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TWENTY-FIFTH ANNUAL READERS" AWARDS" RESULTS

he Twenty-Fifth Annual Readers’

Awards ballots were overflowing

with comments from readers. As al-

ways, I had a great deal of fun going
through them—I love the diverse feed-
back that I get from all of you.

Naturally, there was a wide range of
favorites and a wide range of thoughts
about those favorites. Alan K. Lipton cer-
tainly made my day when he wrote: “Dif-
ferent writers have different strengths.
SF is the literature of ideas, and while
some of your authors have strong ideas,
as a reader and writer, I respond better
to the power of storytelling style (Allen
M. Steele and Robert Reed come to
mind) and occasionally graceful lan-
guage (Kate Wilhelm). I'm not a big fan
of bleak, but there’s no arguing with cer-
tain masterworks (Barry B. Longyear’s
“Alten Kamaraden”). Choosing my fa-
vorites once a year is hard enough. You
have to do this every day. Sometimes I'd
want your job, other times not. But you
do it so well.” Nathanial Williams wrote
to tell us, “Preston’s ‘Helping Them Take
the Old Man Down’ was this year’s stand-
out story for me. I loved its deft blend of
nostalgia and contemporary politics, it’s
ability to find metaphors for the com-
plexities of post-9/11 American life with-
in SF’s pulp traditions. Stories like that
keep me coming back to Asimov’s.” And
Stephen Antoniewicz simply said, “More
Tanith Lee please.”

Jeff L. Powell complained, “Please, I
beg you, stop printing so many good sto-
ries. I pull out half my remaining hair
every year at ballot time. Thank you.
Now the object of public scorn.” His son,
Jeffrey David Powell said, “Looking over
my list of winners makes me realize how
vibrant SF still is, if you consider how the
majority of these writers have not been
around for a long time. (That’s not to say
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I don’t miss some of the more established
writers like Connie Willis and Charles
Stross that haven’t had a story in Asi-
mov’s in so long.)” To this last comment,
let me add, that I miss them, too. Unfor-
tunately for us, the more experienced au-
thors often move on to writing novels al-
most exclusively, but Connie assures me
she has nearly finished a new tale for us.
Let’s keep our fingers crossed that she
delivers it soon! Connie was a guest at
our Readers’ Award celebration this year
(along with her husband Courtney and
daughter Cordelia), which was held over
the Nebula Awards Weekend on May 21,
2011, in Washington, D.C.

On his ballot, long-time reader Soon
Lee remarked, “One might think that the
novella category with fewest candidates
would be the easiest to pick, but it didn’t
turn out that way. Other categories were
similarly strong. I have a soft spot for hu-
morous stories so the Tim McDaniel sto-
ry with the really long title and Kit
Reed’s ‘Monkey Do’ were highlights. I
also especially enjoyed William Preston’s
novelette, ‘Helping Them Take the Old
Man Down.”” Speaking of the novella cat-
egory, the younger Powell also said, “The
developments in the latest novella by
Kristine Kathryn Rusch really, really, re-
ally makes me want the next story to
come out soon. Please make it so!” Kris
Rusch’s “Becoming One With the Ghosts”
won the novella award in a tight struggle
for first place. Unfortunately, she couldn’t
make it out to the East Coast, but with
another Diving novella in our wings, per-
haps we'll get to see her next year.

With his moving tale of “The Emperor
of Mars,” Allen M. Steele emerged as the
frontrunner in the novelette category.
Allen gave an amusing speech at our
awards breakfast. Before the ceremony,
he had combed through the Locus Index
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to Science Fiction Awards <www.locus-
mag.com/SFAwards/index.html>, and
joyfully determined that with this win he
would tie Mike Resnick and Kris Rusch
for the most Asimov’s Readers’ Awards
for fiction. Alas, with the news that Kris
had picked up another award, he wryly
remarked that he had instantly slipped
back into second place.

The fiercest fiction fight for first place
occurred at our shortest length. This led
to the first-ever tie in short story. Carol
Emshwiller couldn’t be there to accept
her award for the unsettling “Lovely
Ugly,” but I hope to present it to her at
lunch in New York later this spring. Hap-
pily, Michael Swanwick was on hand to
collect his certificate for “Libertarian Rus-
sia.” Later that night, Michael served as
the Nebulas Awards’ toastmaster.
Michael’s wonderful wife, Marianne
Porter, who was also at our breakfast,
took lots of photos of the winners. One of
her shots illustrates this editorial.

Kyle Rathbun spoke for many readers
when he wrote, “I have to choose ‘Wel-
come Home—the Nebula Song’ by Janis
Ian first. A lot of musicians write good
lyrics and [this poem is] quite topical (I
actually get quite a ‘welcome home’ feel-
ing when reading your magazine).” Ten
years ago, Janis attended a Readers’

Award celebration as a guest of Mike
Resnick. Scheduling conflicts didn’t al-
low her to make the ceremony this year
as the winner of the poetry category, but
Janis sent along the following message
to our readers: “I have lived on science
fiction for as long as I can remember. As
a musician, I regard this form as the jazz
of prose. To be honored in this manner
by Asimov’s readers is a highlight in my
life, right up there with my Grammys
and Hall of Fame awards. Thank you!”

Our twenty-fifth annual award turned
out to be the first one to have two first-
place ties. The battle raged in best cover
as well as short story. Although one of the
ultimate winners, Tomislav Tikulin,
couldn’t make the trip from Zagreb to
D.C., Michael Whelan was in town to col-
lect a Solstice Award from the Science
Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America
in recognition of the significant impact
and positive influence he’s had on the
speculative fiction field. As the winner of
three of our awards for best cover and the
creator of many of our other cover images,
Michael has certainly had a strong and
positive influence on Asimov’s as well.

We look forward to hearing your
thoughts about the 2011 stories when we
post the ballot for our next set of Read-
ers’ Awards. O

Editorial: Twenty-Fifth Annual Readers’ Awards’ Results 5



READERS' AWARD WINNERS

BEST NOVELLA

1. BECOMING ONE WITH THE GHOSTS;
KRISTINE KATHRYN RUSCH

2. Jackie’s Boy; Steven Popkes

3. The Sultan of the Clouds; Geoffrey A. Landis

4. Several Items of Interest; Rick Wilber

5. The Ice Line; Stephen Baxter

BEST NOVELETTE

1. THE EMPEROR OF MARS;
ALLEN M. STEELE
2. Torhec the Sculptor; Tanith Lee
3. Marya and the Pirate; Geoffrey A. Landis
4. Helping Them Take the Old Man Down; William Preston
5. Plus or Minus; James Patrick Kelly

BEST SHORT STORY

1. THE LOVELY UGLY;
CAROL EMSHWILLER (tie)
1. LIBERTARIAN RUSSIA;
MICHAEL SWANWICK (tie)
3. The Incarceration of Captain Nebula; Mike Resnick
4. Conditional Love; Felicity Shoulders
5. Names for Water; Kij Johnson (tie)
5. The Other Graces; Alice Sola Kim (tie)

BEST POEM

1. WELCOME HOME;
JANIS TAN
2. Our Canine Defense Team; Vincent Miskell
3. Foxwife; Jane Yolen
4. Roadside Stand; Mark Rich
5.The Now We Almost Inhabit; Roger Dutcher & Robert Frazier

BEST COVER

1. JULY;

TOMISLAV TIKULIN (tie)
1. AUGUST;

MICHAEL WHELAN (tie)
3. March; Donato Giancola
4. September; Jeroen Advocaat
5. January; Jeroen Advocaat




THE REIGN OF THE RETIRED EMPEROR

few years agoI went to Japan to at-

tend the World Science Fiction Con-

vention in Yokohama, and, on the

same trip, visiting a museum in Ky-
oto, I came upon a collection of artifacts
that were described as dating “from the
time of the reign of the retired Emperor
Go-Saga.”

Dating an era from the time of a retired
emperor seemed to me an odd thing to do,
and I filed the notion away in my mind as
one of the many unusual aspects of the
culture of that far-off island nation. Last
month I was reminded of it while writing
a new short story—more about that be-
low—and I consulted Sir George Sansom’s
classic and estimable three-volume histo-
ry of Japan to see if I could find out what
was so important about the Emperor Go-
Saga that caused such chronological em-
phasis to be placed on him, thus discover-
ing one of the most curious monarchical
systems human beings have ever devised.
It was a system, I learned, in which the
emperor became more important by retir-
ing from the throne than he had ever been
while possessing it.

