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vacuum where destructive bacterial or chemical agents could not get 
at them until they were ready to be analyzed.

So with a very heavy heart, Julia placed Jingles’ coffi  n into the 
chamber and sealed it. She then put her name onto the lock’s panel 
so the other students would not open it by mistake.

Julia stepped out into the hallway and walked the short distance 
to the area the disassembler had taken out earlier that day. Campus 
security, however, had sealed the region off .

She turned and started looking for the nearest transit portal.
Th at was when she heard the music. Th e pulsating rhythms of a 

StratoCast drifted down the hallway, a strange kind of music for any 
adult in the archaeology department to play.

It seemed to be coming from one of the faculty offi  ces, specifi -
cally Dr. Holcombe’s offi  ce.

Julia found the Regents professor staring at a 2D screen, which 
depicted a forested landscape. But this was not an Earth forest. Th e 
trees were much, much taller, and the sky was a brilliant, luxurious 
green, fi lled with fl oating chlorophyll clouds. Th e music was syn-
thetic, minimalistic, and energetic—not at all the kind of music a 
man of Holcombe’s years normally listened to.

Dr. Holcombe turned in his chair, lowering the audio. “Hello, 
jailbird. I see they didn’t keep you long. So how did it go?”

“Fine, I guess,” she said. “Th ey decided that we didn’t look like 
saboteurs so they let us go.”

“You kids should really give them something to worry about. 
Stage a student riot. Take over the administration building. Have a 
panty raid. Th ey deserve to have their gray feathers ruffl  ed.”

Julia could hardly believe what she was hearing. Was this the 
way the man grieved? He seemed more angry than sad.

“Is that a StratoCast you’re watching?” Julia asked.
Holcombe nodded. “It’s one my clone-son had made about three 

years ago.”
“What group was he in? Anybody famous?”
Holcombe leaned back in his chair. “Well, I don’t know how fa-

mous he was, but he sure made a hell of a lot of money. More money 
than I’ll ever see working on this boat. He was a BronzeAngel. I 
guess they were one of the best.”

Julia had heard of the BronzeAngels. Th ey were a “sky-runner” 
group who recorded their feelings while skimming treetops and 
racing down small canyons on antigravity shoes. Th e technostrobic 
music that accompanied their emotional highs was implanted on 
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data tiles and the tiles sold in the millions, as did the technology 
that came with them. StratoCast tiaras amplifi ed the theta waves 
underneath the music, which, in turn, magnifi ed the feelings the 
StratoCaster imprinted onto the tile. StratoCasts were particular-
ly popular for people on lonely outposts or on faraway planets for 
whom a bit of escapism was essential.

Julia was impressed that Professor Holcombe had a StratoCaster 
in his family.

“Th is was done on Lehi,” Holcombe said, indicating the 2D 
screen. “Lehi’s the southernmost continent on Tau Ceti 4.1 camped 
in that very forest with my father and my brothers.”

He said nothing for a moment. He then switched off  the 2D. 
“So what are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be out on a hot date or 
what?”

“My bear died,” she said in a low voice. “I put him in one of our 
storage chambers until I can give him a decent burial.”

Professor Holcombe sat forward. “Your bear died? How?”
“I don’t know,” Julia said. “A student found him lying before his 

door in Babbitt Hall.”
“I’m so sorry to hear this, Julia.”
“Actually, Ben said that one of the Avatkas found him.”
“Ben? Who’s Ben?”
Julia brightened. “Ben Bennett. He’s a lecturer in the physics 

department. He teaches two courses in Van Flandern physics. I just 
met him.”

“Ah,” said the professor, and ran a hand through his shock of 
white hair. “Well, this month will probably go down in the record 
books. All sorts of people dying. And bears.”

“What are we going to do about the hole in the lecture hall’s 
fl oor?” Julia then asked.

“I’ve been thinking about that. Th e only people using that hall 
this semester are Chad Rutledge and Raymonda Moore. We’ll 
shuffl  e them around to other rooms until we can repair the damage. 
We’re lucky this happened on a Friday. We’ve got the whole week-
end to make repairs.”

“You’re not going to cancel classes?”
“I don’t think so,” he said. “Th ey might down in physics, where 

the damage was, but—”

¤
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A sudden fi st of nausea hit Julia in the stomach and Professor Hol-
combe suddenly lurched forward in his chair.

“Oh!” she said, gasping in pain. It was as if a hand had bunched 
her intestines and suddenly twisted them. Hard.

