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HARBINGER 
 
The famed Three Gorges Dam in central China was the largest construction project anywhere 

on earth—and upon completion, would meet the electric power needs of a billion people. 
From breaking ground with mega earth-movers, to massive pours of fresh concrete, the 

individual with responsibility for and final authority over all operations was the brilliant Dr. Yo Hua 
Sing, called Dam Father by his workers, who all but worshipped him. Then one morning a freak 
accident took Dr. Yo’s life. He was accorded a full state funeral and his Last Request honored: his 
body would be forever enshrined within the dam itself, buried under a fresh pour of concrete. 

Last requests of the elite are taken seriously in China. 
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ALARMS 
 
It was precisely 3:00 a.m. Wednesday when acoustic sensors triggered the alarms. 
Two guards converged at the exhibit almost simultaneously. Since the Pioneer Communications 

section of the Smithsonian contained nothing a thief could readily sell, their arrivals were colored 
more by curiosity than concern. The midnight shift was always numbingly uneventful, and anything 
at all became a welcome diversion. The source of the sound was instantly apparent: Inside its glass 
case, the first-ever Western Union Telegraph key was clattering loudly. 

The guards exchanged bemused glances. “Well, that’s a first” shrugged the taller, thumbing his 
radio to report in. Moments later the alarms fell silent. The duty officer in Control logged the 
incident and returned his attention to a magazine. Seconds after the alarms shut off, the telegraph 
key once again became mute. 

Following every shift, any Incident Report is reviewed by Security Chief Charles Hughes—who 
saw no security issue in the 3 a.m. odd occurrence, and referred it to Maintenance.  

An hour later his phone rang. 
“Better tell them guards o’ yours to go pee into cups!” He heard Mort Smith laugh. 
“What the Hell you talkin’ about?” 
“That there telegraph key couldn’t have been operating; It’s not wired up to anything!” 
“Well it damn sure is now! Lt. Conte heard it himself-in the background when the report was 

being called in. So get Somebody’s ass down there pronto—and find those wires! If somebody’s 
screwing with us, and I wanna know who. Just find those damn wires!” Before Smith could respond, 
Hughes hung up. He took a gulp of coffee and leaned back thinking: 

Who wasn’t nearly as interesting as Why? An hour passed. He was about to leave for lunch when 
Smith called back. 

“No wires, Charlie. No radio receiver. No power source. No nothing. Least of all wires!” 
Hughes had given this possibility no consideration whatever. It was simply inconceivable. 
“We went over that thing with every instrument we got—nothing. Zero. Zipperino.” 
Hughes thanked him and hung up slowly. Someone, for reasons he couldn’t begin to imagine, 

was playing games. Maybe NSA was field-testing some new techno-toy—with the Smithsonian as 
the target! He buzzed for his deputy. 

That evening, after the public had left, Hughes’ own Tech Sec Team moved in. By 2:00 they’d 
mounted sensors, digital cameras, and recorders throughout the Pioneer Communications exhibit. 
Any sound, any movement, any electronic emission or signal would be captured in micro-detail. 

Captain Hughes knew that three of his very best guards hadn’t undergone some damned shared-
hallucination experience! 

At precisely 3:00 a.m he was proven correct. The venerable telegraph once again sprang to life—
but this time with a difference: After fifty-two seconds of conventional dots and dashes, the ancient 
key suddenly burst into a frenetic dance, singing like a high-speed dental drill. As a Sony digital video 
camera—its long lens riveted on the tip of the flying key—devoured it all, byte by byte. 

 
*          *          * 

 
Charles Hughes normally logged in by 7:45 each morning, but this workday began at 3:09 with 

the ringing of his phone. Twenty-six minutes later he burst unshaven into the Tech Lab. His deputy 
was already there. 

By 4:30 they’d reviewed the video and audio a dozen times. Then Hughes leaned back to think. 
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Finally, he turned to his deputy. “OK. First off, we find out whether there’s actually some kinda 
message here, and if so, what code’s being used. Wake Max Shapiro in Accounting, and get him 
down here—used to be a signalman in the Coast Guard. Maybe he can tell us what the Hell we got 
here.” He turned back to his lab chief. “Hal, play that audio again—only this time slow it way, way 
down. Call it a hunch.” 

At 6:22 Max Shapiro phoned in his findings: “What you got here,” he reported, “is English—
and good old Morse Code.” He sounded nervous, shaken even; Hughes took no notice. 

“Really? Well good. So, what’s it say?” 
Shapiro hesitated, and then read from his transcript—. 

“THE METHOD BY WHICH YOU RECEIVE THIS COMMUNICATION 
DEMONSTRATES IT COULD NOT BE OF TERRESTRIAL ORIGIN (STOP) 
THE TEXT WHICH FOLLOWS IS TO BE DELIVERED TO YOUR 
EXECUTIVE HEAD OF GOVERNMENT FOR IMMEDIATE ACTION 
(STOP) PRESERVE THE MECHANISM OF THIS COMMUNICATION FOR 
POSSIBLE FUTURE USE 
(STOP)” 

Max Shapiro paused to clear his throat. He was starting to shake. “That was all contained in the 
first part of the message. Now, here’s the rest—what was in that second, speeded-up part—” 

 

POTUS 
 
The President of the United States was not disposed to report for work before 8:30 in the 

morning. Atwood Samuel Bryce had no intention of letting the job turn him gray. After three years 
in the Oval Office, he appeared not to have aged a day. A singular accomplishment in his view. 

He insisted on leisurely, private breakfasts with the First Lady. And even if the King of Jordan or 
some Queen of the Blues had spent the night in the Lincoln Bedroom, they’d not be included. 
Moreover, any staffer interrupting a Bryce breakfast better be reporting the outbreak of war 
somewhere. 

They were in mid-omelet when his chief of staff appeared. Bryce looked up and pointedly laid 
down his fork. “Good Morning, Oscar. I assume—whatever this is won’t keep.” 

“‘Morning, Mr. President—Mrs. Bryce.” Oscar Benton pulled up a chair, waving off coffee. 
“Actually, it would keep until Morning Staff—but—it’s so bizarre, I figured you’d want a heads up.” 

Suddenly intrigued, Bryce leaned back and faced his friend of twenty years. “Okay, Pal—let’s 
have it.” 

Benton cleared his throat. “The past two nights—events which—defy all explanation—
transpired. He recited the happenings at the Smithsonian, and then handed the president a copy of 
the message’s initial instructions. Bryce read, his eyes slowly widening. He passed it over to his wife. 
“You said, ‘events which defy all explanation’—explain.” 

Benton shifted in his chair. “As reported, the telegraph key, was and is, wholly unconnected to 
anything. No wires. No magnets. Nothing. Moreover, the messages were not tapped out by any 
human hand; the duration of and interval between each dot and dash is identical, to the millisecond. 
Mr. President, the problem is, there’s simply no way, by all the laws of physics, that that telegraph 
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key—encased as it is in shatterproof glass—could be induced to move up and down by any known 
external force!” 

Bryce scowled as he digested it, shooting a dark look at Abby. “Okay, Oscar, let’s have the rest 
of it. What makes this of such immediate White House concern?” 

Benton cleared his throat. “When—the technicians slowed down the second part of the 
message, the ‘main text,’ that is, was compressed into what’s known as a burst transmission.” He 
slowly passed it to Bryce. 

“YOU HOLD IN YOUR HANDS MANIFEST PROOF THAT THERE IS 
INTELLIGENT LIFE IN THE UNIVERSE BEYOND YOUR OWN. 

WE WILL PRESENTLY VISIT YOUR WORLD FOR THE PURPOSE OF 
SHARING ELEMENTS OF OUR KNOWLEDGE. 

YOUR PLANET STANDS AT PERIL. EARLY ACTIONS MUST BE 
UNDERTAKEN TO PREVENT GREAT LOSS.” 

The president read more slowly, the shadow of a tremble crossing his hands. 
“OUR ARRIVAL IS IMMINENT. WE WILL NOT ENTER YOUR 

ATMOSPHERE BUT WILL REMAIN IN LOW ORBIT. 

IN FIVE DAYS TIME WE WILL PLACE OURSELVES IN PROXIMITY 
TO YOUR SPACE SHUTTLE AND INVITE AN ASTRONAUT TO BOARD 
AND INSPECT OUR CRAFT. YOU WILL BE UNABLE TO DETECT OUR 
PRESENCE WITH YOUR INSTRUMENTS. DESPAIR NOT. WE WILL 
RENDER OUR CRAFT VISIBLE TO MORTAL EYES AND CAMERAS AS 
THE AMERICAN SHUTTLE PASSES ABOVE YOUR SALT LAKE CITY 
FOLLOWING SUNRISE FRIDAY. AT THAT HOUR WE WILL MANIFEST 
ASTERN YOUR SHUTTLE. 

WE REQUEST YOU INSPECT OUR INTERIOR SPACES AND THEN 
ASSEMBLE A DELEGATION OF ELDERS TO ATTEND EARLY 
CONVENINGS ABOARD OUR CRAFT. 

FEAR NOT. WE HAVE COME BUT TO COUNSEL.” 

“Good God—” breathed the president. 
 

*          *          * 
 

The American shuttle Discovery would pass directly above Salt Lake City at 5:21 AM Friday, 
local time. 

President Bryce lost no time in creating a crisis team: Chief of Staff Oscar Benton; Domestic 
Policy Adviser John Bozorth; Vice-President Stuart MacDougal; National Science Adviser Nathan 
Nevares; Secretary of Defense Ralph D’Orio; and National Security Adviser Iana Ravenscroft, who 
in turn brought along her top strategist, Dr. Peter Klein. She wanted him on board, and the 
president assented. 

After brisk discussion, the group quickly concluded that the ‘communications’ had to be either 
the sickest hoax of all time—or—not a hoax at all. And that was simply too overwhelming to 
contemplate. Everybody assumed it could only be a hoax—with each convincing him/herself that it 
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was all merely some warped, albeit brilliant stunt. Possibly perpetrated by political enemies, out to 
make them look the fools. Or—more ominously—a new whole breed of techno-terrorist. But 
hopefully, just some demented genius from Akron out to make headlines. But until they knew more, 
it was decided to leave both the Bureau and Agency out of the loop. After all, they wouldn’t have 
long to wait: If nothing appeared in the wake of the shuttle Friday, they could all get drunk. And 
then turn it over to the Bureau. 