This had its origin, Sir George tells us,
in a long-standing tradition among me-
dieval Japanese nobility, the retirement
of the head of a great house at an early
age so that he could spend his later years
free from the heavy demands of ritual
and ceremony. The emperor, of course,
was the highest figure of all. Since earli-
est times the title of emperor had always
gone to the eldest son of a single family
that claimed to be able to trace its ances-
try back to the primordial gods. In theory
the emperor held the powers of govern-
ment in his own hands.

By the year 1000 or so, though, even
the Japanese emperor found himself so
burdened by his ceremonial duties that
he had little time for anything else—and,

in fact, the main executive responsibili-
ties of the throne had been taken over by
a powerful aristocratic family, the Fuji-
wara. For two centuries from 858 onward
the Fujiwara regents exercised the real
imperial power in the name of the em-
peror, though they did not hold the impe-
rial title itself. Thus the emperor was a
mere figurehead while the house of Fuji-
wara ran the country.

When the Emperor Go-Sanjo came to
the throne in 1068, he was determined to
break the power of the Fujiwara, and bit
by bit he reclaimed imperial authority
from them. But his administrative tasks
were complicated by the immense weight
of ceremonial functions that an emperor
was called upon to perform, and in the
third year of his reign he hit upon an in-
genious solution. He would abdicate in
favor of his son Shirikawa and retire to a
monastic cloister, ostensibly to devote
his life to religious contemplation. But in
fact he would continue to govern from
the cloister, while the boy-emperor
Shirikawa performed all the ceremonial
duties of a monarch.

The Japanese word for such a cloister
is “In,” and Go-Sanjo’s name now became
Go-Sanjo In, “the cloistered Emperor Go-
Sanjo.” (The prefix “Go” means that he
was the second monarch of that name.)
He died, however, only a year after his re-
tirement, leaving young Shirikawa as
emperor in fact as well as name.

The new emperor quickly came to see
that the system of imperial retirement
was the best way to hold the Fujiwara re-
gents at bay. He ruled as sovereign until
1086, and then, at the age of thirty-three,
took holy orders and entered a cloister,
leaving his seven-year-old son Horikawa
to hold the empty title of emperor. For
the next forty-three years the cloistered
Shirikawa, now called Shirikawa In,

7
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ruled the country from his monastic
seclusion while three different figure-
head emperors came and went.

This strange arrangement developed
serious complications when some of the
figureheads began to crave royal power
themselves. Toba, who had become em-
peror in 1107 at the age of four after the
death of his father Horikawa, abdicated to
the cloister when he was twenty, putting
his own four-year-old son Sutoko on the
throne. But now there were two clois-
tered emperors, Shirikawa In and Toba
In. Conflicts developed between the re-
tired imperial father and his retired im-
perial son over the next two years, until
old Shirikawa’s death in 1129.

The problem arose once more when Su-
toko chose to retire in 1141, so that two
retired emperors again vied for power.
Both Toba In and Sutoko In outlived the
next titular emperor, Konoye, whose place
was taken in 1155 by Konoye’s twenty-
eight-year-old son, Go-Shirakawa, a
shrewd and agile figure who made a fine
art out of the cloistering system.

Within three years the retired emper-
ors Toba and Sutoko both were dead, and
Go-Shirikawa quickly took himself off to
the cloister himself, where between 1158
and 1192 he maintained his imperial
standing through the reigns of no less
than five younger emperors. During this
period, also, he deftly handled challenges
from various warlord families seeking to
attain the sort of power the Fujiwara
family had had, playing one faction off
against another to keep them at bay.

By the time of Go-Shirikawa’s death in
1192 new clans—the Minamoto and the
Taira—were contending for the old Fuji-
wara powers, and the incumbent emper-
or, Go-Toba, who had succeeded to the im-
perial title in 1184 at the age of four, was
still too young to abdicate and try to rule
from the cloister as Go-Shirikawa had
done. Skillfully and courageously he con-
trived to govern without the support of a
senior emperor until 1198, when, still
only eighteen, he did finally withdraw to
cloistered life. But the system of imperial
retirement was breaking down under

prepare it, before submitting your story.
\ J
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pressure from the Minamoto family, and
when Go-Toba In launched civil war
against the current head of the Minamo-
to clan he was defeated and banished. He
was replaced by his more cooperative
brother, and the emperors once again be-
came subordinate to one of the great war-
rior families, who now even took upon
themselves the right to determine the
succession to the throne.

This was not the last of the system of
abdication, though. Control of the gov-
ernment had now fallen to the Hojo fam-
ily, but there still were advantages to be-
ing a cloistered emperor. The actual
emperor had neither power nor wealth:
he was, as Sansom puts it, “a mere pris-
oner of ceremonial.” It was the retired
emperor who retained control of the im-
perial estates, which provided him with
a vast income that caused the great no-
bles and high officials to cluster about
him, eager to perform services for him.
And so each new emperor, upon inherit-
ing the imperial property at the death of
the previous retired emperor, would re-
tire as quickly as possible himself, hand-
ing the wearisome ceremonial duties off
to his hapless successor and withdraw-
ing from the court to enjoy the benefits
of his riches.

This practice created difficulties when
the Emperor Go-Saga retired after a
reign of only four years, 1242-1246. leav-
ing the throne to his young son Go-
Fukusaka. But Go-Saga actually pre-
ferred his second son, Kameyama, and in
1259 the retired emperor forced Go-
Fukasaka to abdicate in Kameyama’s fa-
vor. Go-Fukusaka thus became the junior
retired emperor, without power or wealth,
and his younger brother Kameyama, as
titular emperor, now stood to inherit the
imperial estates upon Go-Saga’s death,
which occurred in 1272.

Alas, Kameyama found the imperial
duties very little to his liking, and in
1274, at the age of twenty-six, he abdicat-
ed in favor of his son Go-Uda. This an-
gered his older brother Go-Fukusaka,
who had expected to place his own son on
the throne once Kameyama was out of

Reflections: The Reign of the Retired Emperor
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the way. War threatened between the two
branches of the imperial family. The Hojo
regents managed to work out a bizarre
compromise in which the succession to
the throne would alternate between the
two sets of claimants, and in the next
thirty years five boy-emperors took their
turns, each one quickly abdicating, until
at last, in 1313, the throne came to Go-
Uda’s son Go-Daigo, who was, unlike his
recent predecessors, not a child at all—he
was past thirty and wanted not only the
imperial title but also the governing pow-
er that once had gone with it. This, of
course, wrecked the whole system: civil
war broke out, Go-Daigo was forced to
flee from the capital, the regents named
their own emperor, and for the next fifty
years Japan had two royal courts and
two emperors until the war of succession
was eventually resolved by the advent of
new warlords who forced a unification of
the imperial courts in 1392.

A strange system indeed, this business
of the holding of power by retired emper-
ors, but it did have a curious logic of its
own.

And I seem to have invented a some-
what similar system myself for use in the
books and stories I've written over the
past thirty years that are set on the giant
planet of Majipoor—beginning with the
novel Lord Valentine’s Castle, which was
published in 1980, and continuing most
recently with the short story “The End of
the Line” written last month for Asimov’s
Science Fiction.*

I postulated a dual monarchy for Ma-
jipoor: a senior monarch whom I called
the Pontifex (the Latin word for “bridge-
builder”) who formulated policy, and a ju-
nior one, the Coronal Lord, or, simply, the
Coronal (because his symbol of office was
the coronet that he wore), whose respon-
sibility it was to execute that policy. Each
Pontifex chose his own Coronal. When a
Pontifex died, the Coronal would succeed
to his title and choose a Coronal of his
own.

The resemblance to the Japanese

* And published in our August 2011 issue.—Ed.
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system, about which I knew nothing at
all when I wrote the first Majipoor
book, emerges from the fact that the
Pontifex lives in retirement, dwelling
in a huge subterranean city known as
the Labyrinth. He is rarely if ever seen
in the world above; it is the Coronal,
the younger monarch, who is the public
face of the regime, constantly traveling
to and fro across gigantic Majipoor to
take part in endless formal ceremonies.
From time to time he visits the Labyrinth
to consult the older man on matters of
policy; and whenever war breaks out, it
is the Coronal who commands the
troops, though the Pontifex dictates tac-
tics from his hidden underground lair.

One consequence of the Majipoor sys-
tem was that the Coronal often did not
want to give up his active life and disap-
pear into the gloomy retirement of the
Labyrinth, and I told of at least one in-
stance in which an aged and senile Pon-
tifex is kept on life support for decades
so that his Coronal can avoid succession
to the senior title. (Eventually he is un-
able to stave off the inevitable, though,
because the world needs two functional
monarchs.) On another occasion, a Pon-
tifex who has come to hate life in the
Labyrinth feigns insanity, abdicates, and
touches off a weird constitutional crisis.
That story, “Calintane Explains,” was
published in Asimov’s in 1982.