It seemed as if something had struck the ship like a clapper to a 
bell and now the sound, though inaudible, was ringing throughout 
the spaceborne university.

Holcombe turned a whitish green. He stood up. “What the hell 
was that?”

“I...think it’s the ship,” Julia said. “Something’s happening to the 
ship!”

Th e chorus to those remarks came in the form of a series of 
alarms that Julia had never heard before, not even when the gray mist 
ate away part of the physics department just a few hours earlier.

Another wave of nausea hit her and this time she thought she 
was going to throw up.

Dr. Holcombe braced himself against the edge of his desk as all 
sorts of items rattled and crashed to the fl oor.

“Dr. Holcombe!” Julia cried.
“We’ve been blown out of trans-space!” Holcombe said. “It’s the 

Engine! I think the Engine’s going to explode!”

Seven

Ben had never been in trouble before, at least the kind of grown-up 
trouble that required the intervention of lawyers. Th ankfully, Eos 
University had an aggressive Rights Advocacy Offi  ce whose lawyers 
took umbrage at just about everything university Grays— or Grays 
anywhere—did. Eve Silbarton instantly summoned Captain Cled-
dman, who, in turn, called on the Rights Advocacy Offi  ce, who, in 
their turn, sent Messrs. Kerry Wangberg and Winn Sammons, who 
came tout de suite. Th ey demanded that Mr. Fontenot show cause for 
his arrests, and since Mr. Fontenot really couldn’t, he was forced to 
downgrade the charges to a mere reprimand, which Ben didn’t like 
either. He told Fontenot so, but Mr. Fontenot was persuaded to let 
them all go anyway.

Once Ben’s interview with campus security ended, he found 
himself half a mile from Babbitt Hall with nothing to do. It was, by 
then, late Friday night and it was far too late to see about fi nding a 
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female for companionship. But considering his recent performanc-
es—or lack thereof—it was probably just as well that the women 
he’d had in mind were out of range. Melissa Lozinski, a math major; 
Colleen Lamb, a seriously sexy Navy ROTC student; and Peggy 
Shumaker, a mask-maker in Fine Arts whose breasts, when un-
masked, were said to be legendary. Th ey would remain such, thanks 
to the Ennui or saltpeter or whatever it was that plagued him.

So he decided instead to go to the student health center. A 
young man his age shouldn’t be having performance problems, and 
the staff  at the student health center usually had the answers to ev-
erything. Or most everything.

To his surprise, Ben found the student health center fairly busy 
at that hour. He counted eight miserable-looking students in the 
lobby waiting to see the next available doctor.

At fi rst Ben wondered if the students in the lobby had suff ered 
side eff ects from whatever it was that destroyed the physics lab— 
burns, broken bones, and the like. But that didn’t seem to be the 
case. Mostly, these students just seemed depressed. Th ere were fi ve 
young men, three young women.

Triage got him in to see one of the doctors an hour after the 
others were cycled through. On his way to an examination room he 
passed a ward fi lled with sleeping students. He couldn’t count the 
number of students held there, but he guessed it was over twenty. 
Th at seemed high to him, for a university the size of Eos. But what 
did he know?

Ben climbed into a gown, feeling like a little kid putting on his 
jammies. Th e door to his cubicle opened and an attractive woman in 
her late thirties entered. A faint aura of perfume had come in with 
her and its caressing fi ngers surrounded Ben where he sat on the 
examination table.

“You must be Benjamin,” the doctor said, consulting her chart. 
“I’m Katrina. Katrina Larsen.”

Ben blushed. She wore no wedding ring and smiled at him fa-
miliarly. Even so, the woman’s aura, hint of pleasantly large breasts, 
even her shapely mouth, could not rally his “boys.” Inwardly, he 
bewailed his fate.

“So what brings you to me tonight?” she asked in a very musical 
voice.

Ill at ease, he said, “Are there always this many students in the 
health center?” Ben jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Th ere must 
be twenty or thirty students in that ward we passed.”
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Dr. Larsen began probing Ben’s ears, fl ashing lights in his eyes. 
“Let’s don’t talk about them. Let’s talk about us.”

“’Us’?”
“Why you’re here tonight. With me.”
“Actually, I don’t know if—”
“Sure you do. Tell me.”
He swallowed and told the beautiful doctor his problem. Dr. 

Larsen listened patiently. She scribbled a few notes on Ben’s fi le 
sheet.