Shortly before Midnight local time Thursday, the chief astronomers at five western 
observatories, all operated by or under contract to the Federal government, received priority 
directives ordering them to suspend all other observations, and to realign and refocus their optical 
and infrared instruments to acquire and track the shuttle Discovery as it rose in the northwest sky 
just after sunrise. Specifically, they were ordered to observe and photograph the area “behind and 
proximate to” the shuttle—and look for “anything out of the ordinary.” 

 
*          *          * 

 
The President had an evil feeling about this whole alien business. Sleep was impossible. He 

flopped back and forth, snapping left hooks into an overheated pillow. He was being haunted once 
again by what he called “Terminal Choices.” He’d coined the term after punching out of his F-14 
several premature moments before it slipped over into a death-spiral—a panic choice which had 
washed him out of flight training. Poor Woody, on the verge of being swept into a raging, 
intergalactic cataract with nothing but Terminal Choices around every blind bend! 

What’s more, she couldn’t even reach over to comfort him; separate bedrooms had been his 
idea. Well then—his loss. And so, sleeping alone, Abigail Bryce didn’t exactly ache for her husband. 
She maybe twinged. 

And as POTUS thrashed and churned next door, she herself began to reflect on the crisis. 
Staring up into the silent darkness, it wasn’t long before her mind became captured in orbit around 
that one overarching, ghastly possibility. 

What if—if this isn’t a hoax after all? 
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SPACESHIP 
 
Following DOD instructions, Dr. Marcel Trigot acquired Discovery the instant it sprang from 

behind the Humboldt Range, then—tracking back along its path—found nothing.  
As instructed, Trigot held focus on the area astern the shuttle, slowly swinging the great reflector 

to remain on station. Then, all of a sudden—as Discovery arced directly above Salt Lake City—
Trigot beheld it: 

“Oh my God! Another vessel! It’s h-u-g-e! Must be—twenty times the size of the shuttle! Jesus 
God!” 

Suddenly remembering the recorders were on, the chief astronomer caught himself and began 
making a record— 

“The spacecraft is—a dazzling white—blindingly white—with iridescent gold! 
Just—incredibly beautiful! Uh—as to how to describe its shape—It appears to be designed to fly 

through an atmosphere—long and sleek, with minimum drag resistance. I can see what appear to be 
power nacelles—four in all.” 

He paused for a quick sip of water without removing his eye from the viewfinder: 
“There’s a smaller central section—maybe one-hundred meters across—which looks to be in the 

shape of a—Yup, a heptagon! With an elliptical roof, or floor, above and below—” 
As he continued his observations, an assistant noted that the infrared sensors were registering 

nothing at all. 
Then, precisely three minutes after the alien craft first became visible, it vanished from sight. 

 
*          *          * 

 
For the next two hours, a torrent of digital recordings and photos streamed into the Situation 

Room. Computer enhancements portrayed a mammoth, sophisticated, totally unknown construct in 
orbit. Individual photographs could not begin to capture the craft’s shimmering beauty, but the 
high-definition videos which followed filled the room with awe. 

“Lord God A’mighty—” someone breathed. 
Everyone’s immediate concern was containment. Any hint of the presence of an alien spacecraft 

in our skies could easily trigger panic all agreed; absolute secrecy was imperative thus even allies 
would not be informed. Additionally, they’d not go on DEFCON Alert although it was time to brief 
the Secretary of State. Since Bryce had referred to the thing overhead as “a nightmare in orbit,” the 
code name CHIMERA was assigned. 

But what no one in the Situation Room could have known that very morning, the Zero Gravity 
Club of Boulder happened to be at the University Observatory to view Discovery’s first pass after 
dawn. 

 
*          *          * 

 
In the privacy of the residence, the President was pacing and venting, his belly poking defiantly 

through his bathrobe. Abby had never seen him so agitated, and sensed that he was already feeling 
things starting to spin beyond his control. 

“You realize,” he stabbed, “when the story gets out, it’ll dominate the front page of every 
newspaper on earth—day after day, month after month? From here on, every decision I make, every 
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action we take, will go down in history—with me the one being held accountable by the whole God 
damn world!” 

“Woody,” she countered firmly, “we’ve certainly no way of knowing what that spaceship’s doing 
up there. Therefore, we have no choice but to wait for them to tell us. However, one thing is clear—
they already know a great deal about us: ‘Salt Lake City’—‘Friday’—‘cameras’—not to mention 
English, Morse Code, and even the Smithsonian. So let’s not go and underestimate them.” He 
started to interrupt, but she continued. “I know we must assume their intent to be hostile until 
proven otherwise. But since you admit there’s not a whole lot we can do anyway, why not take them 
at face value?” She turned and looked at him. “And consider this: they must have had excellent, 
sound reasons for choosing the American Government as their first contact point with Earth—and 
the basis to entrust us with such responsibility. Mull that one over. By the way,” she squinted, “do 
we have any idea even what corner of the galaxy they came from?” 

“None whatever. Nor the foggiest idea which direction they came from. We don’t even know 
how long they’ve been here. What’s more, they could have hundreds of additional ships out there 
with them—a whole friggin’ invisible armada! For all we know, this one’s only a scout for their main 
force—here to size up our capacity, our courage, and our will to resist them!” 

“Then what options are being considered?” 
“Mostly we’re just trying to decide whether or not to let an astronaut take a spacewalk to check 

them out—assuming they show up on Tuesday as promised.” 
“In other words, the ball’s in their court.” 
“Not altogether. Before long we’ll have to notify key allies, and seek their cooperation in 

mounting a united and coordinated response to whatever the aliens might choose to do next. This 
could—” 

“Including the Russians?” She interrupted. 
“Hell no. As the only other nation able to launch someone into orbit—and thereby to 

potentially muck things up—it’s not a risk I’m prepared to take. Especially with the Kremlin’s 
strategic rocket forces under such—uncertain command. I don’t trust Gusev, especially when he’s 
drunk.” 

“In the event the aliens do turn out to be hostile—what do your experts say can be done?” 
He looked at her as if she was malfunctioning. 
“Experts? There are no ‘experts’ on this! It flies in the face of everything we thought we knew! 

Abby, we don’t have a clue what might work. Yeah, we could fire off lasers and missiles, but we’ve 
got no assurance they’d have any effect at all and might only serve to piss ’em off! Hell, Babe, you 
know as much as any ‘expert’—what do you think we oughta do?” He checked his watch. “Hey, 
Cocktail Hour.” He poured a scotch and offered it. She shook her head. 

“You sit; I’ll pace,” Abby directed, rising to her feet. 
“What boggles me—is that until a few hours ago, we honestly and truly thought we might be all 

alone in the universe. Now we find we may be surrounded by intelligent life—some of it so far 
beyond us we must look like Neanderthals to them! Yet, if they are that far beyond us both 
technologically and intellectually—then doesn’t it stand to reason they may be light years ahead of us 
morally and socially as well?” She stopped and placed a hand on his shoulder. “They told us ‘Fear 
not.’ Well just maybe: They’ve evolved beyond deceit.” 

“And maybe—” He sighed after brief reflection, “Earth’s but a rest stop on their trip across the 
cosmos. To them we may be nothing more than fast food—with an astronaut served up for a taste-
test!” 

 
*          *          * 
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For one with such serious White House responsibilities as Peter Klein was assigned, it was oddly 
comforting to know that he would find rich humor lurking somewhere within every crisis. In total 
contrast, his boss, Iana Ravenscroft, President Bryce’s national security adviser, was utterly 
humorless. Even when Peter came up with some gem of high humor, she’d only stare at him, as if 
he thought being funny solved anything—which in turn struck Peter as particularly funny. Were he 
not so driven to come up with a creative, often humorous resolution for each new Crisis-of-the-
Week, he was certain Iana would have replaced him with someone more like herself temperament-
wise. But it would have been a pleasant surprise had he known that such a notion had never so 
much as crossed her mind. However, it would have blown his mind to smithereens had he known 
that what actually crossed her mind nearly every day was wondering whether he’d be as creative in 
bed as he was at his job.  

Whenever his ‘Drop Everything and Get your Ass in Here’ emergency beeper went off, he knew 
there was a major crisis brewing somewhere—that rarely did the beeper go off. 

After being fully briefed on everything that was known or even suspected about the Aliens in 
orbit, Peter knew he needed to think. His power of reason always seemed to peak at its sharpest and 
most insightful when he was soaking, eyelids at half-mast, in a hot tub. Disclosing the secret of his 
creativity to Iana one day, after she’d tasked him to come up with some fresh ideas to put an end to 
the ongoing border clashes between the Turks and Kurds, Peter had half seriously said they might 
ask the UN to create a neutral zone strictly for Turds. Iana had simply looked at him. But the next 
day, a brand new top of the line hot-tub was delivered in the East Wing along with a sign: “National 
Security Use Only”—to which only Peter and his boss seemed to have keys.  

This raised more than a few eyebrows. 
 

RUSSIANS 
 
At 11:18 EDT Saturday, CNN’s Morning Anchor broke into the weather report with a Breaking 

News bulletin: 
“This just in: Minutes ago—at a special news conference called by the Chief Astronomer of the 

University of Colorado Observatory—Dr. Nilsson Svendhal announced that a mysterious, ‘very 
large’ spacecraft suddenly appeared yesterday morning a short distance behind the space shuttle 
Discovery. The Observatory has just released color photos, taken through their telescope, of the 
mysterious spacecraft we switch live to Denver.” 

Screens around the globe cut to Dr. Svendhal standing behind a small lectern, holding up a 
series of large color enlargements for a dozen stunned reporters. 

“Just how big is this thing anyway?” One called out. 
“Exactly six-hundred and six meters in length and one-hundred meters from top to bottom at 

the thickest point. As to its depth, we can only approximate. However, it appears to be something 
under three-hundred meters measuring front to back. In other words, quite large for any spacecraft.” 

“Dr. Svendhal,” a female voice sang out, “are you stating to a scientific certainty that some 
unknown spaceship has been shadowing our space shuttle?” 