I wish I had known something about
Japanese imperial history when I was
writing the Majipoor stories. I might have
tried a story about two rival lines of suc-
cession such as came into being as a re-
sult of Go-Daigo’s rebellion against the
system. (I did do a novel about a civil war
between rival Coronals—Sorcerers of Ma-
Jipoor—but it simply involved the stan-
dard sort of usurpation of the throne.)
But it’s too late for that now. Now that
I’ve written this column, everyone will
know where I got the idea, and I can’t
have that. I want you all to believe that I
just make those stories up, after all. O

Copyright © 2011 by Robert Silverberg

Robert Silverberg
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Allen M. Steele

Allen M. Steele’s most recent story for us, “The Emperor of
Mars,” picked up the 2010 Readers’ Award for Best Novelette.
He tells us that his latest tale “was inspired by One Minute to

Midnight by Michael Dobbs, a recent history of the Cuban

Missile Crisis.” The author’'s new novella, “Angel of Europa,”

has just come out in hardcover from Subterranean Press.

Now I'm old, but when I was young I did something that has weighed upon my
conscience ever since. In all the years that followed, I've never told anyone about
this. Not my late wife or my children or grandchildren, or any of my friends, or even
the priests to whom I've dutifully confessed all other sins. My actions may have
saved the world, but they took the form of betrayal .. . and worse.

A few months ago, I was diagnosed with an inoperable and terminal form of can-
cer. My doctor has informed me that, in all likelihood. I'll be dead by the end of the
year. Even so, I probably would have taken my secret to the grave, secure in the
knowledge that no one would ever learn what I did nearly fifty years ago. That’s fine
with me. 'm not a hero.

Just the other day, though, I saw someone on the street whom I haven’t seen since
1962. Just the mere fact that I spotted this individual has made me change my mind.
Perhaps people should know what happened, if only to remind them how dangerous
our times have become, and that our deeds will be remembered by later generations.

My name is Floyd Moore. I was twenty-three years old in 1962, an ensign in the
U.S. Navy and a radioman aboard the Centurion. The Centurion wasn’t a vessel; it
was a blimp, one of five N-class airships built during the ’50s as submarine hunters
and later modified to serve as an advance early warning system in the days before
the undersea SOSUS network was established.

The Goodyear blimps you see at football games had about as much in common
with the Centurion as a Chevy pick-up does with a Corvette: same manufacturer,
but the similarity ends there. The Centurion was 343 feet long and 108 feet high,
and was powered by two 800-horsepower engines. It had a double-decker car with
crew space for twenty-one; the bunks, bathroom, galley, and ward room were
squeezed into the upper deck above the cockpit, AEW compartment, and engine
room. It could stay aloft for over two hundred hours without having to land; its
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cruising speed was 56 mph, although in a pinch it could reach a maximum airspeed
of 80 mph.

When I went through communications training at the Navy flight school in Pen-
sacola, I'd thought I was going to wind up aboard an aircraft carrier, so I was disap-
pointed when I was put on a blimp instead. However, I soon discovered that I liked this
job much better. The Centurion was based in Key West, so my newly wed wife and I
were able to rent a little beach cottage off-base, and my patrols never took me away
from home for more than a few days. Our captain, Roy Gerrard, had been flying blimps
since World War II, and the crew was a tight-knit bunch; you could’ve easily taken us
for a group of men who belonged to some club that happened to have its own blimp.

The pleasure we took from our job, though, was tempered by the knowledge that
the Centurion’s days were numbered. Blimps were obsolete. Planes had already tak-
en over the task of hunting subs, and once the SOSUS net was in place, advance ear-
ly warning would be taken from us, too. Now that America and Russia were shooting
guys into space, there was even talk that there would soon be military space sta-
tions. Alan Shepard was a Navy man and we were proud of him for being the first
American in space, but we were all too aware that his Mercury capsule made a blimp
look pretty old-fashioned. Whenever the Centurion went out on patrol, we knew that
it might be for the last time.

But our mission in the first week of October ’62 was rather unusual. Instead of fly-
ing up the Atlantic coast to New England and back again, Captain Gerrard had re-
ceived orders to go the other way, down to the Bahamas northeast of Cuba, where we
would conduct aerial reconnaissance of the passages between the Acklins, Mayagua-
na, and Caicos islands. We were supposed to be searching for Russian subs, of
course—Nikita had lately become a little too chummy with Fidel for anyone’s com-
fort—but we were also to be on the lookout for any freighters or fishing trawlers that
appeared to be heading for Cuba.

And we’'d taken aboard a new crewmember: Lt. Robert Arnault, a Naval Intelli-
gence officer temporarily replacing the j.g. who usually had the same job. None of us
had ever met him before; he’d flown in from Washington only a couple of days earli-
er, and although he tried to be one of the guys, it soon became apparent that he
wasn’t going to fit in. Captain Gerrard was still in command, but it was Lt. Arnault
who was calling the shots. The skipper’s sealed orders had been hand-delivered by
the lieutenant and they were the only people aboard who’d read them; the rest of us
were in the dark as to what this was all about. Amault wasn’t overbearing—he slept
in the same bunkroom and ate the same meals with us, and he could make small
talk about the World Series or that new spy movie starring some fellow named Con-
nery—but he wouldn’t say a word about why we were here.

You, of course, have the benefit of hindsight. It was at this time that the Soviet
Union began a secret operation to arm Cuba with nuclear weapons. They did this be-
cause the U.S. had recently placed long-range nuclear missiles in Turkey, and also to
prevent another invasion like the one at the Bay of Pigs the year before. So Russian
vessels were bringing in medium-range R-12s and intermediate-range R-14s, any one
of which could easily reach the American mainland, along with short-range battlefield
rockets equipped with low-yield tactical nukes that could be used to repel an invasion.

But the Americans had a mole in the Kremlin, a Soviet military intelligence officer
who’d been feeding Russian secrets to the CIA. Colonel Penkovsky was eventually
caught and executed, but not before he tipped off the Americans as to what Khrush-
chev was planning. The CIA didn’t have any solid evidence that the U.S.S.R. was
sending nukes to Cuba, though, and they would need firm proof before they could
take the matter to President Kennedy. So that’s why the Centurion was watching for
Russian vessels sailing to Cuba.

The Observation Post 13



September 2011

For four days, we orbited Acklins, Mayaguana, and Caicos, maintaining constant
surveillance of the passages between them from an altitude of 2,500 feet. We spot-
ted plenty of ships, but only a couple were flying the red Soviet flag. When that
happened, we’d descend to 1,500 feet and shadow them for awhile, monitoring
their wireless communications and taking pictures that we’d transmit back to Key
West via radio facsimile. Nothing about their appearance suggested that they were
carrying missiles, though, and their radios would go silent when we were in the
vicinity.

We weren’t aware that most of the rockets were still on the way. The ships carrying
them were still in the North Atlantic and wouldn’t arrive in the Caribbean for an-
other week or so. However, the first few R-12s had already reached Cuba, along with
a handful of tactical missiles. The R-12s didn’t have the range to hit Washington or
New York, but they could blow away Miami or New Orleans. Not only that, but
Khrushchev had given Castro permission to launch the missiles if the U.S. attacked
his country, and Fidel had no problems with nuking the yanquis; along with some
Kremlin hard-liners, he believed that a first strike would settle matters once and for
all. They weren’t aware of it, but Air Force General Curtis LeMay and many other
American counterparts shared the same sentiments.

The world was on the brink of nuclear war, and no one knew it yet. Almost no one,
that is.

On the morning of Friday, October 5th, I came down from the bunkroom to take
my watch at the radio board in the AWS compartment. As I relieved the radioman
who’d handled the overnight shift, I noticed that the dawn sky was an ominous
shade of red. For the past two days, we’d been receiving weather reports from Puer-
to Rico about a tropical storm off the Leeward Islands southeast of our position. As
soon as I saw those amber-streaked clouds, I had a hunch it was getting closer.

I was right. No sooner had I sat down than the telex rang three times, signaling
an incoming message. I waited while the message printed out, then I ripped it off,
opened my codebook, and spent the next minute or so deciphering it. Captain Ger-
rard had just come downstairs when I handed the decoded message to him.

The captain read it and sighed. “Great,” he muttered. “That makes my day.” The
other officers in the AWS compartment turned to look at him as he went on. “That
tropical storm south of us has become a Cat 1 cyclone. It’s now called Hurricane
Daisy, and its present track has it becoming Cat 2 and turning north-northwest.”

“That’s coming our way, isn't it, skipper?” That came from our flight engineer Jim-
my Costa—“Handsome Jimmy” we called him, because he wasn’t—who’d just stuck
his head in from the engine room.