“I’m almost twenty-eight years old,” he said at the end of his piti-
able disquisition. “Th is isn’t supposed to be happening to me.”

“You’d be surprised how often it does happen,” Dr. Larsen said.
“You mean this is normal?”
Dr. Larsen nodded. “College students display a wide range of 

reactions to stress, particularly when exam time approaches.”
“But, I’m not a student anymore,” Ben insisted. “I fi nished my 

dissertation program two semesters ago and I’m just teaching now. 
Th at’s it.”

“Well, have you been depressed lately? Are you homesick at all?” 
the doctor asked.

“No,” Ben said.
“To which?”
“Both.”
“Hmm.” Th e doctor scribbled more notes into Ben’s fi le. She was 

nodding slightly as well.
“Listen, Doctor,” Ben then asked. “I have to know about those 

people in that ward back there.”
“If you must know,” she said, lowering her clipboard. “Many of 

them are here with the same stress-related symptoms you have.”
“No kidding?”
“Except for the one who just had her baby.”
“A baby?” Ben said. “I guess that’s normal. Th ere are a lot of mar-

ried students traveling with Eos University.”
He then saw the empty look on Dr. Larsen’s face. “Isn’t it?”
Th e doctor hugged Ben’s fi le. She seemed momentarily sad. “It 

might be normal if there were fi ve or six births a year on Eos. But 
it isn’t.”

Now that he thought about it, Ben couldn’t remember seeing 
any infants, even among the students who lived in married housing 
one fl oor above Cowden Hall.
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“Th en they are putting saltpeter in the food,” Ben said with a 
startled whisper. “Th ose evil motherfuckers!”

“Dr. Roden—Rob Roden, our director—would never allow such 
a policy on the ship,” Dr. Larsen said. “But, historically, our birth 
rate has always been low.”

Th ere were children on Eos. Many staff  and faculty were travel-
ing with their families, children included. But Ben couldn’t recall 
the last time he had seen a pregnant woman anywhere on the ship, 
let alone a baby in a stroller.

“Th en it’s the Ennui,” Ben said. “It is real!”
“I would bank on saltpeter before I accepted the Ennui,” Dr. 

Larsen said. “Th at myth has been studied for a hundred years and 
no one has proven a thing. It’s just an old wives’ tale.”

Ben knew from newscasts that the general human population 
in the Alley was not advancing the way most growth specialists 
had anticipated. Despite its three Earth-like worlds—Earth, Tau 
Ceti 4, and Ross 244 3—the H.C. had a population of around ten 
billion persons, eight billion of whom were on Earth. Th e popula-
tion should have been three times that and rapidly expanding, but 
it wasn’t. Perhaps more ships than they knew were being blown up 
in trans-space.

“But let’s get back to you. Now, when was the last time you were 
‘successful’ with a woman—or a man. Whichever.”

“Woman,” Ben said quickly. “Or women. Defi nitely no men.”
“Th en when was the last time you had normal sex with a woman? 

And use your own defi nition of ‘normal.’”
“Th e last time?” Now Ben felt truly humiliated. “Last year. Th e 

university stopped at Kaikkivallan 5. A bunch of us had gone down 
to a ski lodge for a week.”

“And?”
Ben wondered how he could say it. “It, uh, took me longer than 

usual to, uh—”
“Reach a climax?”
“Th at’s it.”
He had been with Page Stauff er, whose breasts were speckled 

with very delightful freckles, and had to work for three hours to 
achieve an orgasm. When they were fi nished, he fell asleep, ex-
hausted; Ms. Stauff er put on a tiara and went StratoCasting with 
Prince Namor and the SubMariners. He had gotten his rocks off , 
but she hadn’t. He never did see her again.
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Th e doctor penned a few more notes. “And the time before 
that?”

“Th at would have been—” Th at would have been Jamie Schisler 
the semester before. But Ms. Schisler had certain fetishes she had 
never warned him about. He found out about them when he was 
bound and gagged and Ms. Schisler brought out the whips. She did 
look great in high heels, however.

“I can’t remember,” he said. “Sorry.”
Th e doctor scribbled more notes.
“Look. Are there any medicines I can take for this?” Ben asked. 

“Th at would be the easiest.”
Dr. Larsen nodded agreeably. “Well, yes, there are a few things 

I could prescribe. Some stimulants as well as a few behavioral exer-
cises you can do two or three times a day—”

She dropped her clipboard.
Ben felt his stomach lurch.
Th e room seemed to heave slightly.
“Oh!” Dr. Larsen said. She stumbled backward. She then folded 

her arms across her stomach and bent over.
Ben jumped off  the examination table. Something was terribly 

wrong. In the outer ward, glass objects crashed to the fl oor and sev-
eral people let out cries of bewilderment or screams of terror.