“I am. At least unknown to any of us. And I don’t stake my reputation lightly.” 
“Could that thing in the pictures possibly be some secret new NASA space vehicle?” 
“You’ll have to ask NASA about that. But frankly I would doubt it very much.” 
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Seventeen-hundred miles to the east, all eyes in the Situation Room were on CNN. “Get me 
Chester,” the president snapped, angry at being forced now to explain to America’s allies why he’d 
deliberately kept them in the dark. We’ll have to tell ’em we believed it was just an elaborate hoax, he 
decided. 

The Secretary of State took the call on the seventeenth green. He never played the final hole. 
At 12:55 the White House announced that President Bryce would respond shortly to the 

reported spacecraft sighting. 
Twenty minutes later A. Samuel Bryce strode into a jammed East Room and began reading from 

a prepared statement: 
“The spacecraft sighted yesterday morning by astronomers at the University of Colorado was 

also observed and photographed by our own Government observatories at the same time.” 
He paused and looked directly into the television cameras. 
“Its appearance was not unexpected: Many of our telescopes and cameras were in fact pre-

positioned in anticipation of its arrival.” 
There was an excited stirring, even among the most jaded. 
The President laid out the events at the Smithsonian and then read in full the communique from 

the alien craft He ended by announcing that sending an astronaut over from Discovery was “an 
option under active consideration.” His statement finished, he’d take questions. A dozen voices 
called out at once: NBC got the nod. 

“Mr. President—how can you be sure the aliens’ intent isn’t hostile?” It was the question all 
would have asked. 

“We can’t,” Bryce confessed, “but so far, they’ve given us no reason to believe they came here 
for any hostile purpose. In fact, all evidence is to the contrary. However, this does not mean we 
won’t take appropriate precautions—exactly what is not open to discussion.” He leaned forward on 
the lectern. “Let me say this: Mankind suddenly finds itself confronted by something of cosmic 
significance. Totally unexpected. Utterly beyond human experience. And, arguably, the single most 
momentous event in all of recorded history!” He paused. “And we’ll be prepared to respond, 
whatever their intent might turn out to be.” 

“Have you consulted with other heads of state?” asked a French correspondent. 
“We’ve been doing just that all morning. This is clearly a matter which affects all nations.” 
“Have any of the astronauts been asked to volunteer to go inspect, and perhaps even board, the 

alien spaceship?” 
“That’s of course something no astronaut would ever be ordered to do. That said, should one 

volunteer, it will be considered,” Bryce evaded. He paused, looked into the television camera, and 
turned philosophical. 

“What is circling above our heads at this precise minute is an unprecedented opportunity to take 
a quantum leap in our knowledge of the Universe which we inhabit. For centuries Man has peered 
up at the stars and wondered whether we whirl alone through the vast night of space. Well, we now 
have the answer—for the very first time. And that, I believe, is good news—certainly nothing to fill 
us with trepidation. Only perhaps with awe. Therefore, let us not cringe and quake before the 
unfamiliar, but rather let the human race stand together—tall and unafraid—before our Universe!” 

 
*          *          * 

 
By Sunday, as Bryce predicted, the Aliens dominated the world’s media. It was as if no other 

news were taking place. 
‘Meet the Press’ featured the President’s national Security Advisor, Iana Ravenscroft, her 

gleaming black hair drawn back tightly for the occasion. She fielded a number of questions before 
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revealing that every astronaut aboard Discovery had already volunteered to walk in space for a close-
up look at the alien spaceship—assuming it reappeared as promised. 

“What’s more—they’re all dying to take a look inside,” she added. 
Meanwhile, the Secretary of State appeared on Face the Nation. Tasked to be reassuring, he 

reported that President Bryce was in daily consultation with key allies, each of whom shared in his 
belief that a single craft, regardless of its intentions, could pose little threat to an entire planet. 

Conversely, hewing to the view that there simply were no experts to interview, MSNBC opted 
instead to counter-focus with the wisdoms of ‘ordinary folks’—“They’re staying above our 
atmosphere because they plan to poison it!”—“I think they came to steal our DNA—and then take 
it back to their home world to create a race of human slaves!”—“They’re gonna melt the polar ice 
caps and drown us all!” By the first commercial break even the production crew wished they’d 
invited the putative experts like everyone else. 

On the Truman Balcony Sam and Abby Bryce watched silently. It was a magnificent early-
summer morning; the kind of day precious little could spoil. But neither noticed. A phone buzzed; 
the President muted the TV. A heated Secretary of State was on the line— 

“Mr. President, the Russians are now demanding a cosmonaut be included for any visit to the 
alien spaceship!” 

“Gusev must be losing it,” the president groaned. 
“The Russians are actually feeling pointedly left out. And they figure that, since they’re up there 

just like us, they’re entitled to be included.” 
“Balls! If the damn aliens wanted to speak to the world in Russian, they’d be doing it! But they 

picked English. They picked the United States. They picked us. So tell Mr. Gusev he can take his 
complaints up with them directly—should he come by the opportunity.” 

“How ’bout letting me tell him we’ll try to include them in any ‘subsequent convenings?’ A small 
bone, to be sure—but it might shut him up.” 

One caveat Mother Bryce had drilled into her son was, “Have No Truck with Fools.” 
“Absolutely not,” he replied. “When and if we have something to share—we will do so. And if that 
doesn’t satisfy him, you might suggest he try signaling them with a big fat friggin’ spotlight!” 

Secretary Severinghaus, though less than pleased, knew enough to drop the matter. 
 

*          *          * 
 

His obese yellow cat was so glad to see Peter; he kept rubbing up against his ankle, purring as 
loudly as he could. Peter got the message. He sat down, patted his lap, and instantly Cheez Whizz 
was upon it, purring like crazy and kneading Peter’s crotch. He’d never known a more affectionate 
animal. And this only intensified his guilt trip. He’d been trapped in the Situation Room for days, 

which was hardly fair to a hungry, lonely, bored cat who was stuck at home, unable to even go 
outside. 

Peter had thought about getting another cat for Cheez Whizz to play with, but realized that that 
would only double the stench from the litter box which had to be emptied constantly. But he just 
didn’t have the stomach for that. All he knew for certain was that he loved The Whizz Man dearly, 

who in turn loved Peter, his own fat cat—it was mutual—so wherever he went his cat would go as 
well. 

Peter leaned back to relax and let his brain freewheel. He never tired of turning it loose to see 
where it might take him. He closed his eyes and soon he was on Air Force One—along with Iana. 
The President was in the nose, taking a nap. 

Suddenly, the pilot appeared and turned to Peter. “You gotta see this, Pete—” He turned and 
headed back to the flight-deck, Peter in tow—and guess who was at the controls: Cheez Whizz! Just 
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then President Bryce appeared. “Iana will not be pleased,” POTUS said. “No matter how good a 
pilot your cat may be, I’m afraid the FAA will have to be told as well.” 

Peter woke up chuckling and kissed the cat, who was still curled up in his lap, then kissed it 
again on the top of its head.  

“Now that’s what I’d call a world-class catnap,” he mused. 
His cat looked up at him and yawned. 

 
*          *          * 

 
 
Ellen Kate (27) never knew what awaited her when she unlocked the door to her apartment. But 

there would be something, of that she could be certain. Something evil and ingenious. Something 
dark and sinister poised to strike. When, she never knew, only that come it would. Maybe not the 
minute she walked in the door, maybe not for an hour, when her guard was apt to be down. Yet 
Ellen couldn’t help but adore the perpetrator, and it would have amused her no end had she known 
that her beautiful feline friend was profoundly humiliated by the name Ellen Kate had bestowed on 
her the day she was born: OooYaYaBangToy (What the Hell kind of a name is that!). The cat had 
no idea what it meant—only that it made everyone laugh when they first heard it. By way of 
retaliation, the offended one, after some deep thought, had retaliated by naming her owner 
‘Guptslutch’—the ugliest sounding name she could conjure up. 

There were two sides to her Siamese cat: one sweet and loving; the other, over-the-top creatively 
diabolical. 

What Precocious Cat (Ellen Kate’s other name for her) would do, when left to her own devices 
all day long, was spend a good portion of it plotting some highly entertaining comeuppance—one 
which could involve anything from, say, launching herself off the top of the bookcase just as Ellen 
Kate was walking by, expertly scattering her hair every which way upon landing, and producing a 
most rewarding screech—or in the alternative, might just as easily involve treating Ellen’s favorite 
red fuzzy slippers to a day on the water—in the toilet. 

 

CHIMERA 
 
Peter Klein had barely been anywhere but in the Situation Room since the morning CHIMERA 

was created. During the supper break Sunday, he dashed home to shower, change clothes and feed 
Cheez Whiz. 

Something kept bothering him, and he couldn’t shake it. Why, why would any alien race—
sophisticated and advanced enough to be able to fly halfway across the galaxy—invest vast resources 
and decades of travel time, all to visit one small, insignificant, backward world like Earth? And, what 
a cosmic conceit it was for us to think they had! 

With a Ph.D in Physics from M.I.T., Peter Klein didn’t suffer illogic gladly. He’d spent ten years 
with the CIA before joining the national security staff as a senior analyst. At first he’d been excited at 
being selected to join CHIMERA, but with each passing hour he found himself almost wishing he’d 
never left the company. Almost. Now it was the White House. With the stakes the world itself. The 
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pressure, already excruciating, was growing by the hour. Everyone was demanding firm answers and 
viable options, with precious few of either to be had. 

CHIMERA, in the evening session, was growing ugly. 
Other than to scan, take myriad close-up photos, and send over an astronaut, no one had come 

up with any other substantive course of action—.assuming the aliens even showed up. 
With communication totally one-sided, Bryce said that what they needed most was some means 

of questioning the aliens. “How, by using a blinker light?—Or holding up signs in the shuttle’s 
windows?” Iana sniffed. The notion was quickly dismissed, if only because doing things through 
windows felt intolerably primitive. And appearing primitive to the aliens was the last thing anyone 
wanted. 

“Then our astronaut’ll just have to do the interrogating,” Bryce said, settling the matter. 
When deliberations inevitably turned to speculating on the aliens’ motives, Peter summarized: 

Yes, someone clearly was up there. Yes, to a certainty they were not of this earth. Yes, they knew a 
great deal about us. And yes, their words were friendly enough. But—did they really journey all the 
way here just to, quote: ‘Share elements of their knowledge.’ W-h-y, Klein challenged, should these 
aliens give a fig about Earth? Would not other far more advanced or kindred worlds be of far greater 
interest to them? “Something just doesn’t compute,” he warned. 