“Uh-huh.” The captain folded the message and gave it back to me so I could file it.
“We're to land at the nearest available field and sit it out.” A terse smile. “Glad some-
one has the common sense to order us in.”

Everyone nodded. Back in the thirties, the Navy had lost two dirigibles, the Akron
and the Macon, during storms at sea. No one in the airship corps had forgotten that
disaster, but we were always scared that we’d get some dummy in charge of things
who thought that a blimp could fly through a hurricane. Lucky for us, a dummy
hadn’t written our orders.

But we still had a problem: where to land? A blimp doesn’t need a runway—it can
touch down almost anywhere—but it does require a mooring tower if it’s going to be
tied down for awhile, which is what we’d need to do if the Centurion was going to ride
out a hurricane. Key West was too far away; we’d never make it before the storm
overtook us. Puerto Rico was closer, but it lay in the direction Daisy was coming
from. And the U.S. naval base at Guantanamo Bay was out of the question; Lt. Ar-
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nault reminded the captain that our mission orders specifically stated that we were
not to approach Cuba under any circumstances.

Our navigator, Harry Taggart, pulled out a loose-leaf notebook and flipped to the list
of possible airship landing sites in the Caribbean, and sure enough, he found one:
Great Inagua, the larger of a pair of small islands about fifty miles west of Caicos and
fifty-five miles east of Cuba. Only one town, but it had an airfield, and on that airfield
was a mooring tower that had been there since WW II. The Centurion was on the oth-
er side of Caicos; we could easily reach Great Inagua before Daisy came through.

So I sent a telex to Key West informing them of our plans, and as soon as it was
confirmed, Phil Bennet turned his pilot’s wheel and put us on west-by-southwest
bearing for Great Inagua. I called ahead to Matthew Town and after a half-hour or
so I finally heard a Caribbean-accented voice through my headphones. He told me
his name was Samuel Parker, and although he was surprised that an American air-
ship was on its way, he assured me that he’d muster a ground crew for us.

The Centurion reached the Inagua islands shortly before noon. We passed over Lit-
tle Inagua, a tiny spit of sand and grass that appeared to have sea birds and wild
goats as its sole inhabitants, and came upon Great Inagua, which wasn’t much larg-
er but at least showed signs of human presence. Matthew Town was located on the
island’s southwest corner; as the blimp’s shadow passed over its sun-bleached
rooftops, townspeople came out to stare up at us. Not much seemed to be down there:
a bunch of houses, a church steeple, a handful of fishing boats tied up at the dock.

The airstrip was primitive, a single runway that looked as if it had been last resur-
faced around the time Amelia Earhart disappeared. The mooring tower was located
at its coastal end, not far from a couple of small hangars on the verge of collapse. It
looked like a misplaced Aztec pyramid, its iron frame rusted black and flecked with
salt. Six dark men in shorts and island shirts lounged beside the antique flatbed
truck that had brought them there, smoking cigarettes as they watched the blimp
come down; it wasn’t until Centurion was only twenty feet above the asphalt that
one of them tossed away his smoke and sauntered out to raise his hands above his
head while his companions trotted over to grab hold of our lines.

The islanders dragged the ship the rest of the way in while one of them climbed a
ladder up the tower and snapped a cable hook to the blimp’s prow. A diesel wrench
then reeled in the cable until the Centurion was snugly docked against the tower.
Eight of our guys jumped out of the car and helped the local ground crew pull the
lines as far as they would go, then used a sledge hammer to pound iron pitons into
the sandy ground and lashed the ropes to them. The skipper waited until he was
sure the Centurion wasn’t going anywhere before he ordered Phil to cut the engines.

I joined Captain Gerrard and Lt. Arnault as the locals ambled over to greet us, and
it wasn’t hard to tell that they were amused to have a Navy blimp make an emer-
gency landing in their forgotten little part of the world. In fact, we’d later learn that
the only reason why the tower hadn’t been torn down for scrap metal was that every
year the U.S. State Department sent the District of Inagua a five hundred dollar
rent check. Among the group was Samuel Parker, the person with whom I'd spoken
on the radio; besides running the airfield, he also was the customs officer. He made
a great show of asking for our passports, which he carefully inspected as if we might
be anyone except what our uniforms plainly showed us to be, before he formally
shook hands with Captain Gerrard and welcomed us to Great Inagua.

The wind was beginning to pick up by then. The sky was still bright blue, but a
dark wall of clouds had become visible on the southern horizon. We were prepared to
spend the night in the blimp, but Mr. Parker wouldn’t hear of it. There was a large
guesthouse in Matthew Town that we were welcome to use, and a restaurant across
the street was already prepared to have us over for dinner.
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Captain Gerrard quickly took him up on the offer; after four days of sleeping in nar-
row bunks and having canned food for breakfast, lunch, and dinner, some Caribbean
hospitality would be a nice change of pace. We couldn’t leave the Centurion by itself,
though, so the captain asked for two volunteers to stay with the blimp. Harry and
Phil raised their hands; they'd keep watch on the blimp, and use a walkie-talkie to call
for help if the storm threatened to break it loose from its moorings. The rest of us
fetched our duffel bags, then crowded into the back of the beat-up truck along with
the ground crew and held on for dear life as it made a bumpy, gear-grinding journey
into Matthew Town.

The town looked pretty much like any other small Caribbean port: whitewashed
wood-frame houses on sand-filled streets, an abandoned prison dating back to the
1700s, a church and a few shops surrounding the town square. The kind of place in-
habited mainly by native Caribbeans and a handful of retired British civil servants;
there were probably more sea gulls than people. Not exactly a tourist destination. I
figured that we were probably the only visitors the town had seen in a while.

I was wrong.

As it turned out, Daisy only sideswiped the Bahamas. By the end of the day the
hurricane turned north and headed for the East Coast; the following day it would
dump several inches of rain on New England before petering out over Nova Scotia.
As cyclones go, Daisy was something of a wallflower.

There was no sense in taking the blimp aloft again. The crew spent the afternoon
in the guest house, playing cards and listening to the Series on the radio as wind-dri-
ven rain lashed against the windows. The storm subsided just before sundown, but
the winds were still just high enough to make flying hazardous, so Captain Gerrard
decided that we might as well spend the night on Great Inagua and take off again
the next morning. Call it shore leave.

None of us were unhappy with the decision save for Lt. Arnault, who seemed ner-
vous about the prospect of missing any Russian freighters bound for Cuba. But the
Centurion was the skipper’s blimp, and he wasn’t about to do anything that would
unnecessarily put his ship and crew in harm’s way. Besides, he reminded Arnault,
any Soviet vessels in the vicinity had probably dropped anchor somewhere to ride
out the hurricane; they weren’t going anywhere either.

The guest house was a two-story inn in the middle of Matthew Town, the doors to
its rooms facing outside. The Centurion had arrived after what passed for tourist
season on Great Inagua, so we were able to take over the whole place. Most of the
crew shared quarters, but Captain Gerrard claimed a room for his own. So did Lt.
Arnault, which nettled a lot of the guys; who does he think he is? was the general
consensus. I didn’t care one way or another; I was bunking with Handsome Jimmy,
notorious among the crew for his snoring, and so I knew I probably wouldn’t get a lot
of sleep that night.

The island’s only restaurant was just across the street, and as Mr. Parker had told
us, the proprietors had been forewarned that twenty-one Navy men would be com-
ing over for dinner. By the time we’d wandered in, they’d laid out a nice spread:
grilled tarpon fresh from the dock, with hush puppies, greens, and the best key lime
pie I've ever had. There was a bar in the next room, complete with a pool table and a
TV; after we finished stuffing ourselves, we moved over there and settled in for an
evening of goofing off.

The regulars gradually filtered into the place, and at first they were put off by the
presence of so many uniforms, perhaps afraid that we might be stereotypical Amer-
ican sailors and wreck the joint. But the captain had firmly told us to be on our best
behavior, and after a while the locals warmed up to us. A couple of our guys got a pool
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tournament going with them, while others gathered at the TV to watch The Jackie
Gleason Show on a Miami station.

I had just returned to the bar for another beer when I found a young woman sit-
ting there. She was about my age, maybe a year or two older. Women had just start-
ed wearing their hair long again, and hers was blond and fell down around the
shoulders of her cotton summer dress. She wasn’t a raving beauty, but she was pret-
ty all the same, and she was there by herself.

I had no intention of trying to pick her up. My marriage was solid; I was faithful to
my wife, and one-night stands had never been my style anyway. It was just that I
was tired of seeing no one but other guys, and a pretty girl would be good company
for a change. So I walked over, introduced myself, and asked if I could join her. She
was a little wary of me, but she nodded anyway, so I parked myself on the next
barstool and asked her about herself.