Dr. Larsen fell back into the only chair in the room, her face 
gone chalk white, and the air in front of Ben’s eyes shimmered. It 
seemed as if the ship itself—the actual vessel—had become violently 
ill, convulsing at an atomic level.

Th en the nausea went away and the room ceased vibrating. All 
was still.

Ben knew exactly what had happened: Th e Enamorati had shut 
down the Engine and the molecules of their bodies had rushed to 
reposition themselves back where they ought to be from their trans-
space compressions.

Ben stood up shakily. “Someone’s just shut the Engine off .”
“We’re not supposed to leave trans-space for another two weeks!” 

the doctor said, rising from her chair.
Ben thought of the ill-fated Annette Haven...and of the large 

hole that had so recently been gouged in the physics department’s 
alpha lab.

He fervently hoped that he wouldn’t blow up in the middle of 
his next thought.
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Eight

Transition into and out of trans-space usually caused a mild dis-
orientation, which was why transition couches were fi xtures in every 
room of the ship. But this transition had been downright ugly.

Recovering his poise, Ben ripped off  his examination gown, 
stepped back into his clothing puddle, then made his way out of the 
student health center. Dr. Larsen would have real affl  ictions to deal 
with now.

In the outer corridor, Ben found every wall fl ush with the Cloud-
man’s visage and the sound of his voice ordering everyone to buckle 
into their transition couches, which in Ben’s case was in his dorm 
room.

Ben found a transit portal and shot back to Babbitt Hall. Th ere, 
he found Jim Vees on his knees in the hallway, dazed. He was wear-
ing a T-shirt and a pair of underwear, having been yanked from a 
deep sleep.

“Do you know what happened?” Vees asked.
“I think the captain’s turned the Engine off . We’re in real-space 

now.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know,” Ben said.
On the 2D in Ben’s room, they caught Cleddman in the middle 

of some sort of explanation. Th e pilot was saying, “—we now have 
word from the Kuulo Kuumottoomaa that the Engine has been sta-
bilized. Th e Kaks are determining our new position in real-space, 
and as soon as we know where we are, we can begin calling for as-
sistance, if we need it.”

“Ix on a stick!” the former astronomy student said. “Something 
happened to our Engine?”

Ben nodded.
On the screen the Cloudman said, “I’ve called for a Code Th ree 

emergency. Stand by. Watch your screens.”
Th e 2D went blank.
“Isn’t he going to tell us what happened to the goddamned En-

gine?” Vees asked. “And what is a Code Th ree emergency?”
“Let’s fi nd out,” Ben said. To the video screen, Ben said, “Screen 

on. Main menu. Emergencies. Defi nitions. All codes.”
Th e 2D scrolled out: emergency code one: malfunctions; 

internal threats to the ship—i.e., gravity; atmosphere; 
electrical; water services. emergency code two: external 
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threats—i.e., collision with external object or objects. 
emergency code three: possible, pending, or unavoidable de-
struction of vessel from interior or exterior source.

Eos University had been around for a hundred years and was 
as massive as an asteroid. Its shields were state-of-the-art. But they 
only worked in real-space. Something had killed their Engine in 
trans-space.

“And we’re at Code Th ree?” Ben said, astounded.
Into Ben’s room burst George Clock. With him came Tommy 

Rosales, their other Bombardier. Th ough of average height, Rosales 
had a peculiar muscular condition that gave him the strength of 
three human beings without the attendant muscle grotesquerie. He 
excelled in all things physical and failed in all things academic. He 
only recently had quit Eos University’s architecture program, having 
lost interest in it.

Tommy Rosales was excited. “Did you hear? We’re going to have 
to abandon ship!”

Th e Bombardiers were always happy for any sort of disruption 
in their daily routines.

“We’re not going to abandon ship,” Ben said.
“Th at’s what everyone is saying,” Rosales said.
Ben faced the 2D. Speaking directly to the screen, he said, 

“ShipCom. Eve Silbarton, please.”
Th e 2D opened on Eve Silbarton. From what Ben could see in 

the background, Eve wasn’t at her apartment at all. She appeared to 
be in the gamma lab in the physics department.

