
controls. "A little warm up first." He punched the activate button
and a soft electronic hum rose from behind the walls. All three
players felt themselves become lighter and lighter until a slight
push could cause them to shoot across the open court. When
activated, the zoomball court, by the use of powerful
electromagnets, created a near zero-gravity environment. The three
men scooted around the inside of the court, shouting like
adolescents. George held the ball but lost it the first time he hit
a wall. It careened off the ceiling, hit a wall at an odd angle,
and floated above the floor, spinning on its axis.

At either end of the court were hoops facing
out toward the open court. The point of the game was to hurl the
zoomball, a ball somewhat smaller than a soccer ball, through the
hoop. One point for each successful pass. The court was divided
into three zones; the smaller end zones contained the hoops and
were painted yellow while the larger middle zone was white. Red
lines divided the zones. In a proper game, each goal was defended
by one player. The players could not enter one another's goal
zones. A scoring goal was registered when an opposing player stood
beyond the yellow zone and threw the ball through the hoop. Both
players were free to block and check the other player, so long as
they did not enter the opposing goal zones.

Harry gripped the ball in his right hand.
Facing the hoop at the far end of the court, he pushed off the
floor and sped at an angle toward the ceiling. Halfway across the
court he drew the ball back and threw it past an unprepared
Frankie. The ball zipped to its mark and passed through the hoop.
George scooped it up and made a break for the opposite hoop. Harry
dropped from the ceiling and knocked the ball from George's hands.
It bounced crazily from floor to wall to ceiling and finally into
Frankie. Frankie took a step and launched himself at the hoop at
the far end of the court. Before he passed into the yellow zone, he
took aim and threw the ball. It hit the hoop's edge and bounced
away. No score.

Frankie settled back to the floor. "Let's
play a game."

"Who's first?"

"Me. I'm gonna kick your butt."

"Oh, yeah? We'll see." Harry glanced to
where Kathleen Casey sat with her friends. She watched him and
waved when he looked her way. Harry grinned and nodded, turning
back to the game just in time to see Frankie speed past him for the
first goal.

As it turned out, it was Frankie's only goal
of the game. Twenty minutes later, he was ready to call it
quits.

"I'm going to take a break," puffed Frankie
as he floated toward the hatch. Harry took off his helmet. A
tapping at the far window drew his attention. Kathleen beckoned him
and Harry crossed the court to the hatch at the far end.

The hatch opened, revealing Kathleen and her
three male friends. "You play very well."

"Thanks."

Turning to her companions, she continued.
"I'd like you to meet some friends of mine. This is Carl, tall and
gorgeous." Carl grinned broadly and shook Harry's hand. "Next is
Peter. Peter is an accountant for Braithwaite." Peter pushed his
glasses up and squinted at Harry. "Last, but certainly not least,
is Edward. Edward is interested in playing a game of zoomball. What
do you say, Harry?"

Harry looked at the man. He was a few years
older, but appeared to be fit. The unsmiling stranger wore zoomball
pads.

"I don't know."

Kathleen smiled. "Why Harry, you're not
tired already, are you?"

"All right, one more game."

The stranger finally smiled in satisfaction
and entered the court. Harry turned to follow but Kathleen held him
by the sleeve. "Edward is very good, Harry. You'll have to play
your best to beat him."

Harry made a face and Kathleen laughed. She
shut the door and Harry turned to face his opponent. The man was
already in the middle of the court. He tossed the ball to Harry.
"You can bring it in first."

"Okay. Ready?"

Edward jumped up and clung to a rung on the
ceiling. "Anytime you are."

Harry backed up as far as he could and
braced his feet on the rear wall. He kicked out and shot across the
court towards the goal. He lost sight of his opponent and thought
he'd taken the older man by surprise. Harry lined up his shot and
threw the ball at the open hoop. At that instant, Edward dropped
from above and intercepted the shot.

Grabbing the ball with both hands, he passed
in front of Harry, hit the wall and bounced back up to the ceiling.
Harry careened into the wall and regained control just in time to
see Edward casually positioning himself for his first shot. The
ball sailed through the hoop without touching the sides. Harry
floated back to his goal. "One-zip," Edward said.

Harry knew he was going to have to watch the
old guy more closely. He was quick with good hands and he liked to
creep along the ceiling.

The two men exchanged points, but slowly,
Edward pulled ahead. Harry was getting beat and he knew it. Through
the far window he could see his friends watching closely through
the glass. At the other end, Kathleen watched.