But to his dismay, no one was interested in contemplating cosmic logic or illogic. Aliens had 
arrived; that’s all that counted. So CHIMERA turned its efforts to deciding whom to send over to 
the alien spaceship for a look-see. 

Just before midnight final agreement was reached: Anthony J. Junker—Major, USAF—would go 
for a spacewalk the next day providing everything appeared safe. Just how the aliens intended to 
have anyone “board” their craft to “inspect” it was unknown. And until this was revealed, no entry 
would be authorized. Permission would be granted, however, to make tactile contact with the 
outside of the alien craft, if and only if, the major felt it was safe to do so. 

At 7:50, the President spoke directly with Junker (“A.J.”) to satisfy himself that the major fully 
appreciated, and willingly accepted, all the risks—to the extent that they could be understood at all. 
Junker replied that he was eager to go. “Then your place in history is assured,” Bryce decreed—
although that would just as readily apply posthumously. 

A significant factor in Junker’s selection had been the fact that he was single. 
 

*          *          * 
 

Vice President MacDougal was beyond taciturn; he was verbally abstemious. As much as 
possible he avoided the telephone, which tended to involve dialog. And he never agreed to give a 
speech unless required for an occasion of State. Moreover, he never granted interviews—all of 
which made him the ideal vice president from a presidential point of view. 

However, a personal phone call from the Boss required the fullest of response. 
“Okay, Mac,” Bryce began, wasting no time on pleasantries, “what’s your gut tell you? You think 

our uninvited cosmic visitors have come to do us ill?” 
MacDougal reflected briefly before answering. “Well, if that is why they’re here, I can’t imagine 

why they’d be going about it in this manner. Given the friendly overtures, maybe they’ve really come 
primarily to capture our minds ‘n’ hearts. Or maybe win us over by dazzling us with their 
technology—like we did with the Indians: ‘Have we got a warp-drive for you!’ Call it 
neocolonialism.” 

Bryce smiled at this. “‘Cosmic Colonizers’—interesting. But what do we say if all they’ve 
brought for us is sparkly beads?” “We sparkle our gratitude. But if I was a betting man I’d wager 
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they have no interest in our primitive technology.” He took out a kitchen match and poked around 
inside his ear. “Could be they just have a hankering for our women.” 

 
*          *          * 

 
“SPACE ARMADA HIDING BEHIND MOON!” Cried a leading tabloid. Not to be outdone, 

another announced “ALIEN ATTACK IMMINENT!” The exploitation quickly became pandemic. 
From Barcelona: “BLESSED VIRGIN WEEPS OVER EXTRA-TERRESTRIALS!” Osaka: “U.S. 
TAKES NUCLEAR AIM AT SPACESHIP!” London: “FIVE NUDE ALIENS SPOTTED 
OUTSIDE PUB!” Rio: “SPACE BEAST CLAW PRINTS FOUND ON THE BEACH!” And from 
Tehran: “DEATH TO THE INFIDEL ALIENS!” 

The world over, people stood somewhere between ‘Genuinely Concerned’ and ‘Scared to 
Death.’ The only thing everyone could agree that they wanted done: ‘Something!’ Those habitually 
driven to protest were in deep turmoil over having no one to picket. Prayer groups prayed, students 
got plastered, the talking heads got portentous, and the militia got ready. However, most people just 
quietly panicked in private. 

While in capitals around the globe, those in charge knew this was only the beginning. 
 

SHAMPOO 
 
Peter lived alone by choice, after divorcing Sally nearly a dozen years ago. At thirty-three, he was 

the youngest of the White House senior staff—usually giving President Bryce at least one good 
chuckle per Cabinet meeting, which made him a welcome addition. This delighted Iana. 

Peter didn’t have much of a social life, and even less sex life. When a date signaled she’d like to 
spend the night with him, he’d take her for a short cruise on the Potomac in his small, aging Chris 
Craft and then repair to the cabin below for a somewhat more vigorous ride. However, his one-
night-stands-only policy was less than fulfilling emotionally. 

Nonetheless, his apartment in McLean remained strictly off-limits. It was a converted basement 
affair, with deep window wells for air and light. Somehow it was simultaneously clean and a total 
mess—strewn with an unholy mix of clothes and low-level classified documents from work. 

On one recent occasion, his No Visitors policy been violated. Every now and then, Iana would 
drop him off on her own way home, usually when his ’63 Stingray Vette was in the shop overnight. 
Such was the case one November evening, when a snowstorm out of nowhere burst upon the 
District. Her rear-wheel-drive Audi was slipping and sliding like crazy, and they barely made it to 
Peter’s. 

“Looks like it’s One-for-the-Couch night,” she proclaimed, leaving little room for him to demur. 
“I’m a notorious litterbug, Iana,” he said. “You’re going to embarrass me—my cat has a Litter 

Box Account, in which he makes regular large deposits. My very own Fat Cat contributor, if you 
will.” She shot him a look followed by a brief Mona Lisa smile. 

Peter thought Iana was maybe the sexiest women alive, but he never let on. “How ’bout a 
shower?” she suggested. 

“Did I just hear—an invitation?” Peter grinned foolishly, scarcely believing his ears, and then his 
eyes, as she began to undress.  
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A fantasy realized. 
“Suit yourself.” She began removing her clothes, down to a half-slip and jersey top. He hurried 

to catch up with her—when he was down to his shorts, they stepped into the shower as one. This 
then was to be the night she’d at long last find out whether Dr. Peter Klein was a creative lover. 

Finding a full bottle of shampoo, she began dribbling it slowly across his chest, smearing it 
sensually around. Then she handed him the bottle, so he could reciprocate. He was thrilled to do so. 

“You suppose we have an audience whom found himself—up there, watching?” he asked. 
“The thought crossed my mind. But if they are, I seriously doubt they’ve come as voyeurs.”  
Finally, with every nook and cranny clean as never before, Peter and Iana towel-dried each other 

and headed eagerly for the bedroom—trailed by an intensely curious Yella Fella, who was wondering 
what was coming next. Not easily surprised, he was utterly shocked by the bodily combat he 
witnessed for the next hour. 

 
*          *          * 

 
As everyone at work had noted, Iana never wore a bra. Or needed to. The First Lady had told 

her husband that was “unseemly.” But being one of Iana’s many mammary admirers, he did nothing. 
Her unofficial Code Name was Titty-Tit-Tits—but no one within earshot ever referred to her as 
such. However, it fit her perfectly, particularly in light of her self-image. Even its cadence had a 
pleasing feeling as it rolled off the tongue, so early on it become a term in nearly universal use. She 
simply had to be aware of that, but wrote it off to female envy rather than derision. Men were just 
googly-eyed kids in a candy store. From time to time, she was tempted to whip out a proud Hooter, 
just to see them react. But wanting to keep her job, she resisted the urge. Bryce would never risk the 
risqué, especially in an election year.  

 
*          *          * 

 
CHIMERA convened in the Situation Room promptly at 0815 Monday. Rendezvous with the 

alien craft was due to take place sometime the following day. 
National security adviser Ravenscroft set the agenda. “The primary decision now before us is 

how, and under what circumstances, do we permit Major Junker to enter the alien craft, assuming 
he’s invited inside.” She turned to Klein. “Peter, what are our operating assumptions?” 

He consulted his notes— “First: the Alien craft does, in fact, show up on schedule; Second: the 
Aliens are able to maneuver safely alongside Discovery at a safe separation, and then hold on station 
for perhaps sixty minutes.” He glanced at the Secretary of Defense, who merely shrugged. 
“Assumption number three: the Aliens still want an astronaut to ‘board and inspect’ their craft; 
Fourth: they’ll have some means of communicating with Major Junker—perhaps one method while 
he’s outside the craft, another once he’s inside. And lastly: the Major finds nothing on the exterior to 
cause him concern, and he’s Go to enter the spacecraft.” 

“Will we be able to speak with Major Junker only while he’s outside on the tether,” Bryce asked, 
“and not once he’s inside?” 

“We simply don’t know whether radio communication will remain operative once he enters the 
spacecraft.” 

“Aye, there’s the rub,” allowed MacDougal. 
“We don’t even know whether they plan to use an airlock, Mr. President. We’ll just have to wait 

and see. Anything more would be pure speculation,” Klein declared. 
“That’s all we have here!” Bryce railed, “Everything we decide is based on nothing but God 

damn speculation and conjecture!” The strain was starting to show. “One thing is decided: Major 
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Junker is Not Authorized to enter their craft if doing so would interrupt voice communications or 
vital telemetry.” There were general murmurs of assent. 

“Dare we assume that the major’s life support systems would remain functional once he’s 
entered their spacecraft?” Oscar Benton pointedly asked. 

“We ‘speculated’ on that as well,” Klein said, “concluding that for them to invite human beings 
aboard, providing them with a breathable, pressurized atmosphere would have to be a given. 
Knowing so much about us already, the fact that we’re air-breathers couldn’t have escaped their 
notice.” 

“Maybe they’ll even have porta-potties,” D’Orio smirked. 
CHIMERA spent the next hour wrestling with one imponderable after another, trying to apply 

human logic and judgment to what was essentially beyond either. 
 

SQUAB 
 
The First Daughter, Ellen Kate, lived just a mile from the White House in a small walk-up 

studio. Having a roommate had never been an option; there simply wasn’t room. But she did 
manage to share space with OooYaYaBangToy, a female Siamese with a dark sense of humor. 

She was a slender and lithe twenty seven, with long, utterly straight hair cascading down over her 
chest like lemon satin shampoo. She wore quiet earth tones and invisible make-up. Yet when the 
occasion demanded she could slip into a silk sheath gown and dazzle any gathering. 

The past three years had been an unwelcome adjustment. She longed for the days when she 
could walk down the street unrecognized, unescorted and not photographed. She truly hated being a 
public figure, being discussed and written about by strangers, and never feeling free to just be 
herself. 

More than anything, she hated having the Secret Service hovering around her, duly noting in 
their records the exact time that a date arrived—and left. 

On the other hand, she’d readily admit to enjoying certain of the perks: being waved smartly 
through White House gates; debating serious issues over haute cuisine with her parents, and always, 
right there: the very locus of global power—within the warm meat just behind her father’s eyes. For 
an aspiring journalist, heady stuff. 