“Eve? Do you know what’s going on?” Ben asked.
Eve Silbarton looked up from her work. She appeared to have 

been quite engrossed. “Th e captain thinks there might be something 
going on in the Engine compartment, some sort of disagreement 
among the Enamorati. Th ere may even be fi ghting. No one knows 
yet. Whatever it is, the Kuulo has shut the Engine down.”

“Th ey’re fi ghting in there?” George Clock asked.
“Th at’s what’s circulating,” Eve said.
“What about the Auditors?” Ben asked. “Th ey live on their door-

step. Th e Auditors would know.”
“I’m sure President Porter is conferring with Bishop Nethercott 

as we speak,” Eve said. “But if the problem’s mechanical, then there’s 
little good those two guys can do.”

“Are we going to blow up?” Ben asked.
“No one knows that either,” Eve admitted grimly.
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Jim Vees cursed. “Ix! Th e one thing we don’t need is a bunch of 
Ainge Auditors interfering with the Engine. Somebody ought to 
throw them out a window.”

“Nobody gets near the Engine but the Enamorati,” George 
Clock said. “Let Porter and Nethercott confer. We should head for 
the lifepods.”

“I still say we ought to throw them out a window,” Jim Vees 
insisted.

Dr. Silbarton looked off  to one side, consulting another screen. 
“I’ve got a message coming through here. You’d better switch over at 
your end. Out.”

Th e image of Dr. Silbarton vanished and was replaced by a series 
of words. On Ben’s screen appeared: emergency, code three.

all persons to their assigned escape pods. all persons to 
their assigned escape pods...And out in the halls, alarms rattled 
a newer tune, commensurate with the gravity of the situation.

“Here we go,” Ben said, switching the screen off .
With that the Bombardiers raced for the nearest transit portal, 

which would now automatically send them to the escape pods.
Portals could only take three people at a time, so there was a line 

of young men from the dorm already there at the end of the hall.
Th e line, however, shortened fairly quickly and the young men 

of Babbitt Hall were shunted via optical cable to the lifepod bays 
that ringed the ship.

All but Jim Vees made the transit.
“What an idiot,” George Clock said, stepping into the pod bay.
Humans were limited to only ten transit jumps a day. Any more 

than that and molecular degradation would begin. Beyond ten jumps, 
transit portals would automatically refuse to transit people whose 
chevrons had registered ten jumps. But many students, including 
the Bombardiers (and including Ben), often used transit jumps to 
get high.

Jim Vees now had to hoof it.
Th is particular section of the lifepod bay contained three loz-

enge-shaped ships capable of holding fi fteen people each. But so far, 
the three boys from Babbitt Hall were the only evacuees in the bay.

“Who else is assigned this bay?” Ben asked, looking around. 
“Any of you guys know?”

George Clock nodded. “I think we share these ‘pods with the 
Ainge Auditors.”

“But they’re not here,” Tommy Rosales said, looking around.
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Outside in the hallways, the ship’s alarms were caterwauling 
dramatically; red and yellow lights blinked rapidly.

“I can see that,” Ben said.
“Th en that means we get a lifepod each,” Tommy Rosales said.
“Goody,” said Clock.
Red lights over the hull exits indicated that none of the ‘pods 

had the go-ahead signal from the command deck to be released into 
space, nor had Ben heard the telltale sounds of airlock decompres-
sions from neighboring lifepod bays. Th at meant that the Cloudman 
was still assessing the situation, preparatory to actually giving the 

“abandon ship” call.
Several minutes went by, but no command came. Th e alarms 

had been cut off , but the emergency lights continued to twirl their 
crimson capes in the hallways.

And in that period of time, none of the Ainge Auditors transited 
to the ‘pod bays.

“Why aren’t the Auditors here?” Ben asked.
“Who cares?” Tommy Rosales said.
“I do,” Ben said.
“No you don’t.”
“Okay,” Ben admitted. “But I’d like to know why they’re not 

here.”
“Forget those guys. Let’s wait for Jim,” Rosales said.
“Well, I think Cleddman’s not going to call an evacuation and I 

think the Auditors know that, which means they know why.”
“So?” Rosales asked.
“Let’s go look,” Ben said.
“No,” Rosales said. “I’m staying here.”
“I’ll go,” Clock off ered. “I think you’re right. Something’s going 

on and the Auditors know what it is.”
“You’re both idiots,” Rosales retorted.
“Where’s your sense of adventure?” Ben said to him.
“It’s right here, where the lifepods are,” Rosales told them.
“All right,” Ben said. “When Jim shows up, keep him here. Keep 

him out of trouble.”
“I should keep you guys out of trouble,” Rosales mumbled.
Ben and George Clock headed for the nearest pedestrian corri-

dor. A transit portal would be quicker, but they were set by default to 
shunt people to lifepod bays in times of emergency. Th ey jogged for 
an eighth of a mile to the Auditor quarters, and while some people 
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were still heading to their assigned bays, no one appeared to stop 
them. No one seemed to care.