She told me that her name was Helga—no last name, just Helga—and she was
from West Germany; I picked up the European accent as soon as she spoke, so the
latter was no surprise. She said that she was visiting Great Inagua with two male
companions—her cousin Kurt and their friend Alex, an American—and that the
three of them were avid birdwatchers who'd come to the islands for its tropical birds.
They were renting a house just south of town; she’d dropped in for a drink while
Kurt and Alex visited a grocery store down the street.

I told her who I was and why I was there, and she gave me a knowing smile; yes,
she’d seen the blimp when it had flown over the island. She was curious about why a
Navy blimp would be in the area; our mission was classified, so I told her that it was
aroutine patrol, nothing more. Even as I said this, though, I became aware of a pres-
ence behind me. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that Amault had deposited him-
self on the next barstool.

“Sorry,”he said. “Didn’t mean to interrupt.” He looked at me.“Mind if Ibutt in, Floyd?”

“Sure. We're just talking.” I gestured to the woman sitting next to me. “This is Helga.
Helga, this is—”

“‘Bob Arnault.” He raised a finger to the bartender, signaling him for another beer.
This was the first time I'd heard him refer to himself as Bob; on the blimp, he was
always Lt. Arnault. “You from around here?”

“No.” Helga shook her head. “I was just telling Floyd that my friends and I are vis-
iting Inagua to study its birds. There are the loveliest pink flamingos here, and we’re
photographing them.”

“They’re staying on the outskirts of town,” I added, not wanting to be left out of the
conversation. “She says they're—"

“Where are you from?” Arnault asked, ignoring me. “You’re not from the States, I
can tell.”

Helga laughed. “I’'m not, but my friend Alex is. My cousin and I are from West
Germany.”

“Really?” Arnault took a sip from the Red Stripe the bartender had just put in
front of him. “Which town?”

“Hannover.”

“Hannover! Great place! I was there once, just a couple of years ago. I stayed at a
hotel in the center of town, the . ..” Arnault closed his eyes and tapped a finger
against the bar, as if trying to conjure a memory. “. .. I can’t remember the name.”

“Yes. Of course.” Helga turned to me again. “As I was saying, there are quite a
number of West Indian Flamingos here. Also parrots, herons, pintails . . .”

“Y’know. The major hotel in the middle of the city.”

“There are many hotels in Hannover.” Helga’s smile flickered a bit as she gazed
past me at him.
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“This one was the biggest.” He stared at her. “You know which one I’'m talking
about ... don’t you?”

Helga’s face lost its color, and she pointedly looked away from him. I looked over
at Arnault, wondering why he was being so rude. “Lieutenant, we were talking about
birds. You can’t...”

“Can’t what, ensign?” His eyes narrowed as he deliberately emphasized my lesser
rank. “Talk about hotels instead of birds?” A humorless smile. “I can ... but I think
it’s more interesting that your friend can’t give me the name of . . .”

“Pardon me ... is there a problem?”

I turned to see the tall, blond-haired man who’d come up from behind us. His ac-
cent was the same as Helga’s, and it wasn’t hard to guess that this was Kurt. I don’t
know how long he’d been standing there, but I guessed that he’s overheard some of
what Arnault had said.

The lieutenant’s face turned red. “Not at all,” he replied, a little less sure of himself
now. “We were just talking about Germany . .. that’s where you’re from, right?”

“Yes, it is.” Kurt looked at Helga. “We’ve bought dinner for this evening, and Alex is
waiting in the car. Are you ready to...?”

“Yes. Of course.” Helga stood up from the bar stool, leaving her drink unfinished.
She glanced at me and smiled. “Pleased to meet you, Floyd. I hope you enjoy your vis-
it here.”

“Thanks,” I said. “And . . . um, happy bird-watching.” Helga nodded in return, then
she stepped past me to join her cousin. Both ignored Arnault as they headed for the
door.

But the lieutenant wasn’t done with them yet. He waited until the door closed be-
hind them, then jumped off his stool and hurried to the front window. Hiding behind
a curtain, he peered outside for a minute or so, then turned to walk back to the bar.

“Lieutenant, what in the world are you ... ?” I began.

“Listen, Floyd . . . you didn’t really buy that story of hers, did you?” Arnault didn’t
sit down again, but instead leaned against the counter. “That they’re here just to
watch flamingos?”

“Sure. Why not?”

“Oh, really.” He gave me a disgusted look, then moved closer, lowering his voice to
a near-whisper. “Soviet ships in the vicinity of Cuba, and two Germans just happen
to be visiting an island near two of the major passages from the Atlantic to the
Cuban coast. Kind of a coincidence, isn’t it?”

“Maybe it is.” I shrugged and picked up my beer.

“And maybe it isn’t.” He paused to see if anyone was listening in, then went on.
“Don’t you think it’s kind of strange that someone from Hannover can’t tell me the
name of the biggest hotel in the city?”

“You got me. What is it?”

‘T don’t know. Never been there.” A cunning grin. “But she didn’t know either, and
that’s the point. Oh, she’s German, all right, and so is her cousin . . . if that really is
her cousin. The question is, which side of Checkpoint Charlie are they from?”

Now he had my interest. “You think they might be from East Germany?”

“That would explain why she couldn’t answer my question, wouldn’t it?” He cocked
his head toward the room. “I happened to overhear the two of you talking, and when
I heard that kraut accent of hers I came by to see what was going on. When she
asked you why you’re here, that’s when I stepped in.”

“Oh, ¢'mon.” I shook my head. “It was just a friendly question.”

“No, I don’t think so.” Arnault hesitated. “Floyd, there’s a lot about this mission
that you don’t know, but believe me, there’s good reasons why there might be red
spies hanging around. And if that’s what they are, we need to find out for sure.”
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All this was just a little too paranoid for me. I knew guys who'd spout John Birch So-
ciety nonsense about commie infiltrators at the drop of a red hat, and what Arnault
was saying sounded like more of the same. Arnault must have read the expression on
my face. “You’re going to help me, ensign,” he added. “Consider that an order.”

‘Yes, sir:”” I put down my beer, but didn’t get off the stool. “What would you like me
to do, sir?”

Either he didn’t catch my sarcasm or he simply chose to ignore it. “Did she say
where they’re staying?”

“They’ve rented a house just south of town. That’s all she told me.”

“Hmm ...” He thought it over a moment. “Well, I caught a glimpse of their car, and
there can’t be that many red ’52 Buicks on the island.” He pushed back from the bar.
“C’'mon . .. we're going to take a walk and see if we can spot where they’ve parked it.”

Find the car, find the house; the logic made sense, even if the motive didn’t. I took
a last slug of beer, then reluctantly got off the barstool. “Then what?”

“Then we see if we can figure out what they’re doing here.” As if he hadn’t decided
already.

It was dark when we left the restaurant, and there was no one on the streets. The
grocery store had closed for the night, as had the few other shops, and only one lonely
streetlight illuminated the center of town. There weren’t even any sidewalks to roll up.

We didn’t tell the others where we were going or why, and I was just as happy that
we hadn’t. I didn’t want to have egg on my face when it turned out that the lieu-
tenant’s communist spies were nothing but some birdwatchers on vacation. I just
hoped that we’'d get this nonsense over and done with before Captain Gerrard no-
ticed we were missing.

The sky was overcast, with thick clouds shrouding the quarter moon, but it was
easy to see where we were going. A lighthouse rose from the beach south of Matthew
Town; every few seconds its revolving beam turned our way, showing us the twigs,
branches, and palm seeds that the storm had torn from the trees. After a mile or so
we left the town behind and found ourselves on a narrow beachside road, with an oc-
casional house here and there overlooking the ocean.

We had almost reached the lighthouse when we came upon a two-story wood-frame
house built on a low rise across the road from the beach. There were lights in the
ground floor windows, but the upstairs was dark; as we came closer, we saw a car port
half-hidden behind scrub brush and Spanish bayonet. We went a little way up the dri-
veway, trying to walk lightly upon the gravel and broken seashells, and sure enough,
there was the red Buick the lieutenant had seen drive away from the restaurant.

Seeking cover in the bushes, we crept close enough to the house that we could peer
through a side window. We saw what looked like a dining room. An older man, thick-set
and with grey hair combed back from his temples, sat at a table that had been set for a
late dinner; I assumed this was Alex, Helga and Kurt’s American friend. His back was
half-turned to us and he appeared to be talking to someone in another room. We
couldn’t hear what was being said, but a moment later Helga appeared, carrying a
casserole dish in a pair of oven mitts. She carefully placed the dish on the table, then
turned around and walked away again, probably returning to the kitchen.