Tonight would be the first time she’d visited with her parents since the Aliens arrived. She 
hoped they were okay. 

The White House gates whispered open, and Ellen Kate swung her black Miata into a reserved 
space in the shadow of the Executive Mansion. Julio greeted her at the side entrance, smiling 
broadly. “Another warm evening, Miz Bryce. We’ve had to turn up the air conditioning!” Escorting 
her to the private family elevator, he announced, “Cracked Ginger Squab this evening—just the way 
you like it!” He stood there beaming as she stepped into the elevator. 

Julio was right. The squab was perfect, and the Bryces dug in, pointedly avoiding any mention of 
Aliens. 

“Still being wooed by Channel 33?” Abby asked, passing her daughter a pale glaze. “Here, dear, 
try a dab of this.” 

“They even upped the ante,” Ellen Kate grinned, “offered to make me their Arts and 
Entertainment Correspondent.” She tried the glaze. “Mmmm—hey, that is good!” 
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“Thought you’d like it,” her mother winked. 
“Question is: would they still be interested in hiring you if you refused to appear on camera?” 

Her father posed almost rhetorically. 
“No way. That’s why I’m still looking around. Listen, even if a real paper wants to hire me as a 

reporter, I’ll make it clear: Only if I can write without a byline. Much as I want to work—I won’t 
trade on your name.” 

“It’s your name too, darlin’. Writing under your own name wouldn’t be trading on mine,” Bryce 
chewed. 

“Of course it would—they wouldn’t be hiring me in the first place if I wasn’t your daughter!” 
“Don’t be too sure,” he said, taking a sip of wine. 
“Ellen Kate, I agree with your father. Should you get a decent offer, take it—and then go out 

and show them how talented you are. And just watch; your next job offer will be based solely on 
merit.” She knit her lips in satisfaction. 

“So then, young lady—how’s your love life these days?” The President inquired, switching to 
something with a greater potential for amusement. Anything lighthearted would do. 

“Ha! Haven’t told you yet about B-l-a-i-r—” She chimed, “an orthodontically-challenged marine 
biologist with overly proximate eyes. Took me to Ermilio’s for a stuffed lobster last week—and then 
proceeded to tell me all about how lobsters are ‘bottom feeders’ who relish feasting on human 
‘overboard discharge’ bet that little gem wasn’t in any Secret Service report!” 

Sam Bryce threw his head back and laughed for the first time in days. 
Shortly after taking office, Bryce asked that a billiards room be built in the White House 

basement. Imprinting the gold Presidential Seal on the felt so as to not interfere with the roll of the 
balls had been a daunting undertaking. 

But eventually all was perfect, and lighted for dazzling, even distracting, effect. Watching the 
Seal throw off the games of first-time opponents entertained POTUS no end. 

The President shot pool whenever enmeshed in a crisis. It seemed to help his game as well as the 
crisis. He viewed politics as being a lot like billiards: all angles and repercussions, where seeing every 
possibility, calculating every angle, anticipating every consequence, taking careful aim, then shooting 
carefully would leave one in an excellent position. As he saw it, crisis management itself came down 
to figuring all the angles, and then taking your best shot. 

Following supper, the President summoned his chief policy wonks, Jack Bozorth and Iana 
Ravenscroft, to the billiards room for a “campaign working session.” To Bryce they were “the two 
savviest political brains inside the Beltway.” And as such, he decided it was time they focused on the 
potential political impact of the Aliens’ presence. 

Bryce then turned to his daughter. 
“Katie, I’m heading down to the Billiards Room now—to explore our options for dealing with 

the Aliens. Why don’t you come along—with everything off the record, of course? Jack Bozorth, 
Iana, and her creative brain trust, Peter Klein, will also be there. Should be pretty interesting.” 

She grinned broadly at this extremely rare invitation, hugged her mother, and followed her father 
to his elevator. The others were already there, taking practice shots. The President introduced his 
daughter all around, and picked up immediately on how pleased Ellen Kate and Peter seemed to be 
over meeting each other. 

Peter racked up the balls and gestured for Ellen Kate to break, which she did—sending two balls 
flying into pockets by way of accidental good fortune. Peter looked at Bryce. 

“I can see why you’ve been keeping your daughter a State Secret.” 
Throughout the rest of the evening the two kept stealing looks at each other. A good sign, the 

Cupid-playing President realized, as he carefully positioned all ten balls in the next rack. Ellen Kate 
again managed to sink one ball on the break, but unfortunately it was the cue ball. 
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“Now that’s more like it!” she commented. 
Her father and Peter were charmed. 
Exercising executive prerogative, the President broke, but nothing found its way into a pocket. 

Bozorth glanced at the table, snapped off an easy shot and ran three more balls before sinking the 
cue. Bryce admired the swiftness of the man’s play, exactly like his politics: play-by-instinct. 

It was Iana’s turn. Positioned behind her, Bryce watched her line up over her stick and take slow 
aim. He liked the fact that, in contrast to Bozorth, she always took considerable care before every 
shot, even the easy ones. She cracked off a three-way combination—and very nearly made it. 

“Jack, exactly what’s our exposure on all this? What the hell are people thinking out there?” The 
President asked, arching out over his own cue stick. “I’m thinking about next year, of course.” 

Bozorth waited for Bryce to take his shot before replying. “Well, people seem kinda frightened. 
The Unknown scares ’em. But mostly, they seem alarmed by the fact that some spaceship from 
another world could sneak up on the Earth completely undetected. That’s what really rattles ’em.” 

Bryce faced him. “We could claim we’ve been tracking the Alien craft for weeks—who’s to say 
otherwise?” 

“That’d be worse,” Iana cautioned. “Because then we’d be blasted for withholding vital 
information from the public.” 

“I concur,” added Bozorth. 
Bryce turned to other questions. “You guys think I look too trusting, even naïve, letting an alien 

craft take up station alongside Discovery?” He drew a bead on the nine ball and sank it. “Beyond 
that, will people think that sending Junker over for a look-see is too great a risk?” 

“I wouldn’t worry about the Major,” Bozorth rumbled. “It’s a risk that by any measure has to be 
taken. Remember: everyone out there is bursting with questions. Anything that promises to provide 
answers is going to be welcomed. People are desperate to know what the Aliens are up to—and will 
brook any risk to find out.” The President applied chalk for his next shot. “However,” Bozorth went 
on, “I think it best that the Aliens perceive you as the Powerful Earth Leaderabove all direct 
involvement. If something’s going to blow up in someone’s face, let it be not yours. Make no 
mistake: this whole business is ripe for disaster.” He glanced at his watch. Being sixty-six, he liked to 
be in bed by nine; it was 8:05. As to being perceived as naive and trusting, some are bound to accuse 
us of that. So what? By tomorrow, the whole damn world will know whether or not we can believe 
the visitors and the issue becomes moot.” He peered over his glasses and fixed his gaze on the 
President. “And dare I say it: Standing here now, trying to figure out the impact on next year’s 
elections, should be the very last of our concerns.” 

Bryce stiffened, accepting the rebuke—that much did he respect John Bozorth. He chalked his 
stick one last time took aim, and missed. 

An hour later, as the Bryces were getting ready for bed, the British Prime Minister phoned. It 
had to be urgent. 

“I’m sorry to have to disturb you at this late hour, Mr. President,” apologized the PM in peerage 
tones. 

“Think nothing of it, Sir Edward—you’re the one who’s up at four in the morning.” 
“Indeed. The reason I’m calling: minutes ago I myself was awakened by my Defense Minister—

with a report that one of our naval aircraft observed a most unnatural atmospheric event above the 
Lesser Antilles just over an hour ago. At first, it looked to be a common meteor. But then it made a 
U-turn before continuing its descent! Conclusion: in all likelihood, it was that alien spacecraft of 
yours.” 

This was all news to Bryce; he had no idea what to make of it. He thanked the Prime Minister 
for the sighting report, rang off, and immediately phoned Klein. 

2
9 
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Peter listened closely to the report of the Prime Minister’s late-night phone call, gathering 
himself and shaking off the last precious remnants of sleep. He stifled an insistent yawn but was sure 
Bryce must have caught it. There followed a long pause as Peter processed the new information he’d 
just listened to. 

“They could either have been making a Deposit—or a Withdrawal of some kind. Let’s hope it 
was the latter. The former is just too ominous.” He yawned loudly and pointedly. 

“Okay, go back to sleep. We’ll pick up where we left off in the morning.” The line went dead. 
Peter glanced at his watch: 1:08. 

 

HOT GOLD 
 
Spectacular sunrises greet astronauts sixteen times a day, and one could easily become jaded. But 

today was the promised Fifth Day, and all aboard Discovery were experiencing intense anticipation. 
They’d discussed at length how a rendezvous might actually take place, and finally concluded that, if 
the alien craft did in fact show up—given its propensity for stealth—it would most likely do so while 
both spacecraft were in the blackness of the Earth’s shadow. Therefore, they wouldn’t even be 
aware of its presence until sunrise, when they could actually look out and see it. 

During the first sunrise of the day, and then the second, the shuttle crew held its breath. 
Nothing. 

In the Situation Room far below, it was beginning to look as if CHIMERA might turn out to be 
an empty exercise. 

On the Third sunrise all that changed— 
Just as Discovery burst from behind the planet into dazzling sunlight—there it was: 
A blinding, pure white—hot-gold spacecraft. 
 

RENDEZVOUS 
 
Telescopes around the world remained locked on the two spacecraft as they circled the planet 

the news networks tracked them through relays of live feeds around the globe while billions watched 
in awe. 

All screens revealed the same wonder: An enormous, utterly unearthly vessel, gleaming 
iridescent in the sun. 

Viewed from Discovery, the spaceship was an explosion of light. Lt. Col. Dwayne Traysides was 
Shuttle Commander; the final decision to allow Junker to go outside on tether was his. He squinted 
to make out detail on the alien craft—but could not. There were no panels, no apertures, no 
windows, no hatches, and no running lights visible anywhere. Not even any sign of texturing on its 
surfaces. It was as if the entire construct was a huge clear-glass ampule, encasing and admixing 
iridescent currents of the purest white, yellow and fire gold, a true Spacecraft of the Gods. 
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For forty minutes neither vessel moved relative to the other: a tableau hanging in space. 
Traysides imagined that from back on Earth they must look like a tiny cabin cruiser riding in the lee 
of a great ocean liner. 