Harry took a deep breath. It had been a long
day, the most important day of his life. He wanted it to end
perfectly, not so much for the others, not for Kathleen, but for
himself. With renewed vigor, he shot back out into the court,
fighting back and making three baskets in a row. The pace of the
game quickened. Both men began to check and block more frequently.
Edward came back with a point that Harry quickly made up. The lead
changed hands several times. And then the score was tied,
20-20.

Whoever made the next point would be poised
to take the final point and win the game. Edward had possession of
the ball. He stood at his goal and waited for Harry to signal he
was ready. To Harry, the guy looked as fresh as he did when he
first stepped on the court.

Edward set his feet and launched himself at
an angle that took him to Harry's right. Harry reacted by floating
backward, he didn't want to commit himself too soon. Edward hit the
wall and pushed himself up and forward. That was it. Harry saw that
he would cross in front of the basket and make his shot. He pushed
himself off on a course that bisected the older man's path; in
mid-flight Harry decided to check him rather than block the shot,
perhaps he could manage to knock the ball loose. Harry put his head
down and braced himself, but in the next instant he saw that
somehow Edward had changed his approach angle. Harry ended up
sprawled against the floor and Edward made the shot.

That was the point that beat Harry, not the
following point. He practically gave the final shot away and lost,
22-20.

Harry drifted to the control panel and
slowly damped the electromagnets until the two men once again stood
in normal gravity.

Edward took off his helmet to reveal a
jagged scar stretching above his left eye. "Thanks for the game,"
he said casually. Before Harry could reply, simultaneously the
hatches at both ends of the court opened. Frankie and George
tumbled in.

"You almost had 'em, Harry. You let him off
the hook, that's all."

"No, he beat me."

Edward left the court and Kathleen lingered
in the hatchway. She called to Harry. "See you, Harry. Don't forget
the party tomorrow night. Good luck." She shut the door and walked
away with her friends, paying particular attention to the guy who'd
just beaten him in a well-played game.

"What party?" he asked too late. Kathleen
was gone.

"The party for the candidates. It's another
Foundation giveaway." George explained. "We're all invited. I
figured Frankie and I could help you celebrate."

"I'm not there yet. I think I want to take
some heat and shower down, then go home; big day tomorrow."

They all agreed and went off to the saunas,
George in the lead. Harry thought he should be feeling better. He'd
lost a game, but that didn't matter. After all, he'd passed the
tests. That was the important thing.
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For the second day in a row, Harry wore his
father's lucky tie. He toyed with the frayed ends as the auditorium
filled with corporation space survey candidates. Frankie and George
sat beside him, checking out the girls.

The same man who had spoken the day before
appeared on the stage and walked to the podium. Behind him the
Braithwaite logo was emblazoned across a giant video screen. He
smiled and raised his hand to the crowd. The auditorium grew
quiet.

"I am Stephen Thanopolous, your corporate
representative." He shifted and took on a more thoughtful pose.
"For a select few of you, today is one of the most important days
of your lives. But you already know that. You wouldn't be here if
you weren't the best society has to offer. You should all be proud
of yourselves for a job well done." He began to applaud and
spontaneously, hand-clapping erupted from the crowd.

Thanopolous raised both hands and the
applause died away.

"As you know, the Braithwaite Foundation
holds its tests every year. For those of you who haven't found
placement with another corporation by next year, you may reapply
for the Braithwaite tests, but one time only. The numbers grow
larger each year.

Fifty years after the discovery of the
wormhole, the Foundation began its deep space survey enterprise. In
the same spirit as those who first explored the solar system, and
farther still, to those early free spirits who set out in wooden,
wind-driven ships with dreams of fame and fortune; in that same
spirit, the nominees for the new survey teams will embark on a life
of wonder and adventure. The mysteries of the galaxy lie before
you.

This is a serious enterprise, not something
to be taken lightly, nor something to be charged into with reckless
abandon. You will live aboard a spacecraft with your fellow crew
members for long periods of time. Your equipment must function
properly, you must do your job proficiently; others will be
counting on you. The tiniest mistake in a pressurized environment
and you've not only killed yourself, but the rest of the crew as
well.

That's the immediate threat. But I'd imagine
a few of you have thought about the fact that out of the hundreds
of planets surveyed, we've only discovered a handful of life-forms.
None we’d call “sentient,” but they reinforced opinions that
something else is out there.