“Idon’t see Kurt,” I whispered.

“If they’re getting ready to eat, he’s probably downstairs.” Arnault pointed to the
back of the house. “Let’s look around there,” he said, and then began making his way
through the bushes.

In the rear of the house was a set of outside stairs leading to a small second-floor
porch. Without hesitation, Arnault left the bushes and quickly made for the stairs.
Reaching them, he turned to urgently gesture for me to follow him. The last thing I
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wanted to do was sneak into a house, especially when its tenants were there, but the lieu-
tenant wasn’t giving me any choice. I swore under my breath, then moved to join him.

The wooden stairs were weatherbeaten and a little rickety; the first couple of steps
creaked under our shoes until we put most of our weight upon the railing. We care-
fully made our way up to the porch, where Arnault stopped to test the knob of the
door leading inside. The door was unlocked; he eased it open, revealing a darkness
broken only by a sullen blue glow from some distant source. He entered the house
and, even though it felt as if my heart was going to hammer its way through my ribs,
I followed him.

We found ourselves in a upstairs hallway, with a nearby staircase leading down to
the first floor. Closed doors were to either side of us, and straight ahead was anoth-
er room,; its door was ajar, and coming through the crack was the dim light that pro-
vided us with what little illumination we had. The light flickered a bit, and I figured
that it must be coming from a TV someone had left on.

Unintelligible conversation from downstairs, broken by the scrape of chair legs
across a wooden floor, told us that Helga, Kurt, and Alex were sitting down for din-
ner. I could only hope that they took their time savoring Helga’s casserole as Arnault
and I tiptoed down the hall, drawn like moths toward the light at its end.

The door made a soft groan as the lieutenant pushed it open, and for a second it
seemed as if the voices coming from downstairs had faltered a little. But then Ar-
nault gave a low gasp; I looked past him, and all else was suddenly forgotten.

I was right about the light; it was coming from a screen. Four of them, in fact,
arranged in a semicircle upon two wooden desks pulled together to form a shallow
V. But they weren’t TVs, or at least not like any I'd seen on sale at Sears.

“Holy smokes!” Arnault whispered as he slowly walked into the room. “Willya look
at that!”

I was looking, all right . .. and I was having a hard time believing what I was see-
ing. The two center screens displayed what, at first glance, appeared to be high-alti-
tude camera images like those taken by a U2 spy plane. But nothing the Air Force
or CIA put in the sky had ever produced pictures like these; they resembled photo-
graphic negatives, with the colors reversed, but even those colors were strangely ac-
cented with unnatural shades of green, red, and blue, making them look like weird
cartoons. Although the images were obviously taken from a height, their magnifica-
tion was much better than any aerial photos I'd ever seen.

And they moved.

On the right screen was what seemed to be a jungle clearing. Infantry trucks were
parked in a row at one side of the open space, with a longer row of tank trucks lined
up behind them. Across the way was a large shed that might have been a tobacco
barn were it not for the flatbed truck slowly backing up it. A long, narrow cylinder
with a cone at one end rested on the back of the truck; the tiny figures of men slow-
ly walked on either side of the vehicle while others patrolled the edges of the clear-
ing, evidently watching the surrounding jungle.

The left screen showed something even more chilling. An ocean harbor, with a
freighter docked at a wharf. The ship’s cargo hold was open, and a mobile crane
parked on the wharf appeared to be raising something from belowdecks. As I
watched, the crane moved just enough for me to make out what it was lifting from
the freighter: another cylindrical shape, much like the one on the other screen.

“God damn.” Arnault’s voice was low but hoarse with anger. “God damn!” He point-
ed at the two screens. “That’s Cuba, and those are Soviet missiles!”

I barely paid attention to him; I was looking at something else. The screens them-
selves had caught my interest; they didn’t look like normal cathode-ray tubes but in-
stead were as flat as cafeteria trays, with no visible buttons or switches. The screens
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bookending the middle two were dark, but when I stepped closer, the one on the far
left suddenly lit up to display a row of tiny symbols arranged against a background
that fluctuated like a small aurora.

On the desktops below the left and right screens were what appeared at first to be
a pair of small portable typewriters. There were no rollers in them, though, and
when I bent to examine each more closely, I saw that, while their keyboards had the
familiar QWERT YUIOP arrangement, the keys themselves were as flat as if they’d
been painted on a glass surface, with a double row of buttons above them.

Looking at them, I was reminded of something I'd seen once before: the Enigma
code-making machine used by the Germans during World War II. That looked a little
like a typewriter, too, but it wasn’t. It was a computer. Could this be ... ?

“I told you so.” Arnault was still staring at the two middle screens. “This is a red
spy nest. Some sort of observation post.”

I ignored him as I glanced behind the desks. No wires or cables; what was the pow-
er source? I was still puzzling over that when I noticed a plastic sheet about the size
of a notebook page on the left desk next to the keyboard. I picked it up, and almost
dropped it again as it glowed with a light of its own, exposing another row of tiny
symbols against a shifting background. I experimentally touched one of the symbols;
the page instantly changed, this time to show another aerial view: a different jungle
clearing, now in broad daylight, with tiny soldiers erecting what appeared to be an
anti-aircraft missile launcher.

“This stuffisn’t from Russia,” I murmured, hearing my voice temble. “It’s not from
East Germany either. This is . . . something else.”

“I don’t care where it’s from. I know missiles when I see ’em ...”

“At night?” I pointed to the right center screen. “Look at that truck and those peo-
ple. They’re moving, lieutenant. That’s not a still picture ... this is happening right
now, while we’re watching. Do the reds have that kind of ... ?”

The door creaked behind us.

My heart stopped beating, and I'd just turned around when the ceiling light sud-
denly came on. I winced against the abrupt glare, but not before I saw Helga, Kurt,
and Alex standing in the doorway.

For a long moment, both groups stared at one another in dumb surprise. I flashed
back to when I was a kid and my father caught me stealing a quarter from his bed-
room dresser; the look on my face must have been the same.

This time, Helga played my dad’s role. “Floyd . . . what are you doing here?” she
asked, more shocked than angry.

“Is this the man you were talking about?” Alex’s hand was still on the wall switch.
Helga nodded, and he glared at us. “You’re trespassing,” he said, stating the obvious.

“And you’re Russian spies!” Arnault snapped, as if a blunt accusation would justify
our intrusion.

Alex’s mouth fell open, Kurt rapidly blinked, and Helga simply stared at him.
Then Helga raised a hand to her mouth, but not quite fast enough to hide her giggle.
Kurt and Alex traded a glance, then Kurt’s eyes rolled up as Alex tried to control the
amused grin that threatened to spread across his face.

“No . ..no, we're not Russian spies.” Alex relaxed a little, letting his hand drop
from the light switch. “I assure you, we ...”

“Then what’s all this?” Arnault jabbed a finger at the screens. “Tell me those aren’t
pictures of Soviet rockets in Cuba!”

That quickly sobered up the three of them. This was no longer funny. Meanwhile, I
felt like I was the only person in the room who didn’t know what was going on. “Lieu-
tenant,” I asked, “what makes you think the Russians are putting missiles in Cuba?”
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Arnault barely glanced at me. “We've received intelligence that Ivan may be ship-
ping nukes to Cuba,” he said, not taking his eyes off Helga, Kurt, and Alex. “That’s
what our mission is: to gather any evidence that the reports are true.” A corner of his
mouth lifted slightly. “I think we’ve got all the proof we need right here.”

I looked at the screens again. The view of the Cuban harbor was still there, but the
image on the center-right screen had changed. It now displayed what appeared to be
a beach; in the nearby jungle, an anti-aircraft missile launcher was being covered by
camouflage netting. It seemed to be the same shot as the one in the plastic sheet still
in my hand, but this time it had the same photo-negative appearance as the earlier
images. I realized that they were from an apparent altitude of only a few hundred
feet. That was much lower than our blimp could go without being seen, but the peo-
ple on the ground were apparently unaware that they were being observed.

“Lieutenant, this isn’t Russian equipment.” I picked up one of the keyboards, held
it out for him to see. “They can’t even make a decent toaster, for heaven’s sake.”

“They’re pretty good at building rockets!”

“Never mind that. Have you ever seen TVs like those before? Or—”1 put down the
keyboard, and picked up the weird sheet of plastic. “—whatever this is? Man, even
NASA doesn’t have stuff like this!”

Looking away from the three people at the door, Amault turned his head slightly
to examine the equipment on the desks. For the first time, he seemed to notice some-
thing besides the missiles. “Those could be aerial photos ...”

“At night? At the same time that things are happening on the ground?” A new
thought occurred to me. I turned to Helga. “This is . . . this is from space, isn’t it?”