Twenty minutes passed. “Everything appears nominal,” Traysides confirmed. “They’re 
maintaining precise position just sitting there—looking right back at us, no doubt. Our move, it 
would appear. A.J.—what say you?” 

“I’m Go!” Replied Junker without hesitation. 
“You ready then to speak with the White House?” 
“Sure.” The com-link was established. 
“Major Junker, this is Peter Klein in the Situation Room. How’s everything look to you up 

there?” 
“Everything’s nominal, Sir—I’m anxious to go visiting.” 
“Major, you understand that you are not to enter the alien craft without direct authorization,” 

came a familiar voice. 
“Yes, Mr. President. I understand.” 
Nineteen minutes later A.J. Junker stepped into the vacuum of the open cargo bay and gazed 

over at the spaceship. Even with his visor down it was like looking into the sun. 
He began releasing small thrusts of gas, maneuvering over the fifty meters separating the two 

craft, secure on his tether to Discovery. Drawing gradually closer, he could make out a construct 
permeated with myriad “speckles of sparks,” as he described them in hushed wonderment. 
“Infinitesimal sparks, firing deep within. I can see pale blue ones—turquoise pale green—even 
amethyst. Absolutely gorgeous!” 

“What do you estimate to be your distance at this point?” Klein interrupted. 
“Perhaps twenty more yards. Holding position—just, taking it all in—Hold On: there’s 

something happening!—No one on the com-link breathed. “The, the—blue speckles seem to be—
coalescing in an area directly in front of me—to form words! Wow! It reads: 

‘WELCOME’!” 

Wait—there’s more: 
‘MAJOR JUNKER’ 

My God! They know my name!” 
“Confirmed!” Broke in Traysides, “I see those words, too!” 
“Hold it—” continued Junker. “Yeah: Something else’s going on—right next to where the words 

are they’re forming a, a—doorway? Yeah, a human-sized translucent portal of some kind. Through 
it, I can see another doorway at the far end of a—maybe a twenty foot by twenty foot compartment. 
Might be some kind of airlock—” 

“Look for other details, anything at all,” Klein radioed. “What can you observe of their 
propulsion or drive systems?” 

“Nothing really. Those four pods that seemed from Earth to house the power drives could be 
just about anything. Or nothing. There are no apertures or intakes. Anywhere. Everything’s curved 
and absolutely smooth. Wait, I do see a small half-ring affair sticking out next to the doorway, 
possibly to hook my tether. Okay, I’m moving in now— 

“No closer than ten yards,” Bryce ordered. “And, A.J. watch your Six.” 
“Roger that. I’m just about at ten yards now. Can’t make out much. Wait—more words are 

forming! Smaller ones on the opposite side of the doorway. I’m reading: 
‘YOU WOULD HONOR US BY COMING ABOARD WHERE YOU CAN SEE US AND 

WE CAN SPEAK. YOU MAY LASH YOUR SAFETY CABLE BESIDE THE 
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ENTRANCEWAY. ONCE INSIDE YOU MAY REMOVE YOUR HELMET AND BREATHE 
AIR WE BORROWED FROM YOUR OWN ATMOSPHERE.’” 

In the Situation Room all eyes turned to the president. He alone would decide. “A.J., how do 
you feel about going into that thing? I want an honest answer.” 

“I’m not feeling alarmed at the prospect, Sir. Everything appears quiet and stable. Just wish it 
weren’t so damn bright! Maybe once inside, it’ll be easier to—oh, oh! New message: 

‘WITHIN OUR SHIP YOUR COMMUNICATION AND MONITORING 
SYSTEMS WILL REMAIN OPERATIVE. ELECTROMAGNETIC SIGNALS 
PASS UNIMPEDED THROUGH OUR MOLECULAR MATRICES. 

WE WILL ALSO FURNISH SYNTHETIC GRAVITY.’” 

Bryce shot a hard look at his National Science Adviser. “Nathan, is that business possible?” 
“Mr. President, we know nothing whatever about their—‘molecular matrices.’” He was feeling 

utterly inadequate. “And as to artificial gravity—until now, that’s only been the stuff of science 
fiction.” 

Bryce muted the com-link. “So, what we’ve got here then is a God damn crap-shoot!” he 
shouted “with the life of Major Junker as table stakes!” 

His authorization received, A.J. hooked his tether beside the portal and stepped inside, going 
from being weightless one moment—to one-hundred and eighty-five pounds the next! Several 
seconds after he entered, the portal behind him closed, contracting to its center from all sides and 
then disappearing altogether. Suddenly fresh air began filling the chamber. He continued to describe 
what was happening over his com-link. They’d been truthful; he was still coming through loud and 
clear, and the minicam on his shoulder was transmitting color images with digital clarity. 

The doorway in front of him seemed to evaporate, and he found himself standing before a long, 
bright tunnel leading to the central section of the spaceship. He’d just begun to describe it, when all 
of a sudden, a commanding voice spoke—clearly audible to everyone listening on the com-link: 
“Welcome aboard, Major Junker. You honor us and your nation by coming. If you remove your helmet, you will find 
the air refreshing. We withdrew it from one of your fragrant island rain forests. We also borrowed a quantity of your 
purest water from a mountain stream.” 

“Major Junker,” radioed Peter Klein, “if you think it safe you have permission to test the air. But 
do not remove your helmet.” 

The astronaut slowly turned a small valve—and tasted fresh air! “I’ve just taken a whiff—and it’s 
great! Raising faceplate now,” he announced confidently. 
“The passageway before you leads to the main chamber of this craft, where we hope shortly to convene small delegations 
chosen by your government for the purpose of discussing critical matters confronting your planet and your peoples. 
Feel at liberty to address us at any time.” 

“Ask them when this ‘convening’ thing is supposed to take place?” Klein relayed, and Junker 
asked. 
“We will rendezvous with your next shuttle flight. But delay not. Critical issues require action. 
Major Junker our conference chamber awaits your inspection.” 

Junker proceeded down the passageway, a long square tube with rounded corners. He began a 
narrative: “There’s no apparent light source, but it’s bright all over, not glaring like outside. 
Temperature reads same as Discovery. I’ve already come approximately twenty meters, which—
looks to be about halfway. Walls—ceiling—floor—are all a pale yellow—with zillions of those same 
gold speckles!” 

“Can you see outside the spaceship?” Klein asked. 
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“Negative. No portals, windows, anything like that. But I can see the main chamber now, just up 
ahead—stepping into it. Whoa! This is really something: it’s like—a really intense flower garden 
from some other world! It’s even got a waterfall down into a flowered pool! Uh—let’s see: The 
central chamber is in fact your basic heptagon, with seven equal sides and a wide, shallow, opaque 
dome for a ceiling, which is dark and facing away from Earth.” 
“Nothing before you is a living organism. It is in fact: Art.” 

“Amazing! Uh, may I ask how you learned my name?” Junker queried as Klein had directed. 
“We have much knowledge—with some to share.” 

Junker saw the chamber was furnished with four reclining contour seats set in a soft arc before a 
convex proscenium. 
“We anticipate a series of three-hour sessions. Please advise us whether these seats provide suitable comfort for 
humans.” 

A.J. eased himself onto one seat, seemingly inspired by the shape of those aboard the shuttles. 
Only this one was far more comfortable, even in a spacesuit. He looked up at the dome, then 
around the chamber. “You said, when I was outside, I’d be able to see you. But I can’t—” 
“Direct your eyes to the elevated area before you.” 

He did, and suddenly beheld three shimmering beings, each taller than most humans—each 
surrounded by a pale cerulean radiance effectively diffusing and concealing their features. 

 

ALIENS 
 
The dazzling images coming from within the alien craft were being relayed via secure closed-

circuit to the Situation Room—and not being released to the media. Everyone stood mesmerized. 
“Ask them where they came from,” the president directed; Klein passed it on. The reply was 

short: 
“We are not prepared to reveal our origins.” 

“Then, ask them how they know so much about us,” Bryce snapped. Moments later: 
“We have been observing you for an exceedingly long time.” 

“How long?” 
“Many—many years.” 

“Then, you’ve been here before,” Klein inferred. “How many times?” 
“To answer that would invite questions which cannot be meaningfully addressed at this time.” 

“Then just tell us why you’re here!” Bryce demanded. 
“To guide and advise you. We invite delegates to attend three Convenings. Each will focus on a particular area of 
planetary concern. 
The First Convening will guide you on Resources. The Second on Social concerns. And the Third on matters 
Economic. We invite you to send four participants to discuss these issues. 
Each Convening shall consist of three sessions of three hours. A month’s interval between flights should afford sufficient 
time to prepare and train participants for the next Convening.” 

Bryce, along with other members of CHIMERA, was beginning to resent being told what to do 
by these Aliens—who only answered the questions they chose to and spoke to them all as if they 
were children. Bryce decided to see how they’d handle a little resistance. 

“What if we decline the invitation to attend any of these ‘Convenings’?” Klein had Junker ask. 
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“You would compel us to invite Russians instead.” 
There was a prolonged pause. “What if more turnaround time is required between shuttle 

launches?” Junker relayed. 
“We will be patient. While continuity is desirable, cooperation is paramount.” 

“If we should agree to send delegations, whom would you suggest?” Klein radioed. 
“For each Convening send three delegates who are well studied in the subjects under discussion. That makes total of 
nine persons. In addition, send a single newsperson to attend and report on all three Convenings for the world media. 
Please release to the public the recordings you have made of this day’s visit. Cameras and recorders will not be 
permitted at the Convenings, as they would distract and inhibit participants.” 

Bryce was stunned. All terms and conditions were being dictated. Their only choice was to 
accept their demands, or let the Russians attend instead. And that was unacceptable. 

“What would you have us call you?” the president asked, buying time to think. 
“You may designate us whatever pleases you. It would be appropriate to regard us as mentors.” 

“Mr. President,” Bozorth quietly interrupted, “there’s absolutely no way we could put civilian 
participants into spacesuits and have them go EVA!” 