Th e Ainge Auditors lived in a large compound that separated 
the Enamorati’s living spaces—and the Engine—from the rest of 
the university. Th e entrance to the Ainge Sanctuary was through a 
highly impractical set of oaken doors. Th ese opened up to a small 
anteroom, which, in turn, opened onto a two-hundred-seat audito-
rium that faced a podium. Th is podium was used by High Auditor 
Nethercott for regular services, but was normally not in use at any 
other time.

Behind the podium was a specially treated glass wall. On the 
other side of the wall were what the Enamorati called their “em-
path stations.” Th ese fl anked a long, thick rod—called the “com-
munion rod”—which resembled a massive drive shaft, the kind that 
might propel a waterborne ship. Its true purpose was unknown, but 
students and parishioners alike would come to the Sanctuary and 
watch the empaths, the Avatkas, sit at their stations, plugged into 
the communion rod.

Ben and George Clock entered the auditorium and found the 
place deserted—which they expected. However, on the other side 
of the glass wall there were also no Avatkas sitting at their empath 
stations and the communion rod itself wasn’t glowing.

Th at was unusual.
“Wow,” Clock said. “Where is everybody?”
“Maybe something did happen to the Engine,” Ben said in a low 

voice.
Suddenly from just behind them a shadowy fi gure appeared and 

spoke to them in a stern voice. “Gentlemen,” the elder said. “Can I 
help you?”

“Oh, shit,” Clock said, whirling around.
Behind them stood High Auditor Joseph Nethercott. He was a 

tall, pale man in a crisp gray long coat and prim priest’s collar.
“We heard that something happened to the Engine,” Ben said. 

“We happened to be nearby.”
Nethercott came down the aisle like the specter of death.
“Th e Engine has simply been taken off -line for the time being,” 

Nethercott said. “Th ere is nothing to worry about.” He smiled at 
them with thin, bloodless lips.

“Where is everybody?” Ben asked. “Where are the Avatkas? 
Th ere’s always somebody at the rod.” Ben pointed to the deserted 
communion rod room, which, he just now observed, was also devoid 
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of the greenish gases the Avatkas normally breathed. “Looks like 
the atmosphere’s gone out, too. What happened in there?”

Th e High Auditor said, “Nothing’s happened. Th e Enamorati 
have merely been—”

A loud pop! sounded out just then and the three jerked around to 
see that a giant silver crack had appeared in the wall separating the 
communion room from the Sanctuary auditorium. Th e crack, thirty 
feet long, looked like a frozen bolt of lightning.

“Ixion!” Nethercott exploded.
“Jesus!” Ben said as he and George fell into defensive crouches. 

Th e sound had been quite loud.
Th e partition, however, held. It did not explode and no trace of 

the Enamorati’s toxic atmosphere came hissing out at them. Sec-
onds later, vents on the Enamorati side in the ceiling began oozing 
a sealing solution that raced down the crack. Th e viewing window 
would be as good as new within a few minutes.

“What the hell was that?” Clock said.
“Boys,” Nethercott said, gathering himself together, “this is not 

for you. Return to your lifeboat stations and wait for the captain’s 
command to go back to your rooms.”

“But what about—” Ben started.
“Leave,” Nethercott said insistently, “or I will have campus secu-

rity come and drag you away. Th ere is nothing for you here.”
Ben stared at the communion-rod room and the empty empath 

stations and the long crack etched by some disturbance deep inside 
the Enamorati compound. But no further explosions were heard; no 
more cracks appeared in the glass partition.

“I’d tell someone about that,” Ben said, pointing to the disap-
pearing crack.

“I plan to,” Nethercott said.
With that, they left the Sanctuary. Whatever the Ainge were up 

to, it was unlikely anyone else knew anything about it. Ben thought 
he’d try and fi nd out.