She reluctantly nodded. “We’re using satellites, yes . . . ones far more sophisticated
than any your country or the Soviet Union now has. High resolution radar imaging...”

“Don’t be too specific,” Alex said quietly.

“No, of course not,” Helga said. “But Floyd’s right. The Soviet Union does not pos-
sess technology of this kind, and neither does East Germany.” She hesitated. “No one
will . .. at least, not for some time to come.”

“Helga . ..” Kurt cast a warning look at her.

“Let her speak,” Alex said. “The truth is no worse than the accusation.” He frowned
at Kurt. “Besides, this is your fault, for leaving the porch door unlocked. I asked you
not to do that.” Kurt’s face reddened as Alex turned to Helga again. “Go on.”

Helga took a deep breath. “We’re observers. Not spies, simply . . . observers. I won’t
tell you where we’re from, other than to say that it’s not a place that exists in this
frame of time.”

“Observers,” I repeated, and then I remembered something the lieutenant had said
just before we were discovered. “Then . . . this is an observation post, I guess.”

She smiled slightly. “That’s a good way of putting it. We established this place for
the purpose of watching and recording everything that will occur, or may occur, at
this particular pointin...”

“What do you mean, ‘will or may occur’?” Arnault raised an eyebrow. “Is there
something we should know?” Kurt muttered something under his breath that may
have been obscene, and Helga went pale as if she’d suddenly realized that she may
have said too much. “The missiles,” the lieutenant went on. “This has to do with
them, doesn’t it?”

“It does, yes.” Now it was Alex’s turn to be both reticent and informative. “There
are . .. certain points in time, shall we say? . .. when human existence hangs in the
balance and its future depends upon the actions of a few. This is one of those occa-
sions. But even so, all the pertinent facts are not always recorded. Because of this,
later generations are left to discover how things might have happened differently if
the situation had changed even just a little.”
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“History is malleable,” Helga said, “because time itself is not linear. Any deviation,
no matter how slight, can have enormous consequences, which in turn can lead to
the creation of parallel timelines in which ...”

“Look, I don’t care about any of that.” Arnault was becoming impatient; I'm not
sure he even listened at all. “The only thing that matters is that the Russians are
stockpiling missiles on Cuba, and those missiles may have nuclear warheads.”

Something cold went down my spine. “Is this true?” I asked. “Do those things have
nukes?”

“Hell, yes!” The lieutenant regarded me as if I was an idiot. “What would be the
point of positioning rockets within sixty miles of our country if they didn’t have nu-
clear warheads?” He glared at the other three people in the room. “Maybe you're not
Russians, but that doesn’t change a thing. I have to tell my people what’s going on!”

He began to walk toward the door. Alex stepped in front of him. “You can’t do that ...”

Arnault halted, looked him straight in the eye. “Don’t tell me what I can’t do.”

“If anyone else learns what you know, it will cause . . .” Alex hesitated. “Look, I
can’t reveal to you what’s going to happen, but I can say that any changes to this
timeline may be catastrophic. If you—"

“Get out of my way.” Arnault took another step forward, and Alex raised his hands
to stop him. Bad move; the lieutenant had the same training in hand-to-hand com-
bat as I did. Arnault grabbed his arm with both hands, and in the next second Alex
was on the floor, gasping in pain from the judo throw Arnault had used on him. Kurt
started to move, then froze as the lieutenant whirled toward him. The two men
stared at each other, then Arnault stepped over Alex and calmly walked out the door.

Helga turned to me. “Floyd, you cant let this happen.”

I was stunned by what I'd just seen, unable to move.“I...T...

“Floyd ... listen to me.” Helga rushed across the room to grab me by the shoulders.
“What I've said is true,” she went on, dropping her voice so that Arnault couldn’t
hear her. “We've seen the outcome in other timelines. If your president learns too ear-
ly that there are Soviet missiles on Cuba, it will prompt him to launch an invasion or
a preemptive air attack. But he doesn’t know how many missiles are already there
or their exact locations. And the Russian premier has given his officers in Cuba per-
mission to use tactical missiles against an invasion force, or to launch intermediate-
range missiles at the U.S. if there’s an air strike.”

“You know what will occur if that happens,” Alex said. Kurt was helping him off
the floor; he winced as he massaged his twisted right forearm. “Kennedy will order a
retaliatory nuclear strike against the Soviet Union, Khrushchev will respond by
launching Russia’s strategic missiles ...”

“Millions will die.” Helga’s eyes were locked on mine. “The world as you know it
will be destroyed. We’ve seen it happen.”

I was having trouble breathing, and my legs felt weak. From the other end of the
hallway, I heard the porch door slam open, Arnault’s footsteps trotting down the back
stairs. “Why . .. why cant you ... ?”

“We cannot interfere.” Kurt was apologetic but almost laughably calm, as if he was
informing me that I had an overdue book at the library. “No matter what happens,
we’re prohibited from taking any actions ourselves.” He looked at Alex and shook his
head. “We’ve done too much already. When we visit critical events such as this ...”

“Go.” Helga shook my arms, trying to snap me out of my shock. “For the sake of
everyone you know and love .. . stop him!”

I pushed her aside, hurried to the door. I no longer heard Arnault’s shoes on the
stairs; when I reached the back porch, a passing beam from the lighthouse captured
him for a second as he marched down the driveway.

I nearly fell down the stairs in my haste, but the lieutenant had already made it to
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the road by the time I caught up with him. “Lieutenant, wait!” I yelled, but he didn’t
stop or turn around. “Just stop, will you? We can’t ...!”

I laid a hand on his shoulder, and he whipped about to face me. “What do you want?”

“We...we...”] was gasping for breath. “We can’t do this. If we tell them ...”

“Ensign Moore . . . at attention!”

Training took over. I snapped rigid, back straight, hands at sides, legs together. He
stepped closer, so close that I could feel his breath on my face. The searchlight passed
over us again, and I saw his eyes only inches from mine.

“Ensign Moore, you are a seaman in the United States Navy. Is this correct?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I can’t hear you!”

“Yes, sir!”

“As a Navy seaman, you are sworn to protect your country. Is this correct?”

“Yes, sir!”

“As your superior officer, I order you to fulfill your oath. We will go to the blimp,
where you will provide me with the means to send a coded priority message to
NAVINT, informing them of what we’ve discovered! Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Outstanding.” He stepped back, turned away from me. “Follow me.”

The ray from the lighthouse passed above us again, and in that instant I saw, on
the side of the road, a tree branch that had been knocked down by the storm. There
was no hesitation; I knew what I had to do.

I bent over and picked up the branch. It was about the size of a baseball bat and just
as solid. I grasped it with both hands and swung it at the back of the lieutenant’s head.
There was a hollow crack as I felt it connect. Arnault grunted and staggered forward,
but before he could react or even turn around, I raised the branch above me, rushed
toward him, and slammed it straight down on his skull. He gasped and fell, but he’d
barely hit the ground before I brought the branch down upon his head again.

And again.

And again.

The next time the light touched us, I saw that he was dying. He lay face-down in
the road, arms stretched out. There was blood all over the back of his head, and it
turned the pavement black as it flowed out from under him. I couldn’t see his face,
but I could hear a rattling rasp as he struggled for his last breath. I raised the
branch again, but didn’t strike him; instead, I watched as his hands twitched a cou-
ple of times, then there was a soft sigh and he was still.

I was still staring at him when Helga touched my elbow. “I'm sorry,” she whis-
pered. “I'm so, so sorry ...”

I nodded. Then I dropped the branch, went over to the side of the road, and threw up.

History records that only a handful of lives were lost during the Cuban Missile
Crisis: the pilot of the American U2 that was shot down over Cuba by a Soviet anti-
aircraft battery, and the Russian soldiers who died when the truck carrying them
went off a mountain road and rolled down an embankment.

There was another casualty, though: U.S. Naval Intelligence Officer Lt. Robert Ar-
nault. But he is not counted among the dead.

Helga took me back to the house, where she let me clean up in the bathroom while
she washed the bloodstains from my shirt. There was a bottle of scotch in the
kitchen; I poured myself a double, no chaser.

Kurt and Alex returned a little while later. I noticed that they’d taken off their
shoes and rolled up their pants legs, and that their bare feet were covered with sand.
They told me what they’d done with Arnault’s body and how they had thrown the
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branch into the woods and washed his blood off the road with buckets of sea water
carried up from the beach. They’d also come up with an alibi; it sounded plausible to
me, and we went over it a few times until I had it thoroughly memorized. I had an-
other drink—because I needed it, and also because it was part of my alibi—and then
I put on my shirt and left the house.