“What I was just thinking myself,” Bryce covered, having entirely overlooked the indirect 
question. “Ask them about that.” Klein complied. 
“We have anticipated that matter. For each Convening, we will project a passageway to the shuttle’s main hatch. Your 
delegates will not require spacesuits.” 

Klein instructed Junker to pan around and take pictures of the entire chamber while CHIMERA 
wrestled with its dilemma. They all felt utterly impotent and liked it not. National pride is a tough 
swallow. 

It would clearly be some time before decisions were made. 
“Our next shuttle flight is scheduled for early next month,” Klein relayed. “Should we agree to 

send participants, how are we to let you know?” 
“We will know.” 

It was the final exchange, one which the president found smug and annoying. Twenty minutes 
later Junker was back aboard Discovery, filing reports for CHIMERA and being debriefed. 

That night Sam Bryce picked a fight with his wife. He needed the diversion. 
“I think you should bag that interview on MTV. To their audience you’ll just come off as an out-

of-touch old fart.” 
Abby recognized what he was doing and decided to play along. He needed the release. 
“I figured MTV would be a good place to put in a plug for legalizing pot,” she said, pushing all 

his buttons. 
“Good God, Abby, don’t even joke about that!” he recoiled. 

 

BRYCE 
 
Arthur Frayles had been alone for a decade now, ever since Marian lost her battle with cancer. 

Cousin Becky had wanted to move in with him, “so’s you won’t be rattling around all alone in that 
big old drafty house!” That being the last thing he wanted, he promptly bought a townhouse. 

Since being hired away from TIME to take over as Managing Editor of the Boston Globe in 
1982, G. Arthur Frayles had evolved into something of a legend—exposing City Hall’s trading 
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Certificates of Occupancy for campaign contributions, forcing a popular governor to acknowledge 
“institutional abuse and corruption” in state mental hospitals, catching a sitting federal judge 
accepting casino comps, and hounding a congressman out of office for “malign neglect” in 
protecting the environment. In the process he’d won two Pulitzers and been honored at the White 
House. He’d even dined oncewith the Queen; her Majesty had found him “rather too blunt.” 

Whenever intellectually insulted, assaulted with pretense, or above all bored, Frayles was given to 
merciless candor and lethal wit. While this endeared him to his editorial staff as well as the reading 
public, it set many political teeth on edge. Arthur Frayles knew well the power of the skewerand 
wielded it adroitly, as numerous punctured gasbags could painfully attest. 

Professionally, Art Frayles cast himself as non-political, but among friends called himself a 
“deflowered idealist.” Over the years he’d gradually lost faith in a political system which confers 
power—never on the most moral and capable, but rather on those who pursued it with the most 
resources. Yet in Frayles’ view, the very act of seeking power disqualified the seeker as being worthy 
of holding it. 

Like everyone else around the world, he’d been following the events in orbit almost 
continuously, anxious for news of what was happening. But it had been two days now since Man’s 
first direct contact with another intelligent species—and still no word. He was beginning to suspect 
the ominous. Out of growing concern (and rampant curiosity), he’d placed a call to his sister to find 
out what was going on. 

But Abby Frayles Bryce had not returned his call. 
 

*          *          * 
 

The hours immediately following Junker’s safe return to Discovery had been grueling for the 
eight men and women of CHIMERA. The pressure was crushing, with the entire world left 
hanging—desperate to learn whether Earth’s first interplanetary visitors were to be feared or 
welcomed. 

This was the seminal decision the American President had to make on behalf of all mankind. A 
decision which would drive all others. Yet one that must be made quickly. 

CHIMERA had absolutely no evidence of hostile intent—no evidence of deception—no hint of 
duplicity. No promises made which were not kept. Nothing to suggest unfriendly intent. No basis 
for distrusting the Aliens. Yet, distrust them they did; prudence demanded it. The Aliens had, after 
all, been less than forthcoming as to who they were—how they came to know so much about us—
and what they were doing here. Nonetheless, an invitation had been extended, and now they had to 
decide whether to accept. And for that, Bryce wanted the input of key allies; it was one decision for 
which he wanted shared responsibility. 

After personal calls to key heads of state, Bryce found that, to a man, the leaders of Earth 
wanted to know more, and recommended a policy of Guarded Cooperation. 

Bryce did not disclose the fact that video and audio recordings had been made aboard the alien 
spaceship, because then they’d all want to view them—and there simply wasn’t time for that. If and 
when the president decided to release the tapes, he’d send the other leaders advance copies. 

None of this sat well with Samuel Bryce. Under Guarded Cooperation and the Aliens’ threat to 
take their business to the Kremlin, he was essentially left with no choice but to attend the Alien Ball 
and dance to their tune. It was not something he, nor the United States, nor the people of Earth 
could do without suffering a degree of humiliation. 

As to Junker’s videotapes, should he decide to keep their existence secret, it would be in defiance 
of the Aliens’ wishes. To release them however, would create media bedlam. In making this decision, 
he’d only take advice from Bozorth, Ravenscroft and the Vice President. Plus Abby—the unseen 



vii 

senior member of CHIMERA—who’d already been down to the Situation Room after hours to 
view and listen to the tapes. 

Over dinner, that one last remaining choice was about to be taken from him. 
“Woody,” Abby intoned, “suppose the Aliens won’t let you shoot any more video inside their 

spaceship, or record their voices again—then the major’s tapes may be the only record we’ll ever 
have—and that’s too big a responsibility for any one person. More importantly, it’s simply far too 
big a secret to be kept by anyone for very long. Ask yourself how many individuals already know 
about the recordings?” 

Bryce realized she was right and flew into a rage, railing that he was being led around by the nose 
“by a buncha God damn condescending, smug-assed, dictatorial Aliens!” Abby let him vent all 
through dinner, knowing that in the end he’d reach the right decision. 

He ranted on, into the kiwi cobbler. But over coffee he calmed, reason n’ hope finally winning 
the day over anger n’ pride. There remained another matter to be resolved. He patted his lips with a 
napkin and looked up at his wife. 

“Tell me—how would you react if I asked Art to become the official press representative for all 
three Convenings? Think he’d be right for the job? More to the point, do you think he’d be willing 
to go for a ride on a rocket?” 

She thought it over. “Art’s one brilliant journalist, to be sure. Everyone trusts and respects 
him—he’s a helluva writer—and yes, he’d probably jump at the chance to go for a ride in space. But, 
what would it look like for you to choose your own brother-in-law to cover the flat-out biggest story 
in history? What do Jack and Iana say?” 

“They agree he’d be ideal—one advantage being, he could double as my personal 
representative.” He blew his nose. 

“That said,” he continued, “I’m laying this one entirely on you because—make no mistake—
there’s real risk involved here. Things can go wrong. They could all be killed—or taken captive—or 
whisked back to some alien home world to become love slaves. In which case, there wouldn’t be a 
damn thing we could do about it!” He sighed thoughtfully. “Abby, face it: we’re all flying on blind 
faith here—in a very real sense placing ourselves entirely at their mercy!” 

“I’m—a little surprised to hear you, a card-carrying agnostic, talk about Faith.” 
“Well, Oscar says that’s exactly what we’re doing. Even our esteemed Vice President said, ‘All 

we can do is pray!’” He changed the subject. “Listen, give Art a call, and see how he’d feel about 
going for a ride in space. Use the secure phone, and if he seems receptive, put me on the line.” 

She reflected a few moments, and then reached for the phone. “I’ve been ducking his calls all 
afternoon. This should be interesting.” 

 
*          *          * 

 
Following the last CHIMERA meeting of the day, Iana bade Peter into her office and closed the 

door. 
“Finding any new insights in your hot-tub?” She swung her legs up onto her desk, affording him 

a prime up-skirt perspective. Their relationship had definitely changed since their Lather-Rama 
Soiree, as they now referred to it, surprisingly for the better. It had cleared the air, so to speak, of 
whatever sexual tension/curiosity may have existed between them—the best part being it was all so 
completely spontaneous thanks to a sudden snow squall. They both looked back on it with a 
measure of pride. 

“Nothing to write home about as yet. But I’m thinking, maybe if you joined me—two heads, 
etc.—” 
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“Nothing at all?” Iana pressed. “Maybe a clue or two—such as something that just doesn’t fit. 
We need to get into their heads.” 

The President stuck his own in the door, and Iana swung her legs down. “Am I interrupting?” 
“Not at all. We were just trying to get into the Aliens’ heads. You’re welcome to join us,” she 

invited.  
“I’ll just listen in, if I may.” He found a chair.  
“We’re trying to fathom their motives,” said Peter, “and this is where things begin to look 

harebrained. What have we conceivably got that’s worth a trip halfway across the galaxy—? Not to 
mention how many light-years that would require.” 

“Our DNA perhaps?” Bryce wondered. 
“How would they even learn that we have DNA? Or that it’s all that superior,” Iana challenged. 
“Maybe we’re coming at this with a whole bunch of false assumptions,” Peter suddenly 

interjected—“Time and Distance being chief among them.” 
“Go on,” the Chief Executive encouraged. 
“Well—suppose they were actually headed for some other world—spotted us en route—and 

decided to make a small detour to check us out. Nothing hostile in that.” 
“Mmmm—I have a couple of problems with that,” Iana said slowly. “They already know far too 

much about us and our problems to be just passing through. Not to mention their fluency in 
English.” 

“But what if they’re simply extremely bright—with IQs measuring in the tens of thousands?” 
Bryce asked. “No one with a brain in his head has ever argued otherwise. What’s more, no one’s 
ever even suggested that there’s so much a theoretical ceiling on intelligence.”  

“I think you may be onto something there, Mr. President,” Iana jumped in, “but it would still 
have taken them a very long time to master a language as complex as English. See where that takes 
us?” 

“That tells us they have to have been here for a very long time,” Peter added. “This means they 
didn’t just arrive in that fancy spaceship of theirs, as they would have us believe. If it’s all just an 
elaborate hoax then, what in the Hell are they up to?” 

“I’ll tell you what it means,” the President growled darkly. “Contrary to anything they may say to 
us, they’re no longer to be trusted. They are arch deceivers. And that, I’m afraid, changes 
everything!” 

 
*          *          * 

 
Up on the Hill Senator David Onager was as partisan as the next guy, but the alien matter was 

about as nonpartisan as anything could get. If there were ever a time for mankind to stand united, 
this was surely it. Not a time for criticizing or second-guessing. The Republican commander-in-chief 
would have Dave Onager’s fullest support—and still would even if he didn’t happen to be a friend. 