We know life can springs up in unlikely
places, fungus spores lying dormant in the shadows of a meteor
crater on Vega-5, the "floating cotton" recently found high in the
atmosphere of a gaseous planet orbiting Procyon. None of these were
especially scary. But they were very interesting. Interesting
enough for the Foundation to offer the discoverers bonuses that
allowed the crews to comfortably retire.

By the way, within weeks of those
retirements, every member of those survey teams was back at the
corporate offices, asking to be assigned to another survey mission.
But that's the kind of people they are. And that's the kind of
people you are."

Spontaneous applause again broke out.
Thanopolous held up his hands.

"Our aim is twofold. First, we want to
locate planets suitable for colonization; second, we want to gather
resources for the teeming billions here on Earth. Not only material
resources by means of our extensive mining fleet, but also
informational resources.

We are not a conquering race. We recognize
the rights of other species to exist and where possible, to
cohabitate. Although we have not encountered an intelligent
species, someday, somewhere, it is likely to occur. And you may be
the one attending the trade talks.

Some planets appear to be waiting for life,
while others, the vast majority I might add, are wastelands never
intended for any form of life. It is among all these you will
travel. Not the experience of a lifetime, but a lifetime of
experiences."

Clapping started, but this time accompanied
by whistles and shouts of enthusiasm.

"In closing, I'd like to leave you with a
little practical advice which I'm sure you've all heard before.
That is, preparation is the key to success. Think of what it took
for you to be here today and remember, no matter if you are
selected or not, the real work is always done in preparation for
the task. Good luck to you all."

Thanopolous waved to the audience. The
audience, a roomful of young, energetic, and by this time, very
nervous people, responded with a standing ovation. Thanopolous
stopped and bowed, then walked behind a curtain. The lights went
down and the giant videoscreen sprang to life with a rapidly
expanding field of stars. From the center emerged the Braithwaite
logo.

Frankie nudged Harry. "Let's go get a
drink."

Harry pointed at the video. "I'm watching
the thing here..."

"Harry, they're just going to talk about the
Foundation's holdings, corporate structure, and all that crap.
This'll go on for forty minutes or so, then they'll start talking
about the survey groups."

"How do you know?"

"Read it in the program."

"Oh." Well, maybe getting a drink wasn't a
bad idea. They weren't expected to sit still for three hours
through one presentation after another. "Okay, let's go."

All three got up and picked their way down
the row and up the aisle to the wide lobby. They weren't the first.
Small groups of men and women stood about conversing, passing the
time until the announcements for the selections. An elaborate bar
issued free juice drinks and coffee. Harry ordered water while the
others had coffee.

He looked around the tiered lobby and
spotted Kathleen at a table in an elevated veranda. She was with
the zoomball player, Edward, and Blane, the wirehead. There was
also a redheaded woman and another man at the same table. Harry
watched Edward get up, say something to Blane and, accompanied by
the red-headed woman, walk away. Kathleen looked down and saw
Harry. She waved for him to join her.

George saw her too. "Better go check it out,
buddy. I do believe that girl likes you."

"I wonder if she speaks French," Harry
murmured. Touching his tie, he crossed the floor to the winding
staircase and proceeded up. Kathleen watched him as he
approached.

Feeling brave, Harry spoke first, "Ca va, ma
copine?"

"Pas mal, mon tas d'mour."

Her reply stopped Harry in his tracks. He'd
never been called a "pile of love" before. Her French was
excellent.

"Tu parles bien le francais."

"Mais c'est agacant aux
autres. Ils ne parle pas
francais."

Out of deference to the others, they
switched to English. "You just missed Edward and Doris. But let me
introduce you to the best mission doctor in the Corporation. Harry,
this is Dr. Charles Parker."

"How do you do?" the doctor said. The two
men shook hands.

"You remember Bart?"

"Oh sure." Harry looked at the young
computer genius. He was plugged into a portable CD player and
wasn't paying attention to anyone at the moment. He sat at the
table and looked at his hands. Occasionally, he grimaced when an
unusually intense wave of pleasure swept over him.

"Bart's a little out of it right now."

Bart responded immediately. "No, I'm not.
Well, that's not entirely true, but I am able to respond." He
looked at Harry.

"Good morning, Harry."

"Mornin' Bart."

"So," Dr. Parker said, leaning on the table,
"Kathleen tells us you're in the running. That's good. We need
smart, young men."
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