The hour was late by the time I walked back into Matthew Town; the restaurant
was closed, and the streets were quiet. A poker game was going on in someone’s room
at the guest house, but no one saw me when I came in. Handsome Jimmy was snor-
ing loudly when I let myself into the room we shared, and he didn’t wake up as I un-
dressed in the dark and climbed into bed.

It took a long time for me to fall asleep.

Captain Gerrard woke the crew up shortly after sunrise, going from room to room
to knock on the door. It was then that Lt. Arnault’s absence was noticed; his bed was
unmade, and his duffel bag was untouched. Everyone remembered that he and I had
left the bar together, so the captain came to me and asked if I had seen him lately.

I told the skipper that Arnault had become interested in a girl we’d met in the bar,
and that the two of us followed her back to the house where she was staying with her
cousin and a friend. I hadn’t wanted to go with him, I explained, but it seemed like
the lieutenant had a little too much to drink, and so I'd gone along to make sure that
he stayed out of trouble. Unfortunately, that’s exactly what happened; Arnault made
a scene when he caught up with Helga, insisting that she come back to the bar with
him, until Kurt and Alex threw him out of the house. I'd remained behind to apolo-
gize, and ended up staying awhile to have a few drinks. I hadn’t seen the lieutenant
after that . . . why, was there something wrong?

Captain Gerrard called the Matthew Town police and told them that a member of
his crew was missing. About an hour later, the police chief came to the guest house
with shocking news: the lieutenant was dead, his body discovered on the beach just
outside of town. It appeared that someone had beaten him to death, then dragged his
body to the waterside. Two sets of footprints in the sand attested to the fact that he’d
been attacked by two people, probably while walking back to town; his watch was
missing, and although his wallet was found on the beach, there was no cash in it. The
police figured that he’d probably put up a fight, and the robbers had murdered him.

Since I was the last person to see the lieutenant alive, I had to repeat my story sev-
eral times; I'd have to do so again, in front of a Navy board of inquiry charged with
investigating the lieutenant’s murder. I had my alibi down pat and I was careful nev-
er to deviate from it, and so I never came under suspicion. And when the police went
out to the house, the three vacationing birdwatchers verified everything that I had
said; the lieutenant had made a pass at Helga, and so Kurt and Alex had made him
leave, but let me stay a while because Helga liked me.

The killers were never found, but that didn’t surprise anyone in Matthew Town.
There was very little crime on Great Inagua, but when it occurred, it was usually
blamed on one of the Haitian boat people who periodically came over from Hispanio-
la. That was a common explanation in the Bahamas: whenever there was an un-
solved crime, a Haitian was always responsible. The Navy investigation eventually
reached the same conclusion; Lt. Arnault had simply been in the wrong place at the
wrong time, and the men who'd killed him had only been after his watch and money.

Less than two weeks after the lieutenant’s death, President Kennedy learned that
the U.S.S.R. had placed nuclear-tipped missiles on Cuba. Over the next nine days,
America and Russa played a dangerous contest of wits, each poised to start a war no
one could win. In the end, Kennedy and Khrushchev—two men who had seen war
firsthand and knew its consequences—managed to persevere over the hawks on
both sides to reach a diplomatic solution: in exchange for a promise that the U.S.
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would cease its attempts to remove Castro from power and respect Cuba’s sovereign
status, the U.S.S.R. would remove its missiles from Cuba.

The Centurion returned to Key West long before that happened. It flew only once
more, to watch for Russian submarines off the Atlantic Coast during the crisis. The
following month, the Navy decided to ground its blimps for good. So the Centurion
was deflated for the last time, and its car eventually made its way to an aviation mu-
seum in Connecticut. I was transferred to the U.S.S. Lexington, where I worked as a
communications officer before leaving the service a few years later.

I was given an honorable discharge. The irony of this hasn’t been lost on me. But I
never told anyone what I did that night, even though it haunted me for years to come.

Did I do the right thing? I'd like to think so, if only because it’s helped me deal with
my conscience. But something Helga told me that night has stayed with me as much
as the murder itself.

History is malleable, she said, because time itself is not linear. This implies that
there was—there is—more than one outcome to the events of October 1962. Have
those alternatives—which Helga claimed to have actually seen—hinged upon what
I did or did not do? Or was the lieutenant’s death merely an incident that had no
lasting consequences?

I'll never know. But there is this:

I'd moved to a small town outside Colorado Springs several years back, and a few
days ago I went into the city to visit my doctor. My son drove me there; he’s taken
care of me since my wife died, and he had a few errands of his own. After I got
through at the doctor’s office, I walked down the street to a restaurant where I was
to meet my son for lunch. My illness hasn’t totally bedridden me yet, although I have
to depend on a walker and an oxygen tank to get around.

It was midday and the sidewalks were crowded, mainly with office workers on
their way to one place or another. I'd almost reached the restaurant when the front
door of an apartment building swung open and a young woman walked out.

It was Helga. Of this, I'm absolutely certain; I've never forgotten her face, even af-
ter all these years. And although her hairstyle had changed and she was wearing a
business suit, she hadn’t aged a day. It was as if she’d come straight from Great In-
agua with only a quick stop at a fashion shop and hairdresser along the way.

She didn’t recognize me, of course. I was just a sick old man, bent over a walker
with an oxygen line clipped to his nose. She strolled past me and was gone before I
could say anything.

So she’s here, in our time. But why?

Consider this: NORAD, the North American Aerospace Defense Command, has its
headquarters at Cheyenne Mountain, just outside Colorado Springs. Since 1966, the
Air Force has directed American strategic defense operations from an underground
complex deep within the mountain. If a global nuclear war were to break out, this
would be one of the first places to know.

Perhaps it may only be a coincidence that I've seen Helga again. Or perhaps it may
not. I'm afraid I may live long enough to learn for certain. O
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Harold Gets Off on the
Doppler Effect

Harold, the Andersons’ part shepherd, is allowed just enough open
window to get his snout and lower jaw out into the moving air,
when he so willingly piles into the rear seat of their SUV for
even the slightest jaunt outside the confines of his small world.

And then, always, like clockwork, he opens up and lets out one
mournful howl.

The floppy ears of Harold, evolved back in the day, can just
make out that telltale shift of sounds that Christian Doppler
thought to name, to shed some light on distances to twinkling
stars too far to ever visit.

Harold, unlike his human captors, can recognize the meaning of
it all.

It’s a tap into infinity, is all. Harold keeps this to himself,
of course. The pattern of his bounced back croon tells him that
humans like good old Christian D. missed the point when we
reduced the stars to numbers and the outdoors to a car ride.

Alas, poor Harold also knows his limits, and settles for a nice
chew on his leather toy, smiling sadly as the wind passes him
, by.

—James Kamlet




0.0.C.S.

Neal Barrett, Jr.

Of his latest story, the author says . ..
Dear Reader:

This is just science fiction. That means it hasn’t happened
yet. Keep your eyes on all national issues concerning
Health, and hope it’s only a story.

—Neal Barrett, Jr.

Bobby heard them coming. Heard them way off ‘cause he had good ears, good as
anyone in town. Saw them when they passed Blessed Bend. Saw the great Daimler-
Dodge as it thundered up the hill. Heard the big twin V12s rattle every dish in town.

It was a scary thing to see, and scariest of all was the color of the thing, that pale
and putrid shade of pond scum, rot, snot, something you'd stepped on, something
gone bad. There was nothing shiny, nothing bright, nothing but the words they’d
painted on the door:

DEPARTMEMT OF CURATIVE SCIENCE

You could read it, if you got up close, but Jesus Brown, who’d want to do that?

Bobby felt the hairs stand up on his neck. He’d be thirteen next week, and didn’t
much recall being eight. Still, he remembered that big, heavy hunk of ugly grinding
into town. He remembered Mom was sick. He remembered how it rained that year.
Mostly, though, he remembered the night that Grandpa died.

He remembered it still, every night since. He could see the look in Grandpa’s eyes,
like he might see something no one else could see.

Bobby crept down the gully, keeping out of sight. At the house, he climbed the back
porch, ran through the hall and into the kitchen. Mom and Daddy were huddled
‘round the window watching the sight below.

“Docs,” said Bobby real soft, “saw ’em coming up the bend.”

“We got eyes too,” Daddy said, in that voice that went flat sometimes. “Sit down,
boy, and be quiet.”

Bobby did as he was told. He saw Mom’s hand was squeezed tight in Daddy’s big
fist. Mom was scared a lot since the ’fliction got her down. Holding Daddy helped
sometimes.

Leaning up some, Bobby could see the big van, squatting like a toad on the com-
mon by the road. He did like Daddy said, kept still and watched.

It seemed like forever till a door slid open and the first one stepped out. Right
then, Mom made a little noise like a m