The senior senator from Ohio sat in his office, eyes locked on the television. Tommy Raffle, his 
administrative assistant, and other staffers huddled in rapt fascination. No one uttered a word—as 
the President described to the world what had transpired aboard the alien spaceship. Bryce ordered 
the lights dimmed. There followed a thirty-three minute unedited video and audio of Major Junker’s 
entire excursion. Exterior close-ups were glaring and bright despite being shot through polarized 
filters. But with filters removed, the digital pictures of the interior were sharp and well illuminated. 
The vivid color images and soft, authoritative voices of the visitors evoked murmurs of amazement. 
Yet no one spoke. Without context, comment was impossible. 

When the recordings ended, the President waited for everyone to resume breathing, and then 
opened the floor to questions. 
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“Mr. President,” someone shouted, “are you going to send anyone up for these—‘Convenings’?” 
“Yes, we are. To refuse to attend would be worse than inhospitable, it would be insulting. 

Moreover, had they requested permission to come aboard the Shuttle to hold their Convenings, we 
would have likely agreed. The opportunity here is simply too—incredible for us to turn our backs.” 

“Whom will you be sending? Do you know yet?” CNN asked. 
“As a matter of fact, we already have made one selection—one I’m sure you’ll find of particular 

interest: Arthur Frayles, managing editor of the Boston Globe, has agreed to attend the three 
Convenings as the official designated journalist. As some of you are aware, Arthur also happens to 
be my brother-in-law, and can therefor serve in the capacity of my personal representative as well.” 

“Have you—any fear for his personal safety?” 
“Everyone’s convinced he’ll be safe,” the president lied. 
Watching half a world away, the president of China caught the slight catch in Bryce’s voice. 
“And when will the first of these so called ‘Convenings’ take place?” came the follow-up. 
“Since we already have a shuttle scheduled for launch July sixth, we can simply modify its 

mission plan. This gives us a little over two weeks to prepare, and get delegates trained for a trip into 
space. Sufficient time, we’re assured.” 

He pointed to Reuters: “Are you only planning to invite Americans to participate, Mr. 
President?” 

“That hasn’t been decided yet.”  
He pointed to another. 
“What if the Aliens should decide to—just take off with our delegates? Have you considered 

that possibility?” 
“Of course we have. If we thought that was even a remote possibility, we wouldn’t be sending 

delegates up there at all. Major Junker already faced that very risk and returned safely. Moreover, the 
fact that he was treated with genuine consideration and respect by our visitors leads us to accept 
them for what they clearly are: A race of highly superior beings—who have journeyed a very great 
distance to meet us—who arrive with considerable foreknowledge of our world. That, I think, 
carries its own imperatives.” 

Senator Onager clicked off when the press conference ended and the talking heads took over. 
He looked around at his still speechless brain-trust. His AA was first to speak. 

“Everything was so clear, you could see—everything!” 
“Except for the Aliens themselves,” Sarah Lissy, Onager’s media advisor, corrected. 
“Yeah—why didn’t they want us to see their faces?” 
“You’re assuming they’ve got ‘faces’ to begin with. But personally, I find it reassuring.” Onager 

looked up at her expectantly. “Hey, if you catch a burglar in your bedroom, and he’s wearing a 
mask—you can be pretty sure he doesn’t want you to know what he looks like,” she spelled out 
slowly. “He wouldn’t bother with a mask if he planned to kill you.” 

“Exactly right,” said Onager. “For some reason the Aliens just don’t want us to know what they 
look like. But why? It makes little sense.” 

“Maybe they figure that knowing what they look like would distract us from the work at hand,” 
Raffle speculated. “Or maybe they’re just saving it for the right occasion.” 

“No, there’s gotta be a better reason than that. Maybe someone should simply—ask them,” 
Onager shrugged. 

“Frayles will, count on it,” Sarah snuffled. “I wonder if those Aliens realize what they’ve opened 
themselves up to. That guy can be Mr. Inquisition!” 

“So, what do y’all think of the President choosing his own brother-in-law?” Onager asked. 
“Frayles might have been my first choice as well—despite the fact that his kid sister is married to a 
low life capitalist and he’s a mediocre golfer.” 
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*          *          * 

 
Ellen Kate was one of only two people permitted to drop by the White House unannounced. 

The other was the First Mother. But comfortably ensconced at Boca Raton, Isabel Clothier-Bryce 
had no intention of ever doing so. If her son wanted to see his mother, he could “God damn well 
do the traveling!” 

Isabel loathed Washington, and often declared she’d sooner visit Bosnia. She never minced 
words, and thoroughly enjoyed being abrasive. So nasty was she, one Capitol wag had called her “a 
bilious little hedgehog in designer suits,” thereby confirming everything Isabel believed about 
Washington. 

Dropping by after supper, Ellen Kate found her father shooting pool with Peter Klein, who was 
notably new to the task—he was still squinting from the Seal. 

“Katie!” the President beamed, wrapping her in his arms. 
“Hi, Daddy.” she squeezed back.  
“Am I interrupting affairs of state?” she asked, walking around the table. She could feel Peter’s 

eyes licking her butt. 
“Only thing you’re interrupting is my streak,” Bryce said, lining up a shot—which he missed 

badly. Peter and Ellen Kate exchanged quick smiles. “I caught that, you two. Peter, if you’ll direct 
your attention to the table, you’ll note that I have left you with abominable position.” 

“Duly noted,” muttered Klein, taking his only shot and duly missing. 
“I think I’ve jinxed you both. Perhaps I’d better leave,” offered the First Daughter. 
Bryce put up his cue and wiped chalk from his hands. “Nonsense. We’re finished anyway, so 

your timing’s perfect.” He led them to a small private elevator which went directly to the living 
quarters. “Peter, come on along. It’s time you got a peek at the Laird’s Lair.” 

Minutes later they were sipping cocoa with the First Lady. 
“Abby, we got any jelly crumpets around?” Bryce called out. Within seconds a smiling steward 

glided in bearing a Limoges tray of cellophane-wrapped Tastycake Crumpets. Klein was charmed. 
“So, Peter, tell me: What is it that makes you an expert on Aliens?” Ellen Kate challenged. 
“I went to M.I.T.” She waited for him to elaborate; he did not. Then, realizing it would sound 

peculiar to just leave it at that, he appended, “I don’t know any more about Aliens than you do, 
Ellen Kate. However, one Halloween I did dress up as one,” he deadpanned. 

“Had any more—baked lobster?” her father teased, angling for a non-alien turn in conversation. 
The Bryces exchanged a chuckle and Peter looked away, as if overhearing a private joke was a 
breach of good manners. The diversion failed. 

“I thought your press conference went really well, Daddy. What’s been the reaction?” She could 
see him turn serious. 

“Mostly relief, it would appear. People had been afraid the Aliens came here to deliver an 
ultimatum, or to enslave us, or for some other sinister purpose. It’s remarkable how, almost 
universally, people want to imagine the worst. What does that say about us, I wonder—?” 

“You’re doing the only intelligent, honorable thing you can,” Abby rallied. “Anyone who thinks 
otherwise—anyone who thinks we should simply reject their overtures and refuse to meet with 
them—outta just go pound sand!” 

“Who says we shouldn’t even meet with them?” Ellen Kate demanded-. 
“Oh, some of your father’s more zealous—patriots and contributors.” 
“Patriots And Contributors; sounds like a PAC to me,” she punned. Her father took it the 

wrong way. 
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“Listen, a lot of educated people out there feel we’re being humiliated by the Aliens—and that 
we’d be a damn sight better off letting ’em make dancing puppets out of the Russians!” he snapped. 
Realizing he’d overreacted, he softened his tone. “Don’t mind me. It’s just that I’ve been getting it 
from all sides lately. The French think I should be demanding answers in exchange for cooperation. 
The Post editorializes that ‘Trust is the hallmark of an advanced civilization’ (whatever the Hell 
that’s supposed to mean). Then Wally Furst labels me ‘dangerously naive’—and now Douglas Nash 
in Newsweek is telling readers the Aliens might be here to ‘Herald the beginning of a New Age’!” he 
sighed. “So far the only one smart enough to keep his mouth shut throughout all this has been the 
Pope.” 

“On the other hand,” the First Lady countered, “just look at the caliber of people who’ve been 
calling—all anxious to be chosen as delegates to the Convenings: Simon Wasserman, Eleanor Van 
Dank, Geoffrey Sands, Cynthia Cryer-Kubbs! Hell, Woody, you can fill that shuttle with nothing but 
Nobel Laureates, if you want!” 

As Abby topped off everyone’s hot chocolate, the President watched Peter attempt to observe 
Katie without being noticed. But he was less than ept; she caught him and couldn’t hide her smile. It 
was apparent to Bryce that they were already in Mutual Attraction mode—and once again found 
himself glad she enjoyed ardor-dampening Secret Service protection. 

 
*          *          * 

 
The following morning Discovery returned to earth. And two hours later Anthony Junker found 

himself facing a packed auditorium filled with reporters from every continent. 
“Major Junker, how would you describe these alien beings—in your own words?” asked Al 

Knox of the Chicago Tribune. 
The astronaut cleared his throat, gathering the right adjectives. “Even though they all stood 

behind some sort of ‘energy screen,’ I could see they were all about the same height—six foot-seven 
or-eight. And fairly lean. I also got the impression of—like, they had manes or long hair or 
something.” 

“What about their voices?” Knox added. “We all listened to the tapes, but you were there. What 
were they like?” 

“Ah—quite pleasant actually. Clear. Firm. Soft, but strong at the same time—quietly confident, 
you might say. But there was a—a—certain respectfulness to their tone. A friendliness even.” 

“Major, did you get any sense of—personality?” UPI followed up. “Were there any differences 
between them? Any sense, for instance, which one was in charge?” 

A.J. had been asked the same questions during his debriefing and had a ready response: “No one 
seemed to be in charge, as such. Each did speak at one time or another, and they all sounded pretty 
much alike. I did get the impression, though, that they were male—and by that I mean not female. 
But as to any personality differences, I can’t say they seemed all that different one from another. 
Yet—somehow I did sense that they each possess individuality.” 

 
 