Nine

That following Saturday morning the Grays made offi  cial what 
every human being and Enamorati on the ship already knew: Eos 
University was stranded 118 light-years from Earth at the Alley’s in-
most point in the galaxy with a permanently disabled Engine. Few 
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people slept that night and a lot of them wound up in the health 
center with complaints of acute nausea and disorientation.

Eos’s piloting and communications personnel reacted swiftly by 
fi ring a mayday data bullet to the Enamorati home world of Virr, 
which was twenty-three thousand light-years away in the inner Sag-
ittarius Alley. Th at bullet, a bare description of their situation along 
with their stellar coordinates, was made extremely small so it could 
travel through trans-space as fast as possible. Despite that, it would 
take at least ten hours to reach Virr. Acknowledgement of the may-
day, however, would likely take a little bit longer. It all depended on 
how long it took the Enamorati ruling council to assess the news.

In the meantime, ShipCom became very busy sending data 
bullets back to the worlds of the Human Community, apprising 
the nearby settlements of their status. Once the maydays went out, 
ShipCom allowed the students, faculty, and staff  to fi le their own 
letters. Th ese were shot out almost as soon as they were compacted 
in the rail queue, in the hope that Mom and Dad would see that 
everything was under control.

For Julia’s part, she decided against sending a letter of her own 
to her mother and three sisters back on Earth in Flagstaff , Arizona, 
telling them of her adventures. And after the Engine had broken 
down, Julia had a very good adventure. As it developed, fourteen 
lifepods had managed to launch themselves from Eos during the 
Code Th ree emergency and it took Eos’s EVA squad several hours 
to maneuver the pods back to the ship. Julia had managed to fi nd 
herself on one of those pods with twelve women from Cowden Hall, 
and they stayed up all night talking about it when they got back to 
the dorm.

Julia had managed a little sleep by 0900 hours the next day. She 
had just stepped from the showers when an announcement came 
that the president of Eos University was going to address the stu-
dent body at 1000 hours. Th is gave everyone time to get some break-
fast and get to their assigned meeting halls.

Eos University had six assembly halls where students were cor-
ralled on special occasions to be briefed or debriefed, depending on 
the occasion. Th e William F. Nietmann Hall was quite crowded 
when Julia arrived, but if the several hundred students gathered 
there were uneasy, she couldn’t tell. Th e place had a carnival at-
mosphere to it. Students were laughing and poking each other like 
children. Which was strange, she thought, since they almost had 
been blown to smithereens. But no one seemed to care.
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Julia wore her usual tunic, with its twin collar pins denoting 
her area of study and that she already held a bachelor’s degree. Th is 
allowed a seat down with the adult faculty in the front of the hall, 
separate from the rowdy undergrads behind her, who were busy 
throwing paper airplanes into the air, fi ring off  spitwads, blasting 
raspberries. Julia hadn’t seen a spitwad since she was in high school. 
Something, she thought, is defi nitely in the air.

Th e group quieted down, however, when Albert Holcombe ar-
rived. He came down the short fl ight of steps like a shaggy, white-
headed bear, looking as if he wouldn’t stand for any foolishness at 
that hour of the day.

Everyone suddenly shut up. Th e silence that fi lled the place was 
practically deafening.

Holcombe looked up at the six hundred or so assembled stu-
dents. “You don’t have to be quiet on my account. It’s Saturday, for 
Christ’s sake,” he said. “Make all the noise you want.”

Th e students started up again, returning to normal.
Julia watched as Professor Holcombe found a place next to his 

colleagues two rows in front of her. He plopped into his seat almost 
exuberantly.

“Good show, old man,” said a geology professor.
“What did you have for breakfast, Albert?” a woman sitting to 

the other side of him asked.
“Wayhighs,” Professor Holcombe told her. “A whole plate full.”
“Christ, Al,” the geology professor said in a lowered voice. 

“Watch what you’re saying. Th e Grays don’t have a sense of humor. 
Th ey might think you’re serious.”

Holcombe smiled at his colleagues, but kept his silence. To Julia, 
it was all cryptic. She didn’t know what to think of Professor Hol-
combe’s buoyant, almost cavalier manner.

Moments later the lights in the auditorium dimmed and the gi-
ant 2D screen fi lled with the visage of President Porter.

“Boo!” shouted several students.
More airplanes fl ew. And a shoe hit the screen.
Nolan Porter, Ph.D., was the Big Gray, a man born and bred 

among the Ainge on Tau Ceti 4, an Auditor himself, and a third-
rate scholar—at least according to the student gossip Julia had heard. 
Half the students of Eos liked the man because he was Ainge; the 
other half didn’t for the same reason. Th at half seemed to fi ll every 
seat in the William F. Nietmann Hall that morning. Julia almost 
felt giddy with a renewed sense of excitement.
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His hair silver-gray, his eyes blue-gray, President Porter sat 
calmly at his desk, pictures of his three wives and thirty children in 
the background. For the occasion, he wore a long, coal gray herring-
bone tunic of standard cut. Everything gray. He also wore a smile.

“Oh, shit. Th e son-of-a-bitch is smiling,” somebody said far be-
hind Julia in the darkness. “We’re in for it now!”

Giggles followed this, and several of the assembled faculty 
shushed them fi ercely.

Th e giant image of President Porter began speaking down to 
them. “I want to thank all of you for gathering like this on such 
short notice. And on a Saturday morning when so many of you have 
papers to write and tests to study for—”

“Eat me!” someone shouted in the dark.
A female professor jumped up quickly. “Quiet! All of you!”
“—so I’ll make this as short and as informative as possible: For 

those of you who haven’t heard the news or read about it in the latest 
edition of Th e Alley Citizen, our student newspaper—” Porter han-
dled his copy of Th e Alley Citizen as if it had come with a fi sh in it. 

“—a number of things have happened to the old girl, our university.”
He placed the newspaper off  to the side. “Late Friday afternoon, 

a weapon similar to old-style disassemblers destroyed part of the 
physics lab, causing millions of dollars of damage. I mention that 
because, as most of you know, a few hours later our Engine broke 
down and we had to return to real-space, which I’m sure you all 
experienced. It certainly caused Mrs. Porter a little scare.”

Somebody hooted. Somebody else made farting sounds with his 
hands in his armpits.

“Hey!” the female professor shouted over her shoulder.
Th e president went on. “According to the Kuulo Kuumottoomaa, 

the Engine suff ered an unexpected energy drain which caused a sys-
temic ripple eff ect, destroying the Engine completely.”

“Yeah? Well, at least we didn’t blow the fuck up,” someone else 
shouted.

Th e female professor jumped to her feet and shouted, “If I have 
to go up there, mister, you’re going to really regret it!”

A mock-frightened hush fell over the crowd.
“Th e Engine failure may be linked to the damage done to the 

physics lab,” Porter continued. “But we don’t know yet. We are look-
ing into every aspect of the case—”
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Th e auditorium fi lled with snickers and somebody yelled “Blow 
job!” and now several professors down in front were actively scan-
ning the auditorium for the scattered malcontents.

Porter said, “Th e Kuulo did say that the Enamorati will cooper-
ate fully in all of our investigations, providing that our need for in-
formation doesn’t violate the Enamorati Compact. I fi nd no trouble 
with this.”

For an anxious moment Julia thought that the president would 
next mention something about Jingle Bear, since her bear’s death 
seemed to be part, in some vague way, of what had happened. But 
Porter either didn’t know about it or hadn’t thought it important 
enough to mention.

“Since the Enamorati Compact forbids us to interfere with En-
amorati aff airs, we have no choice but to let them conduct their own 
investigation of the Engine’s failure. We will wait for their report. 
In the meantime, we will be conducting our own investigations and 
I urge everyone to give campus security your fullest cooperation, es-
pecially those of you who might happen to have been in the science 
wings when the weapon was set off . We’re all in the same boat, after 
all.”

Th e president’s smile reappeared. “Once the cause of the Engine 
malfunction has been discovered and analyzed, the Enamorati will 
be jettisoning the old Engine and replacing it with a new one. De-
pending on the availability and location of the nearest Engine, we 
estimate that we can be back on our Alley circuit in three weeks.”

A collective groan went up through the crowd, but this time no 
faculty member tried to quell it.

Somebody threw his other shoe at the screen.
“We aren’t exactly helpless out here, however,” the president said 

calmly. “Physics and Engineering, who were up all night working 
on the problem, have informed me that we do have a means of get-
ting us to the nearest human-habitable planet. Astronomy tells me 
that we are just three light-days away from what appears to be a 
main-sequence M-type star that has at least one habitable planet. 
We were very lucky in this.

“As you know, our part of the Sagittarius Alley is very, very 
small. Th ere are thousands of stars within a hundred light-years of 
the Earth and we’ve only explored a fraction of those. So this new 
star and its planets will be a wonderful opportunity for us all. Who 
knows? We might even make a little bit of history.




